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Letter from the Editors-in-Chief

Dear Readers,

We’re thrilled to present to you this special double volume edition of Sojourners,
UBC’s acclaimed Undergraduate Sociology Journal. As to why we’re having a
double volume release...the same reason why we’ve spent almost 1.5 years off
campus, why TAs and professors are working from home, and why the world over
has moved online for nearly everything. In March of 2020, right when Sojourners
editors and authors were finalizing their edits, B.C. went into its first lockdown.
Recognizing the added stress and obstacles that came along with the pandemic,
we pushed back deadlines to prioritize the well-being of our authors and editors.
Now, with B.C’s vaccination rate rising and with many of the students involved
in Volumes 12 and 13 graduating, we feel as though it is an appropriate time to
wrap up this chapter in Sojourners history with a jam-packed, incredible selection
of papers. This edition includes 14 papers selected from nearly 100 submissions:
seven from Volume 12 and seven from Volume 13. We want to acknowledge
that the papers included in Volume 12 and 13 range from personal to somewhat
generalizable. That being said, all of these papers add to the academic sociological
discourse in tangible ways. Whether you take away a better understanding of your
own biases or identity, ideas of how to improve upon your own writing or research
methods, a perspective derived from the experiences of others that you previously
lacked, or a new motivation to explore one or all of these topics further in your
own academic career, we hope that you find what you are looking for.

Volume 12 features a variety of topics and approaches, all centered around
better understanding issues of indigeneity, climate, gender, work, class, race, sex-
uality and more. Starting off strong, Moneeza Badat offers an analysis of media
coverage of Wet’suwet’en First Nation pipeline protesters, centering on how news
frames themes of “emotionality” and “rationality”. Next, Justin Chia looks at how
the global climate strike has been led by youth organizations and employed social
media to spread its message. Sara Chitsaz shares her findings on gendered marital
expectations of young women, and how they are affected by factors such as me-
dia and family. Bonnie Densmore then examines the implementation and effects
of the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act with respect to sex
workers in Canada. Using the 2019 Oppenheimer Park tent city as a flashpoint,
Tara Jankovic employs media framing analysis to understand how perceptions of
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside are shaped by news coverage. Ilerioluwa Okusi
brings a theoretical and experiential analysis of how pre-existing systems and ex-
pectations hinder the experience of Black African students’ in Canadian universi-



ties. And finally, Alexander Salem offers an extensive interview-based analysis of
the decline of London as an LGBTQ+ nightlife capital.

Volume 13 papers varied in writing styles and research methods, covering
a broad selection of topics related to race and class issues, social movements and
environmental sociology. Tushita Bagga offers a personal, insider’s glance into
the ethical dilemmas of working in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. Maya Joshi
looks at media sources to reveal the consequences of socially constructed race
and gender as it pertains to patient treatment in the healthcare system. Ella Kim-
Marriott interviews environmentalists to shed light on the barriers and facilitators
to participation in the Vancouver Zero Waste social movement. Hugh Knapp ex-
plores how the private act of infant feeding becomes a public display subject to
judgement through interviews with first-time mothers. Ethan Shapiro uses dis-
course analysis and interviews with ‘urban beardsmen’ to expose the linkages
between hipster culture and economic austerity. Maren Tergesen examines how
racial hierarchies and positionality among youth activists contributes to the fram-
ing of the messaging in the March for Our Lives social movement. And lastly,
Simon Wastian investigates the framing techniques taken by German newspapers
in their coverage of the anti-racist MeTwo movement to subjugate and deny con-
temporary racial issues in Germany.

We are so proud of these authors for producing relevant, fascinating research
all while finishing degrees, starting careers and surviving a global pandemic. We
are so excited to see them continue to contribute to academia and society at large
as sociologists, academics, humanitarians, and critically engaged members of so-
ciety. And a very special thank you to our excellent editors and faculty advisors,
without whom the publication of these works would never have been possible. We
wish them all the very best going forward. As a final note, there’s been great dis-
cussion of how the pandemic has exposed many of the unseen cracks in society,
and how different groups are affected very differently by the exact same virus.
But indeed, most of the academic work you will see here challenges assumptions
and exposes inequalities that have existed prior to the arrival of the pandemic. As
such, with optimism on the rise as vaccination rates increase, we at Sojourners
hope that calls for a return to “normal” are closely examined and even scrutinized
lest we continue to, ostensibly, “push forward” in society, leaving others behind.

Sincerely,

Ella Kim-Marriott, Selina Lo, and Curtis Seufert
Co-Editors-in-Chief
Sojourners
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Framing Rationality and Emotionality in
Wet’suwet’en Protests

Moneeza Badat
University of British Columbia

Abstract. On January 7, 2019, the RCMP confronted anti-pipeline protesters of the
Wet’suwet’en First Nation near Houston, B.C. in a military-style raid. The confrontation
took place over the contested Coastal GasLink (CGL) pipeline project which proposes to
carry gas from Dawson Creek to Kitimat but must cross traditional and unceded land in
order to do so. This study seeks to answer the question: How does the media depict the
Wet’suwet’en protests, including protesters and government agents, using frames of ra-
tionality/emotionality, and how frequent are these frames? Scholars of social movements
have long argued that the media is biased in reporting social movements (Giorgi, 2017;
Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, 2012; Grenier, 1994; McCluskey et al., 2009; McLeod and
Detenber, 1999; Smith et al., 2001; Gilcrhist, 2010). One way the media does this is by
representing protesters as irrational and emotional while simultaneously depicting figures
of authority like the police and governmental officials as the opposite—rational and ob-
jective (Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, McCluskey et al., 2009; Grenier, 1994). This study
uses a feminist deconstruction approach to analyze how the media frames Wet’suwet’en
protesters using frames of rationality and emotionality. I present my research on how
three Canadian news publications framed the Wet’suwet’en protests using frames of ra-
tionality and emotionality and explore the feminist implications of this framing. The
research shows that while media publications generally tend to frame protesters as ra-
tional, protesters are still framed as more emotional than government agents. In some
cases, the frame of emotionality may latently suggest that protesters lack rational judge-
ment and credibility. Some types of media tend to frame protesters as more rational or
irrational than others. Indigenous publications may tend to overemphasize the rationality
of protesters compared to other mainstream publications, perhaps to counter or undo the
dominant narrative in mainstream publications.

© 2021 Moneeza Badat



2 Badat

Introduction

On January 7, 2019, the RCMP confronted anti-pipeline protesters of the Wet’suwet’en
First Nation near Houston, B.C. in a military-style raid. The confrontation took place
over the contested Coastal GasLink (CGL) pipeline project, which proposes to carry gas
from Dawson Creek to Kitimat but must cross traditional and unceded land in order to do
so. Protesters aimed to stop the expansion by blocking access on their traditional land to
which the RCMP responded by attempting to thwart protest for the project to continue.
The conflict between the RCMP, Coastal GasLink and Indigenous protesters is part of
ongoing debates not just related to the CGL pipeline, but also Indigenous land claims and
sovereignty.

This study seeks to answer the question: How does the media depict the Wet’su-
wet’en protests, including protesters and government agents, using frames of rationality
and emotionality, and how frequent are these frames? Scholars of social movements have
long argued that the media is biased in reporting social movements. Research shows that
the media tends to marginalize social movement activists and protesters (Giorgi, 2017;
Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, 2012; Grenier, 1994; McCluskey et al., 2009; McLeod and
Detenber, 1999; Smith et al., 2001; Gilcrhist, 2010). One way the media does this is
by representing protesters as irrational and emotional while simultaneously depicting fig-
ures of authority like the police and governmental officials as the opposite—rational and
objective (Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, McCluskey et al., 2009; Grenier, 1994).

The idea that rationality is better than emotionality is rooted in sexist, Western ways
of thinking that have been used to oppress women (Oliver, 1991). One does not have to
look too far to come across many stereotypes in society of the rational and objective man
and the emotional woman to see that rationality/emotionality are social constructs and
ideologies rooted in oppressive power dynamics (Oliver, 1991). While this hierarchized
binary is rooted in sexist ways of thinking, it has also been used to marginalize other
groups of people, like protesters who are stereotypically framed as irrational, emotional,
and thus delegitimize (Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, Grenier, 1994; McCluskey et al)1.

This study uses a feminist deconstruction approach to analyze how the media frames
Wet’suwet’en protesters using frames of rationality and emotionality. First, I draw on
feminist literature that outlines the process of deconstruction and how it is a useful frame-
work for feminist research. Second, I outline the literature on newspaper framing and
the ‘protest paradigm’—a term used by scholars to refer to the phenomenon of the me-
dia marginalizing social movements. Third, I present my research on how three Cana-
dian news publications framed the Wet’suwet’en protests using frames of rationality and
emotionality. Lastly, I explore the feminist implications of this framing. The research pre-

1One can also imagine the ways that a protester who is a woman, or a protester who is both a woman
and racialized, may face more stereotypical labels of irrational and emotional.

© 2021 Moneeza Badat
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sented in this study shows that while media publications generally tend to frame protesters
as rational, protesters are still framed as more emotional than government agents. In some
cases, the frame of emotionality may latently suggest that protesters lack rational judge-
ment and credibility. Furthermore, some types of media tend to frame protesters as more
rational or irrational than others. Indigenous publications may tend to overemphasize the
rationality of protesters compared to other mainstream publications, perhaps to counter or
undo the dominant narrative in mainstream publications. By exposing the oppressive hier-
archized binary opposition of rational/emotional and how it works in the media, scholars
and bystanders in society to social movements can perhaps move towards dismantling
the sexist idea that emotions and logic are not only mutually exclusive, but incompatible.
While not all emotions are always good, the presence of some emotions that promote
justice, like passion, anger, and even grief, may actually encourage individuals to act in
logical, rational ways by protesting inequalities in society.

Literature Review: Deconstruction, the Media, and Ratio-
nality/Emotionality

Feminist Deconstruction of Rationality

Deconstruction is a feminist mode of knowledge-seeking which interrogates “western
systems of thought which produce hierarchized binary pairs” like masculine/feminine or
rational/emotional (Potts, 2000, p. 57). For example, rationality is favoured more in
society than emotionality. The evidence for this abounds in the stereotypes in history of
“men as rational, and women as irrational and therefore inferior” which have been used
“in myriad suppressive and oppressive ways to indict women’s practices” (Oliver, 1991,
p. 344). The feminist deconstruction approach starts by exposing hierarchized binary
pairs by first tracing how they are socially constructed. Next, an analysis follows of how
the binary pair has been used to “establish, legislate, and maintain oppressive systems of
hierarchy” (Mumby and Putnam, 1992, p. 468).

Oliver (1991) traces the social roots of the rational/emotional dichotomy to the pe-
riod of the Enlightenment. She argues that the Enlightenment viewed “rationalist human-
ism” as a “liberating force” (p. 340), which entrenched rationality in society as a superior
ideology and value system. As rationality became the superior ideology in society, at
the same time, emotionality was constructed as its binary opposite. Oliver argues that
“the ideology of rational thinking assumes. . . that rationality and emotionality are, if not
mutually exclusive, certainly incompatible” (Oliver, 1991, p. 343). Furthermore, the bi-
nary pair of rational/emotional became gendered as rationality is associated with men and
emotionality with women.

© 2021 Moneeza Badat
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The logic of rationality being superior rests on the idea that emotions are bad be-
cause they supposedly hinder the ability for one to think clearly. Readers who are woman-
identifying may draw on their own lived experiences as examples of moments when their
display of emotions were used to claim that they are unable to think logically or rationally.
Indeed, the idea that emotions are a hindrance to objective thinking is quite ‘irrational’
in the first place. This is what Jasper (1998) calls the “specter of irrationality”, which is
“when we assume that emotions—whether conceived as momentary ‘passions’ or stub-
born loyalties—lead us to do things we normally would not do or do not ‘really’ want”
(Jasper, p. 421). In other words, Jasper suggests that people assume that those who act
out of emotions are always impulsive and never deliberate or well-thought out in their
actions. The idea that emotions are a hindrance to objective thought also assumes that
humans are, in some way, not sentient beings—which is not the case. It also suggests
that human beings can seemingly turn off their emotions to be more objective. This is
something that may be possible but is certainly difficult as biases, even if subconscious,
can always manifest in behaviours and actions.

While stereotypes of emotionality are usually applied to women, the same stereo-
types have been used to “disparage other oppressed minorities, rationalize their inferiority,
and justify their subordination” (Oliver, 1991, p 353). One can think of colonial stereo-
types of the ‘savage’ or primitive ‘Indians’ in comparison to the logical white man to
illustrate this. While the rational/emotional binary pair is historically traced as a sexist
phenomena, it certainly has evolved to become a race issue as well. And while there is
indeed valid praise of rationality and sound critiques of excessive emotions, the prob-
lem with this binary pair lies in the fact that it has been used to dismiss, invalidate, and
subsequently oppress groups of people.

Media Frames

The sociology of social movements has had consensus for several years that newspapers
use frames to influence the public’s understanding of social movements (Giorgi 2017;
Rholinger, 2002; Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, 2012; Grenier, 1994; McCluskey et al.,
2009; McLeod and Detenber, 1999; Gilchrist, 2010; Smith et al., 2001). The concept
of “framing” is used to refer to this phenomena, framing simply meaning “the process
of constructing and defining events for an audience through the control of the agenda
and vocabulary” (Rholinger, 2002, p. 480). Just as one frames a photo or picture, the
process very literally involves selecting and manipulating what is seen by the audience.
Frames are studied by scholars of social movements because they can “direct audience
action” meaning they can affect how an audience or reader is interpreting an event (Giorgi,
2017, p. 713). For example, Gilchrist has argued that because Canadian newspapers
report on missing and murdered Indigenous women less often than white women, more
police attention and resources are dispensed for white women than Indigenous women

© 2021 Moneeza Badat
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(Gilchrist, 2010, p. 385). This results in more public empathy and compassion for white
women. Frames, then, have wide social consequences and can reproduce inequalities (i.e.
Indigenous missing women not having as many resources as their white counterparts).

Visual framing can be just as important as textual or linguistic framing. Corrigall-
Brown and Wilkes (2012) argue that “images, like texts, serve to create meaning about
actors and events and convey messages about the extent to which actors and their claims
matter” (p. 225). The images that a newspaper uses or does not use to represent a social
movement can also affect public understanding and action.

Protest Paradigm

Many scholars argue that the media tends to marginalize social movements through the
“protest paradigm” (Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, 2012; Grenier, 1994; McCluskey et al.,
2009; McLeod and Detenber, 1999; Gilchrist, 2010). The protest paradigm refers to the
phenomenon of the media marginalizing social movements by emphasizing the “negative,
violent, and irrational elements of protest and protesters while legitimating figures of
authority by quoting them and therefore tacitly supporting their accounting of events”
(Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, 2012, p. 224). In a study of Canadian news coverage of
the Oka Crisis, Gernier (1994) finds “that native Indians (as well as some other minority
groups) tend cross-nationally to be portrayed by mass media as strange, as unpredictable
threats to social order, and as heavily engaged in emotive and largely deviant forms of
conflict” (p. 313). This study suggests that marginalized groups like Indigenous people
participating in protests may receive more biased coverage because of the stereotypes and
assumptions about them in Canadian society: they are seen as deviant, emotional, and as
threats to the status quo (for an examination of theoretical explanations of why media bias
occurs, see Smith et al., 2001).

Theorizing Rationality

While scholars of social movements seem to be aware of the problems of the media fram-
ing protesters as irrational and emotional, theories of social movements also tend to reaf-
firm this binary opposition. Couch (1968) noticed this problem among social scientists in
the late 60s, when he saw scholars propagating stereotypes of irrational, emotional, and
violent crowds. Many social movement theorists have tried to argue that social movement
actors are highly rational (see McCarthy and Zald). However, these theories, while trying
to reject the stereotypes of emotional protesters, reaffirm the idea that emotions are unde-
sirable and pejorative. Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta (2001) note that “once at the centre
of the study of politics, emotions have led a shadow existence. . . with no place in the ratio-

© 2021 Moneeza Badat
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nalistic, structural, and organizational models that dominate academic political analysis”
(p. 2). Feminist deconstruction, however, can enable scholars of social movements to be
critical of how the binary opposition of rational/emotional has been reaffirmed. The point
is not to argue that emotionality is more ideal than rationality–for this would recreate the
same inequality we seek to interrogate. However, the aim is to discover how both rational-
ity and emotionality can work alongside one another in positive ways. In other words, we
can recover ‘emotions’ as a sort of dirty and pejorative word from mainstream literature
and society by showing its value in rational decision-making.

Data and Methods

My main research question is: How does the media depict the Wet’suwet’en protests, in-
cluding protesters and government agents, using frames of rationality/emotionality? How
frequent are these frames? Sub-questions include: How does coverage in alternative and
Indigenous publications of Wet’suwet’en protests compare to mainstream coverage? Are
emotions framed as positive or negative traits for protesters? Government agents in this
study are conceptualized as both the RCMP and Coastal GasLink because these two par-
ties were both working with each other (i.e. the RCMP arrested protesters at the blockade
so that GasLink could advance the pipeline, and GasLink relied on the RCMP to do this)
and both were also the targets of the protesters. Data was collected from three online
newspapers, one ‘mainstream,’ one ‘alternative’, and one Indigenous: The Vancouver
Sun, The Georgia Straight, and Windspeaker. While The Vancouver Sun and The Geor-
gia Straight are both Vancouver-based newspapers, Windspeaker is a national Canadian
Indigenous newspaper published in Alberta. Windspeaker was selected because it had
the greatest number of articles on the topic of the Wet’suwet’en protests (compared to
the alternative British Columbia based Indigenous newspapers Salish Sea Sentinel and
Lexey’em). The advantage of comparing data from three different news sources is to
differentiate how mainstream, alternative, and Indigenous news sources reported on the
Wet’suwet’en protests. In total, 20 articles were examined.

Articles from each newspaper were selected if they: 1. Were written on the topic
of the Wet’suwet’en protests or the conflict in general; and, 2. If they were published the
week of and/or two weeks after the conflict which occurred on January 7th, 2019. Articles
that were published immediately following the protest event were selected because, as
Smith et al. (2001) notes, “both print and electronic media regularly focus upon selected
issues for intensive and continuous coverage over a sequence of days” in what scholars
refer to as “issue attention cycles” (p. 1401). The objective is that by selecting articles
published during the issue attention cycle, articles that were read most by the public are
the ones being selected. This makes the research more salient.

© 2021 Moneeza Badat
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Methodology

Qualitative content analysis was used to analyze the data. This methodology analyzes
latent content, which is “the underlying meanings of the text” (Patterson et al., 2016, p.
3). A qualitative content analysis approach is inherently a subjective process, as it relies
on the coder to interpret the text and decipher meaning (Patterson et al., 2016, 3).

The step-by-step process of coding used in this research is based on Currie’s (2018)
approach. First, a priori codes were created from the literature review. This process
involves reading literature and creating keywords and sub (related) keywords that are
relevant to the research question. Second, after the a priori codes were created, I did an
initial run through of the data, noting down instances whenever a priori codes appeared
as well as writing down the example in which it did (i.e. the sentence, or the photo). In
this process, emergent codes appeared; codes that were unexpected but still relevant to
the research question. Third, with the list of a priori and emergent codes, I coded the data
multiple more times with the objective to find: 1. Frequencies (counts); and, 2. Types
(categories). Finally, with all the coding of the data completed, I organized the findings
into a table to enable a count of frequencies and an analysis of categories, in order to
answer the research questions at hand.

In addition to text being coded, pictures were also coded for this project. Both the
manifest features of photos, like “which individuals are shown and what these individuals
are shown to be doing” as well as the latent features, like “camera angle, whether the
subject is looking at or away from the camera, and the relative size of the subject in
relation to other subjects” were analyzed (based on the analyses of Corrigall-Brown and
Wilkes, 2012, p. 225-226).

Conceptualizing Codes

A priori codes, or keywords created from the literature before an initial run through of the
data, included: irrational, rational, positive emotional, and negative emotional.

Irrational was conceptualized as violent or disruptive. Couch conceptualized ratio-
nal action as “that action which represents the most effective means for achieving some
goal” and that “is supported by the established institutions of the day” (Couch, 1968, p.
315). Using this definition, violence was created as a sub keyword for irrationality. This is
because violence is not a supported method of achieving a goal by established institutions
like the Canadian government or RCMP. Furthermore, violence in general is not seen as
favourable to the general public, especially when social movements actors are inflicting
disruptiveness. Couch (1968), for example, lists violence and disruptiveness, as two of
the many negative stereotypes that sociologists have of crowds. In contrast, rational was
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conceptualized as calm and peaceful, whereas irrational, was conceptualized as violent
and disruptive.

Negative emotional was conceptualized as upset or angry. By ‘negative’ emotions,
I mean the emotions that are ascribed to actors to delegitimize them. In these instances,
negative emotions is a keyword that is, in some ways, used to describe irrationality.
Mumby and Putnam (1993), for example, argue that “emotion. . . becomes a deviation
from what is seen as sensible or intelligent” and “is also linked to the expressive arenas
of life, not the instrumental goal orientation” (p. 36). Further, negative emotional aims
at finding instances of emotional reactions which Mumby and Putnam (1993) argue make
social movement actors appear “‘disruptive’, ‘illogical’, ‘biased’ and ‘weak’ (p. 36). For
example, if an image of a protester looking visibly angry was found in an article where the
bias is against the protesters and in favour of the Coastal GasLink pipeline, the emotion
is coded as ‘negative emotional’.

Positive emotional was conceptualized as passionate. As mentioned above, the pur-
pose of this category is to find emotions from protesters or government agents that were
deemed positive in the general tone of the article. If the emotion of anger or being upset
was presented in a positive way, then it was coded as passionate, which fell under posi-
tive emotional. For example, if an article is generally critical of the RCMP and Coastal
GasLink, as well as generally in favour of the protest, instances of emotions like anger on
the part of a protester would be coded as ‘passionate’.

Emergent codes included: 1. Rational keywords (empathetic, non-violent action,
following orders, and worthiness); 2. Irrational keywords (Inconsistent, incompetent, not-
cooperative); 3. Positive emotional (strength, joy); 4. Negative emotional (aggressive);
and a new category, 5. Neutral emotional (somber, afraid). See Figure 1 for a visual
representation of the coding schema.

Results

The total number of times that protesters were framed as rational was 30 times. The total
number of times that government agents were framed as rational was 10 times. In total, the
protesters were three times more likely to be framed as rational compared to government
agents (see Table 1). Interestingly, while protesters were framed 30 times as rationally,
16 of those came from four Windspeaker publications, two of which were articles with
multiple photos from protest events. Windspeaker thus contributed 53% to the total times
that protesters were framed rationally. If we were to not count Windspeaker, the protesters
were framed 14 times as rational compared to government agents who were framed 9
times as rational. protesters were framed 1.55 times more rationally than government
agents in both The Vancouver Sun and The Georgia Straight (see Table 6).

© 2021 Moneeza Badat
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Figure 1.

The total number of times that protesters were framed as irrational was 9 times. The total
number of times that government agents were framed as irrational was 14 times. In total,
government agents were framed as 1.55 times more irrational than protesters (see Table
2). Excluding Windspeaker did not yield any significant differences (see Table 7).

The total number of times protesters were framed as emotional, in any capacity,
was 17 times. The total number of times government agents were framed as emotional, in
any capacity, was zero times. protesters were framed six times as positive emotional (see
Table 3), six times as neutral emotional (see Table 4), and five times as negative emotional
(see Table 5).

Windspeaker

Having discussed the frequencies of codes, I now move on to discuss the themes and main
categories that emerged from each publication in order to answer the research question.
Starting with Windspeaker, only four articles were selected from this publication. Of
those four articles, the main theme that emerged was the rationality of protesters. This
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was achieved mainly through depicting the protesters as calm and peaceful. For exam-
ple, in a quote from an Indigenous protester, the protester says: “I remain calm inside
because I know we’re doing the right thing for the right reasons” (“Police action immi-
nent”, 2019). This quote serves to contradict the protest paradigm, which is what scholars
call the media’s tendency to “marginalize movements for social change” by emphasizing
the “negative, violent, and irrational elements of protest and protesters while legitimizing
figures of authority” (Corrigall-Brown and Wilkes, 2012, p. 224). By emphasizing the
calmness of the protester and their rational explanation for acting for the ‘right reasons,’
the quote does the opposite by legitimizing the protester.
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Most of the photos from Windspeaker also contradict the protest paradigm. Pictures that
may demonize protesters would perhaps include images of protesters holding weapons,
looking visibly angry or engaging in violence. In contrast, Windspeaker framed the
protesters as rational by highlighting their calmness, somberness, and peacefulness. Fig-
ure 2. demonstrates an example of this. In the picture, an Indigenous elder holds a mic
while speaking. This picture was coded as somber, which falls into the category of pos-
itive emotional. Somber was included in the category of positive emotional because it is
an emotional response that does not fall into the traditional protest paradigm. For exam-
ple, the emotional displays of anger or frustration may serve to delegitimize protesters by
showing that they are acting in aggressive or violent ways. The emotion of sadness, or of
being somber, is quite different because it is more passive. Further, the way the elderly
woman is holding the mic with two hands, as well as the hood of her coat covering the
top of her eyes, depicts her as small and perhaps even frail. This serves to create a feeling
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of empathy for the elderly woman, which again contrasts the protest paradigm.

Another photo that demonstrates the opposite of the protest paradigm is Figure 3.
In this photo, two protesters hold a sign with the hashtag “#WetsuwetenStrong” and a
drawing of an Indigenous woman. The woman on the right side of the photograph is
smiling, which contradicts the stereotype of the negative and angry protesters.

Figure 2 (left) and 3 (right). Images of protesters from a protest event in Edmonton.
From “Edmonton demonstration in support of Wet’suwet’en”, https://windspeaker.com/
gallery/edmonton-demonstration-support-wetsuweten.

The Georgia Straight

The Georgia Straight articles overall also contradicted the protest paradigm by not only
showing the protesters as more rational than the government agents, but also by showing
the government agents as more irrational than the protesters. While The Georgia Straight
had more quotes from government agents than Windspeaker, which used no quotes or
sources from government agents, The Georgia Straight still demonstrated the irrational-
ity of the police and Coastal GasLink. Mainly, this was done by framing the police as
violent by quoting Indigenous protesters or by including Tweets from protesters. For ex-
ample, one Tweet from an article reads “‘The @CoastalGasLink crew has been willfully
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destroying our traplines, and today denied an #Unistoten matriarch from entering her own
territory’” (Smith, 2019).

While government agents were framed often as violent and disruptive in The Geor-
gia Straight, there were also instances of them being framed as rational. This was often
achieved through quoting the RCMP: “‘The RCMP has insisted on its website that it’s
‘impartial and we respect the rights of individuals to peaceful, lawful and safe protest’”
(Smith, 2019). In this quote, the RCMP are framed as rational because they are depicted
as following orders and respecting protesters.

While the articles from this publication overall represented protesters as rational,
a recurring image in The Georgia Straight articles sampled for this study frames the
RCMP as rational and a protester as angry (see Figure 4). This photo reaffirms the protest
paradigm. The gender dynamics of this photo are also relevant. Oliver (1991) calls this
the “equation rationality”, which is when rationality is linked with “logic, objectivity, and
masculinity” (p. 340). Figure 4. in many ways appears to be an ideal type visualization
of the ideology of rationality and emotionality. The male police officer is constructed as
a calm and objective figure in relation to the angry and upset woman.

Figure 4. An RCMP officer and a protester conversing. From “Tensions rise over
pipeline project” by Smith, 2019, https://www.straight.com/news/1193306/tensions-rise-
over-pipeline-project-following-truce-between-wetsuweten-hereditary. Sub.Media.
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The Vancouver Sun

Of all the publications sampled in this study, The Vancouver Sun had the most articles
selected. Of the eleven articles used, protesters were framed paradoxically as both more
rational and irrational than government agents.

From all three publications, protesters were framed most irrationally in The Van-
couver Sun. I attribute this to the fact that the only two ‘opinion’ or ‘op-ed’ articles
sampled in this study come from The Vancouver Sun. These two articles contained nu-
merous instances of the irrational frame and were evidently pro-pipeline. Specifically, the
protesters were framed in these articles as ineffective and inefficient. For example, in one
of the articles, the author writes about the lack of unity or consensus among the protesters
at a march. The following quote from the article stands out for its condescending tone in
critiquing the protesters:

”There are no orcas on Wet’suwet’en territory.... There were those talking
about diluted bitumen. There were those talking about eradicating capital-
ism. There was a whole bunch of discontent on display for Canadians to see
yesterday.” (Palmer, 2019).

Of all the publications, The Vancouver Sun was most ‘unbiased’. This is evident in the
fact that for frames of rationality and irrationality, protesters and government agents were
only separated by two points each. The other publications had wider disparities between
these figures. This can be in part owed to the fact that this publication tried to quote both
parties to remain impartial.

Discussion

Overall, the framing of the Wet’suwet’en protests in some significant ways contradicted
the traditional protest paradigm. In all three publications, the protesters were framed
more often as rational than government agents. Interestingly, Windspeaker had the most
instances of framing protesters as rational. This is perhaps because they wanted to show
their support and solidarity with protesters. Another explanation is perhaps that the edi-
tors were aware of the stereotypes of irrational protesters and attempted to offset this by
emphasizing the rationality and thus credibility of protesters. Further, only in The Van-
couver Sun were protesters framed more irrationally than government agents. However,
in total, government agents were still coded as more irrational than protesters. These find-
ings contradict some aspects of the protest paradigm, which would predict the protesters
to be framed as more irrational.
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Yet, the protest paradigm was also affirmed in other ways. For example, Corrigall-
brown and Wilkes (2012) note that “the protest paradigm would suggest officials are more
likely to be presented in a rational and unemotional way, whereas challengers are more
likely to be presented as irrational and emotional” (p. 230). This was reaffirmed in the
research, as protesters were framed as much more emotional than government agents,
who were never framed as emotional. However, it is important to note that protesters
being framed as emotional often had a neutral or positive impact, like when a protester
was photographed somber or smiling.

Conclusion

Protesters often are represented in negative ways in the media and newspapers because
of the protest paradigm. However, instances of framing protesters and social movements
as irrational and emotional are not just confined to the media. Couch (1968) argues how
the stereotype of the irrational and emotional protesters is found within social sciences as
well. Further, Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta (2001) argue that while emotions were once
“at the centre of the study of politics” they have since been abandoned by scholars in
the “rationalistic, structural, and organizational models that dominate academic political
analysis” (p. 2).

This research aims to challenge and expose the binary pair found in the media, so-
ciety, and the field of sociology by grounding itself in feminist deconstruction theory. For
feminists, deconstruction is a process that “exposes the political nature of categories”, that
“challenges dichotomous, oppositional thinking”, and exposes the “practices and struc-
tures that establish, legislate, and maintain oppressive systems of hierarchy” (Mumby and
Putnam, 1992, p. 468).

While some literature exists on deconstructing rationality and emotionality, these
works are confined largely to the feminist theoretical sphere. Thus, this project aims to
broaden the existing theory on framing by prodding researchers to consider the social
roots of frames and how those frames may be problematic in the first place. This research
also hopes to further sociological research and texts on social movements that have reaf-
firmed the problematic binary of rational/emotional.

Overall, protesters were framed as more rational than government agents, like the
RCMP and Coastal GasLink. Government agents were also framed more irrationally than
protesters. However, while protesters were often framed as emotional, government agents
were not framed as emotional at all. This research suggests that while the media may not
be reaffirming the protest paradigm by delegitimizing protesters through frames of irra-
tionality, protesters are still framed as more emotional than government agents. This can
mean several things for social movement actors, sometimes manifesting in advantageous
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or disadvantageous ways. In other words, the framing of emotions is not always negative.
Further, the Indigenous publication sampled in this paper contained the most instances of
protesters being framed as rational, despite having the least number of articles sampled.
This suggests that perhaps Indigenous editors are aware of the stereotypes of irrational
protesters and attempted to counteract it.

While this research investigates how the media uses frames of rationality and emo-
tionality, the point is not to reaffirm these concepts. Rather, the aim is to problematize
these frames and ideologies in the first place and to further the research that investigates
this relationship. As such, this research is grounded in feminist methodologies that aim
not just to understand the social world for the purpose of research, but to also enact social
change. The goal is that this research will further the conversation in society about how
and why we frame certain individuals as irrational and emotional. Once we question these
stereotypes and ideologies, we can understand just how ‘irrational’ it is in the first place
to assume that human beings are anything less than sentient, emotional beings.
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Social Media and the Global Climate Strike: A tool
for youth climate change activists and politicians

Justin Chia
University of British Columbia

Abstract. The Global Climate Strike has brought youth climate change activism to the
forefront of social issues in Canada. Recent scholarship has established the prominence
and success of Canadian youth as climate change activists (Tupper 2014). Much of this
success can be attributed to the youth’s adoption of social media as an effective tool for
mobilizing support on a national and global scale (Arnold et al., 2009). This paper ana-
lyzes youth climate change activists’ use of social media as a tool for the global climate
strike movement in Canada. This analysis will employ the Resource mobilization and
Political process theories as frameworks to analyze the social media framing techniques
employed by Global Climate Strike organizers and politicians, respectively. The applica-
bility of these theories in relation to social media and the Global Climate Strike will then
be evaluated using the four stage approach to social movement theory.

Introduction

In recent years, scholars have established the emergence of the youth as climate change
activists, attributing social media as a large reason for their success (Tupper 2014). The
recent Global Climate Strike exemplifies the prominent role that Canadian youth are tak-
ing in leading the movement against climate change (Arnold et al., 2009). Social media
has become a valuable tool for the youth to mobilize support and communicate their de-
mands for government action. In turn, politicians have responded to these demands as a
means of pursuing their own political goals. The large turnout of the global climate strike
around Canada raises the question; in what ways has social media been used by youth cli-
mate change activists to mobilize support and by politicians to pursue their own electoral
goals? The first part of this question will be addressed by applying the Resource Mobi-
lization theory to analyze the rhetoric and framing techniques that youth climate change
activists have employed on social media to impel participation in the Global Climate
Strike Movement. The latter portion of this question will be addressed using the Political
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Process Theory framework, through which we will examine the social media strategies
that politicians have employed to alter the political opportunity structure that has been
forged by the Global Climate Strike Movement, as a means of achieving political objec-
tives. Using the four stage approach of social movement theory, with an emphasis on
the coalescence stage, I will then turn to a critical evaluation of the applicability of these
theoretical frameworks to the current context of the Global Climate Strike.

Literature Review

The existing literature has established the strong presence of environmentalism in Canada,
which dates back to as early as the 1900s (Mckenzie, 2007). Indigenous communities in
Northern Canada were amongst the first groups to raise awareness of global warming and
have played a crucial role in establishing climate change activism throughout the country
(Macdowell, 2012). For Indigenous peoples in this region, environmental conservation
became a necessary means of preserving cultural traditions and maintaining a spiritual
relationship with the land (Macdowell, 2012). Early waves of environmental activists
during this period engaged in a similar form of environmental activism that was motivated
by a sense of responsibility to protect the environment from rapid social changes, such as
urbanization and industrialization (Mckenzie, 2007).

These early stages of environmental activism emphasized the issue of Global warm-
ing, as opposed to climate change, the latter of which is a more comprehensive term that
encompasses a wide range of environmental changes caused primarily by human activity
(Mckenzie, 2007). The environmental movements of this period failed to gain widespread
support due in large part to a lack of an effective organization mechanism by which to mo-
bilize support (Mckenzie, 2007). Over time, however, environmentalism in Canada has
shifted from a focus on Global warming to an emphasis on climate change, an organized
movement that is being led by an unlikely source on a global scale.

In recent years, the youth have become key contributors towards the success of the
climate change movement in Canada (Arnold et al., 2009). With the environment being
such an integral component of the K-12 school curriculum in Canada, whether through
physical education or environmental education, it is not surprising that the youth are mo-
tivated to join the fight against climate change (Arnold et al., 2009). The term ‘youth
climate change activist’ will refer to an individual between the ages of 16 and 19 that ac-
tively seeks the implementation of environmentally sustainable policies, by participating
in political demonstrations, such as the global climate strike (Arnold et al., 2009).

Tupper (2014) cites the increasing youth involvement in climate change activism.
The primary goal of the youth climate change movement is to challenge the societal norms
regarding poor treatment of the environment (Helferty and Clarke 2009). Such protests
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may involve advocating against unsustainable industrial practices that contribute to air
pollution or rising sea levels (Mckenzie, 2007). Evidently, the youth are making signifi-
cant contributions towards climate change activism in Canada (Arnold et al., 2009).

The contributions of the youth are now being incorporated into the legislative pro-
cess, largely due to their familiarity with modern technology, such as social media (Arnold
et al., 2009). Specifically, lawmakers have acknowledged the increasing importance of so-
cial media as a means of communication and mobilization for climate change movements
(Stoddart el al., 2015). In the age of technology, social media can be an effective tool to
reach broader audiences that have deviated from traditional mass media (Schafer, 2012).
In fact, the Indigenous-led Idle No More movement of 2012 exemplifies the Canadian
youth’s contributions to the climate change movement. Supporters of the movement uti-
lized social media as a platform to educate and inform the general public of its goals,
namely that of exposing the Canadian government’s history of infringing upon the rights
and land of Indigenous peoples in Canada (Tupper 2014). The role of social media as a
tool in the climate change movement is also evident in the formation of large student-led
climate change protests on university campuses throughout Canada (Helferty and Clarke
2009). The widespread support for these movements is due in large part to the role of so-
cial media, which has served as an organizational tool to unite diverse groups of climate
change activists over a common cause.

Although the benefits of social media as a means for the youth to mobilize support
are well established, there are potential drawbacks. Stoddart et al., (2015) argue that,
while social media does reach large segments of the youth population, many Canadians
still prefer traditional forms of mass media, such as news outlets (Stoddart el al., 2015).
Additionally, the environmental facts and information communicated through social me-
dia may at times lack scientific accuracy, due to lack of expertise (Schafer, 2012). Like-
wise, social media misinformation regarding the aims and objectives of a social movement
may frame the movement in a negative light, which could prove to be a significant ob-
stacle in gathering widespread support (Schafer, 2012). Despite social media companies,
such as Twitter and Facebook, pledging to eliminate misinformation on their platforms,
there continues to be a proliferation of dishonest information circulated on social media
by politicians and the public.

Two key components of social movement theory will serve as a framework for this
analysis; Resource Mobilization Theory and Political Process Theory. Resource mobiliza-
tion theory analyzes the resources that are necessary to organize support and encourage
collective action (McCarthy and Zald, 1977). The primary resource that will be cov-
ered in our analysis is the commitment of participants (McCarthy and Zald, 1977). This
theoretical framework will enable a unique assessment of social media as a tool for mo-
bilizing mass support for the global climate strike, given its relatively recent emergence
in Canadian environmental movements. The second of our two frameworks, Political
Process Theory, analyzes the interactions between organizers of a social movement and
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politicians (McAdam, 1999). In particular, this framework evaluates the extent to which
various political opportunities influence the ability for a social movement to mobilize
support and achieve its political goals (McAdam, 1999). The political process theory will
be a useful measure of the Global Climate Strike’s ability to incorporate politicians and
influence the legislative process.

Both the Resource Mobilization and Political Process theories, though promising in
their theoretical implications, nonetheless disregard practical implications that may hin-
der the progress of a social movement. For instance, the Resource Mobilization Theory
places too great an emphasis on the need for social movements to accumulate socioeco-
nomic capital, while neglecting the importance of political factors (Piven and Cloward,
1991). Such political factors, including bureaucratic negotiations and the vested inter-
ests of political institutions and actors, ultimately determine whether the goals of a social
movement translate into meaningful legislation (Piven and Cloward, 1991). The Political
Process Theory, meanwhile, tends to exaggerate the ability of collective action to generate
political opportunities and influence legislative action (Morris, 2000). Although collec-
tive action, whether through large-scale protests or signing petitions, may be necessary to
garner the attention of politicians, it is certainly not sufficient for generating legislative
action (Morris, 2000).

The four stage approach to social movement theory is a useful framework for con-
textualizing the implications of the Resource Mobilization and Political Process Theories.

According to Blumer (1969) and Tilly (1978), social movements typically progress
along four stages; emergence, coalescence, bureaucratization, and decline. This paper
will focus on the second of these stages - coalescence - whereby a social movement be-
gins to generate widespread support around a collective goal and coordinate organized
demonstrations demanding government action (Blumer,1969). Social media plays an in-
tegral role in this stage of a social movement by generating support amongst youth around
the globe. Unlike in the next stage of a social movement, bureaucratization, a social
movement in the coalescence stage lacks formal political organization for its goals to be
realized (Blumer, 1969). The limitations of the Resource Mobilization and Political Pro-
cess theories - that of a lack of emphasis on political hurdles - are perhaps less relevant in
an analysis of a social movement that is in the coalescence stage.

While the literature has established social media as an effective tool for mobilizing
youth support, scholars have yet to identify how organizers frame their goals on social
media. Additionally, there is a lack of research on how social media incorporates politi-
cians into the climate change movement, by providing a platform to communicate their
own interests.

The following discussion will address this knowledge gap by providing a compre-
hensive analysis of social media as both a tool for organizers of the global climate strike
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in Canada and a new form of communication for Canadian Politicians.

A distinguishing feature of the global climate strike in Canada has been its remark-
ably large support throughout the country that has enabled a powerful demonstration of
collective action. In Canada, upwards of 800,000 people attended climate strikes through-
out the nation (Global Climate Strike, 2019). This figure translates to 2.1% of the popula-
tion, which ranks second amongst participating countries (Global Climate Strike, 2019).
The streets of Vancouver alone were filled with roughly 80,000 protesters advocating for
environmentally sustainable policies (Little, 2019). A majority of the organization and
coordination for these demonstrations took place on social media, in the form of events
and hashtags (Little, 2019). The overwhelming support for the global climate strike, in
Canada and around the globe, is a testament to how social media has been integral in
mobilizing support.

Data & Methods

This paper will examine the framing techniques that organizers of the Global Climate
strike in Canada have employed on social media to mobilize youth support. Due to the
fact that organizers of this movement are targeting the youth population as their primary
support base, social media is perhaps the only viable platform for mobilizing support
in a technologically dependent generation. Likewise, I will also analyze the techniques
utilized by Canadian politicians on social media to mobilize electoral support during the
Global Climate Strike. I will examine a collection of Global Climate Strike posts from
Twitter and Facebook - two social media platforms that have been frequently used to
promote climate activism (Tupper 2014). The analysis will include Twitter and Facebook
content from two central groups.

The first group consists of Climate Strike Canada, Fridays For Future Canada and
UBC 350, three youth environmental organizations that are associated with the Global
Climate Strike and promote its goals. Specifically, I will expand upon Resource Mobi-
lization Theory to analyze the ways in which these organizers have framed their goals on
Twitter and Facebook to mobilize support. I will then consider specific reasons as to why
these social media posts may motivate Canadian youth to participate in the climate strike.

The second group of interest is Canadian politicians. I will focus on how leaders of
the Liberal, NDP and Green Parties have used various social media platforms to politicize
the Global Climate Strike. I will also elaborate on Political Process Theory, by evaluating
the extent to which these politicians have leveraged social media as a means of involving
themselves in the Global Climate Strike and mobilizing support for the upcoming federal
election. Additionally, I will analyze how politicians have used social media as a tool for
announcing policies and legislation related to the objectives of the Global Climate Strike.
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Findings

Resource Mobilization Theory

Organizers of the Global Climate Strike in Canada were tasked with recruiting youth par-
ticipants to take part in a series of school walkouts throughout the country, in an attempt
to prompt government action. Figure 1 displays a Facebook post from Climate Strike
Canada, urging students around the country to join the Global Climate Strike. This post
emphasizes the crucial role of Canadian youth as climate change activists. The rhetoric
used in the message conveys a sense of hope in signifying that each individual has the
capacity to enact change by simply joining the movement. The potential for youth indi-
viduals to become part of a larger demonstration of collective action is quite appealing.
This post gives youth the impression that their actions are a significant, if not necessary
contribution towards the success of the Global Climate Strike.

Figure 1.
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Figure 2.

Figure 3.
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Youth climate change activists are communicating this call to action with a sense of
urgency, a critical strategy of Resource Mobilization Theory (McCarthy and Zald, 1977).
As shown in figures 2 and 3, Fridays For Future Canada makes clear that climate change
is rapidly destroying the planet. They frame the Global Climate Strike as an urgent call
to government action, through the use of key phrases such as “Our Earth is Dying. We
need to act now” (Figure 3). It is evident from this post that the current condition of the
environment is simply not sustainable for the future, which gives the youth legitimate
incentive to participate in the Global Climate Strike. This post presents the youth with the
responsibility to protect the environment so that they can inherit a safe and sustainable
planet in the future. Thus, the youth are not merely passive agents in the climate change
movement. Rather, like organizers, the youth play an active role in mobilizing support for
the Global climate strike by sharing posts on social media and urging others to join the
movement.

Figure 4.

The ability for organizers to emphasize the importance of the Global Climate Strike is
another crucial aspect in mobilizing youth support (Staggenborg, 2012). As figure 4
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demonstrates, UBC350 extends the scope of their agenda by connecting climate change
to other relevant social issues, such as colonialism, patriarchy and poverty. This enables
the Global Climate Strike to appeal to youth who may prioritize these other social issues
over climate change. By outlining the causal effect that climate change activism has on
these other social issues, UBC350 has effectively expanded the support base of the Global
Climate Strike.

Figure 5.

As figure 5 exemplifies, Fridays For Future Canada has established a sense of unity
amongst Global Climate Strike supporters. This tweet emphasizes the importance of in-
dividual agency and the ability to enact change; “Every riding, person & strike no matter
how small is making a difference” (Figure 5). This assures youth supporters of the Global
Climate Strike that their contributions are meaningful. Each of these individual contri-
butions eventually culminate in a large and powerful display of group solidarity. This
message is indicative of the fact that supporters are united in their demands for gov-
ernment action, which is a key determinant of the success of the Global Climate Strike
(Staggenborg, 2012).

In addition to mobilizing support for the Global Climate Strike, youth climate
change activists are encouraging further demands for change. Figures 6 and 7 are both
indicative of climate change activism beyond the Global Climate Strike. Furthermore,
sustained activism is crucial for the success of a social movement (Staggenborg 2012).
Voting for climate policy-oriented parties in the upcoming Federal election or signing a
petition for fossil fuel divestment and the declaration of a climate emergency at UBC are
all forms of sustained activism that advocate for government action. Organizations such
as UBC350 acknowledge the large turnout and support of the Global Climate Strike, yet
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they stress the importance of maintaining this momentum. The Global Climate Strike is
only one critical juncture in an ongoing process of climate change activism.

Figure 6.

While youth climate change activists and organizations have utilized social media as a
tool to spread awareness of their goals and mobilize support, misinformation regarding
the aims and outlook of the global climate strike threaten the momentum the movement
has garnered. Figure 8 depicts a disinformation tweet that falsely attributes littering to
participants of a global climate strike organized by Extinction Rebellion. This post at-
tempts to undermine the Global Climate Strike Movement by highlighting the hypocrisy
evident in the notion that climate change activists would litter despite advocating for en-
vironmental sustainability. Though this post has been falsified, such a deceiving image
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Figure 7.

imparts a problematic reputation among climate change activists. Those who were con-
vinced by the initial post and did not see the fact check may be deterred from supporting
the Global Climate Strike and its aims.
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Figure 8.

Similar social media disinformation is exemplified in a tweet by People’s party of Canada
leader Maxime Bernier, in which he diminishes and misrepresents the objectives of the
Global Climate Strike Movement (Figure 9). Though the extent of climate change may
be subject to debate, Bernier seems to be outright denying the urgency and severity of the
issue, which scientists have been warning of in recent years. This piece of misinformation

Figure 9.
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is particularly harmful given that it is coming from a former elected representative and
leader of a political party. Thus, not only are there large segments of the population that
will give weight to this perspective, but Bernier’s message also carries political impli-
cations. Should Bernier’s party enter the government in the near future, sentiments of
climate change denial are likely to become institutionalized in the form of environmen-
tally harmful policies and initiatives.

Political Process Theory

Canadian politicians have utilized social media to associate themselves with the Global
Climate Strike Movement for political purposes, namely that of bolstering their public
image ahead of the federal election. Perhaps the most notable of these politicians is
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, one of the three federal leaders to participate in the Global
Climate Strike. Trudeau took part in the march, making clear his support for the Global
Climate Strike; “Today we marched for our planet, our kids, and our future” (Figure 10).
However, the Prime Minister’s involvement in the strike is more so a political strategy
than a sign of solidarity. According to Political Process Theory, politicians are likely to
support social movements that benefit their campaign goals (Staggenborg, 2012). Several
key features of this post indicate such politicization. Firstly, the inclusive rhetoric of the

Figure 10.
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post, such as ‘we’ and ‘our’ frames Trudeau as a champion of the people. By using the slo-
gan #Cooseforward, Trudeau has essentially asserted himself as the leader of the Global
Climate Strike in an effort to gain electoral support from participants of the movement.

By representing the interests of future generations, Trudeau’s message appeals to
parents who may prioritize the needs of their children when voting in the upcoming elec-
tion. Thus, Trudeau’s call to action is emblematic of the importance of political opportu-
nities, such as elections, in determining the success of a social movement (Staggenborg
2012). The picture itself is also indicative of blatant politicization. The Prime Minister
is placed front and centre of the march, with one hand grasping that of a child’s, and the
other waving in the air. This picture has been carefully crafted to align with the overall
message of the Global Climate Strike; one of protecting the planet for future generations.

In a similar manner to Prime Minister Trudeau, NDP leader Jagmeet Singh has
voiced his support for the Global Climate Strike (Figure 11). Much like Trudeau, Singh
indicates himself as being representative of the goals and supporters of the Global Climate
strike by using inclusive rhetoric such as “We need to step up” (Figure 11). Although
Singh issues a call for government action, it takes the effect of a call to voters. In contrast
to Prime Minister Trudeau’s tweet, Singh’s efforts to mobilize voters are more subtle. The
shades of orange scattered throughout the photo are meant to present the Global Climate
Strike as a movement comprised of NDP supporters. Singh’s emphasis on the reluctance

Figure 11.
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of the government to address climate change concerns is symbolic of the NDP’s efforts to
take control of the government, amidst failures of the two dominant parties.

Figure 12.

Amongst the three federal party leaders, Elizabeth May and the Green Party’s tweet is
perhaps the most politicized. The post is a direct attack on May’s political opponent,
Prime Minister Trudeau; “How does it feel to be betrayed by Trudeau? The youth are on
to him. Change is coming” (Figure 12). The Green Party’s message is in stark contrast
to both Trudeau and Singh’s efforts to unite supporters of the Global Climate strike. In
identifying the youth’s frustration with the government’s failure to protect the environ-
ment, the Green party – with its climate change platform – position themselves as ideal
representatives of the Global Climate Strike in Canada.

In addition to its use as a tool for mobilizing electoral support, social media can also
serve as a platform for announcing key policy decisions. Figures 13 and 14 depict the
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Figure 13.

Figure 14.

declarations of climate emergencies in Toronto and Burnaby, which are in direct response
to Global Climate Strike supporters’ demands for government action. These announce-
ments are testaments to the success of the Global Climate Strike. Local governments have
taken notice of youth climate change activists’ demands for action, by pledging to imple-
ment sustainable policies. Yet, as we will come to realize later on, these announcements
may very well turn out to be empty promises that do not translate to the meaningful policy
change that supporters of the Global Climate Strike are demanding.

Discussion

The various Facebook and Twitter posts from Global Climate Strike supporters and politi-
cians establish social media as an effective platform for mobilization and communication.
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The Resource Mobilization and Political Process theories provide useful frameworks for
analyzing the fundamental similarities in how youth climate change activists and politi-
cians frame their goals on social media. Despite contrasting intentions, both groups con-
vey their messages with a sense of urgency. Youth climate change activists cite the rapidly
deteriorating state of the environment as a motivation for support of the Global Climate
Strike. Similarly, politicians have encouraged supporters of the Global Climate Strike to
vote for their respective parties in the upcoming federal election. In many of the posts,
activists and politicians attempt to establish unity amongst their supporters, enabling dis-
plays of collective action. Youth climate change activists emphasize the Global Climate
Strike as a collection of individuals, with a shared responsibility to protect their planet
and the capacity to make a difference. Likewise, politicians aimed to unite supporters on
the basis of partisanship and aligning their parties with the interests of the Global Climate
Strike.

Our analysis of how social media has been employed during the course of the Global
Climate Strike movement also demonstrates the interconnectedness of the Resource Mo-
bilization and Political process theories. These frameworks mutually reinforce one an-
other in ways that fundamentally alter the outlook of the Global Climate Strike. Social
media has become an integral platform for the Global Climate Strike Movement to voice
its demands and for politicians to respond to these demands in politically strategic ways.
The manner in which Youth Climate Change Activists and politicians frame their mes-
sages on social media has a significant impact on the support that each group garners.

Despite these implications, however, both the Resource Mobilization and Political
Process theories suffer from conceptual pitfalls that limit our analysis of social media
and the Global Climate Strike. Greta Thunberg’s tweet (figure 15) underscores the im-
portance of political factors in determining whether the Global Climate Strike fulfills its
objectives. Such political factors, which function independent of the resource mobiliza-
tion process, are not adequately addressed by the Resource Mobilization theory. This is
evident in Prime Minister Trudeau prioritizing the investment of environmentally unsus-
tainable Oil-Sands projects in spite of his commitment to represent the interests of the
youth. Trudeau’s hypocrisy also sheds light on the limitations of the Political Process
theory, under which widespread support for the Global Climate Strike would translate
into meaningful climate policy change. Despite the movement’s ability to forge political
opportunities, such as nation-wide protests and declarations of climate emergency, further
progress is inhibited by political barriers.

In applying the Resource Mobilization and Political Process theories to an analysis
of the role of social media in the Global Climate strike, it is crucial to contextualize the
limitations of these theories within the four stages of social movements model. From
this perspective, the Global Climate Strike would seem to be in the Coalescence stage,
whereby participants are uniting around a common goal and making collective demands
for the government to address climate change. Being that this is primarily an organization-
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Figure 15.

al stage of development, it is understandable that our theoretical frameworks primarily ad-
dress the role of social media in mobilizing support for the movement. The coalescence
stage of a social movement precedes any formal legislative action. In fact, social move-
ments typically take years to progress through the coalescence stage, while the Global
Climate Strike had already begun to initiate promising dialogue with political actors al-
most immediately after the protests took place. The Resource Mobilization and Political
Process theories, therefore, present a fairly accurate analysis of the Global Climate Strike,
given its current progression.
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Conclusion

Scholarly research has established Canadian youth as effective climate change activists.
Due in large part to the prevalence of technology in the current generation, social media
has become an integral component of youth climate change activism (Arnold et al., 2009).
The youth have utilized social media as a tool to communicate their goals and mobilize
support (Stoddart et al., 2015). Specifically, Facebook and Twitter provide effective plat-
forms for the youth to promote climate change activism (Tupper 2014). Such climate
activism may take the form of large-scale university protests, whereby social media has
been a key component in organizing support and communicating objectives (Helferty and
Clarke 2009). Resource Mobilization Theory provides a useful framework for identifying
citizen participation as a necessary resource for climate change movements (Staggenborg
2012). Likewise, Political Process Theory examines the relationship between organizers
and politicians and denotes the impact of political opportunities on the success of the
movement (Staggenborg 2012). A further analysis of the social media strategies that en-
able organizers to mobilize support and communicate their goals to politicians will add
another dimension to these frameworks.

The Global Climate Strike in Canada is indicative of the youth’s ability to utilize
social media as a tool to communicate their demands and mobilize support. An analysis
of various Facebook and Twitter posts from organizations associated with the Climate
Strike reveals the framing techniques that youth climate change activists have utilized to
generate mass support. Organizers have emphasized the youth as key actors in the Global
Climate Strike, by indicating their capacity to enact individual and collective change.
Facebook and Twitter posts have also conveyed the urgency of the climate crisis, im-
ploring the youth to take part in the strike as a means of demanding government action.
Furthermore, the Global Climate Strike demands that the government also address issues
beyond climate change, such as colonialism, patriarchy and poverty. In effect, the youth
have expanded the support base of the Global Climate Strike. Subsequently, organizers
have established solidarity amongst supporters, who each share a common goal and desire
for change. Finally, organizers have emphasized climate change activism as an ongoing
process that continues beyond the Global Climate Strikes. For such a process to persevere,
however, youth climate change activists must navigate the proliferation of social media
misinformation, which seeks to diminish support for the climate change movement.

Apart from serving as a form of youth climate change activism, the Global Climate
Strike has also been heavily politicized. From the perspective of Political Process The-
ory, it becomes clear that politicians have used social media to involve themselves in the
Global Climate Strike, strictly for political purposes. Leaders of the Liberal, NDP and
Green Parties have proclaimed themselves as being representative of the interests of the
Global Climate Strike. Both the Liberal and NDP have utilized similar framing strategies
to youth climate change activists, in emphasizing unity amongst their supporters, based

© 2021 Justin Chia



Sojourners 37

on partisanship. These parties have also urged supporters of the Global Climate Strike
to vote for their respective parties in the upcoming federal election. On the contrary, the
Green Party has used social media to exploit a political opponent and represent the inter-
ests of youth climate change activists. Politicians have also made use of social media as a
platform to declare climate emergencies, which symbolize an acknowledgement of and a
commitment to the Global Climate Strike’s message.

The efficacy of social media as a mobilization and communication tool for both
youth climate change activists and politicians is evident. The Resource Mobilization and
Political Process theories are useful frameworks for relating the framing techniques that
each of these groups have utilized on social media. Youth climate change activists have
mobilized support for the Global Climate Strike, while politicians have gained electoral
support for the Federal election. The Global Climate Strike is indicative of how social
media can be used to achieve both political and social objectives.

Nonetheless, both theories are limited in their capacity to account for political ob-
stacles that persist beyond the Global Climate Strike’s ability to mobilize support and cre-
ate political opportunities. This is perhaps best illustrated by the Canadian government’s
empty promises to support the Global Climate Strike, which have been overshadowed
by its commitment to unsustainable environmental projects. However, the limitations of
these theories can be contextualized using the four stage approach to social movement
theory. From this perspective, the Global Climate Strike is currently in the coalescence
stage, one that is characterized by mobilized support and collective action. Therefore,
the Resource Mobilization and Political Process theories are appropriate frameworks for
analyzing the current stage of the Global Climate Strike.
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Marriage Plans: A study of marital expectations of
19-24-year-old women
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University of British Columbia

Abstract. There is a gap in sociological research on the topic of young women’s per-
ceptions and expectations of marriage in the context of societal shifts in marriage as an
institution. The aim of this study is to address the question of how young women perceive
marriage, what their marital expectations are, and what factors they perceive to influence
these ideas of marriage. Data from six semi-structured, in-depth interviews with women
from Vancouver, B.C., who are between the ages of 19 and 24 is used as the basis for this
analysis. The main findings include that the respondents consistently express a desire for
an even distribution of labor in their potential future marriages but define this differently
in terms of how they expect labour would be divided and how evenly they expect to share
the household labour with their partner, that media and parents are commonly cited as
primary influences on marital perceptions and expectations, and that respondents shared a
sense of a common timeline of certain steps (such as getting married or having children)
they are expected to take in life, which adds pressure on women to get married. While
the results of this study are not generalizable to a broader population, it may provide a
starting point for further discussion on women’s marital expectations and perceptions that
includes the voices of women.

Introduction

As the landscape of expectations placed on young women changes alongside the evolution
of family and marriage as institutions, there is a gap in sociological knowledge regarding
women’s marriage expectations for themselves compared to institutional norms, as well
as the factors that they believe impact these expectations in a Canadian context rooted
in qualitative research. Smith’s (1993) concept of the standard North American family
(“SNAF”) as a heteronormative one with “a legally married couple sharing a household,”
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to which the husband provides the financial support and the wife’s “primary responsibility
is to the care of the husband, household, and children”, has been widely accepted as the
“normal” family portrayed and referenced in common North American society for many
years (p. 52). The SNAF may be critiqued for relying on the exploitation of women’s
physical and emotional labour in the household (including household work and childrea-
ring) to be upheld by families. In particular, in families with both parents working, it
is common to see mothers performing Hoschild’s (1989) concept of the “second shift”,
in which they are expected to work their career-jobs, and then perform additional labour
when they come home to maintain their family (a burden which tends to fall on mothers
rather than fathers) (Hays, 1996). Despite SNAF having been adopted as the expected
family form, it is important to develop a strong body of research on the lived experiences
of individual marriages and family forms to better understand how individual women in-
teract with this dominant ideology of the SNAF. As cohabitation and common law unions
are seen as more acceptable than before in Western society, and with changes in laws sur-
rounding same-sex marriage (as SNAF assumes heterosexuality), it is important for us to
maintain understandings of how marriage as a concept is being perceived given shifts in
society and in academic discourse.

As we seek to improve our understanding of marriage, it is imperative that we in-
clude the voices of the individuals our theories center on. Including the standpoints of
those being studied means researchers may draw attention to the “alternative constructs,
paradigms, and epistemologies” that people who may be subjugated have and allow re-
search to empower research participants more than if their voices are neglected (Collins,
1991:372). My intention has been to involve women’s voices in research about their per-
ceptions and expectations, but I am unable to determine whether the respondents truly
felt empowered through their participation in this study. In an attempt to include the
standpoints of the respondents in this study, a central goal in this research has been to
use feminist methodology through which I both “notice women and their concerns”, and
“reveal both the diversity of actual women’s lives and the ideological mechanisms that
have made so many of those lives invisible” (DeVault, 1996:32). It is important to note
that my attempt at this feminist methodology is limited in that the scope of this study
centers around women in a North American context only and does not involve women
with a diverse range of socio-economic backgrounds, among other social inequalities not
accounted for in this study. Despite attempting to apply an intersectional lens to this study
and analysis, there are a multitude of social intersections that were not addressed due to
the difficult nature of accounting for all possible intersections.

The aim of this study is to address the questions of how young women perceive
marriage, what their marital expectations are (specifically in terms of gender roles and
the division of labour within their potential future marriages), and what factors women
perceive to have an influence on their perceptions and expectations of marriage. I hope to
develop a further understanding of whether the women interviewed perceive marriage to
be undergoing a process of deinstitutionalization.
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Through six semi-structured, in-depth interviews with women between the ages of
19- and 24-years old in Vancouver, B.C., I aim to develop an analysis that involves the
voices of the research participants. Majority of the scholarship on marital expectations
that were reviewed for this study, with the main exception of Gerson’s (2011) work, were
based on survey research as the primary methodology. I hope to expand on the existing,
largely quantitative, body of knowledge surrounding the perceptions and expectations
young women have around the topic of marriage by providing a nuanced analysis based
on rich data from qualitative research.

Definitions

Throughout this analysis, I will be using terms such as marital expectations, perceptions,
and opinions. The term marriage will be used in this study to refer to the legal and
personal commitment that two individuals make to one another, and their relationship
throughout the rest of their union. Marriage may be discussed as an institution, meaning
that it “governs the organization of household production” and “intimate relationships,
assumed to be sexually exclusive and, at least at the onset, permanent” (Lauer & Yodanis,
2010: 60). I use the term marital perceptions to encompass the beliefs and associations
that women hold about marriage as an institution and as something they may personally
experience one day. Marital opinions is used synonymously with marital perceptions.

When discussing marital expectations in this study, I intend to focus specifically
on women’s expectations for gender role performances in their marriage. I am interested
in understanding if the women interviewed aim to have what are often considered more
traditional gender roles (as described by Smith’s (1993) SNAF) or a more egalitarian
division of labour between themselves and their potential future spouses. The participants
of this study were asked about how they anticipate dividing the labour associated with
marriage. This marriage work (or labour) is referring to household labour, childcare, and
any other work or labour that is commonly associated with a marriage (this meaning was
communicated to the women during their interviews).

Literature Review

From frameworks for understanding the value individuals place in marriage, to predic-
tors of individuals’ expectations of marriage, to studies of expectations individuals have
for marriage, there is a large body of literature dedicated to understanding marriage in
Western societies.
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Frameworks

Existing literature in the field of marital perceptions and expectations focus heavily on the
expectations that have been placed on women by society. There is less discourse centered
around what women perceive is expected from them in terms of marriage.

This analysis will approach the topic of marriage expectations through a symbolic
interactionist lens, through which behaviours are seen as having symbolic meaning in so-
ciety (Blumer, 1969). Individual women’s perceptions of marriage will be seen as the
meanings given to the abstract institution of marriage, and the ways these meanings have
been formed through social interaction with others and “modified through an interpreta-
tive process” on an individual basis (Blumer, 1969: 2). In this way, while individuals
may start out with certain perceptions or understandings of marriage, “they are consis-
tently altering their views and perceptions of marriage” as they continue to have diverse
experiences throughout their lives (Willoughby, 2013: 205).

Life Course Theory will also be employed in this analysis. This framework outlines
how individual’s paths in life are situated within their historical context, and that individ-
ual lives are interwoven into similar life trajectories (Elder, 1985). While individuals may
have linked lives – that is, an “interaction between the individual’s social worlds over the
life span” – they also have a level of agency that is demonstrated through the variety of
responses individuals have to similar social circumstances (Elder, 1985: 6). In the context
of marital expectations and perceptions, Life Course Theory can be used to theorize the
general trend of whether women can expect to get married or not and the general path
their lives may take in terms of marriage and family development. However, we can still
expect to see women employing their agency in terms of their own specific expectations
and timelines for their potential plans and expectations of marriage. In addition to this
sense of agency, individuals can be seen exercising their sociological imagination – that
is, their ability to understand individuals’ positions within the broader social-historical
context (Mills, 1959). As addressed in the Timeline Pressures section of this analysis,
the sociological imagination may be limited when individuals conceptualize their own
experiences and agency within the life trajectory they share with their cohort.

As a study rooted in women’s experiences, a feminist lens will also be applied to this
analysis. In light of the progression of the feminist movement towards one that prioritizes
equality on a personal and public level, egalitarian relationships (in which both partners
are seen as performing equal levels of labour) have become a common goal. As discussed
by Deutsch et al. (2007), women’s increasing focus on having a successful career has
created a stronger need for a more egalitarian distribution of labour between themselves
and their partners. However, there does not seem to be any commonly accepted specific
division of labour. This lack of defined egalizarianism may be tied to Choice Feminism,
a form of feminism that sees “every decision a woman makes as potentially feminist, if
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given thought and made with a political consciousness” (Thwaites, 2017: 57). Wilcox
& Nock’s (2007) analysis on women’s and men’s happiness in marriages following the
gender revolution found that the rise in popularity in Choice Feminism indicates that even
feminist women may “feel free to “opt out” of the labor force or let their husbands take the
lead in breadwinning if either of these options look best for them and their families” (108-
109). However, Choice Feminism has been criticized for allowing individuals to “shy
away from engaging politically and critically with the unequally gendered world in which
we live” by considering any critique or discussions over a women’s actions as un-feminist
(Thwaites, 2017: 66). Choice feminism is particularly relevant in the context of life course
theory, as it provides women with more freedom to follow in existing trajectories, even
if they support the SNAF ideology or unequal labour division, without facing judgement
from other women. In this way, choice feminism has the potential to enable the furthering
of unequal marriages.

Marital Horizon Theory is a separate framework that can be useful in approaching
the study of marital expectations. A “marital horizon refers to a person’s outlook or
approach to marriage in relation to his or her current situation,” and it focuses on how
highly individuals prioritize marriage as a goal, how they want to time marriage in their
lives, and how they determine their own readiness for marriage (Carroll et al., 2007:221).
In the context of this study, the women participating in the interviews seemed to perceive
their marital horizons to be quite distant, often describing marriage as not on their own
or their friends’ “radars” yet. Their marital horizons appear to be influenced by their
peers’ expected life trajectories, in that their expectations for marriage are tied to their
expectations of when individuals in their age group will be marrying. This is discussed
further in the Timeline Pressures finding below.

The Institution/Deinstitutionalization Debate

It is difficult to approach the literature surrounding marriage without coming across the
institutionalization/deinstitutionalization debate. Cherlin (2004) began this discussion by
claiming that marriage is being deinstitutionalized as it shifts towards individualization
through the “weakening of the social norms that define people’s behaviour in a social
institution such as marriage” (p. 848). Cherlin (2004) states that marriage “remains im-
portant on a symbolic level” and is still “a marker of prestige”, despite being less dominant
than it has been in the past (p. 858). Lauer & Yodanis (2010) counter Cherlin’s (2004)
claims by questioning his definition of institutionalization, stating that studying “deinsti-
tutionalization should more accurately focus on the weakening of the formal and informal
rules and assumptions of the institution itself”, rather than focussing on the changes of the
rules and regulations within marriages (p. 61). Studies such as Skrbis et al.’s (2011) and
Hall’s (2006) analyze the meaning young adults and youths give to marriage, demon-
strating that although some of the norms within marriage are evolving (such as the shift
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toward more egalitarian gender role division), marriage is still held as a valuable symbol
in Western society. As Elder (1994) outlines, there is a life trajectory that individuals in
any given socio-historical context follow, with marriage being an important step in the
common life trajectory. . The present study demonstrates that the institution of marriage
– as a universally recognized symbol of commitment and partnership – is still often held
as a life goal for women.

Marital Expectations

In line with the evolving expectations of marriage, there is a growing body of academic
work dedicated to understanding what expectations individuals have of marriage, as well
as what factors can help predict how individuals perceive marriage, primarily in an Amer-
ican context. This literature often approaches studying either what marital expectations
individuals have, or what factors influence individuals’ expectations. According to Hol-
man & Dao Li (1997), existing discourse suggests that “perceived readiness for marriage
is part of a socially constructed developmental transition into marriage for most young
adults” (p. 124). This ties heavily to Life Course Theory, and individual’s sense of being
on a life trajectory that is shared with their peers, drawing attention to the role which indi-
vidual’s perceptions of their social networks may influence their expectations of their own
lives based on what they understand to be the “normal” steps to take in life. Hoffnung
(2004) analyzes how women’s intentions to have careers, marriages, and children actually
relate to their “career and family outcomes” (p. 711). Hoffnung’s (2004) study demon-
strates that women often want careers, marriage, and motherhood, but that the relationship
with the three can be complex when careers are financially necessary for the women, and
that women may choose to delay getting married in order to establish their careers first.
Other studies such as that of Gerson (2011) look at a combination of how one’s family
experiences while growing up impacts their expectations, perceptions, and values placed
on their own existing or potential marriage. Gerson (2011) places emphasis on individ-
ual’s marital expectations and the way they perform gender roles in their marriages in
the context of the societal shift in gender roles. Through Gerson’s (2011) analysis, we
see patterns emerge of individuals taking cues from their parents’ divisions of labour to
determine their own expectations of gender roles in marriage. With these contributions
in mind, I aim to understand the respondent’s perceptions of their marital expectations in
context of broader society, and whether respondents express shifts in gender roles over
time having an influence on their personal perceptions of marriage.

As referenced in the institutionalization-deinstitutionalization debate, increasing
rates of divorce are commonly seen as a symbol of a shift in marriage and marital ex-
pectations in Western society. Barich & Bielby (1996) analyze how expectations of mar-
riage evolved from 1967 to 1994, finding that love and affection are primary expectations
individuals hold for potential marriages, in addition to an expectation of economic secu-
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rity (among other, more instrumental, previously emphasized expectations for marriage).
Ellison et al. (2004), on the other hand, analyse the intersection between religious in-
volvement and marital expectations of individual, college-aged women, finding that indi-
viduals who feel strongly about their religiosity and have adopted religious family values
and norms are associated with having a strong commitment to getting married, and value
marriage as a goal. Maintaining a personal feminist identity is studied as being a potential
influence on women’s desire for marriage and children in Hartwell et al.’s (2014) analysis.
Hartwell et al. (2014:102) find that “non-feminists desired marriage and children more
than did feminists”, and that within the category of feminists, women who identify them-
selves as feminists could be predicted to have a lower desire for marriage than women who
did not self-identify as feminist but are deemed to hold feminist beliefs. This study aims
to address whether the respondents perceive these factors (economic security, religiosity,
and/or feminist ideologies) in relation to their marital expectations and perceptions.

Methodology

The method of research for this study is semi-structured, in-depth interviews based on an
interview guide. I conducted six interviews between thirty and sixty minutes long with
six women. Five of the interviews were conducted in person, and one was conducted
over Skype. The target demographic for participants were self-identified women who
are between the ages of 19-and 24-years-old. Nineteen was chosen as the minimum age
in order to ensure that respondents would have graduated high school, and in order to
maintain the age of consent. The maximum age was chosen as 24 in order to limit the
study to individuals who are typically ”college-aged” (StatsCan, 2010). In this way, I
ensured that the scope of the study focused on individuals who are often considered young
(those who are likely to be currently studying or recently having joined the workforce).
Recruitment for this study was primarily conducted through Facebook posts calling for
participants. The only criteria for participating was that respondents were from Kamloops
or Vancouver - (as logistically, these were locations that were accessible to the researcher),
that they identified as women, and that they were between the ages of 19- and 24-years-
old.

The respondents who were selected to participate were all between the ages of 20-
and 23-years-old. Three of the respondents are mixed-race, one is South-East Asian, one
is West Asian, and one is White. Although all respondents came from a mix of racial
backgrounds, all had grown up in North America (either in the USA or in Canada), and
all had lived in Vancouver for over two years. Three of the respondents were currently
working full time and had graduated with their undergraduate degrees in the last year,
and the other three respondents were currently working towards their bachelor’s degrees.
Of those who had graduated, two respondents had degrees in commerce, and the third
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in the humanities. The remaining three respondents are studying commerce, land and
food systems, and social sciences. Five of the respondents currently reside in Vancouver,
and one is living outside of Canada for a school program but has lived in Vancouver for
the majority of her life and will be returning to reside in Vancouver within the next six
months. I did not ask the respondents about their sexuality, partly in order to see if they
felt that it was relevant to how they perceive marriage and their expectations of marriage.
One of the six respondents mentioned that she is bisexual, and another one mentioned
that she had gone through a period of questioning her heterosexuality, but none of the
respondents drew explicit ties between their sexuality and how they perceive marriage.
Two of the six respondents mentioned their religiosity in their interview. Two of the
respondents explicitly referenced having feminist ideologies, and a third stated that she
holds strong beliefs in gender equality.

The questions asked in the interviews focused primarily on expectations women
have in terms of gender role division in marriage, and how they perceive their social
ties to influence their marital expectations and perceptions. Each interview began (after
asking the respondent to introduce themselves) with asking them what the word “mar-
riage” makes them think of in order to try to gain an understanding of what associations
and perceptions they have of marriage. I asked each respondent where they think their
ideas of marriage come from, at first immediately after they explained their association
with the word “marriage”, and again in a more holistic way at the end of the interview
(asking where they think their ideas, expectations, perceptions, and/or opinions of mar-
riage come from). There were questions of whether they would like to get married, and
how they expect to divide the labour associated with marriage (such as household work
and childrearing) between them and their spouse if they do get married. After this line
of questioning, the questions shifted to how the respondents perceive their social ties
and society to influence how they see and think of marriage. Questions focused on how
the women perceived their parents’, siblings’ (if applicable), and friends’ relationships
or marriages as well as how they perceived these relationships to influence their marital
perceptions. The last topic covered in the interviews was how the respondents perceived
social pressures and expectations (if they perceived any) of marriage placed on themselves
as individuals and women their age. I also asked them how they perceived their personal
views of marriage to fit in relation to their view of broader societal marital expectations.
The interviews completed with an opportunity for the women to discuss anything they
thought was important that had not been covered in the interviews, and for them to ask
me any questions they had. Audio recordings were made of each of the interviews, which
were then transcribed and analyzed. The interview transcripts were analyzed after be-
ing coded by hand through a Constructivist Grounded Theory approach (Charmaz, 2012).
The analysis of this study used inductive reasoning, and was rooted in the responses given
by participants, rather than being based on previous theories and discourse in an attempt
“to learn participants’ implicit meanings of their experience” (Charmaz, 2012:4). Each
respondent has been assigned a pseudonym that is used in this analysis.
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It is important to note my positionality in the context of this research. I am a 22-
year-old woman who lives in Vancouver, and it is likely that my identity as someone who
also fits into the target demographic of my study played a role in the responses elicited in
the interviews. The women interviewed all had some level of connection to me, mostly
through mutual friends or other social connections. As I belong to the same gender and
age group as the respondents, it is possible that they answered my questions differently
than they would have had I been a man, a different age, or someone with no social ties
to them. I developed rapport with the respondents by explaining why I am interested
in studying the topic of marital expectations, and it seemed as though they were quite
comfortable discussing their thoughts and experiences with me, often using colloquial
language and occasionally making jokes and laughing throughout the interviews, poten-
tially because I am going through a similar stage of life as they are. While my position-
ality may have made me more relatable and trustworthy, it also may have influenced how
the women responded to my questions. It is possible that they may have (consciously
or subconsciously) edited their answers to my questions based on what they thought my
expectations were. For example, they may have emphasized gender equality more than
they actually believe in it if they perceived that I hold feminist ideologies. Because the
recruitment process was done primarily through Facebook, it is possible that respondents
had access to my personal profile and may have developed a perception of me as a per-
son that could have influenced their answers in this way. Specifically, they may have
seen that I hold intersectional feminist beliefs personally through the posts and people I
interact with online, and that I have been involved in a number of groups that support
social justice causes. I, as a researcher, am invested in the topic of this study because it
does relate to my own life. I am not married, but I do have personal beliefs about mar-
riage, and expectations for my own potential marriage that surely influenced the way I
approached developing the interview guide and conducting the interviews for this study.
In order to mitigate my own biases on the topic of marital perceptions and expectations, I
am attempting to ground my analysis in the women’s voices by basing my analysis on the
written transcripts of the audio recordings of their interviews. In light of my own identity
as a researcher, my hope is that I am able to offer an interpretation of the data from this
study that accurately represents how the women who participated in this study perceive
the influences on their perceptions and expectations of marriage.

Findings

Below are the three primary findings of this study on young women’s perceptions and
expectations of marriage. Respondents were consistent in expressing a desire for an equal
division of labour, but each had a unique definition of what an equal division would look
like. The two primary influences that were commonly outlined by respondents were par-
ents and media. Media, in particular, was expressed as a potential window into the ex-
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pectations placed upon women by broader society. The final finding is that a few of the
respondents described a sense of sharing a timeline with other women in their age group,
and feeling pressure to conform to taking similar life steps as these other women specif-
ically in the context of marriage. This finding supports Elder’s (1995) concept of shared
trajectories between members of the same cohorts. Below are more detailed descriptions
of these concepts as they emerged in my analysis of the interviews I conducted for this
study.

Division of Labour

When asked about how they planned on dividing the labour associated with marriage
(such as housework and childrearing), all respondents described wanting an equal dis-
tribution of work between themselves and their spouses. However, when prompted to
describe what this equal distribution would look like, and how it could be maintained
throughout their marriage, respondents’ definitions of an equal work distribution varied.
Meg emphasised the shared responsibility in a marriage, specifically in the context of
raising a child. “You and the partner have created it, or you have adopted a child and you
have a shared responsibility to this literally living being – creature, or to anything that
you’re doing”. However, Meg was relatively flexible when it came to outlining how she
wanted the division of labour to be in her own marriage. “Both partners should always
be aware of what’s happening, and always be on the same page and agreeing to what-
ever financing, whether it’s 50/50, or one person does everything. . . case by case”. This
level of flexibility in defining the division of labour demonstrates a clear deviation from
the division of labour outlined in Smith’s (1993) SNAF. Despite demonstrating a general
apathy toward the idea of getting married, Rachel held strong views on how she plans to
divide labour in any future relationship, whether married or not. She explained wanting
the work associated with marriage (or any relationship) to be “split evenly” between her
and her spouse by referencing how she perceived everything in her family growing up
to be equal. “I think that’s just how I grew up and how I want it. . . . Equality for men,
women, older, younger – it doesn’t matter”. Rachel described the importance of evenly
distributing work in her current relationship, while recognizing that not every aspect of a
relationship can necessarily be perfectly even.

I think that’s very important for me. In my relationship right now, everything
is split evenly. Not necessarily every single thing is split evenly, but. . . all. . .
as a sum, everything is even. Or as even as you can, right? Someone does
what they’re good at. I’m a crap cook, but I’ll clean, you know?

Despite expressing a strong expectation for the division of labour in her current and future
relationships to be even on the whole, Rachel acknowledged that it may not be possible
for labour to be divided completely evenly.
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Unlike Rachel and Meg, the other women interviewed did not explicitly link their
own expected division of marital work with their spouse to having grown up in a fam-
ily with an equal division of labour. They did, however, sometimes cite their personal
ideologies as explanations for why they wanted a sense of equality in their marital-work
division.

Liz asserted that the division of work “would have to be equal between me and my
husband. Cause that’s what’s fair”. Liz explained, “I believe in gender equality. . . so I
think that bleeds into how I think my expectations of marriage are, as well”. This sense
of gender equality seemed to also influence Liz’s perceptions of some of the expectations
associated with marriage, such as not wanting to take her husband’s last name should she
get married. Despite outlining what may be considered to be feminist beliefs, Liz did not
label herself as such during her interview.

Both Violet and Maya cited their own feminist beliefs as explaining some of their
marital expectations. Violet explained that “I think that. . . there has to be a showing of
equality. . . I label myself as a feminist. I think that it’s. . . difficult to see myself in a
position where there is anything less than equality”. Maya was even more stringent with
her expectations of an equal division of labour between her and her spouse. “For me, it
would have to be equal. Like, 100%. I wouldn’t be. . . a stay at home wife, like, at all. . . .
That’s not something I would be willing to compromise on.” Maya associated the idea of
women doing more household labour as more of a traditional idea of marriage – an idea
she strictly opposed.

I would not be. . . at all happy or satisfied with a relationship where I’m
expected to do more, like, labor of any sort. It’s just not fair, and it’s not. . .
that feels like a very outdated, like house wife type thing where. . . women
were basically. . . a bunch of unpaid labor for men to be able to go out and
have a good time.

Maya later summed up her views as having “a very feminist view of marriage”, which
she explained came from years of educating herself on “very liberal, leftist websites” on
topics of gender politics, LGBT activism, feminism, and other topics.

Of all six respondents, Rachel, Liz, Violet, and Maya presented their expectations
for equal division of labour as more vital to their potential marriages, while Meg and
Amber were more relaxed in their view of how labor should be divided. Throughout their
interviews, Liz, Violet, and Maya emphasized their personal beliefs in gender equality
and/or feminism as explanations for why they value gender equality so highly in life and
in their marital expectations. Rachel drew a clear connection between her experience
growing up and her current expectations. Meg did not outline any personal ideologies as
connected to her views on marriage.
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What was common between Violet, Meg, Rachel and Amber was that while they all
defined the equal division of labour associated with marriage between their spouse and
themselves, they consistently referred to open communication with their spouse as crucial
in determining how to divide the labour. Despite stating that the ideal division of labour
would be 50/50, Amber explained that “if my effort and work is appreciated, and that’s
actually verbalized, then I would be more okay with [a less even distribution]”. This flexi-
bility in terms of the actual distribution of labour, so long as they perceived the division of
labour as “fair”, appears consistent with Wilcox & Nock’s (2007) finding that “women’s
perceptions of equity - but not an equal division of domestic of market work - are im-
portant predictors of marital happiness for wives” (107). Violet, Meg, Rachel and Amber
placed an emphasis on compromise as a large part of marriage. These four respondents
seemed to emphasize how strong communication with their partner, and compromise by
extension, would allow them to be satisfied by the division of labour between themselves
and their spouse whether the labour is objectively split equally or not.

Despite holding differing views on the specific ways labour should be divided in
marriages, the respondents seemed to all acknowledge the need for ongoing discussion
and reassessment of their division of labour with their partners would be necessary in
their potential future marriages. Whether they were willing to compromise on evenly
dividing labour with their partner or not, all women seemed to be under the impression
that their marriages would be relatively egalitarian.

Primary Influences

Perception of Parents as Key Influence

Five of the six respondents in this study stated that their family, often specifically their
parents, were the (or one of the) primary influences on their marital perceptions, expecta-
tions, and/or opinions. Respondents seem to take their parents’ relationship as an example
to model their own expectations of marriage after, and sometimes as a way to see what
aspects of marriage they would want to “do better” than their parents.

Liz and Rachel reported perceiving that their parents played a more influential role
on their marital expectations and perceptions than their extended family members. Liz
paints a picture of how her perceptions of marriage have been formed from seeing a
wide variety of marriages, and the different forms marriage as an institution can take.
Ultimately, she outlines that her parents’ marriage has been the most influential on the
development of her own views.

Sara: So, where do you think your. . . perception of marriage came from?
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Liz: I think it’s been influenced a lot by my family life. In my personal – like,
seeing my parents’ marriage. Um. . . . Also seeing other people’s marriages
in my family. Because I’ve seen both marriages that have succeeded, and
other marriages that just fell apart. . . But, mostly it’s been seeing my parents’
example.

When asked about where she thinks her ideas, expectations, and opinions of marriage
come from, Rachel focuses more on the geographical distance between her extended
family as an explanation for why she feels her parents had the largest influence on her
views.

I’m sure it comes from my parents and my family. . . But, definitely my par-
ents just because. . . I grew up with my immediate family here, so there
weren’t much stressors from other family members. . . . Like, I know my
grandma is way more conservative, so she definitely wants a specific type
of person for me to be with, and I have to get married, and all this stuff. . . I
think, living away from that, I haven’t grown up with the idea that I need to
as well.

Violet and Meg both outlined aspects they would want to focus on in their marriages in
response to parts of their parents’ marriages that they were critical of. For Violet, the
focus was on having a marriage that was more of a balance between a loving relationship
and a partnership. Violet said:

My parents were far more of a partnership than of a. . . kind of love, and I
think it’s equal parts just kind of seeing that as an example, and also seeing
that as something that I want to an extent but would also like something that
is more loving.

Meg, on the other hand, zeroed in more on her perception of the lack of compromise in
her parents’ marriage, and how she perceived it to take a negative toll on her parents’
relationship. In talking about what she perceives to influence her ideas, expectations, and
opinions of marriage overall, she said the following.

I think a lot of it has also come from me seeing [my mother] not compromise,
or my dad not compromise and see how that works out, and I go “Okay, well,
that’s important.” Like, “I’m going to do that, but better. . . in my marriage”.

Maya was the only respondent who did not perceive her family to be a primary influence
on her current marital expectations. Having grown up with a family in which “marriage
and, like, relationships has never been something that we’ve wanted to talk about”, Maya
perceives the influence of her family on her marital views to be minimal. When asked
specifically if she feels her family played a role in her expectations and perceptions of
marriage, Maya said the following.
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My family, looking back on it, I guess my current opinions are affected by
how I now see the evolution of my parents’ marriage. But, because it was. . .
it was just kind of absent from my childhood, mostly. Like, I don’t think I
was getting a lot of influence from my family’s views of that, because it just
wasn’t really there when I was growing up.

While the other respondents focused on their parents as primary influences, Maya placed
a stronger emphasis on the role media (specifically through online mediums) has played
in influencing her perceptions and expectations of marriage.

Media as Influence

Although not all respondents in this study considered media as a primary influence on
their marital perceptions or expectations, they all referenced media at some point during
their interviews. Media, specifically including advertisements, social media sites (such as
Facebook), and movies (specifically romantic comedies), were referenced as either being
a symbol of what societal expectations exist, or as shaping women’s expectations and
perceptions itself. The respondents in this study commonly referenced the general shift in
women’s priorities (to include a career) that seems to be reflected in media. In this way,
the women seem to view their current expectations (and current societal expectations) as
more progressive than that of previous generations.

As Maya discussed in her interview, media can shape individuals’ frames of view-
ing the world, and their expectations within these frames. For Maya, media shaped her
understanding of gender politics, social justice, and feminist ideology. She explained:

A lot of my politics, a lot of my gender politics, and. . . any sort of like,
sexism, racism, like all the isms, all my politics around there comes from. . .
spending a lot of time on very liberal, leftist websites.

In turn, Maya seems to view her perception and expectations of marriage as having been
influenced by the worldviews and ideologies she has developed from educating herself on
these topics through online media.

It’s the age of the internet where we live in. Like, this is where I learned
about feminism, and. . . any sort of. . . LGBT activism, all that kind of stuff.
Which. . . knowing a lot about the queer community has, I think, affected
my ideas of marriage as well. Because there’s been so much. . . .. like, it was
illegal for a long time for queer people to get married, you know? Like, that
kind of stuff, which probably made me start thinking about the idea that. . .
marriage is not the absolute like, end all, be all of any relationship, or proving
that you love somebody.
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Through her experience with teaching herself about gender politics and feminist ideolo-
gies online, Maya’s perceptions of marriage as an institution were altered in a way that I
did not see among the other respondents – she was the only one to refer to the different ac-
cess members of the LGBTQ community have to marriage as an institution. While Maya
discussed the impact of media on marital perceptions and expectations in the most detail,
all five other respondents also seemed to perceive media as playing a role in the way they
think about marriage, whether they present it as a key influence on their personal views or
not. According to Amber, “media adds that layer of extreme romanticism [to marriage],
which I’m a sucker for”. Meg also was under the impression that marriage is romanticised
in the media and portrayed as a symbol of having a “perfect” life.

I think a lot of media helps to kind of convey marriage kind of being. . . .
perfect, and meaning you have, like, such a good life and such a good family,
and everything is strong and stable.

Rachel spoke about the perceived importance of finding a committed partner in society.

I still think in society it’s important to be married. Like, people are still look-
ing for that commitment. We see that in media, a lot. And a lot of movies and
that – like, they’re still looking for it.

In discussing this societal value placed on marriage and commitment, Rachel uses media,
and movies specifically, as an indicator of the value. Seeing marriage as a goal for char-
acters in films seems to be supporting Rachel’s perception of the societal expectation for
individuals to seek out marriage. This view ties to the perceived societal expectation that
marriage is a step that everyone will take in their lives, which was common among the
respondents. While this topic will be discussed in more detail in the Timeline Pressures
section below, it is important to note that the women often mused that the media was
linked to this expectation. Liz mused that “maybe the media and society always kind of
assume that you’re going to get married, and you’re going to find a partner”. When asked
whether she felt there were societal pressures or expectations placed on women in her age
group, Meg used a Facebook post as an example for how there is less societal pressures
for women to get married than there has been in the past.

Meg: . . . as of right now, no. Society hasn’t done anything super crazy, and
I’ve actually, if anything, seen a lot of. . . on Facebook recently, I saw this
ad for, like, “why don’t dads get to spend more time with their kids” and it
was. . . it was on the like imbalances in policies for maternal care and all that.

Sara: Mhm, yeah.

Meg: It’s like dads, like, “We want to step up, we are the dads, let us”, you
know? So I think there’s definitely a shift in everything that’s happening,
which is nice. And it’s nice to be a part of the generation that’s kind of. . . a
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little bit more progressive in that way.

Here, Meg draws a clear connection between an example of a social media campaign, and
the broader patterns of societal pressures on individuals.

Another example of media being used as an indicator or symbol of trends in so-
cietal expectations is Maya speaking about how she perceives the evolution of romantic
comedy films over the past few decades. When asked about what she feels has shaped her
expectations and perceptions of marriage, she discussed the media’s role.

Maya: A lot of it’s media, honestly. Like, what I’ve seen in movies, espe-
cially like older movies. Like, I watched an old romcom from like, 1998 or
something like that, and I was like wow, this is. . . from 1998! . . . . . . So like,
take for an example, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, a very old. . . classic romcom, it’s
seen as so romantic.

Sara: Yeah.

Maya: But then you watch it again through kind of a modern feminist per-
spective, and you’re like what the ****? Like. . . this isn’t. . . Like, I don’t
remember the plot of that movie, but I just know that the guy is very creepy,
and very like, possessive, and not – it’s not my idea of romance at all. It’s
creepy to me. . . But that is what it was like back then.

Maya contrasts how current movies have shifted in the themes involved.

And then just, like, a more. . . modern movie. I can’t think of an example, but
it’s definitely – the conflict is usually more about, like, a woman’s career ver-
sus the marriage, or whatever...So, media is something that definitely affects
– has affected how I think society sees marriage, if that makes sense.

Although Maya perceives the media as influencing societal views of marriage, it seems
like a cyclical relationship between the two in that films, as an example of media, are
created by members of society. While she discusses her perceptions and expectations of
marriage as having been informed by her ideologies that she developed in light of infor-
mation from media, she also seems to perceive a distinction between the broad symbol of
marriage presented in films (as an example of media) and her personal marital opinions
and perceptions. In viewing media as an external symbol of societal norms and meanings
of marriage, the respondents indicated that they felt a sense of agency in terms of whether
they can choose to accept the symbols of marriage presented in media or not, despite
marriage also existing as a symbol in current North American society separate from the
media.
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Timeline Pressures

A common perception shared by the participants was of a societal assumption that women
will get married. When asked about how she perceives her friends’ relationships to influ-
ence her own marital perceptions and expectations, Amber spoke about this pressure and
sense of a shared trajectory with her peers, and her resistance to this pressure.

I might feel pressured to be like, “Okay, like, that means that I have to start
doing it, because this person who is in the same timeline as me has started
doing it”. But I think for the most part. . . at least in my brain right now, I’m
trying to get used to the idea that I don’t have to subscribe to that timeline.

Rachel also discussed the idea that there are steps people are expected to take in life, one
of which is getting married.

I think for a lot of people, once you get the marriage certificate. . . then it
means you have to have kids. So, I think a lot of people put off. . . getting
married because they don’t want the pressure of “oh, now I’ve done that step,
so I need to do the next step”.

This sense of a shared timeline with one’s peers was also showcased in Liz’s interview,
when she discussed how she would feel about her own experiences as a woman if those
in her same friend group (and presumably, similar age) were to get married. Liz said:

I think, let’s say, if we were 10 years down the road, and I was single and
most of my friends were married, I would feel kind of left out. And would
almost think, like, there must be something wrong with me for still not being
married. Which I think is unfortunate, that a lot of people feel that way. . . .
Just because you. . . . You’re kind of the same age group, you’re going through
the same part of life.

Liz seems to perceive this sense of a societal assumption to be a reason that some people
choose to get married, because they “don’t want to be alone”. Rachel also emphasized the
societal pressures to marry as being driven by finding a partner, perhaps in order to avoid
being alone.

A lot of what we do in life is surrounded by the need to have a partner. Every-
thing. Lots – just, everything we do in life. Where we move, where we work,
who we’re with – it’s still very much about “I need to find a partner,” “I need
to find someone I’m going to be with forever. . . till I die”. Because that’s still
seen as the ultimate thing.

Rachel also expressed the following:
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You know, once you’ve found someone, you’re supposed to be settled. But
then, “is this the right person?” If it’s the right person – if it’s not the right
person, then “oh, but if I leave them then I’ll be alone, so it’s not good”.

This sense of the avoidance of being “alone” (or rather, single) ties heavily to the use
of marriage as a validation tool for women. While pressures to marry may be delayed
by the pressure for women to build careers, marriage is still expected of women. The
respondents seemed to see the societal norm as women getting married, and by contrast,
if women do not marry they are seen as defective. Amber expressed this in the following
way:

. . . especially because I am a woman, it feels like this validation tool. So, it’s
like. . . even though I have things that I care about and want to do, it feels like
I haven’t – or I won’t succeed or have value if I don’t get married.

Specifically, Maya outlined how she feels this use of marriage as a validation tool is
gendered. It appears that men who do not marry are scrutinized much less than women
who do not marry. Maya provided the following example.

. . . a single woman in her 40s would be seen generally as like, something’s
wrong with her. Like, “why isn’t she married?”, while a single man in his
40s, we’re like, “oh, he’s living the bachelor life, he’s focused on his career,
blah, blah, blah, and all that stuff.

Interestingly, despite having outlined their perception of societal pressures and expecta-
tions being placed on women, both Rachel and Maya seemed to perceive themselves as
removed from facing the consequences of marriage as a validation tool. They drew some-
what of a distinction between how they view societal responses to women not marrying,
and what they would expect responses to be if they do not marry. Maya said:

. . . I don’t feel that as a personal pressure on myself. Like, I don’t feel like
if I didn’t get married people would disown me, or. . . think any less of me or
anything. But I do think that as a whole. . . societally. . . that pressure does
exist.

In discussing what she believes influences her marital perceptions and expectations, Rachel
brought up the diversity of perceptions between herself and her friends, and their per-
ceived open-mindedness.

. . . Even though. . . some of my friends have stress and pressure to find a
person and get married, have the house, all of that. . . they’re still open to the
fact that I might not. . . They’re not questioning my needs and my wants. It’s
never like, “oh, you’re not going to get married, oh, what’s wrong with you”...
Everyone’s happy for what you want. And I think that support really helps in
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terms of. . . shaping my views, but also not pushing me to change my views.

It is interesting to note how both Maya and Rachel discussed broad, societal assumptions
of marriage that exist on an abstract level, but do not clearly identify those assumptions as
being influential on their personal expectations for marriage. They both seem to perceive
having a level of agency that allows them to be exempt from the social consequences they
perceive others who do not marry to face.

The timeline that respondents referred to in interviews seemed to reflect the com-
mon notion that women are expected to be at least somewhat dependent on men for com-
panionship (if not also economic support). This sense of devaluation may be perceived as
happening to others who do not marry because they are seen as having broken the societal
norm of getting married and “settling down”. Whether respondents expect to feel this
devaluation personally seems to be dependent on how strong their own sense of agency
is, and how they perceive their ability to break norms without facing social consequences
of being deviant by not marrying.

Discussion

The main findings of this study include that the women who participated all expect to
have some sort of even distribution of labour in their potential future marriages, but that
they define equality differently in this context. In addition, respondents in this study view
their parents and the media as two primary influences on women’s marital perceptions and
expectations. The final finding of this study is that there is a sense of a shared timeline
among women in similar age groups, and that within this sense of a timeline is a pressure
to marry – a step that they feel is assumed by society.

It seemed that the respondents to this study often shared a perception of the SNAF
as a traditional form of marriage, specifically in terms of husbands acting as breadwinners
and wives staying at home to take care of the home and/or children (Smith, 1993). How-
ever, the respondents were often critical of this “traditional” form of marriage, indicating
that while the SNAF may still be recognized as a shared format of marriage, they did not
believe that it was expected that they would partake in a marriage that was formatted in
this way. They often said that they would be “unhappy,” or would simply not get married
if they were expected to be housewives while their spouses worked full time. My finding
that all women expressed a desire for some level of equal division of labour, despite the
definition of an equal division of labour being subjective, indicates that the SNAF as a
societal ideological code may be losing its place in individuals’ marriages.

This perception of the SNAF among the participants may be seen as a symbol of
the way they perceive marriage as an institution. The emphasis respondents placed on
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compromise may have been a way for these respondents to reconcile the uncertainty of
maintaining an equal division of labour between partners over a long period of time. This
expected need for compromise also demonstrated the potential for these respondents’ mar-
riages to revert to less egalitarian divisions of labour, as framing an unequal division of
labour as a “compromise” may allow them to reconcile their desire for equality in a rela-
tionship with remaining societal pressures to perpetuate the SNAF ideal, unequal, division
of labour (Smith 1993). Some of the respondents also expressed critiques of marriage as
an institution, outlining ways in which marriage can be made negative, such as through
“domestic abuse. . . people manipulating others financially. . . cases where women have
left their careers to support their marriage. . . . Infidelities”, as Liz outlined in her inter-
view. Despite expressing critiques of marriage, and often acknowledging that marriage
may require them to compromise on having a truly equal division of labour to some ex-
tent, all of the respondents expressed either neutral or positive feelings towards marriage,
and four out of the six respondents stated (with some level of certainty) that they would
like to get married. This general regard for marriage as a powerful and, mostly, positive
commitment is consistent with Lauer & Yodanis’ (2010) claim that marriage is not being
deinstitutionalized (if using Lauer & Yodanis’ (2010) definition of deinstitutionalization).
The concept of marriage as an expected step for women to take, and as a tool used to
validate women’s life experiences and choices, which emerged through the interviews in
this study also demonstrates the power that marriage as an institution still holds in North
American society.

While all six of the participants in this study came from similar educational back-
grounds and all live in a relatively liberal city in Canada, they held a diverse range of per-
ceptions of marriage. In relation to marital expectations, Hartwell et al.’s (2004) finding
that non-feminist women had stronger desire for marriage than feminist women was con-
sistent with my findings, in that the participants who specifically outlined holding feminist
ideologies or strong beliefs in gender equality (which may be considered a feminist belief)
did express more critiques of marriage than those who did not specifically outline holding
these beliefs in their interviews. Despite identifying herself and her views as feminist,
Maya’s critique of more traditional distributions of labour in marriage could be consid-
ered anti-feminist through a Choice Feminist lens (Thwaites, 2017). Specifically, Choice
Feminism indicates that the connection between feminist ideologies and marital expecta-
tions is more dependent on the individual’s self-identification as a feminist and personal
choices rather than externally-imposed labels of feminism. Thus, traditional divisions of
labour would be accepted under the Choice Feminism branch as long as the woman is per-
fectly content with the manner in which chores are divided. Therefore, Unlike Ellison et
al.’s (2004) findings, despite two respondents referencing having had religious upbring-
ings, the respondents in my study did not explicitly draw a strong connection between
religiosity with their marital expectations or views. As Amber said in her interview, upon
being asked where she believes her perceptions of marriage come from, “I want to say,
like, my Catholic faith somehow, but I was never that Catholic. . . So I’m sure, like, it is
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in there somewhere, but not that I can recall”. Sexuality was another social intersection
that I expected to have an influence, but that was not emphasized in my interviews. One
respondent described herself as bisexual, and another referenced having gone through a
period of questioning her sexuality, but neither of them explicitly communicated their
sexuality as influencing the way they perceive marriage. Economic security, as outlined
as an important expectation for marriage by Barich & Bielby (1996), was a factor that
was only emphasized in one interview. Liz discussed how a primary piece of advice im-
parted on her by her parents was the importance of being financially independent prior
to getting married. In this way, Liz counteracted Barich & Bielby’s (1996) finding, in
that she seems to place a large priority on developing financial autonomy before getting
married in order to avoid feeling the need for a marriage in order to attain economic se-
curity. The expressed desire for financial security may be connected to the importance
women place on developing their careers, increasing the necessity for marriages to have
more egalitarian divisions of labour as discussed by Duetch et al. (2007). However, while
all participants in this study outlined a desire for some level of an egalitarian division of
labour, it appeared as though this came more from the women wanting equality in their
potential future relationships rather than as a side-effect of wanting to meet career-goals.
This lack of discussion about careers also contrasted with Hoffnung’s (2004) analysis, in
that the respondents did not emphasize a sense of having considered balancing a career,
motherhood, and marriage.

The two primary influences on women in this study’s marital expectations and per-
ceptions are their parents and media. There is limited discourse on the relationship be-
tween media and marital perceptions and/or expectations. However, the relationship be-
tween individuals’ families and parents and their own perceptions and expectations is
well researched. The finding that the respondents in this study often perceived their par-
ents to be a primary influence on their own martial expectations and perceptions ties to
Gerson’s (2011) analysis of individuals’ experiences of marriage in the context of the
gender revolution, in that the respondents in her study “[expressed] strong support for
working mothers and much greater concern with the quality of the relationship between
parents than whether parents stayed together or separated”. Respondents in this study
seem to share a desire for having a high quality relationship of their own (in terms of
having strong levels of love, commitment, and sense of partnership), with less of an em-
phasis on having a marriage that lasts throughout the course of their lives than may have
been seen in previous generations. In this way, it seems as though the support respondents
in Gerson’s (2011) work espoused may also be adapted by young people into their own
expectations, through maintaining a similar focus on quality of relationships in both the
way they view their parents’ relationships, and their expectations for their own marriages.

The perception respondents expressed of societal expectations being placed upon
women to marry may be indicative of the great significance and power that marriage has as
a symbol in current North American society. Views of marriage, and gender norms within
marriage (and dating), held on an institutional level may inform individuals of what their
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perceptions and expectations of marriage should be. These views then get disseminated
through media, such as romantic comedies, which in turn continue to shape our views.
Maya’s sense of having sought out information through online media outlets may have
influenced her sense of agency in regard to being personally affected by media, and may
have in turn influenced her sense of agency in marital expectations and perceptions in
relation to her peers.

The concept of timeline pressures being placed on young women to marry ties heav-
ily to Elder’s (1994) Life Course Theory, as well as Carroll et al.’s (2007) Marital Hori-
zon concept. The women who discussed the sense of sharing a timeline with their peers
demonstrated that they perceive a societal expectation that they are a part of a shared
life-trajectory with women in their age group, and that the expectation in North American
society is that women will marry at some point in their lifetime. The sense that women
who do not marry are seen as having something wrong with them, or are less valuable to
society than women who do marry, is demonstrative both of the power that marriage still
holds in our society and how people who get married may be privileged in our society by
facing less scrutiny. It appears that men who do not marry are scrutinized much less than
women who do not marry. This perception of unmarried men being framed differently
than unmarried women in society indicates that the symbol of marriage is gendered itself.
By avoiding scrutiny for not being married, unmarried men hold privilege where unmar-
ried women face judgement and potential prejudice from broader society. However, as
Maya and Rachel pointed out in their interviews, on an individual scale, women may not
feel such scrutiny for not marrying. Maya and Rachel both expressed a sense of agency in
their decision whether or not to marry, and that they did not anticipate facing any scrutiny
if they elect not to marry. It is also possible that Maya and Rachel (potentially subcon-
sciously) want to portray themselves as having this agency in order to fulfill societal pres-
sures for women to demonstrate their autonomy and agency. One potential explanation
for this may be individuals’ abilities to deploy the sociological imagination for others, but
not for ourselves (Mills, 1959). That is, we may be able to draw connections between our
history and biography but are often limited by the difficulty of objectively understanding
the connection between the two for ourselves at any given time. For the respondents other
than Maya and Rachel, it appears that their current Marital Horizons are highly depen-
dent on whether they perceive marriage to be a common step members of their cohort are
taking, and they seem to be influenced heavily by external pressures rather than from a
personal, internal desire to marry (Carroll et al., 2007).

Overall, it seems as though the pressure to marry, and the devaluation of non-
married women, is recreated through individuals’ assumptions of marriage being a val-
ued institution in society. If marriage was to be deinstitutionalized by Lauer & Yodanis’
(2010) definition, the norms of marriage would be weakened, and this devaluation would
not be possible (or it would at least be weakened as well) (p. 61). If marriage was deinsti-
tutionalized, there would likely be less societal pressure placed on individuals to marry,
as not marrying would no longer be a deviant choice. There seems to be a cyclical re-
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lationship in that the sense of pressure to marry and devaluation of non-married women
indicate that the institution of marriage is still strong, and that it is recreated by individ-
uals’ assumptions of marriage as being valued by society. As individuals subscribe to
the norms and symbols (such as marriage) they perceive in society, they are aiding in
upholding those norms.

Limitations

It is important to note that the results of this study are not generalizable to a broader
population because of both the homogeneity of the research participants, and the small
sample size. This study is also limited in that it does not fully include myriad factors
such as family cultural beliefs or values or other historical factors that may play a role
in women’s perceptions. The influences outlined in my findings are a part of a broader
picture of factors that play into the development of women’s personal expectations and
understandings of marriage. This study identifies the emphasis that respondents in this
study placed on their parents and media as playing important roles in shaping their views.

The scope of this study is focused on marital expectations of division of labour
within marriages specifically. In order to further this analysis, future research may con-
sider how women’s expected age at marriage, their expectations or opinions of divorce,
and their expectations for children and family may play a role in their expectations of
labour division.

In approaching influences on marriage, the interviews for this research did not in-
clude specific questions on identity characteristics like the women’s socio-economic sta-
tus (or income-levels), their sexuality, their religiosity, or whether they hold feminist ide-
ologies. Participants’ references to these social categories were used in this analysis, but
it is important to note that respondents may belong to social categories and not have men-
tioned this because they were not directly asked.

This study may have been limited because I, the interviewer, belong to the same
age group and gender as the respondents. Because of this, respondents may have edited
their answers or had an assumed shared knowledge with me that may have impacted their
responses to questions. While I was aware of this possibility during the interviews and
attempted to ask for clarification whenever it seemed the respondents may have assumed
that I shared an understanding with them, it is important to note that the data in this
research may have been impacted by this.

© 2021 Sara Chitsaz



Sojourners 63

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to develop an understanding of how young women (those
between the ages of 19- and 24-years old) perceive their own marital expectations and
perceptions, and what they believe influences these expectations and perceptions. The
findings of this study are not conclusive, but rather may act as a starting point from which
further discourse can be developed to better understand the influences on and experiences
of marriage that young women have.

At its core, the main aim of this study was to provide an opportunity for women’s
own perceptions, understandings, and standpoints to be included in the academic dis-
course on marital perceptions and expectations. While the scope of this study was very
limited, the findings demonstrate how individual women’s perceptions of societal pres-
sures and processes may differ from the way social scientists and researchers theorize
them to function.

Future work should include a larger sample size in order to portray a more well-
balanced depiction of women’s experiences. Future studies should also include a more
diverse population of women, including women from different social backgrounds such
as differing educational levels, political leanings, and socio-economic statuses. They also
should place more emphasis on understanding differences in women’s expectations and
perceptions based on their ethnic background and sexuality. In the future, it is important
to also compare groups of men with women in order to better understand how perceptions
of marital expectations differ between men and women, in addition to adding populations
from different geographic locations to better account for how cultural and political con-
texts may influence individual’s experiences of marriage. Finally, future work may aim to
develop a deeper understanding of whether the ways women interact with media change
how influential it is on their perceptions and expectations.
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Let’s Talk About Sex (Work): An analysis of the
criminalization of sex work in Canada
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University of British Columbia

Abstract. This paper examines the implementation of the 2014 Protection of Commu-
nities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA) and how it has impacted the experiences of
sex workers in Canada. Previous research on this topic has largely focused on the effects
of prostitution laws prior to 2014. This work emphasized the risks associated with the
profession, the relations between workers and protective services, and the stigmatization
of the industry. I aim to contribute to this literature on sex work in Canada by analyzing
reports and news articles from five sex work advocacy groups across Canada to evaluate
the effects of the PCEPA. Findings indicate that not only has the PCEPA failed to correct
its previous shortcomings, but it has further amplified the risks associated with the profes-
sion, alienation from law enforcement and health services, and the stigmatization of sex
workers.

Introduction

Dirty. Immoral. Homewrecker. These are some of the words that encapsulate ‘whore-
phobia’: the stigmatization and discrimination against sex workers (Bruckert & Chabot,
2010). Historically, sex workers have been alienated from Canadian society and have
subsequently been targets of violence and harassment. This is widely argued to be a re-
sult of the criminalization of the sex work industry. Prior to 2014, under the Criminal
Code of Canada, sex work itself was not illegal, but virtually every activity relating to it
was criminalized. This included living on the avails of prostitution, owning or working
in a bawdy house, and communicating in public places for the purposes of purchasing or
selling sexual services (Criminal Code, 1985). However, the Attorney General of Canada
v. Bedford (2013) legal case deemed those particular laws unconstitutional because they
violated the section of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms which protects the security
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of a person. As a result, they were struck down. Subsequently, Bill C-36, the Protec-
tion of Communities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA), was enacted in 2014, which
criminalized the purchase of sex, and the advertisement of sexual services. Substantial re-
search pertaining to regarding the criminalization of sex work was published prior to the
enactment of the PCEPA emphasizing the challenges that sex workers face in their profes-
sion. This includes the risks associated with the job, worker’s unfavourable relationship
with police and health care services, and the stigma that they endure. However, there has
been minimal literature readdressing these concerns, since the introduction of Bill C-36 in
2014. Due to this lack in updated research pertaining to the criminalization of sex work, I
will analyze online content by sex worker rights groups to address the following question:
how has the enactment of the PCEPA affected the experience of sex workers in Canada?

Defining Terms

To understand the discussion around sex work, it is crucial to define relevant terms per-
taining to sex work and the sex industry. Sex work refers to “commercial sexual services,
performances, or products given in exchange for material compensation.” (Weitzer, 2000,
p. 3). This term is often used interchangeably with ‘prostitution’ but is increasingly
favoured because it offers more agency to the workers and it is less stigmatizing. In this
paper, I will be using the term ‘sex work’, but it is important to note that under Canadian
law, the term ‘prostitution’ is still used. The term sex industry refers to “the workers,
managers, owners, agencies, clubs, trade associations, and marketing involved in sexual
commerce, both legal and illegal varieties.” (Weitzer, 2000, p. 3). Harcourt & Donovan
(2005) have provided a typology to distinguish between two main forms of sex work: di-
rect and indirect. Direct sex work refers to transactions in which there is a clear exchange
of sex for profit. This includes street-based, whereby, “clients are solicited on the street,
park, or other public places,” as well as escort and private services, where workers oper-
ate out of an establishment, such as their home or a hotel (Harcourt & Donovan, 2005,
p. 202). Indirect sex work refers to a transaction in which it is not a distinct exchange of
sex for a profit. This can refer to massage parlours or lap dances, in which the services
provided do not exclusively or explicitly involve sexual contact (Harcourt & Donovan,
2005). For this paper, I will focus on the former: direct sex work, while considering the
experiences of both street-based workers and indoor workers.

Background: the Bedford Case and Bill C-36

In the last decade, Canada has seen an evolution in the federal laws that aimed to elim-
inate sex work, without explicitly criminalizing it. Previous laws targeted the sex work
industry by prohibiting virtually every activity related to it. These laws were founded in
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the belief that sex work is a public nuisance, and it needs to be prevented (Department
of Justice, 2017). However, rather than reducing the prevalence of sex work, the laws
instead compromised the safety and security of sex workers. In 2014, three of these laws
were brought before the Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) by Ontario sex workers, Terri-
Jean Bedford, Amy Lebovitch, and Valerie Scott. During the court case, Chief Justice
Beverly McLachlin stated that, “Parliament has the power to regulate against nuisances,
but not at the cost of the health, safety, and lives of prostitutes,” (R. v. Bedford, 2013). As
a result, the SCC declared the following prostitution laws unconstitutional: the prohibi-
tion on keeping or being in a “bawdy house” for purposes of prostitution, the prohibition
on living on the avails of prostitution, and the prohibition on communicating in public
for purposes of prostitution (Department of Justice, 2017). As a result, these laws were
struck down, and Parliament was given one year to respond to these findings, otherwise,
they would have been decriminalized altogether. In June 2014, Parliament introduced Bill
C-36, also known as the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA),
which became implemented by December 2014. This bill reflects a shift away from the
attitude that sex work is a public nuisance, and instead views it as a form of sexual ex-
ploitation (Department of Justice, 2017). Consequently, neither conceptualization leaves
space for sex work to be seen as legitimate. Bill C-36 introduced two new prohibitions
which criminalize the purchase of sexual services and communicating for that purpose,
as well as advertising for the sale of sexual services (2014). The rationale of these laws
is that they will reduce the demand for the industry by discouraging buyers and limiting
access to information about these services. Additionally, modifications were made to the
prohibition on living on the avails of prostitution, whereby obtaining material or finan-
cial benefit from the commission of the transactions is prohibited, however, there are now
exemptions. Those who are hired to ensure the safety and security of workers, such as
bodyguards and managers, are now exempt from this material benefit offence (Bill C-36,
2014). While these laws appear to be less restrictive, they continue to perpetuate the no-
tion that sex work is inherently bad, and that legal restrictions are necessary to protect
society and/from sex workers.

Literature Review

Sociological research on the sex industry largely emphasizes the mechanisms by which
prostitution laws have fostered an environment for sex workers that involves experiencing
heightened risk, alienation from protective services, and stigmatization. The goal of these
laws is to prevent the transaction from happening altogether, which is apparent in the
previous laws that prohibited procuring and public communication for the purposes of
prostitution (Criminal Code, 1985). This was argued to produce risks for sex workers, as
it led to a rushed transaction process, where after meeting with a customer, sex workers
would have to quickly escape public view to avoid being caught by law enforcement
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(Krüsi et al., 2014). Communication with the client beforehand is important because it
allows the sex worker to assess the safety of the client and establish a mutual agreement
between parties regarding the price and services included (O’Doherty 2011). Without
this process, Krüsi et al. (2014) explain that there are increased risks for violence, sexual
assault, and HIV/STI’s. Furthermore, by prohibiting communication for the purposes of
procuring, sex workers are prevented from accessing and sharing information with other
sex workers about effective safety practices. The law also previously prohibited owning,
leasing, or occupying a bawdy house (Criminal Code, 1985), which is any establishment
that is used for the exchange of sexual services. Such establishments are essential for sex
workers’ safety, as they provide spaces where they can carefully screen clients and record
their information (Benoit, Jansson, Smith, & Flagg, 2017). These establishments also
often involve a partnership amongst sex workers and security personnel, who are used to
provide protection or support (O’Doherty, 2011). Ultimately, these prohibitions under the
previous law contributed to the risks of violence, sexual assault, and the contraction of
HIV/STI’s, that sex workers may encounter in the industry.

In addition to increasing risk, the previous prostitution laws alienated sex workers
from the protective services of police and health care professionals. The criminaliza-
tion of the profession heightened policing of potential actors and subsequently increased
workers’ mistrust of law enforcement (Benoit, Jansson, Smith, & Flagg, 2017). While it
is commonly believed that sex work is inherently dangerous and anyone who engages in
it is likely to encounter instances of violence, one worker reported that she feared getting
caught by law enforcement and being sent to prison, more than she feared the potential
for experiencing violence (O’Doherty, 2011). Furthermore, the stigma associated with sex
work made workers subject to heightened judgement and scrutiny from police. O’Doherty
(2011) notes an incident of a sex worker who was not taken seriously in a court of law,
because of her profession: “the judge leaned over and asked her, “are you aware of what
the term, ‘full-service’ means?” The judge implied that she had brought the violence onto
herself by not fulfilling her end of the contract” (p. 223). This legal case pertains to
a woman who attempted to seek legal action after being violated by a client. However,
rather than impartially assessing the details of the case, the judge criticized the sex worker
by suggesting that it was her job to submit to the client, and therefore it was her fault when
the client assaulted her after she said no. Situations like this are not uncommon, and they
further alienate sex workers from protective services. Moreover, these challenges extend
to accessing health care. From a Vancouver-based survey between 2006-2008, 49.6%
of sex workers reported experiencing barriers to accessing health services in the last 6
months (Lazarus et al., 2012). Many workers have also reported incidences of denial of
care, breaches of confidentiality, and disrespectful treatment, after disclosing their profes-
sion to their healthcare provider (Benoit, Jansson, Smith, & Flagg, 2018). The differential
treatment that sex workers receive by both health care and the legal system is the direct
result of the criminalization and subsequent stigmatization of their profession.

The resultant stigma is perhaps one of the most harmful effects of the criminaliza-
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tion of sex work. Stigma may be conceptualized as the convergence of labelling, stereo-
typing, separation, status loss, and discrimination, in a power situation that allows them
(Link & Phelan, 2001). The ‘whore stigma’ associated with sex work portrays work-
ers as dirty and immoral, and victims of violence and poverty (O’Doherty, 2011). In a
survey conducted in Vancouver between 2006-2008, 58.5% of respondents reported ex-
periencing such stigma, as defined by hiding their status from friends, family, and/or their
community (Lazarus et al., 2012). This is problematic because stigmatized individuals
may internalize such words and judgements, and subsequently experience intense feel-
ings of shame. “I mean you have to wrestle with terms like, ‘being a whore’ these are
times where you have to look at yourself in the mirror and on your bad days, go ‘I’m
nothing but a whore.’ And so, you wrestle with a lot of different things – the virgin/slut
dichotomy. . . ” expressed by one sex worker (O’Doherty, 2001, p. 231). Stigma has psy-
chological, as well as social consequences for sex workers. Benoit (2005) explains that
stigmatization increases workers’ vulnerability to psychological disorders such as depres-
sion and anxiety, as well as development of various diseases. Furthermore, O’Doherty
(2011) reports findings from interviews with sex workers, where many have expressed
that the stigma destroyed personal relationships with close friends and family.

As evident by the research on sex work in Canada, the criminalization of the in-
dustry has largely fostered a risky work environment, alienated workers from protective
services, and stigmatized the profession. However, this research largely reflects data from
when the previous prostitution laws were enacted. Since 2014, the implementation of
the PCEPA has eliminated many of these previous laws and introduced new ones. The
purpose of this research is to evaluate the effects of the PCEPA to gain insight into the
relationship between the law and the experience of working in a stigmatized profession.

Methods

The criminalization and stigmatization of the sex work industry have largely driven it
underground, which makes accessing the individuals who are personally involved in the
business extremely challenging. This partially explains why current research on this pop-
ulation is largely limited. However, the reason for which this population is hidden, is
exactly why more research is necessary. This population has historically been a victim
of stigma and marginalization, which is largely attributable to the misunderstanding and
misrepresentation of their profession. Sex work is often portrayed as immoral and de-
viant, and these negative attitudes have since formed the foundation of sex work laws.
Therefore, in attempt to break the narrative around sex work, I consult sources that work
closely with the population of interest and who can appropriately represent them, to high-
light the issue that Canadian prostitution laws, both past and present, are consequential to
the health, safety, and well-being of Canadian sex workers. My sample consists of online
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publications from the websites of five sex worker advocacy groups across Canada. These
groups work closely with sex workers and act as representatives for members of the indus-
try. While other Canadian sex work organizations exist, many of them direct their focus
toward providing resources for local sex workers, rather than actively publishing research
and documents pertaining to the current status of sex work laws. As such, the following
groups were selected for being the resources to best communicate the experiences of the
target population: Pivot Legal Society (Vancouver-based), Chez Stella (Montreal-based),
Maggie’s (Toronto-based), and POWER (Ottawa-based), and the Canadian Alliance for
Sex Work Law Reform, which is a coalition of Canadian sex work advocacy groups. The
data includes eight published reports from the websites for the organizations themselves,
along with two online news articles which feature a representative of Pivot Legal Society.
Pivot Legal Society largely communicates through the media, wherein additional insight
relevant to this topic is gained from these articles. All documents that were analyzed,
save for one, were published in 2014 or later, reflecting the current perceptions of the
prostitution laws. One document by POWER was published in 2010 and it was included
because it offers additional insight into the ongoing struggles of sex workers. I employed
a thematic approach to analyzing the documents, wherein I read through each document
and noted key words that summarized each point. Upon review of these keywords, I
categorized them into one of three themes that best represent the content in each of the
documents. They are reflective of concerns with the sex work laws that were implemented
in response to the Bedford Case in 2014. The themes are increased risk in the industry,
alienation from police and health care services, and the stigmatization of sex workers.

Findings

Although the sources analyzed represent different demographics of sex workers across
Canada, analysis of the online content published by five sex workers’ advocacy groups
nevertheless reflects a number of commonalities in the responses to the implementation of
the PCEPA. These commonalities address concerns similar to those that were raised by the
previous prostitution laws, which include the heightened risks in the industry, alienation
from police and health services, and stigmatization. Additional criticisms were noted,
suggesting that these effects are largely a consequence of the ongoing criminalization of
the sex industry. I will review these findings while drawing on the previous literature
regarding sex work in Canada, prior to the introduction of the PCEPA.
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Increased Risk in the Industry

Prior to 2014, Canada’s previous prostitution laws reportedly increased the risk for sex
workers by prohibiting procurement, communication for the purposes of prostitution, and
the establishment of bawdy houses. As a result, they were struck down and replaced by
new laws under the PCEPA, that are supposedly less restrictive. The new laws are in-
tended to alleviate the restrictions on the sellers by shifting the criminalization onto the
buyers and third parties, whereby the purchase of sex and the advertisement of sexual
services are now prohibited. However, throughout the analyzed documents, the most fre-
quently raised concern is that these changes have either had no impact on, or actually
increased, risks related to the profession. In a Vancouver-based survey, a quarter of the
respondents reported that the PCEPA has had a negative impact on street-based working
conditions, in addition to the 72.2% of respondents who reported that it has had no im-
pact (McKeen, 2018). These new laws have failed to reduce the risks for sex workers
because they continue to criminalize parties involved in the transaction, which promotes
an environment that is conducive to harm, exploitation, and unsafe sexual practices. In
particular, workers report ongoing difficulties with screening clients. Prior to establish-
ing a deal with an individual, workers typically screen the potential client, as a precau-
tionary measure before any official transactions are made. The screening process refers
to evaluating a potential client to judge whether or not they are likely to be respectful
of boundaries and adhere to the pre-established contract or agreement (Sanders, 2013).
Screening is essential as it is a protective measure for the worker. However, this process
is compromised due to the ongoing criminalization of the profession (Maggie’s, 2015).
Under the previous laws, the sellers feared arrest, and were motivated to rush the screen-
ing process to quickly establish an agreement with the buyer and get out of the view of
public surveillance. Now, it is the clients and third parties who hold this fear, and thus
rush the workers into agreeing to a transaction so that they can avoid being caught (Porth,
2018). Regardless of whether it is the buyer or the seller who is fearful of being caught by
law enforcement, this fear is what motivates a rushed screening process which puts sex
workers at risk for harm, exploitation, and contraction of HIV/STI’s.

In addition to a compromised screening process, advocacy groups report that the
PCEPA has decreased the client base. Criminalizing buyers deterred many of the worker’s
original clients, leading them to consider clients who they wouldn’t normally accept, or
agree to conditions that they wouldn’t ordinarily be comfortable with (Canadian Alliance
for Sex Work Law Reform, 2014). Furthermore, the reduced client base increases the
displacement and isolation of street-based workers (Pivot Legal Society, 2014). Potential
clients will avoid heavily surveilled areas, which forces workers to go to more secluded
and risky areas, in an attempt to find clients (Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Re-
form, 2014). Subsequently, Pivot Legal Society (2014) reported an increase of sex work
areas in industrial zones. This is problematic in that it increases street-based workers’
vulnerability to harm (Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform, 2017). Indoor sex
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workers also reportedly experience more risks as a result of the PCEPA. Third-party in-
volvement in sex work is criminalized, thus discouraging safety mechanisms, such as
drivers, security personnel, or bookkeepers (Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Re-
form, 2014). Stella (2014a) criticizes this law, asserting that sex workers need the option
to employ such personnel for protection and help in seeking out clientele. Moreover, many
street-based and indoor sex workers now receive lower incomes, as clients no longer want
to pay the higher rates now that they bear the burden of criminalization (McKeen, 2018).

Alienation from Police and Health Care Services

Not only are sex work advocacy groups reporting increased risks in the industry, but one
of the most frequent themes present among the analyzed documents is centered around the
continued alienation of sex workers from police and health care services. These groups
repeatedly indicate that the PCEPA has maintained the unfavourable relations between
workers and the protective services of law enforcement and health care because it perpet-
uates the stigma that is attached to sex work and continues to invalidate the profession.
According to a survey conducted by the Centre for Gender and Sexual Health Equity,
25% of respondents said that the new law has made it harder to access health and safety
measures (McKeen, 2018). This is ironic, as the PCEPA was modelled under the idea that
women are, “inherently vulnerable and in need of protection” (Stella, 2014a). If these
women are so vulnerable, why are they being discriminated against when they try to seek
protection? Stella (2014b) argues that rather, “the bill denies women of their agency as
rational decision-makers, as it is laden with the belief that no one would choose this pro-
fession” (p. 4). However, pro-sex work perspectives view the profession in a positive
light, arguing that it is empowering for those who choose to engage in it (Jones, 2016).
The rationale behind this is that sex work puts the workers in control of their own body and
sexuality, while additionally enhancing their confidence and assertiveness (Jones, 2016).

Moreover, by perpetuating the hostile relationship between law enforcement and
sex workers, there continues to be a significant under-reporting of violence (Canadian Al-
liance for Sex Work Law Reform, 2017; Porth, 2018). While sex workers are no longer
being directly penalized under the law, they still fear arrest, abuse, and misconduct by po-
lice. Bruckert & Chabot (2010) describe reports from sex workers of public harassment,
verbal abuse, and physical and sexual assault from law enforcement officers. Additional
comments from the Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform (2017) note that there
has been an increase in police surveillance of racialized sex workers, since the enactment
of the PCEPA. Presumably, this is partially because of the differential impact that the
laws have had on street-based sex workers compared to indoor sex workers. Regarding
demographics, indoor workers are more commonly white individuals, while street-based
workers consist of higher non-white populations (Ratchford, 2013). However, the new
laws are designed to benefit indoor sex workers more than street-based workers, due to
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their different work environments. For indoor workers, their work environment protects
them from the surveillance of law enforcement, but street-based workers lack an equiv-
alent private space and instead remain visible to law enforcement. Therefore, the high
proportion of racialized individuals involved in street-based sex work are more vulnera-
ble to police surveillance, not only for their profession, but also the position that they hold
in society (Ratchford, 2013). Other advocacy groups have been additionally reported on
the differential experiences of sex workers. In particular, Indigenous, black, transgen-
der, and migrant workers face additional stigmatization and are especially targeted by law
enforcement, not only for working in a discredited industry, but also for being part of a
minority group. The risky working conditions and stigmatization of sex workers continue
to increase health risks, which are magnified by their continued barriers to accessing ap-
propriate health care. A report by Bruckert & Chabot (2010) included a quote from a sex
worker who recounted her experience after being assaulted by a client, “I ended up just
sticking my piece of gum in the hole in my head. I wasn’t gonna go to the hospital either;
they don’t treat you well there. I took care of myself. I did what I had to do” (p. 30). As
long as their profession is criminalized, workers face discrimination and alienation from
police and health care services.

Stigmatization of Sex Workers

The PCEPA continues to criminalize the sex industry, which reflects the ongoing stigma-
tization of sex work. This concern is repeatedly raised across the documents from the
different sex work advocacy groups and is therefore the third theme of analysis. In partic-
ular, the Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform (2017) indicates that it has actually
contributed to increased stigmatization and discrimination against both the sellers and the
buyers. The maintained discourse around sex work is that it is an immoral and distasteful
profession, and the language used to refer to sex workers often involves dehumanizing
terms such as ‘whore’ or ‘slut’ (Bruckert & Chabot, 2010). Research repeatedly shows
that stigma is linked to lower self-esteem, feelings of disempowerment, and lower reports
on quality of life measures (Benoit, Jansson, Smith, & Flagg, 2018). The experience
of stigma also has detrimental effects on physical and mental well-being by increasing
risk for chronic pain, high blood pressure, elevated cortisol output, mood and anxiety
disorders, and increased suicidality (Fitzgerald-Husek et al., 2017). While this is similar
to what was seen prior to the PCEPA, advocacy groups are emphasizing the differential
stigmatization of sex workers. It is unclear whether this increasing concern is because this
issue has worsened as a result of the new laws, or if this is attributable to a shift in aware-
ness and discussion regarding the differential stigmatization and discrimination against
individuals based on the particular social position that they hold in society. Regardless,
previous research on the criminalization of sex work focused less on the disproportion-
ate stigmatization of sex workers, compared to current voices. Maggie’s (2015) stresses
the additional oppressions that sex workers may experience, based on their race, socioe-
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conomic status, sexual orientation, and possible substance use. Consideration must be
given to not only the consequences of the stigmatization of sex work, but how stigma is
experienced differently by different individuals.

Conclusion

Sex work is a highly contentious topic in Canadian society. Lawmakers maintain legal
regulations around prostitution in attempt to prevent it altogether. Sex work itself was
never criminalized, but previously, virtually every activity associated with it was. Re-
search has demonstrated that this criminalization was consequential to sex workers as it
increased their vulnerability to violence and abuse, fostered an unfavorable relationship
with police and health care providers, and magnified the stigmatization of the profes-
sion. In 2013, the Attorney General of Canada v. Bedford legal case transpired, where
the Supreme Court deemed three prostitution laws unconstitutional, and they were struck
down. (The Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA), was subse-
quently introduced in 2014, which made the purchase of sex illegal. The idea behind this
act was that by penalizing the clients, it would discourage buyers, and ultimately reduce
involvement in the industry. However, analysis of online reports and news articles by
five sex work advocacy groups revealed that not only has the PCEPA failed their goal of
reducing the prevalence of sex work, but the consequences of criminalization have been
perpetuated and elevated, which I explored through three dimensions. First, sex workers
report engaging in riskier transactions, due to difficulties screening their clients, as well
as having a reduced client base. The reduction in prospective buyers forces sellers to con-
sider conditions that they may not ordinarily be comfortable with. Second, workers are
still often scrutinized and discriminated against when seeking protective services, such
as from law enforcement and health care providers. Finally, the stigmatization of the in-
dustry continues to haunt sex workers in many aspects of their lives. The ‘whore stigma’
perpetuates the stereotypes of these individuals as being deviant, dirty, and a public nui-
sance which is shown to be devastating to one’s psychological and physical wellbeing.
The overwhelming assertion from sex worker advocacy groups is that sex worker rights
are human rights, and as of today, these rights are not being met.

References

Bill C-36, Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act, 2nd session, 41st
Parliament, Ottawa, Ontario, 2014.

© 2021 Bonnie Densmore



76 Densmore

Benoit, C., Jansson, S. M., Smith, M., & Flagg, J. (2018). Prostitution stigma and its
effect on the working conditions, personal lives, and health of sex workers. The
Journal of Sex Research, 55(4-5), 457-471. doi:10.1080/00224499.2017.1393652

Benoit, C., Jansson, M., Smith, M., & Flagg, J. (2017). “Well, it should be changed for
one, because It’s our bodies”: Sex workers’ views on Canada’s punitive approach
towards sex work. Social Sciences, 6(2), 52. doi:10.3390/socsci6020052

Benoit, C., Jansson, M., Millar, A., & Phillips, R. (2005). Community-academic research
on hard-to-reach populations: Benefits and challenges. Qualitative Health
Research, 15(2), 263-282. doi:10.1177/1049732304267752

Bruckert, C., & Chabot, F., in collaboration with POWER. (2010). Challenges: Ottawa
area sex workers speak out. Crawford, G.

Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform. (2017). Safety, Dignity, Equality:
Recommendations for Sex Work Law Reform in Canada. Canada.

Canadian Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform. (2014). Criminalizing of the Purchase of
Sex: Impacts and Consequences. Canada.

Criminal Code, R.S.C., C-46 (1985). Retrieved from
http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/C-46/index.html

Department of Justice. (2017). Technical Paper: Bill C-36, Protection of Communities
and Exploited Persons Act.
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/other-autre/protect/p1.html.

Fitzgerald-Husek, A., Van Wert, M. J., Ewing, W. F., Grosso, A. L., Holland, C. E.,
Katterl, R., ... Baral, S. D. (2017). Measuring stigma affecting sex workers (SW)
and men who have sex with men (MSM): A systematic review. PloS One, 12(11),
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0188393

Harcourt, C., & Donovan, B. (2005). The many faces of sex work. Sexually Transmitted
Infections, 81(3), 201-206. doi:10.1136/sti.2004.012468

Jones, S. H. (2016). “I See Myself as a True Healer”: A Study of Self-Empowerment
Among Indoor Female Sex Workers. Sex Work and Female Self-Empowerment.
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. doi:10.4324/9781315545561
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Constructing Tent City: Media representations of
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Abstract. This paper explores the role of media representations in constructing the land-
scape of Vancouver’s inner-city. Emphasizing how landscape is discursively created, this
paper analyzes the imposition of socio-spatial realities on the Downtown Eastside. Fo-
cusing on the 2019 tent city at Oppenheimer Park, I explore how processes of territorial
stigmatization, dispossession, and the erasure of disorderly bodies are directly related to
media representations. Building off Blomley & Liu’s (2013) work, I use a framing anal-
ysis to shed light on the dominant narratives used in local news reporting on tent city. As
outlined by Entman (1993), framing analysis illuminates how certain pieces of informa-
tion are highlighted to enhance the probability that receivers will perceive and process
it. Often used for political purposes, framing is a powerful tool which can influence and
shape public opinion. Three prominent frames were found in this research; criminaliza-
tion, socialization, and disruption.

Introduction

The historical and political significance of Oppenheimer park is not lost on anyone who
has either grown up in or visited Vancouver. Media reporting of the Downtown East-
side has positioned Oppenheimer park, along with the intersection of Main and Hastings,
as the center piece of the city’s struggle with crime, drugs, and sex work. Inextricably
bound in representations of the Downtown Eastside, narratives of locations such as Op-
penheimer Park have become synonymous with more general narratives of the neighbour-
hood in which it resides. In other words, mainstream media reporting tends to blur the
distinctions of places like Oppenheimer Park, erasing specificities and nesting it within a
larger narrative of poverty and crime. Notably, these representations and conceptions of
Oppenheimer park fail to recognize the geographic and symbolic importance of the park.
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Located in the heart of the Downtown Eastside, Oppenheimer is not only a place of con-
stant activity for neighbourhood residents, but a place of ongoing resistance. Throughout
time, the park has come to represent a place-based battle against the dispossession and
displacement of various social groups. This paper situates the continued occupation of
Oppenheimer park, often referred to as a tent city, within the historical battle against dis-
possession and for the right to remain. While there is an abundance of literature on the
Downtown Eastside and its representation in the media, there is a significant gap in litera-
ture regarding the representations of tent cities in the media. In this way, this paper offers
a novel contribution to research of tent cities.

Focusing on the role of news reporting in creating and circulating external rep-
resentations of tent city and its occupants, I use a framing analysis to show how three
dominant frames (criminalization, socialization, and disruption) inform the majority of
news reports. Not only do these frames construct and impose a reality detached from
the experience of residents, they also play a crucial role in influencing public opinion
to either support or oppose tent city. In the case of Oppenheimer Park, negative media
representations have led to growing public sentiments of contestation towards tent city.
As a result, city officials have faced pressure to ease public insecurities by demonstrat-
ing competency in poverty management, most easily displayed through the eviction and
displacement of tent city and its residents (Herring, 2014). Moving forward, I suggest
the need for a renewed representation of tent city, one which centers the voices and ex-
periences of residents and allows them the space for self-determination, autonomy, and
dignity. Ultimately, this type of representation would reinforce the humanity of residents,
in turn encouraging legal and financial accommodation from the City of Vancouver, and
social accommodation from the public.

A Brief History of Oppenheimer Park

The history of the Downtown Eastside is a history of dispossession, tracing back to the
earliest days of what we now call Vancouver (Ellison, 2017). With the arrival of colo-
nial settlers in the late 19th century, land was stolen from the Musqueam, Squamish,
and Tsleil-Waututh peoples, who were displaced as surveying, settlement, and city build-
ing soon began (Kobayashi et al., 2019). Established as the frontier neighbourhood, the
DTES became popular for settlement among Europeans and migrant workers, many of
whom arrived from Japan (Blomley, 1998). The high influx of Japanese newcomers into
the Downtown Eastside resulted in the flourishing of Japantown, with Oppenheimer park
central to this community (Kobayashi et al., 2019). This lasted until the early 1940s, when
residents of Japantown were deported and sent to various internment camps throughout
British Columbia (Ellison, 2017). Since then, Oppenheimer park has been a highly politi-
cized park, claimed by many marginalized social groups for the purpose of protesting.
Some of these include labour protests such as the 1940s Bloody Sunday protest, which

© 2021 Tara Jankovic



80 Jankovic

drew a crowd of 10,000 people, the 1990s HIV/ AIDS demonstration and memorial ‘a
thousand crosses’, where a thousand white crosses were planted in the park, as well as the
annual Women’s Memorial March which stops at Oppenheimer Park to form a healing
circle.

Over the past decade, Oppenheimer park has been the site of ongoing occupations,
known to many simply as ‘tent city’. Tent city is a homeless encampment primarily
consisting of individuals who are chronically homeless, of which a large population are
Indigenous. While tent city is a broad, global term referring to any sort of temporary hous-
ing structures, Herring (2014) offers a helpful framework for understanding the diverging
forms of homeless encampments within North America and their subsequent treatment
by local governance. Specifically, Herring (2014) outlines two possible settings for tent
cities: legal and illegal, as well as two basic dimensions: institutionalized or informal.
Depending on where encampments fall on these two axes, they are subject to either con-
testation, toleration, accommodation, or co-optation (Herring, 2014). Within this frame-
work, Oppenheimer Park can be classified as an illegal and informal tent city, therefore
falling under the realm of contestation. As a result, the tent city is a site of public unrest
and anxiety, and has been subject to numerous attempts at eviction on behalf of the City
of Vancouver. The illegal and informal nature of tent city has served as an excuse for mu-
nicipal and provincial authorities to freeze housing wait lists in an effort to quickly clear
out tent city and relocate its residents. Typically, access to social housing is determined
using risk assessment protocols, which are in place to ensure higher-risk individuals such
as seniors, those with underlying health conditions, and rough sleepers receive housing
first (Carnegie Community Action Project, 2020). By freezing housing wait lists and
bumping Oppenheimer residents to the top, some of the most vulnerable populations are
left neglected, without access to safe and dignified housing.

In 2014, activists and community members joined residents of Oppenheimer Park
to protest the City of Vancouver’s attempts to evict and relocate tent city residents to
shelters (Georgia Straight, 2014). Indigenous activists pointed to the fact that the land is
located on unceded Coast Salish territories, and therefore the City has no legal grounds
to evict people from the land (Kobayashi et al., 2019). Drawing attention to the material
and moral benefits of tent city, residents and activists emphasized the preference of en-
campments over shelters, noting strict curfews, an inability to stay with their significant
other, demeaning treatment by staff, the inability to store their belongings, and restric-
tions on pets as barriers to living in shelters (Herring, 2014). Vocalizing the constraining
and dehumanizing nature of shelters, residents fought for their right to remain in Oppen-
heimer Park. Despite this, an injunction was granted to the Vancouver Park Board soon
after and occupants were forcibly removed (Georgia Straight, 2014). However, the fight
was taken up again in 2019. Multiple eviction deadlines, daily inspections from the VPD
and fire officials, and countless attempts to relocate residents out of the public’s eye have
been closely followed and reported by journalists. All the while, activists and residents
have urged the municipal and provincial government to either provide subsidized hous-
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ing for residents, or grant the necessary resources to protect and support the livelihood of
residents living in the park (Carnegie Community Action Project, 2020).

Literature Review

Constructing Inner City Landscapes

The Downtown Eastside’s popularity within local and national media is not new by any
means. To properly analyze media representations of Oppenheimer Park, it is essential
to first understand how the landscape of the Downtown Eastside has been externally con-
structed and imposed. Blomley (1998) notes that landscape is discursively created, and
therefore must be understood as a ‘visual ideology’, one which is equally material and
representational. In other words, landscape is both a physical place as well as the concep-
tion of this place. This is important to recognize when discussing inner city neighbour-
hoods, whose ‘visual ideologies’ are almost always embedded in societal power relations
(Blomley, 1998). As an institution, the media is actively involved in reproducing these
power relations through privileging certain narratives, frames, and voices (Blomley &
Liu, 2013). For individuals who have little direct experience with the inner city, the media
plays a powerful role in constructing the social and spatial reality of this space (Blomley
& Liu, 2013). In this way, the development of a social understanding of poverty and
homelessness is reliant on the act of external representation (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015).
Through selective representation, the media works to define the emotional, moral, and
rational positions the general public should take towards the urban poor (Nielsen, 2015).
What usually occurs, however, is an incessant tendency to document and represent ‘spec-
tacles of suffering’ in inner city neighbourhoods (Culhane, 2003). This is exemplified by
the documentation and representation of the DTES, which focuses disproportionately on
violence, underclass deviance, and drug use (Blomley & Liu, 2013). The result is what
Wacquant (2009; 2007) calls territorial stigmatization, the characterization of certain ur-
ban spaces as “pits of social and moral perdition [that] ... inspire dread and vilification
throughout the society” (p. 117). These undesirable neighbourhoods are depicted from
afar by institutions, who label these places as ‘urban hellholes’ where violence and vice
are out of control (Wacquant, 2007). Likewise, the Downtown Eastside is most often
represented as a space of criminality and a zone of degeneracy (Blomley & Liu, 2013).
Aoki (2011) notes how the media often represents the landscape of the DTES and its resi-
dents as “diseased and infectious objects of fear that need to be contained and controlled”
(p.30). In these representations, the homeless are depicted as needy, passive individuals
who are in the clutches of vice and criminality (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015). Transforming
social ills into the personal problems of the poor (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015), the DTES
is portrayed as a problem in need of outside elites to suggest solutions (Blomley & Liu,
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2013). In this way, the lives of those in the DTES become a site for public judgement,
policy intervention, and research investigation (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015).

Visibility, Invisibility... in the Downtown Eastside

However, the neighbourhood, its residents, and their myriad of ‘issues’ are represented
without actually addressing the subjects themselves as audiences (Nielsen, 2015). Stories
of extreme marginalization, social exclusion, and drug use often find their way into the
media, with the underlying assumption that the implied audience of these stories resides
beyond the neighbourhood. These deficit-based representations focus on the ills of the
neighbourhood, presenting struggles as individual issues related to a few dysfunctional
systems (such as housing), rather than as social issues relating to the political economy
of capitalism (Nielsen, 2015). While no one is more knowledgeable about the DTES than
those living there, this style of representation disregards the possibility for grounding
stories in the experiences, perspectives, and opinions of residents. Instead, the voices and
experiences of DTES residents are often extracted and applied in ways that reinforce pre-
existing representations, with little regard for how this may affect these very same people.
This is what Kobayashi et al., (2019) calls invisibilization; how residents of the DTES fail
to matter within wider discourses affecting not only the city, but their own neighbourhood
and lives. Rather than speaking with community members, invisibilization assumes that
the media should speak for them (Blomley & Liu, 2013). As a direct result, residents are
stripped of “the means to produce their own collective and individual [identity]”, and are
further denied the right to self-determination (Blomley & Liu, 2013, p.130).

In the most basic sense, self-determination can be understood as the freedom and
power of an individual to make their own decisions regarding their life, without external
influence. While the right to self-determination seems straightforward, in that every per-
son should have the ability to decide how to live their life, processes of territorial stigma-
tization often work to erase this. To reiterate, territorial stigmatization is the process by
which certain areas and its residents become vilified. As Wacquant (2007) elaborates,
once a place is labelled as territorially stigmatized, authorities can justify special mea-
sures of surveillance and domination. These measures of control work towards the end
goal of driving people out of these spaces and dissolving the ‘place’ of the inner city
(Wacquant, 2007). This is exemplified by the growth of poverty management infrastruc-
ture in Vancouver over the past decade, which relies on a partnership between state and
non-state actors to ‘manage’ homelessness (Fast & Cunningham, 2018). Most notably, the
Vancouver Police Department works with housing organizations, medical professionals,
and social workers to ‘treat’ homeless individuals (Fast & Cunningham, 2018). Although
appearing to be a socially just initiative, this policy is carried out alongside a breadth of
anti-homeless legislation which attempts to erase homelessness from public space (Freiler
& Holden, 2012). Beginning around the 2010 Winter Olympics, the need to police and
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manage undesirable bodies in public space can be attributed to the increase of global cap-
ital flow in the Downtown core (Freiler & Holden, 2012). The increase of investment
into development in Vancouver has led to growing desires to ‘revitalise’ and ‘beautify’
the city, with the erasure of homelessness positioned as central to these initiatives. As
Gerrard & Farrugia (2015) note, the “sight and scene of homelessness becomes consti-
tuted as a blemish on broader social relations in advanced capitalist nations” (p.2220).
In other words, the visibility of homelessness is interpreted as a marker of social failure,
unproductivity, and dysfunctionality (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015). This is directly opposed
to the ideologies of advanced capitalist nations; which increasingly favour productivity,
efficiency, and image. Thus, it becomes the duty of state actors to uphold these values
through the ‘management’ of homelessness, or in other words, the removal of homeless
individuals from the sight of the public.

As can be seen, there is tension between the need to document, represent, and sen-
sationalize the human suffering found in inner city neighbourhoods (Culhane, 2003), and
the need to erase these bodies from public spaces (Fast & Cunningham, 2018). Further,
there is an abundance of literature on the media’s role in constructing and representing
these ‘problematic’ spaces, particularly within the Downtown Eastside. Researchers have
noted the discursive element of space (Blomley, 1998), and how external impositions
of spatial realities can affect residents’ sense of identity and dignity (Wacquant, 2007;
Blomley & Liu, 2013). In addition, researchers have touched upon the visual discourse
of poverty and homelessness, and the associations it holds in the political economy of
capitalism (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015). However, there is a gap in the research on how
tent cities are represented and framed by the media. Although heavily reported on by both
local and national media outlets, there is a shortage of literature on the ways by which tent
cities are constructed and represented in the news. Not only are tent cities the most visible
and obvious indicators of homelessness, they are also contestations of space. As symbols
of poverty as well as signs of ‘disorder’, tent cities are a clear obstruction to the increasing
desire of cities to ‘revitalize’ and ‘renew’ their urban spaces. Particularly, Oppenheimer
Park’s tent city has become emblematic of Vancouver’s ongoing struggle with homeless-
ness. In this way, reactions to and representations of tent city could offer us valuable
insight into how dominant discourses of homelessness are created within Vancouver, as
well as the emerging possibilities for change.

This research explores how local media constructs and imposes images and narra-
tives of Oppenheimer Park and its residents. Specifically, I examine how these representa-
tions create social, political, and legal contestation towards tent city, which in turn places
pressure on state actors to evict residents. Illustrating the need for renewed representa-
tions of the park and its residents, this paper positions tent city as an act of resistance to
the disciplining and erasure of homeless bodies from the public realm. This is particularly
relevant given the history and ongoing dispossession and displacement of individuals in
the Downtown Eastside. At the same time, I recognize my positionality as a settler, and
as an outsider to this neighbourhood who does not share the same experiences and history
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as its residents. I therefore acknowledge that my perspective and understanding of this is-
sue is inherently informed by my social location, and I have no intention to prescribe any
singular solution. Instead, I wish to draw attention to the complex and differing needs and
desires of residents, which cannot be represented nor fulfilled in any one particular way.
Because of this, I argue that individuals should have the right to self-determination, and
should be provided with the proper social and economic resources to do so. In the context
of tent city -and at the most basic level- this would include peer support, safe injection
sites, health care, heat, and sanitation (Carnegie Community Action Project, 2020).

Methods

To reiterate, local media plays an important role in representing inner city space (Blom-
ley & Liu, 2013). For this reason, I chose to analyze several news articles published
by Vancouver’s mainstream news outlets on tent city at Oppenheimer Park. Published
between July and September 2019, these articles were written during the peak months
of tent city, when the issue was subject of considerable attention and contentious debate
within Vancouver. My sample includes three articles from the Globe & Mail, three from
the Vancouver Sun, three from Global News, and one from The Georgia Straight, for a
total of 10 online articles. Since I am conducting a framing analysis to identify dominant
frames of representation, I specifically chose articles published from some of Vancou-
ver’s most mainstream and popular news sources. Assuming that a majority of residents
in Vancouver consume this media on average more than they would consume ‘alterna-
tive’ media, these news outlets in turn play a significant role in formulating opinions and
perspectives on a certain number of issues within the city.

Developed by Entman (1993), framing analysis illuminates how certain pieces of
information are highlighted to enhance the probability that receivers will perceive and
process it. In other words, framing uses selection and salience to “call attention to some
aspects of reality while obscuring other elements” (p.53). Very popular in political news,
frames define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and suggest remedies
(Entman, 1993). Most importantly, frames used in political news directly influence and
determine public support on certain causes and policies (Entman, 1993). In turn, this
support has a tangible effect as individuals can mobilise for or against certain policies
(Blomley & Liu, 2013). Blomley & Liu (2013) identify three popular frames used by
Vancouver media when reporting on the Downtown Eastside; medicalization, criminal-
ization, and socialization. Building off this research, I closely follow Blomley & Liu’s
frames of criminalization and socialization, while also introducing my own frame: dis-
ruption. The 10 online articles were coded according to how they defined the issue and
who is presented as the expert on the issue. If an article defined the issue as a crimi-
nal/legal issue and centered the police as experts, it was coded as criminalization. If an
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article defined the issue as a social issue and presented housing authorities as experts, it
was coded as socialization. If an article defined the issue as a cost to the city and placed
state actors and local businesses as experts, it was coded as disruption. Ultimately, this
research identifies how media coverage of tent city utilizes the frames of criminalization,
socialization, and disruption to construct and impose a socio-spatial reality of tent city
and its occupants.

Findings

Criminalization

Through a criminalization frame, Oppenheimer Park is represented as an area plagued
by rampant crime and criminal residents. This framing suggests that criminality is the
primary social problem of homelessness, rather than economic or social circumstances
(Herring, 2014). Constructing tent city as a legal issue and a policing problem, this is the
most explicit and commonly used frame in news articles of Oppenheimer Park. Seven of
the ten articles analyzed represent tent city as a dangerous and violent place, where even
“seasoned sergeants... won’t have their officers go into the park without at least four offi-
cers.” (Vancouver Sun, 2019). This framing is achieved through an emphasis on weapon
seizures, shootings, assaults, and drug trade. Articles cite statistics from the Vancouver
Police Department on the increase in police calls, the seizure of drugs and guns, and an
overall increase in violent crime. However, these numbers are cited out of context, apply-
ing yearly statistics for an entire district to describe Oppenheimer Park specifically. The
result is a representation of tent city and its occupants as a “flourishing market for the
criminal element” (Vancouver Sun, 2019), posing a “huge public safety concern” (Globe
and Mail, 2019). The Vancouver Police Department is central to this framing, as news
articles build their content around statements, opinions, and statistics from the police. Fur-
ther, police quotes, statistics, and assessments are included far more than those of outreach
workers or social housing representatives. Oppenheimer Park is thus defined as a place of
criminality and an object of law enforcement, with the police positioned as crucial agents
in combating and solving it. Constructing tent city residents as symbols of incivility, this
representation assumes that the continued existence and visibility of tent city is a failure
on behalf of the City, who is tolerating illegalities (Herring, 2014). Further, this results in
public perceptions of tent city as a threatening space, along with feelings of antagonism
and even moral superiority towards its residents. Ultimately, criminalization heightens
public agitation and insecurity, which in turn places pressure on political actors to swiftly
and forcefully remove the encampment and its ‘criminal’ residents.
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Socialization

A more humanistic approach, socialization frames Oppenheimer Park as a social problem
and advocates for welfare-based solutions. This framing constructs Oppenheimer Park
and its residents as a “manifested symptom of disease, and that disease is poverty and
homelessness.” (Vancouver Sun, 2019). Primarily, social housing is suggested as a rem-
edy to the many resource distribution problems in the neighbourhood. Focusing on the
issue of housing, news articles describe Oppenheimer Park as “a flashpoint for the home-
lessness crisis in the city” (Globe and Mail, 2019) and a “stark demonstration of the city’s
homeless problem” (CTV News, 2019). Correspondingly, socialization often fails to ad-
dress the real cause of poverty; structural inequalities in the capitalist system. Even more
so, socialization explicitly avoids drawing connections between the ongoing impact of
colonization and the disproportionately high rate of Indigenous people in Oppenheimer
Park (Carnegie Community Action Project, 2020). Instead, socialization frames occu-
pants of tent city as passive victims in need of help from social agencies as well as the
state. Further, these articles identify the important role of the City, BC Housing, and the
Carnegie Community Action Project in offering homes for those currently living in tent
city. City workers are depicted as “committed to moving people indoors” (Global News,
2019) and “trying to get everybody housing” (Global News, 2019). Emphasizing our so-
cietal obligation to the homeless, this approach calls upon higher levels of government
to offer more funding to municipal and provincial governments for social housing. Like-
wise, these articles address the living conditions of Single Room Occupancies (SROs),
describing them as full of cockroaches, bed bugs, and vermin, and note that park condi-
tions are safer than shelters. While a more socially progressive and tolerant frame than
criminalization, socialization still fails to center the voices of residents. Often speaking
for and about residents, this framing can result in an erasure of agency, as residents are
advised what is needed to ‘fix’ their situation.

Disruption

While researchers have noted the prevalence of both criminalization and socialization in
media representations of the Downtown Eastside, I found strong evidence of a new frame:
disruption. Above all, the disruption frame constructs Oppenheimer Park as a disruption
to the political, economic, and social functioning of the city. Articles frame tent city as a
social cost, emphasizing how much money Oppenheimer Park and its residents have cost
the city of Vancouver and its taxpayers (see Appendix). Showing the costs of policing,
fire department resources, and park ranger visits, tent city is represented as an unnecessary
drain on public services. Articles not only state that the park has gone “above and beyond
the normal funding budgeted for regular park operations” (CTV News, 2019), but that
these costs amount to a substantial fraction of Vancouver’s annual operating budget. This
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creates the public perception of tent city as a financial burden, an unworthy use of public
funds which could go towards other more deserving social programs or groups. In turn,
this framing enhances public agitation, leading to the antagonism of tent city residents.
Moreover, Oppenheimer Park is described as a mess full of “piles of belongings” (Globe
and Mail, 2019) which city workers must sort through, clear, and monitor for fire or
safety risks. Articles cite community events which had to be rescheduled, and recreational
activities which can’t be programmed due to disputes and mess. In addition, tent city is
framed as a cost to local businesses, deterring potential customers. Multiple articles quote
representatives of the Hastings North Business Improvement Association, who urge the
park to return to its regular use so that business can continue as usual. Ultimately, this
frame constructs tent city residents as disorderly and disruptive to an otherwise well-
functioning system. Occupants who have “defied the order to leave Oppenheimer Park”
(Globe and Mail, 2019), or who have refused the offer of shelter from state agents are
described with frustration. Above all, this frame creates an identity of tent city residents
by placing them in opposition to productive and helpful state agents.

Limitations

While I do find strong evidence of the three frames of criminalization, socialization, and
disruption, I would like to acknowledge the limitations in this sample. Namely, the small
sample of 10 articles makes it hard to generalize these findings, along with the exclusive
use of online articles instead of print, television, and/or a mix of mediums. While this
paper argues that, generally speaking, news reporting plays a crucial role in influencing
public opinion, it is still important to note that newspapers will never fully determine
public opinion. At the same time, the choice to only sample mainstream media inevitably
limits the scope and diversity in opinion, narratives, and imagery found in the sample.

Conclusion

Frames work in nuanced and subtle ways to create a ‘visual ideology’ of the inner-city
landscape (Blomley, 1998). In the case of Oppenheimer Park, frames are used to ex-
ternally construct and impose a socio-spatial reality of the park and its residents. This
research found the established frames of criminalization and socialization to be prevalent
in media coverage of tent city, alongside a new frame of disruption. To reiterate, criminal-
ization depicts park residents as violent, aggressive individuals who pose a general public
safety concern. Emphasizing enforcement and authority as the ‘solution’, criminalization
positions the VPD as key figures in ‘fighting’ tent city. Meanwhile, socialization leans
towards a more socially-just representation, focusing on housing as the ‘solution’ to tent
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city, while neglecting to address the ongoing role of capitalism and colonization. Relying
on depictions of residents as passive victims, socialization tends to prescribe solutions
on behalf of residents, erasing their voices in the process. Finally, disruption emphasizes
the political, economic, and social disruption of tent city. Highlighting the financial and
social costs of tent city, disruption depicts residents as an unnecessary drain on munici-
pal resources. Ultimately, these frames center representations of criminality, victimhood,
and disorder, which in turn creates public contestation towards tent city. Correspond-
ingly, widespread feelings of agitation and anxiety place city officials under pressure to
act quickly to clear out tent city and relocate residents. However, this process fails to ac-
count for the experiences and opinions of residents, who increasingly rely on tent city as
a safety net in the absence of dignified, affordable housing (Carnegie Community Action
Project 2020). Even more so, this approach towards tent city is implicated in larger acts
of erasure; including the erasure of bodies, of agency, and of self-determination.

As Leilani Farha, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate
Housing, states; “Instructing tent encampment residents that they can find warmth in shel-
ters that are unsafe and unhygienic is not a solution. The City of Vancouver has human
rights obligations which includes ensuring encampment residents have access to basic ser-
vices. . . ”. (Carnegie Community Action Project, 2020). In a city where “it seems like you
aren’t really allowed to be homeless”, tent city not only opposes normative functions of
public spaces, but serves as an active claim for the right to agency and self-determination
(Fast & Cunningham, 2018, p.255). Situated within a long history of dispossession and
dislocation, this occupation embodies collective survival and the ongoing right to remain
(Kobayashi et al., 2019). Likewise, tent city is a reminder of the importance of grass-
roots initiatives in inner-city communities, which are produced and reproduced through
collective action and struggle. As Blomley (1998) reminds us, the space of the Downtown
Eastside is owned by those who have lived, loved, died, suffered, and survived there. Be-
cause of this, we need to begin questioning and challenging the ways we represent and
understand this space. Moving away from deficit-based representations, it is crucial we
start affirming the agency and autonomy of those we are representing.

Ultimately, this entails creating space within media, academia, and government
where “low income residents are recognized as the experts in matters that affect them and
have control over decisions, services and operations that affect them” (Blomley, 2015,
p.93). In the context of Oppenheimer Park, this means grounding media representations
in the voices and experiences of residents. Speaking with residents rather than for them,
this requires a major shift in how individuals conceptualize and position themselves in
relation to the Downtown Eastside. Moving away from contestation, new representa-
tions would demand respect and accommodation from the public and state actors alike.
Legal accommodation through rezoning, financial accommodation through the provision
of basic resources such as water, heat, and sanitation, as well as social accomodation
through peer resources. These are notable examples of ways in which we can slowly
work towards supporting and encouraging the agency and self-determination of tent city
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residents. Following the path set by Portland’s permanent homeless encampment Dignity
Village, where legal sanctions and city ordinances work with, rather than against residents,
Oppenheimer Park could have the potential to be a participatory and autonomous space.
By allocating a safe and clean environment for individuals to live in, their own personal
space to manage and organize, and the possibility to contribute to a larger community, we
could provide residents with the necessary resources to practice self-determination and
agency.
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Appendix

Total costs of Oppenheimer Park by CTV News (2019)
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“At least we’re in Canada”: A critical perspective
applying Du Bois and Simmel to Black African

students’ identity experiences in Canadian
universities
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Abstract. Using concepts from theorists W.E.B Du Bois and Georg Simmel, I examine
the sociological dimensions to the identity experiences of Black African students as tem-
porary international or permanent immigrants attending universities in Canada. In what
ways do social structures in the host country of Canada inhibit positive experiences of
Black African students in Canadian universities? Du Bois’ concepts of ‘double conscious-
ness’ and the metaphor of ‘the veil’ highlight the difficulty that Black folks in America
experience as they live their identities against and through the eyes of white supremacy.
This concept is extended to the experience of Black African students in Canada where
Black people are a visible minority and experience racism (Creese, 2020). Further, Sim-
mel’s concept of the ‘blasé attitude’, also referred simply as blasé, is about the sense
of indifference personified by individuals living in metropolises due to overstimulation
and an overly commodified lifestyle in the city environment. The blasé is applicable to
understanding the experience of Black African students in Canadian universities, which
are often in metropolitan cities. Although Black African students, especially those who
are international, are largely optimistic as they venture into Canadian universities, using
the concepts of double consciousness, the veil and the blasé attitude, a socio-cultural re-
ality is revealed that counters the positive image that Canadian universities themselves
portray. In this reality, Black African students encounter particular challenges connected
to their perceived or self-proclaimed Black African identities, which serve as an impedi-
ment to their wellbeing, academic growth and career advancement. Using a critical race
theory framework, Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness and the veil, and Simmel’s
concept of blasé are used to examine how systems and practices of racism, neo-racism,
and attitudes of complacency infringe on Black African students having more holistically
positive experiences while studying at Canadian universities, despite the fact that many
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well-known universities are located in ‘diverse’ or ‘multicultural’ cities in Canada. These
concepts are applied to show how certain sociological factors, that is, systems, processes,
practices and actions that are already in place, work against Black African identities and
function against these students once they enter these settings.

Introduction

According to Times Higher Education, in 2017 Canada was the most popular and de-
sired international study destination for students around the world for its high academic
rankings, job opportunities after graduation, vibrant cultural life, safe and welcoming en-
vironment (Bhardwa, 2017). Canada has a significantly increasing rate of international
students. While US international student enrollment reduced by 3 percent in the fall of
2016, Canada’s increased by 22 percent (Haynie, 2018). In fact, as of December 2017,
Canada surpassed its 2022 goal of 450,000 international students, at more than 494,000
(CBIE, 2018). As of 2019, this number was over 642,000 according to CIC News (El-
Assal, 2020). A study by the Canadian Bureau of International Education (CBIE) in
2018 noted that the top three reasons international students chose to study in Canada
are: the reputation of education, Canadian society being “generally perceived as toler-
ant and non-discriminatory” and finally “Canada’s reputation as a safe country” (CBIE,
2018). Importantly, 84 percent of international students in Canada are enrolled in Ontario,
British Columbia, and Quebec, provinces which have vibrant metropolitan city lives and,
importantly, institutions of higher education situated in these cities (CBIE, 2018). These
provinces are also the top three destinations for international students from Africa (Statis-
tics Canada, 2018). As one of the top international student destinations in the world,
ranking fourth as of 2018, there is also an increasing number of students from the African
continent (CBIE, 2018). Research shows that the number of international students from
Africa studying in Canadian universities has steadily increased, doubling from around
11,000 recorded in 2010/2011 to over 22,000 in 2018 (Statistics Canada, 2018).

There are significant reasons why Black African students decide to study abroad,
mirroring why any international student would choose Canada for the reasons listed
above. However, while Black African students may have largely optimistic outlook as
they venture to Canadian universities—based on the positive and diverse images por-
trayed by universities—they are met with a paradox, comprising conflicting realities and
challenges in relation to their Black African identities. This reality serves to subvert the
well being, academic growth and career advancement of these students.

By using Du Bois’ concepts of double consciousness and the veil, as well as Sim-
mel’s concept of blasé attitude, this study investigates the experiences of Black African
students and how they navigate their identities as students in Canadian universities. Du

© 2021 Ilerioluwa Okusi



94 Okusi

Bois used the term double consciousness to explain the tension that Black people in Amer-
ica face because of the clash of their perception of themselves and the awareness of how
the dominant group sees them (i.e: through the lens of racism) which creates a double
sense of self. For Black African students arriving at university in Canada, they encounter
systems, views and actions that homogenize Blackness and being African into a simplistic
narrative where inferiority and danger are the dominant frames through which Blackness
and Africanness are viewed and engaged.

Further, Du Bois used the concept of the veil to explain systems put in place and
perceptions that hinder full participation of African Americans in the American society.
The veil is a covering—figuratively—that prevents or limits African Americans from fully
thriving in society (Du Bois, 1903/2009). This is relevant to the experiences of Black
African students who move to Canada to live and study. The veil exists as systems in place
founded on racist ideologies, barriers that reinforce negative perception and experiences
of Black African students, while double consciousness reveals how they navigate and deal
with their identities in a new context where they are perceived as ‘others’, minorities that
are looked back at through ‘white gaze.’

In addition to the above concepts, Simmel’s concept of the blasé attitude is used to
explain how the blasé attitude in Canadian cities/universities perpetuates the challenges
that Black African students commonly encounter. The blasé attitude is derived from over-
stimulation in city life, which has a psychological impact on individuals, making them
desensitized to ills in society, creating a sociological impact of complacency where peo-
ple consciously or subconsciously act in ways that uphold flawed systems. Applied to the
identity experiences of Black African students, the blasé helps to understand how indi-
viduals and bureaucracies act in ways that maintain the flawed systems which uphold the
veil and create a tension of double consciousness for Black African students.

Overall, the prevalence of double consciousness, the veil and the blasé attitude of
metropolitan lifestyle in societies where many Canadian universities are, reveals a socio-
cultural reality where Black African students encounter particular challenges connected
to their Black African identities. Literature about experiences of African immigrants in
Canada and Black African international students in the US are used as the basis upon
which these sociological concepts will be applied. Du Bois and Simmel’s concepts are
applied as a deductive lens to experiences of racism that Black-African students face while
at Canadian universities, bringing into discussion the broader societal frameworks that are
at work in individuals’ lives, that they reinforce, adhere to and are even emboldened by.
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Methods

In what ways do social structures in the host country of Canada inhibit positive expe-
riences of Black African students in Canadian universities? To answer this question, I
use sociological theories that offer explanations to the experiences of Black African stu-
dents through application to selected studies regarding the identities of these students.
Secondary sourced data, such as reports from Statistics Canada and Canadian Bureau
of International Education (CBIE) are drawn upon to observe the trends in international
student enrolment in Canada and also inform the purpose of the study. Results from qual-
itative research studies such as Creese (2020), Mensah (2014), and Boafo-Arthur (2014)
are drawn upon for further context. These findings presented in the literature review are
thematically classified into ‘relational’ and ‘collective’ experiences and considered alto-
gether as ‘identity experiences’ for the purpose of this study. The sociological concepts
are further discussed drawing upon findings from these studies to explain how societal
forces drive and reinforce these identity experiences in the Canadian context.

The classification of Black African students is conceptualized in this research as
both temporary-residents students from African countries, as well as Black African stu-
dents whose parents migrated to Canada or themselves were born in Canada and hold per-
manent resident or citizenship status. Black African Canadians are included in discussion
because they, as Black students, share common racialized experiences with Black interna-
tional students. Importantly, many students from countries in the Caribbean identify and
are perceived as Blacks students and so therefore, share similar racialized experiences as
well. However, for the purpose of this study, research was focused on Black African stu-
dents who identified having national ties to the African continent. One reason is to shed
light on the knowledge gap about this specific group and secondly, for operational limi-
tations, since the data used from Statistics Canada concerning post-secondary education
includes variables of country/region of citizenship but not race. Articles discussing Black
African immigrants and Black African international students in the US are consulted as
they have findings relevant to the challenges that Black African immigrants and Black
African international students in Canada face by virtue of holding the ‘Black’ identities
as students or permanent immigrants in these North American countries.

Findings from America are also used because currently, there is a lack of substan-
tial and significant qualitative research that focuses on and analyzes the experiences of
specifically Black African students, especially those who are international, in Canadian
universities. It is important to note that Creese (2020) is a recent study on the experiences
of African-Canadians growing up in Vancouver, and is relevant to this paper. However,
there is a need for more scholarly work and research centering Black African interna-
tional student experiences in Canadian universities. This research is intended to offer a
perspective as a response to the knowledge gap in Canadian academia and scholarship,
and to also call out the lack of attention to Black African student experiences in Canadian
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universities. While a lack of significant amount of Canadian data is a methodological
limitation of this paper, this research uses what we know about African immigrants in
Canada, Black African and international students in the US to provide a figurative bridge
and offer insight to Black African student identity experiences in Canada.

Literature Review

The Relational: Social Interaction with Other Students

Studies show that Black African students upon getting to the US experience depression,
isolation, homesickness and fatigue (Baofo-Arthur, 2014). These are not just feelings
from basic personal adjustment to a new environment, rather these experiences are corre-
lated to the prejudice and discrimination they face based on skin color and their culture,
because of being Black and African (Boafo-Arthur, 2014). As a result, they cope with
different styles of social interaction and ‘acculturation’. Acculturation refers to the “cul-
tural changes that result from group encounters” (Boafo-Arthur, 2014, p.117). Being in
a new social environment, international students experience culture shock and racial dis-
crimination, which leads to “acculturative stress” (Boafo-Arthur, 2014). Culture shock
can lead to “self-segregation,” one of the four types of social interaction (Rose-Redwood
& Rose-Redwood, 2013). This is similar to Boafo-Arthur’s (2014) ‘separation’, which
involves interacting only with people from the same country of origin, as this helps to
boost their confidence in their own cultural identity and to foster feelings of belonging,
rather than isolation (Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2013).

Other ways that international students engage in social interaction as discussed in
Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood (2013) are “exclusive global mixing” which is interac-
tion that takes place with other international students of similar ethnicity or nationality
(p.418). These findings are similar to experiences in Canadian educational institutions.
For instance, findings from Creese (2020), where female second generation African-
Canadians in Vancouver went through a phase of social isolation sometimes spanning
years in elementary school and eventually making few friends of similar national and/or
immigrant origin in high school. Another form of social interaction is “inclusive global
mixing,” which involves socializing with “co-nationals”, other international students, and
students from the host country (Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2013, p. 419). This is
similar to Boafo-Arthur’s (2014) argument of integration as a form of acculturation where
Black African students co-exist together with the new culture, as well as their own. The
fourth type, host interaction involves sole contact with students from the host country,
connecting to assimilation mentioned in Boafo-Arthur’s (2014), where the students im-
merse themselves in the new culture, replacing their own. This can be compared to the
“cool Black guy” stereotype that many 1.5 and second generation male African-Canadians
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mentioned they utilized in their high school days, where they gained popularity and accep-
tance by performing Black masculinity in ways acceptable and desirable by their peers,
centered on athleticism and hip-hop as portrayed by American pop culture stereotypes of
Black men (p.73, 79 & 80). These above studies show the similarities with how African-
Canadians experience their identities in school and Black African international students in
universities. As Black Africans, they experience similar acculturative processes because
of the common identities they hold as racialized minorities.

The Collective or Group: Solidarity and Association

As a group, Baffoe (2010) highlights the conflicts that first generation African immi-
grants in Canada face in redefining where they call home. The overarching message is
that African immigrants living in Canada, including many who had previously studied
in Canada, no matter the effort or how highly educated they were, felt a “strong percep-
tion of social exclusion in Canadian society” (p.169). Some expressed regret of coming
to Canada although they hoped that the society would evolve to accept their children,
holding a better future for them. Some stress they face “insurmountable barriers at every
turn in their attempts to full participation in the Canadian society” (p. 158). Conse-
quently, they develop stronger attachment to their home-countries by connecting through
food, music, following political events of homelands, and through forming organizations
and enclaves, some of which include religious houses (Baffoe, 2010; Mensah, 2014). In
Baffoe’s (2010) study, for many of these immigrants, who had spent several years (up
to twenty) in Canada, their birthplace in their countries in Africa was still considered
home to them, where they feel safe and welcomed despite the fact that they may never re-
turn. Similarly, Creese (2020) mentions how for second generation African-Canadians, as
young adults many were “reclaiming stronger African and African-Canadian identities”,
rather than simply identifying as “Canadian” (p.183). Such self-perceptions are connected
to experiences of racism, as those who perceived higher levels of racism either rejected
their Canadian identities or emphasized them, and refused to name other places when
strangers asked them where they were from (Creese, 2020). These findings highlight
the effects of racialization on self and perceived sense of self that Black Africans in the
Canadian context experience, thus the connection of identity and associated experiences.
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Discussion

Applying Du Bois and Simmel to Black African student identity expe-
riences “Double consciousness” from Social Perceptions

Double consciousness is defined as “this sense of always looking at one’s self through the
eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity” (Du Bois, 1903/2009, p.8). It is the tension between Black people
having a perception of themselves and also being aware of how the dominant group views
them (i.e: through the lenses of racism) which creates a double sense of self. This con-
cept was coined by Du Bois, an African American scholar and one of the pioneers of
modern racial and ethnic sociology in his famous work The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
written almost four decades after the abolition of U.S. chattel slavery. In the book, Du
Bois writes on the prevalence of racism, forms of dicscrimination and gaps that existed
in the years following emancipation, and about how African Americans were not quite
full participants of American society. Double consciousness relates to the experience of
living through preconceived definitions, established by “the other world” of how Black
people are or supposed to be (Du Bois, 1903/2009, p.8). And Black people have to engage
with these perceptions while striving to attain a sense of self they hold for themselves, or
sometimes rivaling the perception of others against the sense of identity they already hold
for themselves. For Black African students, the case is similar. Rather than striving to es-
tablish a ‘true’ sense of self as Du Bois notes for the American Negro, for Black African
students the struggle is arguably with maintaining a sense of self, once they come into
lived reality that is against their previous ‘true’ sense of self-perception. Prior to com-
ing to Canada, such students have a type of agency in embodying and expressing what it
means to be Africans. This sense of self or self-perception is a more nuanced and thus,
realistic perspective. Whereas, on arriving in university in Canada, they now encounter
systems, views and actions that homogenize Blackness and being African into a domi-
nant narrative, one where inferiority and threat are the dominant frames through which
Blackness and Africanness are viewed and engaged. Creese (2020) highlights this theme
in the experiences of African Canadians who grew up in Vancouver. For instance, male
African-Canadians, especially, recounted many troubling encounters with law enforce-
ment, where they were automatically deemed perpetrators, even in instances where they
were not involved at all in altercations (Creese, 2020).

Du Bois argued that, at the time, Black Americans experienced a certain tension
as they embodied their Black identities and African roots while also being American,
in a society where being Black was treated as a problem. Hence, there is a sense of
“two-ness” from “two warring ideals in one dark body” (Du Bois, 1903/2009, p.8). The
process that Du Bois describes is still relevant today. It can be related to the experience of
Black African students studying in Canada, a country founded on white supremacy ide-
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ologies that have sought to erase and oppress indigenous peoples and traditions, and by
extension, other peoples that threaten the white “imagined community” of Canada (An-
dersoon, 1991, as cited in Creese, 2020, p.19). For Black African students who journey
to Canada, they begin to exist in a society that already has in place its own subordinate
perception and treatment of Blackness and being ‘Black.’

As Mensah (2014) mentions, “it is when Black Africans venture outside the con-
tinent that their sensitivity to race is stirred up the most” (p.14). Du Bois argues that
African Americans are both African and American, holding two identities. Likewise,
Black African students, upon getting to Canada become ‘Black’ and also hold their re-
spective African nationalities including other identities which may differ from what peo-
ple assume about Blackness. Because of the prejudices prevalent in North America at-
tached to being Black, Black African students cannot escape discrimination and so be-
come not only aware, but also exposed to experiences of negative treatments based on
these social perceptions. In fact, discrimination is further extended to not only the skin
color, but also the culture, as in neo-racism (Baofo-Arthur, 2014). For the Black African
international student for instance, it becomes a struggle trying to uphold a sense of pride
or belonging as an African, from a respective African country, tribe and so on while ex-
periencing discrimination as a Black person and the inferior image Africa and its peoples
are portrayed by the West. This is double-consciousness. The same skin color deemed
humane and normal in the homeland, is othered, becoming a symbol of inferiority and
even a threat abroad.

Even for immigrants and second generation Canadians, Creese (2020) notes how
many recall instances as early as in elementary school, of peers making fun of their
African accents, names, the food they eat, their hair, and the colour of their skin, including
teachers making ignorant and offensive comments about Africa. Male African-Canadians
recounted troubling encounters with law enforcement, where they were automatically
deemed perpetrators, even in instances where they were not involved at all in alterca-
tions (Creese, 2020). They were aware of how the social perception of Black men as
violent and criminal translated into being disproportionately and unfairly surveilled and
mistreated in public spaces. Such negative and homogenizing perceptions contrast the
cultural pride many Black African people’s parents instill in them as immigrants or as
international students who have experiential knowledge about Africa and being African.
Living through this sense of contrasting lenses is the double consciousness Black African
students encounter while studying in Canada.

To the Black African international students, these negative experiences of racial
discrimination are relatively new, so they lack the tools to deal with racism and prejudice
encountered (Baofo-Arthur, 2014). This is why some opt to keep to themselves, to restrict
their association to other students of same or similar nationality. To cope, some may
assimilate. Either way on the continuum of extremes of separation or assimilation, there
is the constant struggle that emerges in encounters and institutional workings that remind
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the Black African student of holding a place synonymous to inferiority in the white-
dominated culture, in opposition to the cultural, national, and/or racial pride that many
Black African students have embraced prior to studying or emigrating abroad to places
like Canada.

“Diasporic Consciousness” in Association and Practice

Mensah (2014) mentions the idea of “diasporic consciousness” which is the sense of “in-
betweenness” and “multifaceted identities” that Black African immigrants express lead-
ing to an identity crisis (p.21). Likewise, Black African students face this sense of in
betweenness, as they navigate more than one culture, engaging in transnational connec-
tions, both at school and maintaining ties with social networks back home. This is because
they have to adhere to the social customs and practices in Canada, while they also have the
opportunity to engage at home. As Du Bois argues with double-consciousness, African
Americans are Africans first by virtue of their roots, then American. Arguably Black
African students are African first, which is a more nuanced perspective held by Africans,
before they delve into societies focused on socially constructed stereotypical images of
Blackness, with systems built against Blackness and people who hold these Black iden-
tities. In this sense, to be a Black African immigrant and a Black African international
student is a constant process of double-consciousness, navigating the reins of positive af-
filiation with one’s homeland, agency/feelings of cultural pride, while also living every
day in a society that warns otherwise or only sees one distorted side of Blackness. Black
African international and domestic students are thereby forced to make decisions every-
day as to what better, truer self to work towards. Questions arise as to whether or how to
express ancestral pride or other identities relating to being from an African country and
Black. Creese (2020) recounts the case of Danielle, a second generation Canadian whose
“integration strategy included refusing to speak Swahili” (p.54) Danielle recounts:

“It was a love/hate thing. I loved the big family gatherings, the people that
you’d see all the time, and the friends, and just everybody that was your Aun-
tie and Uncle, and you’d come and say “Hi.” I love that atmosphere. But
sometimes I was ashamed of it in a way. Like bringing my ethnic food to
school, and somebody would be like, “What’s that? Ugh!” The kind of the
reactions that kids have to something that’s new and different. It would kind
of hurt me. And as a result, I sometimes didn’t invite people over because I
was embarrassed of what they might see or the way my family is.” (p.54)

If cultural expression is decided, to what extent can this pride be expressed without risk-
ing social isolation from non-African peers? Such dilemmas are commonplace, like in the
case of Ashley, a Black African-Canadian, whose mom stopped packing her usual lunches
switching to what was “acceptable” to avoid being treated differently (Creese, 2020, p.66).
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Or further, having one’s presence viewed as threatening, stemming from stereotypes of
being perceived as aggressive, dissenting and criminal. As another participant Michael
recounted, he “had been stopped by security guards and accused of shoplifting when he
went grocery shopping dressed in his tracksuit after a volleyball game.” Because of such
encounters, he “no longer bought food on the way home from a game; he went all the way
home, changed clothing, and went out again to buy groceries” (Creese, 2020, p.130). As
noted for those Canadians who are also Black African, similarly, for Black African stu-
dents in general, including internationals, in university contexts these challenges can be in
seemingly basic activities like deciding how often one could cook their ethnic food when
they long for something familiar and comforting, while considering the risk of having
their groceries or meals thrown out by roommates for example. Or they can be as blatant
as how to respond when being referred to in racial slurs, being suspected of crimes or
denied opportunities. All these questions, real life instances and more point to the con-
siderations and realities that Black African students face in balancing their identities and
navigating space in Canada, including universities contexts. As Black African students,
including those new to Canada in Canadian universities they now take on this additional
(thus ‘double’) consciousness of their identities that serves more to limit their sense of
self and self-expression while living as students.

The Veil

In The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois first illustrates the concept of the veil with one of
his first experiences of racial discrimination where a classmate refuses to participate in
a card exchange with him, using an unspoken but effective tactic of passive action, a
‘peremptory’ glance, to communicate the choice to not engage with him. It was in that
moment he came to the realization that he was the only ‘different’ one in his class and
he knew then about being treated or seen as a “problem” (Du Bois, 1903/2009, p. 8).
Reflecting about that incidence, Du Bois states:“I was different from the others; [...] shut
out from their world by a vast veil” (Du Bois, 1903/2009, p.8). He describes the ‘veil’ as
what metaphorically stands between Black folks and opportunity. That is, the veil refers
to barriers that prevent or limit African Americans from fully participating in American
society.

Like Du Bois’ own experience, educational institutions are significant in upholding
the veil. Black African-Canadians reported being “largely unaware of their ‘difference’
from other children until they started school” (Creese, 2020, p.177). Being one of the
earliest and fundamental modes of socialization, the school plays a central role in shaping
acceptable norms for members of the society. Unfortunately, schools are also where indi-
viduals from an early age learn, practice, discover and experience ‘-isms’ from the hidden
and non-hidden curriculum of the communities they embody and create. Universities also
are educational institutions that are central to proliferating, enhancing and reshaping so-
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cietal sustenance and enhancement and so also are sites for generating, practicing and
experiencing social ills. Creese (2020) description of schools can be applied to Canadian
universities, too, as they are similarly social institutions “where negative discourses of
Blackness are [...] encountered [...] including harmful assumptions about African coun-
tries and stereotypes associated with being Black” (p.177).

Upon existing in these educational institutions, Black Africans students are im-
mersed into these already negative discourses, treatments and systems, described as the
veil, that shuts out completely or limits full participation. They hinder or police the liveli-
hood and enhancement of Black African students at Canadian universities. The veil exists
in and as systems in place founded on racist ideologies, barriers that reinforce the neg-
ative perception and experiences of Black African students, while double consciousness
refers to how they navigate and deal with their identities in a new context where they are
perceived as ‘others’ or minorities that are looked back at through ‘white gaze.’

Indeed, Black Africans feel the separation of the veil. The veil is the barrier of
divide that translates into social and economic exclusion of Black people. Black African
students report in Baofo-Arthur (2014), as well as in Creese (2020), that they are cog-
nizant of the isolation and exclusion that they feel in host countries. In the Canadian so-
ciety, Black Africans can hold the status of ‘permanent residents’ or ‘Canadians’, engage
academically as students and hold seemingly positive or acceptable roles. In practice,
though, they constantly encounter negating treatments and barriers that not only differ-
entiate them, but also inhibits their sense of belonging and advancement in society. As
Creese (2020) mentioned, according to Oreopoulos (2011) and Pendakur and Pendakur
(2011), “names and other markers of ‘difference’ affect access to jobs, even for those
with Canadian education, and an income gap linked to race and ethnicity persists into the
second generation” (p.175). Whether as Black African Canadians or international stu-
dents, this constant separation, which pervades through limited and negative perception,
brings tension to their lived experiences in Canada. These forms of discrimination can
be direct as in being called racial slurs, ‘subtle’ as in being the student in class that other
classmates avoid pairing up with or sitting next to, or more systemic like discrimination
perpetuated through institutional barriers. As noted, the veil is not just a distorted way
of being perceived by non-Black people, beyond that it is also a culmination of barriers
impeding on the full and wholesome participation of Black African international and do-
mestic students at Canadian universities. As Du Bois (1903/2009) put it, the veil of race is
one that is “above and between all” (p.55). Notably, although felt by Black Africans who
do the labor of drawing attention to these forms of oppression, the veil exists, largely as a
sort of unspoken or ignored impediment—impediments because they are encountered on
all levels regardless of educational or professional achievement; unspoken because they
are embedded in or exist as systems even when not ‘blatant’ and unspoken or ignored
by many in society—as society life has been formed by and continues to thrive off these
inequities.
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The Blasé City Lifestyle

Another societal element that perpetuates challenging socio-cultural realities for Black
African students is the blasé lifestyle permeating metropolitan cities. In The Metropolis
and Mental Life (1903), Simmel is concerned with how individuals preserve their individ-
uality in a modern city with significant external culture, historical forces and technologies
(Simmel, 1950). Simmel’s focus is on “how the personality accommodates itself in the
adjustments to external forces” (Simmel, 1950, p. 410). In other words, Simmel asks how
do societal practices and norms affect the psyche of individuals? The blasé attitude is his
answer: “The blasé attitude results first from the rapidly changing and closely compressed
contrasting stimulations of the nerves” (Simmel, 1950, p.414). Simmel continues, “A life
in boundless pursuit of pleasure makes one blasé because it agitates the nerves to their
strongest reactivity for such a long time that they finally cease to react” or are incapable
of reacting appropriately (p. 414). In other words, the blasé attitude is an indifference
that emerges from overstimulation of the senses, causing individuals to be unable to react
appropriately and also to potentially distance themselves from meaningful connection.
This indifference erupts from not just any society, but specifically societies where there
is “the swift and uninterrupted change of outer and inner stimuli” like the metropolis or
city life, which is characterized by constant movement and consumption of ideas, goods
and people (p.410). The rapid and uninterrupted multiplicity of economic, occupational
and social life that uniquely exists in the city is what generates this blasé attitude, in con-
trast to a slower and more conscious rhythm of smaller town life, which centers on more
“deeply felt” and relational connections (p. 410).

The concept of blasé attitude is relevant to the focus on identity struggles of Black
African international and immigrant students because metropolitan cities in Canada are
the main destinations of migration for African immigrants (Baffoe, 2010). The blasé
attitude points to an atmosphere of desensitization in cities like Toronto, Vancouver, and
Montreal. Importantly, this numbness is also a way of coping to avoid being overwhelmed
from the profound intensity and rapidity of stimulation that surrounds the metropolitan
individual. This indifference also extends to unresponsiveness to situations that require
responses (Simmel, 1950).

The blasé attitude can be observed in the busyness or liveliness in shopping malls
in cities with people focused on reaching their next destination or making their next pur-
chase having less meaningful contact or connection with individuals they encounter on
their way, like not responding to an individual laying on the ground in distress or being
passive to the lives of people experiencing homelessness. The university located in the
city is supported by and adopts this blasé attitude. Sometimes it takes on its own vari-
ation of the lifestyle, but still holds the main features Simmel outlined, that of rapidity
and intensity from overstimulation of the senses that creates numbness in individuals. We
can see how this might play out in universities: imagine the hustle and bustle of shuf-
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fling between classes within the few-minute designated travel time, unable to stop for
any unforeseen interruptions or avoiding meaningful contact with individuals along the
way, causing students to commonly look away from their peers and avoid eye contact.
This may manifest in students choosing inaction in situations such as an instructor or
classmate making offensive comments relating to the continent of Africa or its peoples.
This indifference permeates various aspects of society including lack of substantial and
meaningful institutional efforts against racial discrimination and inequality on university
campuses. This complacency exists on the institutional and at the individual levels.

The Blasé in Universities

The blasé attitude does not stand on its own; it thrives in a society of intellectualism,
and what better place for this rationality to exist than the environment of university cam-
puses? As Baofo-Arthur (2014) article presented, “the difficult acculturative experiences
international students of color have, has more to do with the lack of hospitality shown
by their host institutions, and less to do with the personal deficiencies of these [inter-
national students of color]” (p.117). These types of challenges have more to do with
pre-existing barriers and complacency towards them on individual and institutional lev-
els. As a large bureaucracy, the university campus survives on rationality, which is not
in itself a defect but a pervasiveness of rationality runs the risk of extending ‘rationality’
to situations that require more social awareness and connection. Using ‘rationality’ or
established procedures as an excuse of how things have worked and/or so have to work,
subverting efforts that might ‘disrupt’ the way things have always been run, can ignore or
fail to appropriately confront policies and practices inhibiting the livelihoods of members
of the community such as Black African students.

Baofo-Arthur (2014) discusses how differing value systems can contribute to the
cultural identity struggles that Black African students confront in their daily lives: uni-
versities in North America are based on more of an individualistic/independent culture
dominant in western societies, while Black African students generally, come from more
collectivist/interdependent cultures (Baofo-Arthur, 2014). This means that ways by which
programs are designed or implemented for Black African students, may seem imper-
sonal and distant. The blasé attitude of the university includes a type of individualism
and ‘rationality’ that might be challenging for Black African students who come from
collectivist societies and have been accustomed to deal with more subjectivity and re-
lational lenses. The notion of individuality that tends to predominantly focus on look-
ing inward if you have a challenge poses the risk of misattributing societal inequities to
personal deficiencies of those experiencing social harms. Putting sole responsibility on
students experiencing ill treatments, instead of focusing on institutional change that im-
pacts how other students and members of the university community contribute to those
ill-treatments, makes such challenges individualized. For example, not being able to ac-
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culturate or make friends or find group project partners in class can be attributed to the
unfriendliness or ‘strangeness’ of the Black students. The typical individualistic solutions
are programs focusing on the individual, such as how to be an approachable person or how
to be likable by others. A more critical and nuanced consideration, however, would take
into account the prevalence of hostility toward such students in their social environment
and thus a collectivist/community-centred solution proposed to create awareness and hold
other members of the university community accountable for how they treat and respond
to Black African students.

Further, there can also be an attitude and practice of ‘looking the other way’, with
the rationale that if something does not affect you personally, then it is not your con-
cern. For example, a situation could arise where a peer or instructor makes a hateful or
insensitive comment towards a Black student or about Black Africans. For some stu-
dents who are ingrained in the blasé attitude, as long as it does not affect the majority
of the individuals in the class, then no one speaks up at any point. In such situations,
hostile discourses remain unaddressed and oppressive belief systems that inform policies
and treatments continue to be upheld in the community. This extent of ‘rationality’ and
individualism embedded in the attitude of blasé practiced in metropolis university cam-
puses significantly impacts the identity experiences of Black African students, shaping
how they deal with challenges like self-blame, isolation, and unnecessary emotional and
mental stress.

Non-Black students are complacent to the ways they exclude Black African students
through their actions or inactions partly due to the blasé attitude they have adopted as
individuals acclimatized into the metropolis society. A rationale for differential treatment
could be for example, that obviously an international student is not a domestic student
and so cannot escape being treated differently, and that this is normal. Another reasoning
could be beliefs like having no commonality or having ‘inherent’ difference in comparison
with African students, resulting in avoiding social contact or meaningful interactions,
which causes their isolation or disrespectful treatment in class (and out-of-class) settings.
These seemingly logical and ‘factual’ reasonings of difference are not a contradiction to
blasé, since rationalization is a typical feature of the metropolis.

As Simmel mentions “[the] metropolitan man reckons with his merchants and cus-
tomers, his domestic servants and often even with persons with whom he is obliged to
have social intercourse” (p. 411), meaning that with blasé, a certain coldness and distance
is extended to situations and people that require meaningful relational thoughtfulness.
Such rationales are not just about Black African students being different in the general
sense of each person’s individuality, but are attached to notions of inferiority and malig-
nancy of body and culture (racism and neo-racism). Such false rationalizations lead to
a sense of coldness or disregard that is produced in micro-aggressions as well as more
overt forms of discrimination against Black African students by individuals. These ‘ra-
tionales’ and desensitization take different forms, whether it is avoiding engagement with
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Black African students, because of their ‘strangeness’, assuming they do not have things
in common, or a proliferating sense of disregard for their physical bodies, while taking up
space in classroom settings and so on. Many individuals within the university community
are desensitized, and so fail to question and alleviate the ways they perpetuate discrim-
ination and exclusion, and how these affect the lived experiences of the Black African
students in their communities.

Synthesizing Du Bois and Simmel’s Concepts

Du Bois’ double consciousness explains the process of Black African students’ (re)con-
structing their identities as they begin to navigate another lens through which they are
seen in a dominant white society. The veil can be understood as the lens or barrier that
limits identity expression and advancement. By discussing these concepts, the identity
struggles are better understood, because it presents the tension of upholding two identi-
ties that are in juxtaposition to each other, which consequently has a negative effect on the
Black African student experience. Simmel’s blasé attitude offers an explanation as to why
there is a prevalence of double consciousness and the veil. It explains the why and how of
the persistence of the oppressive systems. That is, it is through the blasé attitude, through
the desensitization of the dominant group and its institutions, that the veil and adverse
effects of double consciousness persist and are reinforced. Essentially, these concepts
could be understood in the following way to explain how the contrasting socio-cultural
realities of Black African students emerges: the veil is a collection of oppressive percep-
tions and systems, and through implementation of these systems and resulting treatments,
the effect/state of double consciousness is created/experienced which affects identity for-
mation, preservation,or the sense of self. Blasé is the attitude to ignore (the why it still
continues), and what also perpetuates these ills (the how it continues, sometimes using
‘rationalization’ to maintain or to choose to be complacent) without feeling a sense to
change it and take action.

Although the two texts that introduce these concepts were written in the same year,
it is interesting to note how these concepts interpret different aspects of racism. Du Bois’
study focused on racism of a more overt form, since in the socio-historical context of Du
Bois’ study, America was plagued with traditional racism, the unashamedly direct type,
where the dominant group was unequivocally aware and blatantly upheld the oppression
(as in open racism prior to post-Civil Rights Act era in the US.). Simmel’s blasé atti-
tude on the other hand, can be applied to racism that is perpetuated through covert means,
that is the attitude of indifference and complacency to societal ills. Now, with establishing
laws, racism dangerously continues systemically and might seem to appear largely covert,
rather than the traditional open form, especially in a ‘post-racial’ ‘colorblind’ society like
Canada (Creese, 2020). Therefore, the blasé attitude complements Du Bois’ double con-
sciousness and the veil in explaining a different portrayal of racial discrimination and
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how racism continues today —through desensitization, indifference, ‘rational’ explana-
tions, and so on— impacting Black African student experiences at Canadian universities.

Conclusion

In this analysis of Black African students’ identity experiences in Canada, findings on
Black African immigrants, Black African Canadians in Canada and international students
in the US are discussed. Theoretical concepts by Du Bois and Simmel are used to explore
how these identity experiences unravel and are sustained at Canadian universities. Ulti-
mately, the prevalence of the veil, blasé attitude and the double consciousness that ensues,
reveals that Black African students are experiencing challenges related to their Black and
African identities while in university in Canada. Examining these identity experiences and
addressing these challenges that arise for Black African students is essential for Canadian
universities to address these concerns, inform initiatives for community transformation
and support services and to enhance more positive transition and experiences.

In terms of limitations, data from Statistics Canada captures total students with cit-
izenship from the continent of Africa, that is those who are Africans by nationality, not
identifying students by race. In this research, a logical assumption was made that most or
at least a significant number of the students highlighted in these figures are ‘Black’ identi-
fying or socially categorized, since Black Africans make up the majority in the continent.
Moreso, the purpose of the findings was to note the general trend, which is an increase in
the share of students from Africa, which further necessitates studies to better understand
and support these groups. Overall, the findings show that there needs to be more literature
about Black African students in Canadian universities. This is both a limitation and matter
of fact, a knowledge gap that this research attempted to bring to forefront. As one of the
most diverse international student populations in the world, with 186 nations represented
in the student body (CBIE, 2018), there is the need for studies and resources catering
to all different student groups including Black African students—international and do-
mestic students—as well as Black students from other regions of the world, in creating
well-informed pro-active institutional and community transformations and interventions
to enhance and support the plight of the Black African international and domestic living
and study experience in Canada.
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LGBTQ+ Venues in London: An investigation into
the socio-economic, technological, and cultural

drivers of nightlife decline.

Alexander Salem
King’s College London

Abstract. Following numerous accounts lamenting the closure of over half of London’s
LGBTQ+ nightlife venues in the last decade alone, this research paper sought to inves-
tigate the underlying factors leading to the permanent closure of many of the capital’s
cherished queer spaces. I contextualise this paper in connection with a recent report com-
missioned by the Mayor of London that found that 58 percent of London’s LGBTQ+
venues had closed between 2006 and 2017. Building on these findings, my research con-
stitutes of three overarching research questions that examine: how are processes of gen-
trification impacting London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues, how are LGBTQ+ dating apps
and online spaces impacting London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues, and how are changing
attitudes and habits within and towards London’s LGBTQ+ communities impacting Lon-
don’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues? In order to develop a nuanced understanding of the mul-
titude of factors which contributed to the closures, this paper utilised over a dozen semi-
structured interviews with managers, event organisers of London’s LGBTQ+ venues, and
notable members of London’s LGBTQ+ communities, which included: activists, artists,
and performers.The study’s findings indicated that processes of gentrification were largely
responsible for these closures, and presented a plethora of challenges for London’s exist-
ing LGBTQ+ venues struggling to adapt to these changing socio-economic dynamics in
the city. The increasing popularity of online LGBTQ+ dating apps as a means of ca-
maraderie as opposed to frequenting physical spaces of LGBTQ+ venues raised further
questions surrounding the viability of certain LGBTQ+ venues in the future. This paper
further suggests that certain younger LGBTQ+ generations wish to construct and frequent
new forms of queer nightlife, beyond the confines of the homonormative gay neighbour-
hood.
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Introduction

Nightlife venues that cater to London’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and
other gender and sexual minorities (LGBTQ+) are struggling and facing an imminent
threat of closure. Following numerous media accounts lamenting the closure of many of
London’s renowned and historical LGBTQ+ venues, it seems that the capital’s LGBTQ+
nightlife scenes are in turmoil. Over the last several years, London’s gay neighbourhoods
and the many gay bars and clubs that anchor them, have been receding in “size, scope and
function” (Brown, 2014, p. 1). Issues accompanying the recent intensity of the closures to
many LGBTQ+ venues in London have been a significant source of discussion amongst
academics, journalists and London’s LGBTQ+ communities. The causes behind the per-
manent closures of London’s gay bars and clubs have been subject to intense speculation;
many have argued that a tide of increasing pressures on LGBTQ+ venues have intensi-
fied the number of closures (Campkin and Marshall, 2018, p. 91). Some would suggest
that this phenomenon has disproportionately impacted LGBTQ+ venues, in comparison
to other nightlife venues in the city (ibid., p. 82). These discussions have produced nu-
merous proliferating lines of academic inquiry for urban researchers and served as the
fundamental motivation behind this research.

Discussions surrounding the closures of LGBTQ+ venues has laid a foundation for
a handful of scholars that investigated these trends. Existing academic literature studying
the decline of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife remained scarce, until recently. The UCL Ur-
ban Laboratory (2017, p. 6), a university research institute, was commissioned to conduct
a report to inform the Mayor of London’s Cultural Infrastructure Plan for 2030 to investi-
gate the number of closures of London’s LGBTQ+ venues and the consequent repercus-
sions for London’s LGBTQ+ communities.

UCL Urban Laboratory’s (2017) report found that London witnessed a total net
loss of 58 percent of its LGBTQ+ nightlife venues as of July 2017. It was reported that
the number of LGBTQ+ venues fell from 125 to a mere 53 between 2006 and mid-2017
(ibid., p. 6). This figure included bars, clubs and venues that regularly host LGBTQ+
nightlife events (ibid. p. 6). The report contextualised the decline of London’s LGBTQ+
venues in connection with the wider loss of 44 percent of bars and clubs throughout the
entire United Kingdom between 2005 and 2015 (ibid., p. 6). The map below (figure 1)
is adapted from the report’s findings and shows a spatial representation of the decline of
LGBTQ+ venues across London’s boroughs. The report indicated a significant decline in
LGBTQ+ venues in London’s central and inner-city boroughs, despite being home to the
highest percentages of LGBTQ+ populations in the city (figure 2). As such, the inner-city
boroughs of Tower Hamlets, Islington, and Lambeth are amongst the worst affected by
closures of LGBTQ+ venues.
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Figure 1: Map showing the intensity of closures of LGBTQ+ venues between 2006
and 2017 in London’s boroughs (Neate, 2017).

Figure 2: Map showing percentage of population whom identify as either ”gay” or
”lesbian” across England and Wales between 2013 and 2015 (Ross, 2017).
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Despite London’s reputation for having some of Europe’s most diverse nightlife,
UCL Urban Laboratory’s (2017) report, which indicates the decline of over half of Lon-
don’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues in the last decade alone, may suggest otherwise. Where
the report revealed a stark decline in the number of closures of LGBTQ+ venues in
the city and the consequent repercussions for London’s different LGBTQ+ communi-
ties, the report left certain questions unexplored. Evident from the proliferation in media
coverage however, journalists (figure 3) have theorised many of the underlying socio-
economic, socio-technological and socio-cultural phenomena responsible for the decline
of LGBTQ+ venues in London.

Figure 3: Recent media accounts speculating the causes for the decline of LGBTQ+
venues in London (Google News, 2017).

Inquiries into the causes of the closures of LGBTQ+ venues have been manifold. Some
accounts link the closures to the overriding forces of gentrification in London (O’Sullivan,
2016; Shariatmadari, 2019). Over the last few years alone, entire neighbourhoods have
been “regenerated” to make way for new housing developments for the wealthy. In some
inner-city and central neighbourhoods, property prices have exceeded 13 times the aver-
age London household income (Reades, 2014).

Further inquiries link the closures to LGBTQ+ venues to changing shifts in how
people socialise, specifically in connection with the rise of dating apps and social me-
dia. Nowadays virtually anywhere with a 3G mobile signal can be transformed into an
LGBTQ+ virtual meeting space. Lucas (2016) suggests that online platforms, aimed at
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Figure 4: Unaffordability of London. Red areas: property prices over 13 times the
average household income. Green areas: 4 times the average household income (Reades,
2014).

LGBTQ+ communities, reduce the need to meet conventionally in LGBTQ+ venues.
These include GPS location-based dating apps like Grindr, a social networking app which
historically is aimed towards gay men, but since has expanded to include “gay, bisex-
ual, trans and queer people”, in which users can find other users in the near vicinity (Clay,
2018; Grindr, 2019). As such, Grindr markets itself as “a modern LGBTQ+ lifestyle that’s
expanding into new platforms... We’ve created a safe space where you can discover, nav-
igate, and get zero feet away from the queer world around you” (Grindr, 2019). London
alone claims the highest number of registered users globally, with nearly “700,000 users”
(Grindr, 2015).

Figure 5: Number of active Grindr users in cities. (Grindr, 2015).
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Lastly, other accounts link the closures of LGBTQ+ venues in connection with the grow-
ing acceptance and normalisation of gay and lesbian identities in British society. Trends
at the individual level show that nearly half of young people in British society do not
identify as exclusively heterosexual (YouGov, 2015). Although this is disputable, some
accounts speculate that the growing normalisation of non-heterosexual identities, partic-
ularly changes in habits and improving attitudes towards homosexuality, is partly respon-
sible for reducing pressure and demand for certain LGBTQ+ communities to congregate
exclusively in predominantly gay nightlife spaces. This is particularly true of a wave of
younger LGBTQ+ generations and queer collectives that have recently established new,
more mixed forms of queer nightlife spaces in London which cater to specific commu-
nity needs over the last five years (Abraham, 2017; Hansen, 2018; Lucas, 2016; Nicolov,
2016; Nylander, 2017).

Figure 6: In 2015, 50% of 18-24 year did not identify as exclusively heterosexual
(YouGov, 2015).

This paper drew inspiration from these media accounts, in conjunction with previous aca-
demic literature, to form the basis of the following three overarching research questions:
With regard to socio-economic drivers, how are processes of gentrification impacting Lon-
don’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues? With regard to socio-technological drivers, how are
dating apps and online meeting spaces impacting London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues?
And with regard to socio-cultural drivers, how are changing attitudes and habits within
and towards London’s LGBTQ+ communities impacting London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife
venues?
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Literature Review

In order to contextualise this research, this section explores, engages and evaluates rele-
vant literature pertaining to the recent intensity in closures to London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife
venues. It does so in three parts. First, by discussing the wider significance of gay neigh-
bourhoods and how these neighbourhoods emerged after the Second World War. Second,
by relating this issue to scholarship on gay and lesbian geographies and queer geogra-
phies. Third, by discussing recent claims of LGBTQ+ neighbourhood decline, by relat-
ing this with the impacts of socio-economic, socio-technological and socio-cultural shifts
across the West.

The emergence of gay neighbourhoods and LGBTQ+ communities in
the West

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer and other sexual and gender minorities throughout
the West, have accumulated a great degree of collective social, economic, cultural and
political power, partly through the emergence of gay neighbourhoods (Castells, 1983;
Knopp, 1987, 1990; Lauria and Knopp, 1985). To date, a substantial body of literature
analyses how LGBTQ+ people fleeing discrimination elsewhere initially gentrified and
settled in marginal inner-city neighbourhoods in large urban areas after the Second World
War. In the United States, many gay and lesbian people were discharged from the military
for their real or perceived sexuality (Ghaziani, 2014a). Instead of returning elsewhere,
many chose to remain in the various port cities from which they were discharged to and
established new communities (D’Emilio, 1983, 1989; Ghaziani, 2015b).

Efforts to establish gay neighbourhoods in cities gained momentum with the Stonewall
Uprising of 1969 in New York City, which some have argued gave way to the LGBTQ+
rights movements across the United States (Carter, 2004; Duberman, 1993). To acceler-
ate these efforts, processes of deindustrialisation and white-flight from inner-cities during
the 1970s, provided the right prerequisites for what has been named the “Great Gay Mi-
gration” (Ghaziani, 2014a, 373; Newton, 1993, 44; Weston, 1995, p. 255). LGBTQ+
migrants settled in many inner-cities that embraced these identities, with the intention of
“coming out” to the wider society.

The migration of tens of thousands of LGBTQ+ people from rural to urban areas
lasted until the 1990s, although it is contested that this is a phenomenon still true today.
Vacant buildings and low rents provided crucial “preconditions” (Collins, 2004, p. 1802)
and enabled LGBTQ+ communities to establish businesses, including bars and clubs,
which ultimately established the presence of gay neighbourhoods in many cities across the
West (Knopp, 1992; Ruting, 2008). These “preconditions” gave LGBTQ+ communities
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spaces to thrive alongside other marginal communities in inner-cities (Bell and Binnie,
2004; Collins, 2004; Short, 2017). Although many neighbourhoods like San Francisco’s
Castro District were first described as a “refugee camp for homosexuals” (Wittman, 1970,
p. 3), by the early 1980s the city was considered the “gay capital” of the world (Castells,
1983, p. 138). These neighbourhoods took centre stage in what eventually became a
movement across the entire West (D’Emilio, 1989).

“Many of these once derelict neighbourhoods, such as the Castro in San Fran-
cisco, West Hollywood in Los Angeles, Boys Town in Chicago, the South End
in Boston, Chelsea in New York, the Gaybourhood in Philadelphia, and Mid-
town in Atlanta, have developed reputations as desirable places for LGBTQ+
people to live and recreate.” (Doan and Higgins, 2011, p. 6)

While cities have historically welcomed difference, since the 1970s onwards, gay neigh-
bourhoods across the West served as beacons of freedom in the city. Traditionally, gay
neighbourhoods functioned as inclusive spaces for people with non-conforming sexual
and gender identities felt “liberated” (Alder and Brenner, 1992; Ingram et al., 1997;
Wittman, 1970). In other words, gay neighbourhoods first emerged as a “spatial response
to a historically specific form of oppression” (Lauria and Knopp, 1985, p. 152). Gay
neighbourhoods functioned as spaces where sexual and gender minorities sought solace
from the heterosexual world and found “friendships, sex and love” (Ghaziani, 2015b, p.
757). Furthermore, gay neighbourhoods were a significant promise of safety in which
LGBTQ+ people sought sanctuary from daily “discrimination, bigotry and bias” (ibid., p.
757). Gay neighbourhoods have not only the fostered the development of unique cultures
and camaraderie, but a touchstone for different LGBTQ+ communities across the West.

However, claims that gay neighbourhoods have always been spaces of inclusion for
all LGBTQ+ communities is rigorously contested amongst academics (Andersson, 2018;
Doan, 2015; Nero, 2005). Some argued that gay neighbourhoods have become com-
mercialised and increasingly cater only towards white, middle-class gay men by largely
excluding LGBTQ+ people of colour (PoC) (Nast, 2002; Nero, 2005; Ruez, 2017; Visser,
2008; Walcott, 2007), women (Adler and Brenner, 1992; Brown, 2014) and trans peo-
ple (Nash, 2011). As such, Walcott (2007, p. 237) argued that LGBTQ+ PoC are often
“caught between Eurocentric queer histories and homophobic communities that seek to
deny their presence” (Doan, 2015). These marginalised communities increasingly find
themselves amongst the “queer unwanted” (Bell and Binnie, 2004, p. 1810).

Academics who first studied gay neighbourhoods noted their unique traits and ar-
gued that these neighbourhoods could be easily identified by their “distinctive culture”
(Levine, 1979, p. 364). LGBTQ+ communities “set the tone” (Chauncey, 1994, p. 228),
in doing so, gay neighbourhoods challenge dominant notions of heterosexuality in the
city. Rainbow flags and murals facilitate a ‘sense of belonging’ for LGBTQ+ communi-
ties (Gorman-Murray and Waitt, 2009). Levine (1979) and Murray (1979) were amongst
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the first academics who recognised the concentration of gay establishments distinguished
gay neighbourhoods from surrounding neighbourhoods in the city (Brown, 2014; Matt-
son, 2015; Knopp, 1992, 1995; Sibalis, 2004; Podmore, 2001, 2006). These gay estab-
lishments included bars, clubs, book shops, bathhouses and sex shops tailored towards
LGBTQ+ communities.

The emergence of LGBTQ+ nightlife

Earlier academic efforts studying the emergence of LGBTQ+ nightlife primarily studied
gay neighbourhoods in the United States (Brown, 2008). Many of these earlier studies
focused on locating where gay men resided (Castells, 1983; Levine, 1979). However
for the large part, initial investigations ignored the lives of LGBTQ+ women (Adler and
Brenner, 1992; Castells and Murphy, 1982; Lauria and Knopp, 1985). Despite their resi-
dential focus, these studies often relied on information about the location of gay bars and
clubs in order to establish the spatial boundaries of these unique neighbourhoods (Bell
and Valentine, 1995). As such, the role of gay bars and clubs play in the development of
gay neighbourhoods cannot be understated.

Nightlife played a fundamental role in the overall development of gay neighbour-
hoods (Collins, 2004), although this is not to suggest that LGBTQ+ communities con-
stantly frequent bars and clubs. Ghaziani (2014a, p. 373) argued LGBTQ+ venues,
are “anchor institutions” and played a crucial role in the material and cultural ground-
ing of gay neighbourhoods (Miller, 1987; Mukerji, 1994). Holt and Griffin (2003) further
stressed that gay bars and clubs are commonly the only spaces in the city where LGBTQ+
communities feel safe enough to openly express their identities without fear of retribution
for simply existing. Thus, the value of nightlife spaces for LGBTQ+ communities is
significant (Polletta, 1999; Weston, 1995). Collins’ (2004) four-stage model of the devel-
opment of gay neighbourhoods (figure 7) theorised that the strategic clustering of gay bars
and clubs acted as an important catalyst for attracting LGBTQ+ communities to initially
migrate to cities and concentrate in these neighbourhoods.

The emergence of LGBTQ+ nightlife in London

London has a long history of nightlife catering to a diversity of different LGBTQ+ com-
munities. During the 18th and 19th centuries, the first gay enterprises named “molly
houses”, served as meeting spaces for gay men. These were widespread across London
(Collins, 2004, p. 1795). Soon after the partial decriminalisation of homosexuality in the
United Kingdom under the Sexual Offences Act of 1967, London’s first major gay club,
“Bang!”, opened in 1972 in Charing Cross (Evans and Cook, 2014, p. 41). London’s
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Figure 7: Collins (2004) four-stage model of the development of gay neighbour-
hoods in England. (Collins, 2004, p. 1802).

LGBTQ+ nightlife has since concentrated and dispersed from multiple areas in London.

During the 1970s, LGBTQ+ nightlife venues concentrated around Earl’s Court and
Shepherd’s Bush in West London (Collins, 2004). By the 1980s and 1990s, this scene
dispersed to the then more affordable King’s Cross in Central London. By then, Soho
began emerging as London’s commercialised gay tourism and nightlife hub (ibid.). The
scene in King’s Cross eventually dispersed to Vauxhall by the late 1990s until present
(Andersson, 2010). By the early 2000s until present, clusters of gay bars and clubs in
East London emerged as an alternative to Soho and Vauxhall. These include Shoreditch
(Andersson, 2009), Dalston, Bethnal Green and Haggerston (UCL Urban Laboratory,
2016; 2017). Since the 2010s, some new clusters of queer bars and clubs have emerged
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in Deptford, Hackney Wick, Lewisham, Clapham and Peckham (ibid.).

From geographies of gay and lesbian neighbourhoods to queer neigh-
bourhoods

Past scholarship in urban geography neglected the notion that sexuality can be equally
influential in the formation of social dynamics in the city, alongside factors such as class,
race or gender (Bell, 1991; DeLamater and Plante, 2015; Knopp, 1992; McNee, 1984;
Oswin, 2015). The increasing visibility of LGBTQ+ communities in Australia, Europe
and North America brought differing sexualities to the attention of geographers and legit-
imised the study of gay neighbourhoods (Short, 2017, p. 69-70). Binnie (1997), Knopp
(1992) and McNee (1984) highlighted a certain prudishness and enduring “heterosexism”
in the discipline meant that the study of sexualities in the city was not embraced by ge-
ographers until much later, in relation to other disciplines (Johnson et al., 2013, p. 105).
Since the early 1980s however, a significant body of literature examining the lives of gay
men and women in the city has emerged, particularly with a strong focus on the spatiality
of gay neighbourhoods.

Geography’s engagements with post-structuralist, queer and intersectional feminist
theories led to the inception of the ‘queer geographies’ field in the 1990s and sought
to question dominant narratives produced within earlier work in ‘gay and lesbian ge-
ographies’. This paved the way for critical discussions about homonormativity within
LGBTQ+ communities. This intellectual shift was overtly political and challenged pre-
vailing notions of heterosexuality as ‘normal’ and homosexuality as ‘abnormal’ (Bell and
Valentine, 1995). Although often conflated as the same field, an academic divide devel-
oped amongst academics between gay and lesbian geographies and queer geographies
(Knopp, 2007; Browne et al., 2009).

Geographies of gay neighbourhoods

Preliminary work in gay and lesbian geographies placed a strong emphasis on the spatial-
ity of gay neighbourhoods in North America and sought to map these neighbourhoods.
Levine (1979) produced a series of maps, with the aid of the national directory of gay
gathering places, in the effort to chart the concentration of the United States’ gay com-
munities. Levine represented such places including gay bars, clubs, cruising spaces and
public bathrooms as markers on maps. This investigation revealed that the spatial distri-
bution of gay male communities was almost exclusively located in inner-cities across the
United States.
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Figure 8: Spatial concentrations of gay communities in the inner-cities of San Fran-
cisco, New York and Chicago (Levine, 1979, p. 368-370).

Figure 9: Left: gay bars and clubs where gay men congregated from 1964 to 1980 in
San Francisco. Right: gay residential areas from 1950 to 1980 in San Francisco (Castells,
1983, p. 146-148).

Levine (1979) theorised that gay men led distinct lives in the city, separated from the
rest of society, by virtue of being gay. Drawing on earlier theories by Wirth (1928),
Levine (1979) likened gay neighbourhoods in major American cities (Boston, Chicago,
Los Angeles, New York and San Francisco) to segregated “immigrant ghettos”. Levine’s
(1979, p. 364) comparison of gay neighbourhoods with ethnic enclaves suggested that
gay communities existed “socially isolated” in the city, having minimal or no interaction
with the surrounding society.

Levine’s (1979) work, along with other initial efforts to locate the “gay landscape”
(Bell and Valentine, 1995, p. 175) including Harry (1974), Loyd and Rowntree (1978)
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and Weightman (1981), inspired numerous other attempts to map the presence of gay
neighbourhoods in other cities. The most notable work remains Castells’ (1983), The City
and the Grassroots. Castells’ (1983) work is the most cited and often regarded amongst
the largest bodies of work to examine the lives of those who fell outside the “heterosexual
norm” (Short, 2017, p. 69). In order to establish the spatial boundaries of San Francisco’s
gay communities, Castells’ (1983, p. 355-362) methodology consisted of a series of
mapping exercises similar to Levine’s (1979) research and relied on information from gay
nightlife listings and business directories. Obtaining census data on same-sex households
enabled Castells (1983) to document the spatial concentrations of gay male populations
in the city over time.

Castells (1983, p. 138) argued that the spatial concentration, or “clustering” of
gay men mainly in the Castro District, was a means by which they could achieve social,
economic, and cultural significance in the city. Castells (1983) further argued that by
leading an “alternative lifestyle”, gay men were able to establish a “city within the city”
(ibid., p. 139-140). The clustering of gay establishments, including gay bars and clubs,
enabled gay men to overcome the obstacle of finding other gay friends, sexual partners and
the chance to lead an openly “gay life” (ibid., p. 145). Lauria and Knopp (1985) furthered
argued that the concentration of San Francisco’s gay communities enabled individuals
to amass a degree of political clout in the pursuit of civil rights. This phenomenon was
particularly true for the election of the first openly gay American politician, Harvey Milk,
in 1977 (Brown, 2014, p. 2).

Although Levine’s (1979) research and similar studies opened a dialogue amongst
geographers about the significance of sexuality on the spatial dynamics in the city, these
studies have come under strong criticism for their descriptive and deterministic conclu-
sions (Bell and Valentine, 1995; Nash and Gorman-Murray, 2014). Levine’s (1979) over-
simplified study, I would argue, perpetuated notions that that gay men merely lived in
‘ghettos’; leading segregated lives with no social, economic or political agency. Castells
(1983, p. 140), rather problematically suggested that the absence of lesbian visibility in
San Francisco was due to the lack of “territorial ambitions” of women in relation to men
(Whittemore and Smart, 2016). These simplistic arguments failed to develop a more nu-
anced understanding of LGBTQ+ communities. They failed to recognise the homonorma-
tive privileges that are bestowed on white, middle-class gay men in relation to LGBTQ+
PoC communities (Nast, 2002; Nero, 2005), whilst completely ignored the lives of lesbian
and trans populations in the city (Adler and Brenner, 1992; Ghaziani, 2015a; Podmore,
2006).

Where one can acknowledge that these studies were conducted when homosexual-
ity was criminalised across the large majority of the United States, early discussions in
gay and lesbian geographies has been widely criticised by queer geographers for promot-
ing heterosexist, racist and gendered conclusions about LGBTQ+ communities (Bell and
Valentine, 1995, p. 4). These attempts failed to develop more realistic understandings
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of gay communities, let alone other LGBTQ+ communities in the United States and did
not develop more intersectional and encompassing approaches to studying these different
groups in the city. As such, these mapping attempts largely developed essentialist and
generalised conclusions about gay men, whilst the language, admittedly somewhat offen-
sive to LGBTQ+ communities today, misconstrued and perpetuated invalid assumptions
about LGBTQ+ communities as a whole (Duggan, 2003).

Geographies of queer neighbourhoods

Despite that Castells’ (1983) study was noted as ‘ground-breaking’, this body of work
broadly defined within gay and lesbian geographies has been criticised by queer geogra-
phers for its structuralism (Oswin, 2008; 2015). Queer geographies emerged in the effort
to destabilise fixed notions of sexuality and gender within the discipline and much of
the homonormative assumptions that were produced in earlier literature (Bell and Valen-
tine, 1995; Browne et al., 2009). Since the early 1990s, queer geographers’ interdis-
ciplinary engagement with queer and feminist theories has brought about critical per-
spectives within geography. Most recently, queer geographers sought to develop greater
intersectionality in their approach to investigating LGBTQ+ communities (Irazábal and
Huerta, 2015).

While this section does not seek to give a comprehensive account of literature within
queer geographies, one important critical concept that is essential to this investigation to
have emerged is homonormativity, and therefore must be addressed.

Homonormativity and homonormative aesthetics

Post the Stonewall Uprising of 1969, the increasing equality for LGBTQ+ communities
across the West, which includes the legal recognition of same-sex marriages and other
LGBTQ+ rights, has been criticised for upholding, rather than challenging heteronorma-
tive institutions and values (Gregory et al., 2009, p. 330). Duggan (2002) challenged this
prevailing phenomenon:

“A politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumption and
institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility
of a demobilised gay constituency and a privatised, depoliticised gay culture
anchored in domesticity and consumption.” (Duggan, 2002, p. 179)

Developing on this assimilationist phenomenon, Nast (2002) critiqued the patriarchal
structures amongst LGBTQ+ communities, particularly the privilege bestowed on younger
gay white men and how most gay institutions (including bars and clubs) accommodate
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mostly to these communities. In turn, LGBTQ+ PoC communities across the West find
themselves increasingly marginalised under what Nast (2002) named as the “queer patri-
archy”. Nast (2002, p. 874) contended that “certain gay white men benefit from post-
industrial sectors that depend structurally and implicitly upon white supremacy and het-
eropatriarchy”.

Some scholars further argued that homonormative aesthetics, rooted in consump-
tion, has increasingly manifested itself in the built environment of gay neighbourhoods
– in tandem with the growth of the pink economy of the 1990s across the West. An-
dersson’s (2018, p. 14) study of London’s Soho, argued the neighbourhood has become
associated with the “de-radicalisation and commodification of gay culture”. Soho’s gay
bars and clubs place an emphasis on ‘cool’, ‘minimalist’ and ‘clean’ designs that, in time,
has come to epitomise the “bland and generic” culture of the neighbourhood (ibid., p. 11).
Many of the neighbourhood’s establishments celebrate and prioritise a very narrow set of
homonormative and Eurocentric ideals; most notable of which is the “clean-cut” “gay
gym body” (ibid., p. 12-14). As such, any expressions which fall outside these narrow
parameters of homonormative ideals are largely unwelcomed by Soho’s establishments,
as they are deemed “less marketable” (ibid., p. 14).

Duggan’s (2002) theories of homonormativity and other assimilationist critiques of
LGBTQ+ communities, along with changing social norms, attitudes and habits, has been
recognised as one of the key causes for the recent trends in the decline of commercialised
gay neighbourhoods across the West.

Socio-economic drivers: gentrification

Gentrification remains one of the most enduring topics in urban geography (Lees et al.,
2008). Gentrification is a process concerned with the settlement of middle and upper-
income people and businesses in renovated housing formerly inhabited by lower-income
communities (Gregory et al., 2009, p. 273-274). Glass (1964) was amongst the first soci-
ologists of her time to recognise this class restructuring of inner-city London in the early
1960s. Glass (1964, p. xviii-xix) described this urban change as an invasion of working-
class quarters by the middle-class, or the gentry, naming it a “process of gentrification”.
Glass (1964, p. xviii) argued that this process continued to the extent that “working-
class occupiers are displaced and the social character of the district is changed”. Since
Glass’ (1964) initial findings, a vast body of literature emerged pertaining to the process
of gentrification concerned with the class restructuring of neighbourhoods across cities
around the world. Few academic studies have investigated the displacement of LGBTQ+
communities from gay neighbourhoods by gentrification (Doan and Higgins, 2011, p. 6).

Gay neighbourhoods and the bars and clubs that anchor them are under threat from
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the socio-economic pressures of gentrification. Increasingly, gay neighbourhoods are ex-
periencing what Bell and Binnie (2004, p. 1815) argue is a “colonisation” of heterosexual
populations seeking “cool” and “cosmopolitan” inner-city life (Rushbrook, 2002, p. 183;
Ruting, 2008, p. 263). Usher and Morrison (2010, p. 271) argued many gay neighbour-
hoods across the United States are being displaced by an influx of heterosexual residents.
This type of heterosexual gentrification presented multiple challenges for gay neighbour-
hoods to maintain their unique cultural traits and identities. As such, the influx of hetero-
sexual communities arguably threatens the overall long-term LGBTQ+ presence in these
unique neighbourhoods. Where Collins (2004, p. 1802) argued that the gentrification of
gay neighbourhoods is an inevitable process of “assimilation into the fashionable main-
stream”, Ruting (2008, p. 264) contested this, arguing that many LGBTQ+ residents are
in reality being “priced out” by this process.

Figure 10: Stages of gentrification to gay neighbourhoods (Ruting, 2008, p. 264)
adapted from Collin’s (2004) model.

Socio-technological drivers: dating apps

The decline of gay neighbourhoods, specifically the closures of LGBTQ+ meeting spaces
including gay bars and clubs, has been linked with the increasing popularity of online
LGBTQ+ meeting spaces (Ashford, 2006; Batiste, 2013; Clay, 2018; Collins and Drinkwa-
ter, 2016; Gudelunas, 2012; Usher and Morrison, 2010). The sustained growth of online
meeting platforms, in particular, dating apps like Grindr, has arguably reduced the physi-
cal need for venues and the need for LGBTQ+ communities to concentrate in gay neigh-
bourhoods. Collins and Drinkwater (2016) argued that this trend will ultimately render
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such spaces redundant in the future. Where an LGBTQ+ venue would have previously
facilitated opportunities to meet new friends, sexual partners, or a sense of belonging,
LGBTQ+ communities are increasingly using the Internet to mediate this (Campbell,
2004). The growth of the internet and increasing popularity of dating apps and other
LGBTQ+-orientated online meeting platforms presents a significant challenge for the fu-
ture of gay neighbourhoods.

“An LGBTQ+ person no longer needs to escape to the world of the Castro
or to Christopher Street to find people like himself or herself; instead, all
the LGBTQ+ person has to do is go online. In other words, being tied to a
specific neighbourhood is no longer necessary for the gay experience.” (Usher
and Morrison, 2010, p. 280)

Collins and Drinkwater (2016, p. 767-782) argued the appeal and ease of dating apps
reduce the motivation and frequency of travelling long distances to gay establishments
for LGBTQ+ people. In other words, dating apps essentially “erode” the need to be phys-
ically present in a gay neighbourhood (ibid., p. 782). Today, meeting other LGBTQ+
people, particularly with preferred niche characteristics and interests, has never been eas-
ier (ibid., p. 767). This phenomenon was especially noted in Copenhagen, where Rosser
et al. (2008a) found that the total number of gay bars had declined, while online plat-
form use has increased. Batiste (2013) further argued that for users of dating apps such
as Grindr, which allow its users to see other gay men in the near vicinity, challenges the
assumption that the public sphere is entirely heterosexual. This contributes to a greater
sense of belonging to a ‘virtual LGBTQ+ community’.

Although LGBTQ+ communities will undoubtedly continue to frequent gay bars
and clubs, the popularity of the internet as a means of interaction will continue to increase
(Ashford, 2006; Gudelunas 2012). While dating apps may perhaps not replace nightlife
venues altogether, online platforms allow LGBTQ+ communities an opportunity to so-
cialise beyond physical queer spaces (Collins and Drinkwater, 2016, p. 775). The decline
of LGBTQ+ nightlife spaces in cities across the West can at least, in part, be attributed to
the rise of online LGBTQ+ spaces.

Socio-cultural drivers: changing habits and attitudes

“Post-gay” attitudes

A handful of academics anticipate that while Western societies become increasingly “post-
gay”, gay neighbourhoods and the institutions that anchor them, will be rendered obso-
lete (Brown, 2014; Ghaziani, 2011; Gorman-Murray and Nash 2017; Gorman-Murray
and Waitt 2009; Nash 2013; Reynolds 2009). Since the Stonewall Uprising of 1969,
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LGBTQ+ identities have become increasingly normalised across the West. In relation
to gay neighbourhoods, Collins (2004, p. 1802) argued this phenomenon to be the “as-
similation” into the heterosexual mainstream. Greater legal status for LGBTQ+ people,
including equal marriage and rights in the workplace, has produced a set of homonorma-
tive practices, notably amongst cisgender gay, lesbian and bisexual communities in the
West (Duggan, 2003; Seidman, 2002; Warner, 1993).

It must be noted that this process of ‘homonormalisation’, or ‘assimilation into the
fashionable mainstream’, has primarily benefitted those at the expense of sexual and gen-
der minorities that include but are not limited to, transgender, non-binary, gender non-
conforming and queer communities; although attitudes are slowly improving. In the
United States, Ghaziani (2010) emphasised that this integration generated feelings of ac-
ceptance and safety for certain LGBTQ+ communities at the expense of others.

In the United Kingdom, Collins and Drinkwater’s (2016, p. 770) study of the British
Social Attitudes survey demonstrated that trends in attitudes towards homosexuality in
British society have progressively improved since 1983. This change in societal attitudes
has gradually reduced the pressure for LGBTQ+ people to migrate from rural areas to
large urban areas where most LGBTQ+ establishments are located (ibid., p. 782). These
changes in attitudes would suggest that there is less pressure for LGBTQ+ people to
congregate in nightlife spaces that cater specifically to these sexual and gender minorities

Towards queer-friendly neighbourhoods and new forms of LGBTQ+ nightlife

Since the late 1990s, academics predicted that increased social acceptance of LGBTQ+
identities will eventually see a collapse of the homosexual-heterosexual binary (Archer,
1999; Podmore, 2013; Sullivan 2003). However, the desire amongst certain LGBTQ+
communities to move beyond the homonormative gay neighbourhood, towards a more
mixed and queer-friendly neighbourhood has also been recognised as a contributing factor
for the decline of gay neighbourhoods and businesses (Ghaziani, 2019a; Gorman-Murray
and Waitt, 2009; Nash and Gorman-Murray, 2014). Nast (2002) and Podmore (2013)
argued that queer identities which fall outside the white, middle-class, homonormative
mainstream are increasingly seeking to construct queer spaces beyond commercialised
gay neighbourhoods. As such, this begs the question: if younger LGBTQ+ generations
are no longer inhabiting traditional gay neighbourhoods, then where have they gone?

In the bid to answer this question, Ghaziani (2019a) offers one framework for think-
ing about space and LGBTQ+ populations in the city. Noting that urban researchers must
avoid the pitfalls of understanding LGBTQ+ communities through the lens of “spatial
singularity” (ibid., p. 15) but instead must adopt a framework of “spatial plurality” when
understanding LGBTQ+ populations in the city. As such, it is crucial to recognise that
LGBTQ+ communities are dispersed throughout the city and are not confined to the ge-
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ographical boundaries of one neighbourhood. In their study of various cities across the
Global North, Ghaziani (2019a, p. 16) argued that spatial expressions of sexuality and
gender in the city are becoming increasingly plural; particularly with regards to the place-
making efforts of queer PoC communities across American cities, that have constructed
queer-friendly spaces beyond the confines of the predominantly white, homonormative
gay neighbourhoods.

In the context of Toronto, Nash (2013, p. 244), argued that a “generational gap”
developed between younger and the older LGBTQ+ communities. Younger LGBTQ+
generations in their twenties are actively seeking spaces to socialise outside Toronto’s
mainstream gay nightlife, whilst older generations lament the loss of longstanding gay
establishments. Further studies such as Browne and Bakshi’s (2011) argued that the fate
of Ottawa’s gay neighbourhood remains uncertain in a post-gay landscape, where younger
gay and lesbian generations increasingly desire to seek nightlife spaces that cater to a
more mixed clientele. The decline of gay nightlife in cities across the West can at least, in
part, be attributed to increasing “post-gay” attitudes and shifts in habits amongst younger
LGBTQ+ populations.

Methodology

It was imperative to employ appropriate research methods to effectively research how
socio-economic, socio-technological and socio-cultural changes are impacting specifi-
cally on the closures of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues (Browne and Nash, 2010;
Clifford et al., 2010; Gomez and Jones 2010). I employed similar approaches that were
feasible within the scope of the undergraduate research paper, on which this research is
based, by drawing on the methodologies of previous studies on the decline of gay neigh-
bourhoods. As such, this study utilised semi-structured interviews as the primary method
of research.

Rationale

Whittemore and Smart (2016, p. 194) stressed that research on LGBTQ+ spaces is heavily
dependent on ”anecdotal evidence” and “indirect indicators”, mainly through interviews
with LGBTQ+ residents and figureheads. This is partly due to the lack of statistical
measurements of LGBTQ+ identity in census data (Bell, 1991). This is particularly true
regarding the census in the United Kingdom, which does not allow citizens to express
gender identity beyond simple categories such as “man” and “woman”, let alone sexual
identity (ONS, 2011). This limitation proves difficult for researchers to discern shift-
ing spatial concentrations of LGBTQ+ populations in the city. Similarly, the constantly
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changing and often underground nature of nightlife means no regular statistical data is
collected concerning the number of nightlife venues catering to LGBTQ+ populations,
besides gay nightlife listing magazines and websites such as London’s QX Magazine.
Such sources primarily list venues catering to gay men exclusively can be unreliable in
the effort to determine an accurate, representative understanding of LGBTQ+ nightlife
in a major city like London. Thus, it was imperative during my research to accept and
embrace both the subjectivity and difficulty of investigating claims of LGBTQ+ nightlife
decline in London (Ghaziani and Brim, 2019, p. 109). These factors prompted me to
favour an intensive qualitative approach, as opposed to an extensive quantitative approach
(Hoggart et al., 2001; Kitchin and Tate, 2013).

Earlier attempts to establish the spatial boundaries of gay neighbourhoods including
Castells’ (1983), Lauria and Knopp’s (1985) or Levine’s (1979) for instance overcame
this operational challenge by favouring an intensive approach, which heavily relied on
interviews with LGBTQ+ residents and managers of LGBTQ+ nightlife venues. More
recent academic studies which have investigated claims concerning the decline of gay
neighbourhoods, including Browne and Bakshi’s (2011), Kanai and Kenttamaa’s (2015)
or Rosser et al’s. (2008b) used in-depth interviews with both LGBTQ+ communities
and venues as the primary research method in their investigations. Consequently, the
methodologies from these studies of gay neighbourhood decline in other cities formed
the basis of my own research in London.

Interviews

In order to investigate the impacts and concerns of gentrification, dating apps and changes
in attitudes and habits on the current state of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife, semi-structured
interviews were conducted on interviewees categorised in two groups: Group 1 being
London’s LGBTQ+ identifying residents, and Group 2 being Managers of London’s
LGBTQ+ nightlife venues and event organizers.

I designed two separate sets of interview prompts for these two groups. I felt
that speaking to the communities who frequent London’s LGBTQ+ bars and clubs were
equally important as speaking to managers/event organisers, to determine a more holistic
understanding of the issues at hand. This further entailed the need to speak to LGBTQ+
event organisers who host events in non-LGBTQ+ specific venues too (UCL Urban Lab-
oratory, 2017, p. 9).

Interviewees were sampled through my personal contacts, but also through oppor-
tunity and snowball sampling by going to several LGBTQ+ establishments and approach-
ing both LGBTQ+ residents and venue managers face-to-face. This proactive sampling
method gained me access to notable members of London’s different LGBTQ+ scenes,
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including activists, performers and older LGBTQ+ residents. The prompt questions were
broken into three themes which were directly centred on the three research aims as out-
lined in the introduction section.

Table 1: Summary of London’s LGBTQ+ identifying residents group interviewees.

Interviewee Description LGBTQ+ Age
A Student Queer 20-24
D Student Bisexual 20-24
E Student Gay 20-24
G Artist and performer Queer 40-44
I Musician Gay 25-29
K N/A Gay 60-64
L Retired Lesbian 65-69
N Poet, performer and trans rights activist Trans 25-29

Table 2: Summary of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venue managers/event organisers
group interviewees.

Interviewee Description LGBTQ+ Age
B Gay bar manager in Soho Gay 35-39
C Gay bar manager in Soho Gay 50-54
F Queer club manager in Dalston Queer 25-29
H LGBTQ+ nightlife event organiser Queer 25-29
J Gay bar manager in Vauxhall Gay 45-49

M LGBTQ+ rights activist and events organizer Gay 30-34

Adopting semi-structured interviews with a predetermined set of questions best suited
the nature of my research, as this method allowed me to ask interviewees relevant and
constructive questions at any point throughout interviewing. Anderson (2015) noted that
this flexible method allows interviewees to build on discussions beyond the knowledge
of the researcher. This allowed me to uncover issues and ideas that I had not initially
anticipated. This proved crucial to my research as I attempted to discern the interviewees’
views on the current state of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife.

The loose conversational structure that I maintained during these interviews addi-
tionally allowed the interviewees to proceed at their own pace. Ghaziani and Brim (2019,
p. 108-109) underscored the merits of interviewing in such a manner, and noted specifi-
cally that it is the ability to “capture interactional tones” when entering into dialogue with
specific groups that identify under the umbrella of LGBTQ+ that enables researchers to
gain fruitful insights into individual lived experiences (ibid., p. 108).
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Adopting this methodological flexibility allowed for greater opportunities to en-
gage in in-depth interviews with specific groups and provided the opportunity to further
nuance my questions. This approach allowed me to build reflexive two-way discussions
around the three overarching research questions. Anderson (2015) further argued that
this approach allows for the opportunity to build rapport between the researcher and the
respondent. Building rapport was a crucial component; I adopted this approach to gain
unique and detailed perspectives from interviewees to further enrich my understanding. I
used a relaxed, personable approach towards my interviewees. This was important, given
the personal nature of many of the questions, particularly concerning questions related to
dating apps, lived experiences and discussing emotional topics surrounding closures to
much cherished LGBTQ+ venues.

Limitations

The nature of this investigation meant that I had to accept and embrace that it would be
both difficult and impractical to research London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife decline objectively
through quantitative approaches (UCL Urban Laboratory, 2016; 2017). This encouraged
me instead to adopt a qualitative approach. This approach, however, did not come without
its limitations.

It is important to underscore that this project is only representative of the views of
the interviewees’ perspectives who consented to taking part in this research and therefore,
speaks only to their experiences.

Previous popular discourse on the decline of LGBTQ+ nightlife regularly paints
LGBTQ+ communities as one monolithic “community” and has not investigated these
communities with greater care, thought and consideration. I particularly take issue with
these simplistic approaches and must stress that London’s LGBTQ+ communities are
vastly diverse and represent a multitude of intersecting identities and backgrounds. Given
the scope of my research, I spoke to interviewees of a variety of different backgrounds
and was mindful that I did so in a variety of venues which cater to a variety of London’s
LGBTQ+ communities – including venues with wheelchair access in the effort to avoid
the pitfalls of previous essentialist studies.

Although it was especially important for me to gain a variety of different views
from people of different backgrounds, upon conducting the research, I found that the
large majority of interviewees self-identified as either gay or queer. Highlighted in table
1 and 2, I found it to be particularly difficult to come into contact with London’s bisexual,
lesbian, trans and non-binary communities (amongst other sexual and gender minority
groups) and this is reflected in the discussion section. I tried my best to mitigate this by
approaching interviewees in a variety of different venues at different times on different
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weekdays and weekends. I view this to be a major drawback as it meant that my research
disproportionately represents the opinions of self-identifying cisgender gay interviewees
in comparison to those who may have differing sexual and gender identities.

Positionality

As a young, cisgender, gay/queer person who was raised in London and comes from a
mixed Arab-European ethnic and cultural background, and someone who has frequented
many of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues and events, I cannot deny that this research
may have been informed by own lived experience along with my own biases and preju-
dices (Browne and Nash, 2010).

In the effort to deconstruct my own reality in relation to others whom identify as
LGBTQ+, it was imperative to employ queer methodologies while carrying out this in-
vestigation (Blackwood, 1995). As other, more conventional approaches would constrain
both the “multiplicity and fluidity” of the research (Gorman-Murray, Johnston and Waitt,
2010, p. 97). Ghaziani and Brim (2019, p. 104) highlighted the importance of embrac-
ing fluidity in approaches to studying LGBTQ+ populations in the city; noting that gay
neighbourhoods are not “tightly and walled-off districts”, but instead must be understood
as permeable, fuzzy spaces.

It was crucial to recognise that “critical reflexivity is the most appropriate strategy
for dealing with subjectivity” (Dowling, 2005, p. 25), specifically concerning the subjec-
tivities around the three research questions. Gorman-Murray, Johnston and Waitt (2010,
p. 97-99) emphasised the need for researchers to engage in queer dialogue through the act
of ‘queering communication’ when convening with sexual and gender minorities. This
further meant the need to recognise how minorities are “sculpted not only by sexuality
and gender, but also race, ethnicity, post-coloniality and class” (ibid., p. 99).

As such, this meant that I was conscious of my own position in relation to the
position of the interviewees and how these interlocking factors and structures of power
could interact while interviewing. Using these ideas as a framework for my approach
enabled me to build rapport with many of the interviewees. I found in many instances
that my positionality enabled me to lead thorough and nuanced discussions surrounding
the three research questions (Thomas, 2009). Therefore many interviewees were very
enthusiastic to participate in this research.
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Findings and Discussion

This following section presents and discusses the findings from the 14 in-depth semi-
structured interviews that were conducted on the two research groups outlined in the
methodology section. The structure of this section follows the three main research ques-
tions that were presented in the introduction section and discusses each in isolation.

How are processes of gentrification impacting London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife
venues?

The research revealed that processes of gentrification have largely negatively impacted
upon nightlife venues that cater specifically to London’s LGBTQ+ communities. Gen-
trification has presented many different social and economic pressures on both venues
and those who regularly frequent these venues. A recurring theme amongst a majority
of interviewees was the fear that ongoing processes of gentrification would contribute to
further closures of LGBTQ+ venues, especially historically significant venues. Intervie-
wees expressed strong concerns over the impacts of gentrification on the state of London’s
LGBTQ+ nightlife scene and the harmful consequences of having fewer nightlife spaces
for London’s LGBTQ+ communities. Building on the literature in sections one and two,
this research further reinforced arguments that underpin gentrification to be a leading
cause for the decline of over half of London’s LGBTQ+ venues (UCL Urban Laboratory,
2017).

Increasing Rents

Interviewees frequently raised concerns over the rising rent costs of property in London in
recent years and cited this to be a major contribution to the closures of LGBTQ+ venues
in the city. LGBTQ+ venue managers and event organisers noted the increasing difficulty
in generating enough profit that captures these dynamics of gentrification (Doan and Hig-
gins, 2011). Several venue managers stressed that they felt that their venues were being
“priced out” by landlords from their local neighbourhoods, due to rising rents in the city
(Ruting, 2008, p. 260-264). Rising rents in the many central and inner-city neighbour-
hoods across the city have made it increasingly difficult for LGBTQ+ venues to operate
profiting business models, in an already competitive nightlife economy.

“Our business is part of a wider company who set our profit targets and expect
us to meet these. Recently, the owners of this property have significantly
increased the rent to £6,000 per month. How can we make that much every
month to cover the rent, let alone pay performers and our employees, whilst
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providing for our customers? The increasing rent costs in the area over the
last several years has made it hard for gay bars like ours to stay and remain
open here in Soho... We don’t feel welcome here anymore...” (Interviewee B,
manager of a popular gay bar in Soho)

Interviewee B, the manager of a popular gay bar in Soho that caters mostly towards gay
and bisexual men, argued how the rent increases in Soho have many damaging repercus-
sions on many LGBTQ+ venues in the neighbourhood. Venues have struggled to stay in
business in the face of these increasing rents, despite being clustered in one of the world’s
most famous “gaybourhoods”. Moreover, the manager stressed how the rent increase has
made it especially difficult for their business to operate to the degree as before, given
the pressures of meeting these ever-increasing financial pressures. They stressed how
any further potential economic strains to their business, such as a significant increase in
rent, could be detrimental and would lead to the venue’s imminent closure. They further
highlighted how their business found it difficult to uphold essential functions, including
on-site entertainment and employees’ wages, in light of the bar’s rent increase. The man-
ager anticipated that customer prices would need to be increased in the future, in order to
generate enough profit, despite recognising how this would inevitably reduce the incentive
for their regular clientele base to return to the venue in the long term.

Ruting (2008, p. 264) identified such economic pressures on LGBTQ+ venues, in-
cluding increasing rents, to be a consequence of gentrification; resulting inevitably with
the displacement of LGBTQ+ venues from their original “gaybourhoods”. Developing
on Collins’ (2004) evolutionary “gaybourhood” model, Ruting (2008) contested Collins’
(2004, p. 1789) claim that these economic pressures are a sign of LGBTQ+ venues “as-
similating” or “integrating” into the “fashionable mainstream”. Instead, Ruting contended
that increasing rents, faced by many “gaybourhoods” like Soho, cause LGBTQ+ busi-
nesses to be “priced out” from their property. Interviewee B’s fears and anxieties both
resonate and reflect the overall process of “de-gaying” of Soho’s “visibility” and “vi-
brancy” and further suggested that LGBTQ+ venues in Soho are faced with an imminent
threat of being “priced out” due to these mounting economic forces in the city (ibid., p.
260).

Failures in local governance and planning for LGBTQ+ venues

Venue managers and event organisers repeatedly underpinned the growing economic pres-
sures for LGBTQ+ venues, partly due to the lack of planning and policies by local gov-
ernmental authorities to support struggling LGBTQ+ venues in the city. Although inter-
viewees acknowledged that the reasons for the many closures in recent years as a result of
a multitude of factors, interviewees frequently condemned the lack of legislation designed
to protect LGBTQ+ venues and an uncontrolled rental market to be responsible for the
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“decline” of LGBTQ+ venues in the city.

“Because the queer scenes in London are in many ways quite separate, so the
impact of gentrification is different in different areas. Money is a massive
factor; all these spaces have to operate as a business of course in the capitalist
system we live in, so rising rent costs in the city make it difficult for these
spaces to stay open. However, it is so easy to get a venue closed down, a
few noise complaints and have someone found with drugs in the venue and
the place is gone. The law is so stringent. People don’t understand how far
a complaint can really go... It’s an attitude of entitlement. It could mean
that a person loses their livelihood when a venue is shut down. New people
moving into an area like Dalston don’t think about this at all, they just think
that they’re entitled to complain without thinking. Queer nightlife culture is
such an easy thing to attack because it has booze and drugs, because it has
music that isn’t widely liked, venues and spaces that not everyone goes to.”
(Interviewee H, LGBTQ+ event organiser in East London)

Interviewee H, a queer LGBTQ+ event organiser who mainly operates queer nights in
the East London scene, criticised the simple legal procedures involved with permanently
closing a nightlife venue by local authorities. They noted that these laws commonly give
developers and tenants the upper-hand against nightlife venues and are unsupportive of
LGBTQ+ venues. The event organiser argued that there merely needs to be a “few noise
complaints” from local residents nearby to the venue and an incident of drug usage on the
premises of the venue, in order for local authorities to have the mandate to shut a venue
permanently. Interviewee H further suggested that this phenomenon has disproportion-
ately impacted on LGBTQ+ venues in the city because LGBTQ+ people and cultures are
an “easy thing to attack”. They further argued that the self-interested social attitudes of
the new gentrifying populations seeking these inner-city neighbourhoods have frequently
complained about nightlife noise-levels. This has further contributed to the decline of
LGBTQ+ venues in the city, as these new gentrifying populations are often completely
oblivious to the existing cultures and communities in neighbourhoods like East London’s
Dalston.

“Local authorities could help with soundproofing, to stop complaints from
people moving into the area.” (Interviewee J, manager of a gay bar in Vaux-
hall)

Interviewee J, the manager of one of London’s longest-standing gay bars in Vauxhall,
South London, further echoed interviewee H’s opinions and argued that local authorities
should contribute financially to help soundproof LGBTQ+ venues in the area, to reduce
the noise levels. In turn, the manager argued this would help reduce conflict and increas-
ing social tensions between the gentrifying populations moving into London’s gaybour-
hoods like Vauxhall.
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Interviewee J and H’s arguments further compounded and reinforced Brown’s (2014)
and Ghaziani’s (2015b) research on gaybourhoods in Australia and North America, who
recognised the struggles faced by LGBTQ+ venues, in light of the ongoing gentrifica-
tion to gay neighbourhoods. Brown (2014, p. 2) argued that uncontrolled rents and
lack of legislation designed to support LGBTQ+ venues are partly a result of the “re-
lentless gentrification” to gay neighbourhoods in major cities across the Global North.
Although Ghaziani (2015b, p. 757) acknowledged that LGBTQ+ populations were the
initial populations who gentrified inner-city neighbourhoods and transformed them into
gay neighbourhoods, he noted that the new influx of white, middle-class, mostly hetero-
sexual people today into gay neighbourhoods to be a process of “super-gentrification”.

Social tensions

The closure and displacement of LGBTQ+ venues from historically important and cul-
turally significant “gaybourhoods” has created negative social tensions with the arrival
of heterosexual populations and businesses in gay neighbourhoods (Rushbrook, 2002, p.
183). These tensions were widely articulated by interviewees. In Soho, a neighbourhood
which has a cluster of several well-established LGBTQ+ bars and clubs, tensions with new
heterosexual businesses have emerged. The manager of one of London’s longest-standing
cabaret bars in Soho, that caters mostly to an older LGBTQ+ clientele, emphasised these
changing social dynamics in their neighbourhood:

“On Archer Street, there used to be a gay nightclub called Barcode, now it’s
a straight restaurant. There was the Box on Seven Dials, which was a really
unique and friendly gay bar to go out, now it’s a straight restaurant. Whilst
I think it’s okay that restaurants open up here in Soho, there needs to be a
limit. How many straight restaurants does London really need?” (Interviewee
C, manager of a longstanding cabaret bar in Soho)

In a global capitalist market economy like London’s, the increasing competition of busi-
nesses for commercial property, seeking central neighbourhoods like Soho, has caused
rents to rise drastically in the city over the last several years (Whittemore and Smart,
2016, p. 195). Such economic forces have played to the disadvantage of longstanding
LGBTQ+ venues that have had a historical presence in Soho, as they no longer can afford
to operate in the neighbourhood as it has become too unaffordable (Doan and Higgins,
2011; Lewis, 2013).

The closure of many LGBTQ+ venues has angered many LGBTQ+ residents in-
terviewed during this research. Many interviewees expressed resentment towards the
increasing number of “straight restaurants” that have opened up in the place of former
LGBTQ+ venues. Interviewee A, a queer university student, perceived this to be part of a
wider agenda to “cleanse and normalise” the city:
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“In gay neighbourhoods like Soho, you can see how places have been swept
away in favour of a heteronormative aesthetic. It feels like there is less and less
explicit promotion of gay spaces. Everything has been toned down... There
is some kind of hegemonic force which is trying to cleanse and normalise
things.” (Interviewee A, queer university student)

Bell and Binnie (2004, p. 1815-1816) argued the restructuring of gay neighbourhoods and
processes of gentrification to be a “colonisation” of heterosexual people seeking “cool”
and “cosmopolitan” inner-city neighbourhoods in which to open their businesses. Their
research concluded that such a phenomenon was the driving force behind the increasing
pressures for gaybourhoods, and the bars and clubs that anchor them, which inevitably
drives out LGBTQ+ venues of the city (ibid.; Ghaziani, 2014b; 2015b).

This research found that the growing resentment between longstanding LGBTQ+
venues and newly opened heterosexual establishments was not isolated exclusively to
“gaybourhoods” in Central London, but was equally observed in Dalston, East London.

“I have noticed a clientele change at Dalston Superstore and how the pass-
ing trade that we get is a lot straighter, and a lot more ‘yuppie’ than what it
was even last year. Since working here, I have noticed three separate luxury
apartment blocks going up in the last year, that are within two minutes of the
venue. The advertising campaigns for these developments mentioned nothing
about the local area. There was even a video which just showed straight white
people walking down the street and emphasised how easy it is getting to Paris
from King’s Cross from here. The people who buy into these campaigns have
no idea what kind of area they are coming to. When they move here they
start making complaints about the noise from the nightlife because that was
something they were not made aware of.” (Interviewee F, manager of a queer
club in Dalston)

“I remember when a trans woman of colour came in and was at the bar, she
was having a drink by herself. Then this group of straight lads came in and
I could see how uncomfortable she looked. She just left the drink on the bar
and didn’t come back.” (Interviewee I, gay musician based in East London)

“It’s a group of people that just a few years ago wouldn’t have been coming
into a bar in Dalston, but now they come in, now that Dalston is the cool place
to go and they turn up on mass. It’s when you have a group of straight people
come in and act as if it’s their venue, this really makes me furious. This is
something I wouldn’t have seen until quite recently in Dalston.” (Interviewee
G, queer artist and performer based in East London)

The manager of a well-established queer club in Dalston (interviewee F), which caters to
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a variety of different LGBTQ+ and QTIPoC (queer, trans and intersex people of colour)
communities, stressed how new housing developments in Dalston have largely ignored the
social dynamics in the neighbourhood. In particular the neighbourhood’s large LGBTQ+
presence and the different ethnic communities in Dalston. They further underlined that
these new housing developments have attracted new, upwardly mobile and predominantly
heterosexual populations to the area, seeking Dalston’s attractive location (Doan and Hig-
gins, 2011). These changing social dynamics in Dalston have negatively impacted on the
social atmosphere in LGBTQ+ venues in the area. Under certain conditions, it has un-
dermined the safety and well-being of certain LGBTQ+ communities, particularly trans
women and women of colour, as large groups of straight “lads” have begun to frequent
these venues in search of “cool” and “cosmopolitan” nightlife (interviewee F) (Nast, 2002;
Nero, 2005).

How are dating apps and other online meeting spaces impacting Lon-
don’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues?

This research produced many differing opinions concerning dating apps and other online
meeting spaces which cater specifically for LGBTQ+ communities and their perceived
impacts on venues. The interviewees offered a wide range of responses to questions
surrounding the effects of these online platforms on the social dynamics of LGBTQ+
nightlife. Furthermore, interviewees underlined the perceived implications of such plat-
forms on their own personal lives and London’s LGBTQ+ communities at large (Collins
and Drinkwater, 2016). Where some venue managers and event organisers argued that
the growth of online platforms has negatively impacted on their businesses, others argued
that platforms have impacted their businesses positively. Similarly, residents discussed
the conflicting ways in which online platforms have impacted their own habits and the
differing experiences of frequenting online spaces as opposed to the physical space of an
LGBTQ+ venue.

Online spaces creating new meeting spaces for LGBTQ+ communities

Numerous venue managers expressed pessimistic views about the impact of online meet-
ing platforms on their businesses, particularly what they perceived to be a decline in the
number of regular clientele as a result of the increasing use of dating apps like Grindr.

“There is no need to go to gay bars like ours anymore when you’ve got
Grindr... In the 17 years I’ve been working here, I’ve noticed more and more
that people don’t come to our bar looking for friends or sex the same way.
People’s intentions for going out have changed, when you can just sit at home
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for free with an app...” (Interviewee C, manager of a longstanding cabaret bar
in Soho)

“Only five years ago, if you wanted to meet someone you would go out to
a bar in Soho, East London or Vauxhall. Now you can just stay home and
meet someone... You are part of the new generation; Grindr has always been
an option for you. It’s changed the way you approach a partner and your
approach to sex. Your generation can find someone to have sex with straight
away. When I was younger, the only way I could meet another woman was
in a lesbian bar... This has all changed today though.” (Interviewee L, retired
lesbian resident)

“It looks like a catch-22 scenario. The fewer places there are to go out, the
more people will just go on apps. The more people go on apps, there’ll be
fewer places to go out.” (Interviewee J, manager of a gay bar in Vauxhall)

The manager of a cabaret bar in Soho (interviewee C) raised specific concerns over the
ways in which dating apps have changed the social functionality of their venue over time.
Comparing the past with the present day, the manager argued that in the past, their clien-
tele would frequently visit the bar with the intention of finding new friends and potential
sexual partners. However, in the present day, they perceived that dating apps had largely
removed the incentive of their clientele to use the venue in this same manner (Whitte-
more and Smart, 2016). Similarly, interviewee L, an older lesbian resident, expressed the
changes she had witnessed between older and younger LGBTQ+ generations, noting how
younger LGBTQ+ people frequently prefer to meet online as opposed to meeting in the
traditional social settings of an LGBTQ+ venue (Lewis, 2013; Podmore, 2013).

Interviewee J, the manager of a gay bar in Vauxhall, echoed interviewee C’s views
and further argued that the increasing popularity of dating apps had created a reciprocal
“catch-22” scenario for gay bars like theirs in London. The manager underpinned the
recent intensity in the closure of LGBTQ+ venues in London partly due to the increasing
incentive for LGBTQ+ communities to socialise beyond the physical spaces of LGBTQ+
venues (Campbell, 2004). In turn, they argued that the trend of using online platforms
has reduced the total number of regular clientele, which has ultimately led to the further
closures of venues in the city.

This research found that in some isolated instances, younger interviewees noted the
merits of using dating apps and online platforms as opposed to socialising in LGBTQ+
venues:

“I prefer the control that I have online. In a club, going up to someone is
always so awkward. I’m quite introverted, so I find going out to meet people
harder than online. Queer spaces online offer a level of safety, comfort and
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security that a bar or club sometimes doesn’t. You just have to be careful with
who you talk and meet of course.” (Interviewee E, gay university student)

Interviewee E, a gay university student argued, in the context of their own personal life,
that they felt a greater inclination towards socialising on online platforms as opposed to
physical spaces. In this isolated example, Interviewee E argued that such platforms of-
fered a greater degree of “safety” and “comfort” in comparison with frequenting LGBTQ+
nightlife venues, especially in the experience of making friendships. These findings rein-
forced the conclusions drawn from Collins and Drinkwater’s (2016) recent investigation
into the impacts of mobile technology on gay neighbourhoods. With the growth of online
friend and partner search apps on smartphones designed for LGBTQ+ communities, the
need for LGBTQ+ people to congregate in physical spaces has “reduced”. Collins and
Drinkwater (2016, p. 770) further noted that such “micro-level individual behavioural
changes” would contribute towards wider “macro-level changes”, in the context of the
decline of LGBTQ+ venues.

Dangers of online spaces for LGBTQ+ communities

Despite this perceived increasing social trend within London’s LGBTQ+ communities,
other interviewees argued the dangers and harmful impacts of migrating to the internet
instead of physical queer spaces. Interviewee N, a trans woman, noted how in her expe-
rience, online dating apps have cultivated a divisive and insipid culture within London’s
LGBTQ+ communities. Where apps are designed to make it easier for LGBTQ+ people
to find one another, she argued that online platforms have paradoxically intensified feel-
ings of alienation amongst LGBTQ+ communities. She further argued that these virtual
spaces become largely exclusionary for the communities that frequent them. In her view,
apps have reduced the act of socialising to a mere exchange of intimate images, and has
encouraged anonymity. Her arguments were further supported by interviewee M, a queer
activist and LGBTQ+ event organiser, who described the experience of meeting LGBTQ+
people online to be “vacuous”. The activist further underscored a phenomenon in which
gay men are mediating the Internet to meet up for organised parties beyond the physical
spaces of LGBTQ+ venues.

“As someone who has been on multiple apps, where it’s meant to be a meeting
space, it always comes back down the reduction of a person. You are reducible
to your preferences. Are you a top, a bottom, slim, can you host or can you not
host? There are more and more blank profiles on these apps. People introduce
themselves with a face pic and then a dick pic. It’s like we want to anonymise
ourselves. In a physical space, you can approach someone and they’ll see a
human. However, on an app, you just become a common denominator. This
culture is so insipid. The art of conversation is dying.” (Interviewee N, trans

© 2021 Alexander Salem



Sojourners 141

woman, LGBTQ+ activist, performer and artist)

“Dating apps make meeting new people feel vacuous. Sex becomes transac-
tional... Especially with the many organised chem-sex parties and chill outs...

As gay men, for a long time, society has had this assumption that we are sex-
mad robots, and in some ways, we are moving in this direction.” (Interviewee
M, LGBTQ+ activist and event organiser)

How are changing habits and attitudes within and towards London’s
LGBTQ+ communities impacting London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues?

The interviewees’ responses to questions surrounding changes in attitudes towards LGBTQ+
communities were very mixed and unique to each interviewee’s respective positionality.
A small number of venue managers had remarked that greater acceptance of LGBTQ+
communities in Britain had produced a set of norms for LGBTQ+ communities where
they perceived that their venue served no purpose anymore (Duggan, 2003).

“There really is no need for gay bars like our anymore when everyone’s met-
rosexual these days...” (Interviewee J, manager of a gay bar in Vauxhall)

Where older interviewees lamented the loss of LGBTQ+ venues in London (intervie-
wee J), other younger LGBTQ+ residents expressed that they felt no pressure to fre-
quent nightlife spaces that cater predominantly towards gay men, but preferred frequent-
ing mixed venues (Podmore, 2013). The research revealed that it was difficult to deter-
mine whether improved attitudes towards LGBTQ+ people and changes in habits within
LGBTQ+ communities, has contributed towards the decline of London’s gay bars and
clubs. This was due to the small, unrepresentative sample of interviewees that were re-
searched and the subjective nature of many of the questions that were posed during the
interviews.

Improving attitudes towards lesbian, gay and bisexual communities in London

“Straight people don’t need permission to occupy spaces. There is still a het-
erosexual default that still brings you back to the question: if queer people
aren’t inhabiting queer spaces, where are they going? The younger genera-
tions don’t have the Gloria Gaynors...you don’t have the same musical icons
that represent your freedom and emancipation. Today, you can go listen to
the music you want to listen to anywhere. Everyone loves Rihanna, everyone
loves Beyoncé; everyone has the permission today to love these people. But
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Beyoncé no longer belongs to black gay men; she belongs to straight white
women. There are multiple possessions of Beyoncé today, Beyoncé wouldn’t
be where she is if it wasn’t for black gay men. Back in the day, they weren’t
listening to Beyoncé on regular nights in regular clubs; they were listening to
Beyoncé in their clubs, playing it the way they wanted to play it; with a whole
culture around it...

“Young queer people today need to figure out what their culture is. You aren’t
activists as much as you need to be... It’s young queer people that sooner
would rather be, without having any politic about being. We keep on cele-
brating people who are perceived to be heterosexual, as opposed to celebrat-
ing people that are just openly queer. We are celebrating people who had been
mediocre examples of heterosexuality and celebrating them as exemplary ex-
amples of queerness when they come out. That is at our disservice. We are
not celebrating all the trans supermodels, who are out there fucking it up. For
all the people that colour their hair purple, blue and pink and call that be-
ing queer; you’re queering spaces, but you’re not being queer. Is the younger
generation killing queer nightlife culture? Potentially...” (Interviewee N, trans
woman, LGBTQ+ activist, performer and artist).

In the context of British society, interviewee N criticised the continued assimilation of
queer cultures into the heterosexual mainstream, describing it to be a “disservice” (Collins,
2004). In her experience, she argued that younger British LGBTQ+ generations no longer
had the same animus and passion to “be queer”, as LGBTQ+ generations had in the past.
(Gorman-Murray and Waitt, 2009)

Interviewee N further noted that the continued assimilation of lesbian, gay and
bisexual people disproportionately benefited these communities, at the disadvantage to
queer and transgender communities like her own, in particular, her peers that belong to
London’s QTIPoC communities (UCL Urban Laboratory, 2017). These arguments fur-
ther resonated with Nast’s (2002) and Nero’s (2005) theories which argued that, in the
context of Western societies, white and middle-class cisgender lesbian, gay and bisexual-
identifying communities are commonly bestowed with homonormative privilege that earns
them greater acceptance in society over transgender and queer PoC. Using the anec-
dote of Beyoncé however, interviewee N highlighted a growing phenomenon whereby
she felt that identities which fall outside this ‘norm’, have increasingly fallen victim
to the appropriation of queer PoC cultures into the homonormative mainstream (Dug-
gan, 2003). Questioning this phenomenon, interviewee N remarked that younger genera-
tions no longer felt the pressure to celebrate explicitly queer cultures, but instead cham-
pion the heterosexual mainstream. She concluded that this breakdown of the heterosex-
ual/homosexual binary would potentially cause the demise of queer nightlife culture in
the future (Archer, 1999; Podmore, 2013; Sullivan, 2005).
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Queer nightlife spaces beyond the homonormative gay neighbourhood

Where certain venue managers and residents lamented the ongoing closures to the capi-
tal’s established LGBTQ+ nightlife venues, other younger interviewees underscored the
rise of new and sporadic queer nightlife events taking place in DIY venues in the capital.

“I don’t feel welcome in gay nightlife spaces in Soho. For the most part, these
spaces cater to cis gay men, and I get stared at by these men. . . I’ve found my
community in QTIPoC nightlife events outside Soho.” (Interviewee A, queer
university student)

The rise of sporadic, or monthly, queer nightlife events that take place in DIY nightlife
venues has provided London’s LGBTQ+ communities nightlife offerings beyond the cap-
ital’s homonormative gay neighbourhoods. Interviewee A, a young, queer university stu-
dent, champions the value of these nightlife spaces, underscoring the role these events
have served in their sense of belonging. These queer nightlife offerings take place in
nightlife venues which may not strictly position themselves as established or purpose-built
LGBTQ+ nightlife venues. As such, this proves difficult for urban researchers to discern
the shifting, fast-changing and “fuzzy” nature (Ghaziani and Brim, 2019, p. 104) of the
capital’s spatial (de)concentrations of LGBTQ+ nightlife venues over time. I would fur-
ther suggest that the underground and evolving landscape of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife
venues and spaces is rather challenging to objectively ‘quantify’, and cannot simply be
mapped. While London’s established LGBTQ+ nightlife venues have been subject to an
intensity of permanent closures over the last several years, I believe the rise of LGBTQ+
nightlife collectives and events marks a new era in the city’s nightlife.

Conclusion

Why are London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife venues closing?

This investigation was prompted following numerous media accounts which have reported
that London’s nightlife venues that cater specifically to London’s LGBTQ+ communities
have suffered an intensity of closures in recent years. UCL Urban Laboratory’s (2017)
study found that London had lost over half of its LGBTQ+ nightlife venues in the last
decade alone. In conjunction with these reports, this study was urged by these claims
and aimed to investigate the underlying socio-economic, socio-technological and socio-
cultural causes that threaten the city’s vibrant LGBTQ+ nightlife. This study utilised
semi-structured interviews with a select number of managers of London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife
venues and event organisers, as well as London’s LGBTQ+ identifying residents.
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Socio-economic drivers: gentrification

This research demonstrated that processes of gentrification were amongst the greatest
drivers for the closures to LGBTQ+ venues in recent years. LGBTQ+ venues have raised
many concerns over being “priced out” of their neighbourhoods because they no longer
can compete with the property rental market. Rising rents have contributed to the dis-
placement of many LGBTQ+ venues and presented greater economic burdens for many
LGBTQ+ venues, as they struggle to adapt to these changing socio-economic dynamics
in the city.

The influx of predominantly heterosexual, high-income residents and businesses
caused resentment and intensified social tensions in gay neighbourhoods like Dalston,
Soho and Vauxhall with existing LGBTQ+ venues and residents. In some cases, the new
gentrifying residents have issued complaints to local authorities about the noise levels
coming from LGBTQ+ venues in these areas, which has further contributed to tensions
in these neighbourhoods. The “super-gentrification” of many of London’s gay neighbour-
hoods has further spoiled the social dynamics in existing LGBTQ+ venues clustered in
these neighbourhoods, as new heterosexual gentrifying populations are increasingly seek-
ing “cool” and “cosmopolitan” nightlife spaces in neighbourhoods like Dalston.

The failure of local authorities in implementing policies designed to protect LGBTQ+
venues against relentless gentrification in London was further cited as a contributing fac-
tor for the closures of LGBTQ+ venues. Many managers of LGBTQ+ venues expressed
that local authorities have commonly given the new, gentrifying housing developments
and businesses near their venues, the upper-hand over LGBTQ+ venues. They further
cited that the legal procedures involved in order to close a nightlife venue permanently
were unfairly in favour of these gentrifying forces.

Socio-technological drivers: rise in online LGBTQ+ spaces

This research found that it was difficult to determine the impact of dating apps and other
online meeting platforms aimed at LGBTQ+ communities on London’s LGBTQ+ venues.
The perceived impacts of LGBTQ+ communities using online spaces instead of frequent-
ing physical spaces remains uncertain and is deserving of greater attention by urban re-
searchers. Some venue managers highlighted how they felt their businesses had suffered
as a result of the growing popularity of these online spaces; noting how the traditional
function of venues had changed in recent years to accommodate for this shift in changing
habits amongst their clientele who no longer use their venue in this same manner. This
was further compounded by some residents who expressed a preference for frequenting
online LGBTQ+ spaces over LGBTQ+ venues.
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Socio-cultural drivers: shifting habits and attitudes

Efforts by this research project to determine how changes in attitudes towards LGBTQ+
communities in recent years have impacted on London’s LGBTQ+ venues were very lim-
ited. Although given the constraints of this research, it found that some transgender and
queer participants felt that improving attitudes towards LGBTQ+ communities has only
benefit ted cisgender gay and bisexual men and women; excluding sexual and gender
minorities beyond these identities.

The research also further found that certain younger LGBTQ+ interviewees have the
desire to frequent nightlife spaces beyond commercialised gay spaces, with an appetite
to frequent more mixed queer nightlife spaces and monthly events. This phenomenon
reflects a change in younger LGBTQ+ communities who frequent sporadic queer nightlife
events that may not strictly take place in established LGBTQ+ venues, but rather nightlife
venues that host queer events. This opens new lines of academic inquiry and is deserving
of greater attention from urban researchers.

What can be done to save LGBTQ+ spaces in the future?

This research paper has highlighted that London’s LGBTQ+ nightlife is under severe
threat by the pressures of gentrification; whilst the rise of online meeting spaces poses
more questions surrounding the functionality and future viability that physical LGBTQ+
spaces serve to their respective clientele. Although research on the decline of LGBTQ+
nightlife in London remains limited, this research paper contributes to existing literature
that suggests that gay neighbourhoods in London are in decline.

Where we increasingly favour capital gains over people and have increasingly be-
come dependent on our mobile phones, this paper emphasises the need for urban scholars
to further investigate the impacts of gentrification and the increasing use of online plat-
forms on LGBTQ+ neighbourhoods. Although recent efforts show that London’s local
authorities have managed to successfully protect a small handful of LGBTQ+ venues
against rampant gentrification in the city (Neate, 2017; Ghaziani 2019b), the appointment
of London’s first ‘Night Czar’, along with the creation of an LGBTQ+ ‘Venues Charter’
(Campkin and Marshall, 2018, p. 94) – this paper further evidences the need for London’s
local authorities to take greater action to save the city’s LGBTQ+ nightlife for future gen-
erations to come.
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of Queer Space in Montréal.” Social & Cultural Geography, 7(4), 595-625. doi:
10.1080/14649360600825737.

Podmore, J. A. (2013). “Critical Commentary: Sexualities Landscapes beyond
Homonormativity.” Geoforum, 49: 263-67. doi: 10.1016/j.geoforum.2013.03.014.

Polletta, F. (1999). “Free Spaces in Collective Action.” Theory and Society, 28(1), 1-38.
doi: 10.1023/a:1006941408302.

Reades, J. (2014). “Mapping Changes in the Affordability of London with Open-source
Software and Open Data: 1997-2012.” Regional Studies, Regional Science, 1(1),
336-38. doi: 10.1080/21681376.2014.985702.

© 2021 Alexander Salem



Sojourners 153

Reynolds, R. (2009). “Endangered Territory, Endangered Identity: Oxford Street and the
Dissipation of Gay Life.” Journal of Australian Studies, 33(1), 79-92. doi:
10.1080/14443050802672551.

Ross, A. (2017). Out in the country – rural hotspots found as gay population mapped.
Retrieved July 20, 2019, from
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/19/out-in-the-country-rural-
hotspots-found-as-gay-population-mapped

Rosser, B. R. S., Bockting, W. O., Ross, M. W., Miner, M. H., & Coleman, E. (2008a).
“The Relationship Between Homosexuality, Internalized Homo-Negativity, and
Mental Health in Men Who Have Sex with Men.” Journal of Homosexuality, 55(2),
185-203. doi: 10.1080/00918360802129394.

Rosser, B. R. S., West, W., & Weinmeyer, R. (2008b). “Are Gay Communities Dying or
Just in Transition? Results from an International Consultation Examining Possible
Structural Change in Gay Communities.” AIDS Care, 20(5), 588-95. doi:
10.1080/09540120701867156.

Ruez, D. (2017). “‘I Never Felt Targeted as an Asian. . . until I Went to a Gay Pub’:
Sexual Racism and the Aesthetic Geographies of the Bad Encounter.” Environment
and Planning A: Economy and Space, 49(4) (April), 893-910. doi:
10.1177/0308518X16680817.

Ruting, B. (2008). “Economic Transformations of Gay Urban Spaces: Revisiting
Collins’ Evolutionary Gay District Model.” Australian Geographer, 39(3), 259-69.
doi: 10.1080/00049180802270465.

Seidman, S. (2002). Beyond the Closet: the Transformation of Gay and Lesbian Life.
Routledge.

Shariatmadari, D. (2019). Queer Today, Gone Tomorrow: The Fight To Save LGBT
Nightlife. Retrieved August 05, 2019, from
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2019/apr/03/queer-spaces-london-lost-
gay-clubs-lgbt-nightlife-gentrification

Short, J. R.. (2017). A Research Agenda for Cities. Edward Elgar Publishing.

Sibalis, M. (2004). “Urban Space and Homosexuality: The Example of the Marais,
Paris’ ‘Gay Ghetto.’” Urban Studies, 41(9) (August), 1739-58. doi:
10.1080/0042098042000243138.

Sullivan, N. (2003). A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory. Edinburgh University
Press.

Sullivan, A. (2005). The End of Gay Culture. Retrieved May 22, 2017, from
https://newrepublic.com/article/61118/the-end-gay-culture

Thomas, G. (2009). How to do your research project. SAGE Publications.

© 2021 Alexander Salem



154 Salem

UCL Urban Laboratory. (2016). LGBTQI Nightlife in London from 1986 to the present.
Retrieved August 07, 2019, from https://www.ucl.ac.uk/urban-lab/sites/urban-
lab/files/LGBTQI nightlife in London from 1986 to the present -
interim findings.pdf.

UCL.

UCL Urban Laboratory. (2017). LGBTQ+ Cultural Infrastructure in London: Night
Venues, 2006– present. Retrieved August 07, 2019, from
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/urban-lab/sites/urban-lab/files/LGBTQ cultural
infrastructure in London nightlife venues 2006 to the present.pdf. UCL.

Usher, N., & Morrison, E. (2010). “The Demise of the Gay Enclave, Communication
Infrastructure Theory, and the Transformation of Gay Public Space”. In LGBT
Identity and Online New Media, edited by Christopher Pullen, and Margaret
Cooper, 271-87. Routledge.

Visser, G. (2008). “The Homonormalisation of White Heterosexual Leisure Spaces in
Bloemfontein, South Africa.” Geoforum, 39(3) (2008), 1347-361. doi:
10.1016/j.geoforum.2007.11.004.

Walcott, R. (2007). “Homopoetics: queer space and the black queer diaspora. In Black
geographies and the politics of place, edited by Kathrine McKittrick, and Clyde
Woods, Chapter 12. Between the Lines.

Warner, Michael. (1993). Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer politics and Social Theory.
University of Minnesota Press.

Weightman, B. A. (1981). “Commentary: Towards A Geography of the Gay
Community.” Journal of Cultural Geography, 1(2), 106-12. doi:
10.1080/08873638109478645.

Weston, K. (1995). “Get Thee to a Big City: Sexual Imaginary and the Great Gay
Migration.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 2(3), 253-77. doi:
10.1215/10642684-2-3-253.

Whittemore, A. H., & Smart, M. J. (2016). “Mapping Gay and Lesbian Neighborhoods
Using Home Advertisements: Change and Continuity in the Dallas-Fort Worth
Metropolitan Statistical Area over Three Decades.” Environment and Planning A:
Economy and Space, 48(1) (January), 192–210. doi: 10.1177/0308518X15605095.

Wirth, L. (1928). The ghetto. University of Chicago Press.

Wittman, C. (1970). The Gay Manifesto. Red Butterfly.

© 2021 Alexander Salem



Sojourners 155

Deliberations of an Ethically Uneasy Student and
Research Assistant in Vancouver’s Downtown

Eastside

Tushita Bagga
University of British Columbia

Abstract. How do you begin to research in one of the most researched places in the
world? How do you ensure that your research benefits the community you’re study-
ing—treats them like the resilient community they are, instead of reducing them to test
subjects for your own professional gain? How do you ensure that you, as a researcher,
do not exaggerate the various negative effects academics have previously exposed (but,
not addressed) within these marginalised communities? Over the course of 6 weeks, my
colleague and I observed a research project in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. During
that time, we also participated in class at a university program hosted at an organization
called the Ideas Bazaar in the DTES where we studied ethnographic research techniques
as well as their effectiveness in researching marginalised communities in the morning, as
well as assisted and observed a community-based researcher in the afternoon. This ethno-
graphic account of my time at the Ideas Bazaar analyses the role deliberate intention
can play in ensuring ethical standards of conducting research in Vancouver’s Downtown
Eastside, especially given the significant number of marginalized people residing in this
vibrant community. This article utilises pseudonyms and other anonymization techniques
to protect the identities of the persons and organizations listed therein.

The Six Weeks

In the summer of 2019, my fellow student researchers and I spent 6 weeks in Vancouver’s
DTES. We were all part of a unique program called the Urban Ethnographic Field School.
The program’s goal was to train “students on how to conduct in-depth, community-based
research concerned with the social, political, cultural and economic lives of urban Van-
couver residents”(About UEFS — Urban Ethnographic Field School, n.d.). We spent
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our mornings in our university’s community office in the DTES studying ethnographic
research methods. After a quick lunch break, we would disperse to spend the afternoon
working at the local community organization assigned to each of us. My assigned commu-
nity organization was the Ideas Bazaar (I use pseudonyms for community organizations
and individuals), which also happened to be where we had class in the morning.

Over a century ago, Vancouver’s DTES used to be the city’s cultural and political
hub. City Hall was here; as were banks, newspapers, courts and the like (”Downtown
Eastside”, n.d.). One would not think this if they walked by the DTES today. Many
outsiders to the neighbourhood associate the space with the city’s growing homelessness
crisis as well as the open and public use of criminalised drugs. It is the intersection at
which this city’s social policy failures meet. This is where I have experienced the greatest
police presence in Vancouver. This is where my physical and emotional boundaries have
most been pushed in Vancouver. This is where I have spoken to more people than in any
other neighbourhood in Vancouver. This is the only place where I have shared a coffee
and a conversation with a stranger in Vancouver. This is the only place in Vancouver that
I can candidly say has a strong sense of community, of family, of reliance, and of faith.

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside is sometimes referred to as one of most researched
communities in the world. As an aspiring researcher, this intrigues me. If all this research
was taking place here, why did this neighbourhood still have so many social issues? Was
this research helping anyone? More importantly, who was this research helping? What
did the community being researched gain from it, if anything? Tuck and Yang write that
there is an unwritten rule in social science: “that the researched need change and that
social science will compel it”(Tuck and Yang, 2014: 236). As social scientists, as people
with curious minds who have chosen the Western academy as an outlet to quench our
curiosity, our first instinct when we see something that needs changing, is to conduct
research on it. Generally, research is done “to meet an unmet need,” yet research is not
always the most useful intervention. This is certainly true in the DTES. Moreover, the
community knows this. They have seen researchers come and go; this research seemingly
only benefits the researcher.

The Ideas Bazaar (as I expand more later) is well aware of this. Indeed, they have
designed an organization that is cognizant of it and makes decisions informed by it. Yet,
the responsibility to protect the interests of the researched lies in the institution that sanc-
tions the work of the researcher. As I explain in this research note, intention can play a
key role in determining what research is sanctioned in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside.
Is the intention of the researcher to gain knowledge for oneself that is already deeply rec-
ognized in the community? Is the intention to gain respect for having conducted a project
in this specific location? Is it prestige? Is it praise? Is it gratitude from the marginalised
community you seemingly helped? Is it driven by a saviour complex, from someone with
little to no knowledge of the marginalised community they wish to study? Is it to share
information and to learn from each other? Is it simply to seek a good grade?
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The problem with intention, however, is that it is difficult to measure in any stan-
dardized way. This puts an immense responsibility on those who have the power to sanc-
tion this research. Once the institution (in this case, the university) has done the hard
work of earning the trust of the community within which it operates, it also has to do
the hard work of protecting it. Sometimes, this can mean protecting it from research
by refusing to engage in the kind of research that has been done time and again in the
DTES i.e., damage-centred research. Damage centred research can be described as re-
search that invites marginalised people to speak but only about their pain and oppression;
“it is a pathologizing approach in which the oppression singularly defines a community”
(Tuck and Yang, 2009: 412-13). Instead, the university should shift its focus to desire
driven research. In a letter, Tuck submits that a desire-based framework is the antidote
to damage centred research. Desire-based research frameworks are concerned with un-
derstanding complexity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives (Tuck and
Yang, 2009: 416).

At the start of my six weeks learning and working in the DTES, my intention was
to learn a new research method, engage meaningfully with a community new to me, and
to ultimately receive an A for what would be the last class of my undergraduate degree.
At the end of my six weeks, about the time this ethnographic account became due, my
intentions remained the same but the way I perceived the goal of research had changed.
This account is an exercise in making sense of this change.

The Neighbourhood

8am. I make my way to Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES) from the suburban
campus of my university. I usually end up taking either the 4 Powell that runs along
Granville and turns to East Cordova as it hits Waterfront Station or taking the 14 Hastings
that also runs along Granville and then turns to Hastings. Either way, as we make our
way further East, the bus fills up with people– sometimes to the brim. I chalk this up to
a function of rush hour. Most people start work at 9am and both these buses are moving
towards the downtown core (generally deemed the commercial hub of Vancouver). I know
I am close to arriving at my destination at Main Street because I no longer feel anyone
pressing against me. The bus has started to empty after crossing the Granville bridge into
Downtown Vancouver. By the time the northbound bus turns east once again, there are
barely any people left on it.

As I step off the bus on Main and Hastings, a nearby alley brings in the putrid smell
of urine to me. The street looks grey except for people and their clothing that bring colour
and life to it. I can easily tell that unlike a sidewalk I might find in nearby Yaletown,
this one has not been power washed or bleached this morning or in the past week. I
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turn around to see people sitting on the sidewalks along East Hastings; street vendors
are encroaching the pavements with clothes, cords and the like scattered on the bottom,
hoping to make a sale. I move southbound on Main Street and that is when I notice it – all
the red. Red poles with the Chinatown banner with the image of a panda, rustling in the
wind. Exposed red brick buildings, others clearly preserved from another architectural
period from over a century ago like the Carnegie Public Library. Red signs and covers
hang over establishments. Along Main Street, I see Chinese grocery stores starting to
open business for the day. I watch as they roll out large containers with various cured
meats, spices and lentils– moving them onto the sidewalk. I stop to familiarise myself
with the smells. On the other side of the street, I see some people sitting on what I assume
is a patio provided by the Carnegie. They seem happy, engaged in conversations riddled
with inside jokes; it is hard to ignore the familiarity that they share with one another.

Just ahead I can see establishments such as Virtuous Pie, Pacific Poke, and Brick-
house Bistro & Bar. I immediately think about the different clienteles that these newer,
‘hipster’ spaces cater to. The contrast is stark. Glass doors and windows allow me to peer
inside. Barely anyone is talking to each other; most customers are engaged only in the
technology in front of them. People are quite literally frequenting these establishments to
consume, not converse.

I walk into the building where the UEFS meets to study the basics of ethnographic
research for the day. In the afternoon, I walk further along Main and turn onto Union street
in an attempt to find some remnants of Hogan’s Alley. This alley was once a stronghold
for the African-Canadian community in Vancouver (I learnt this from the staff at the IB)
no longer exists. A plaque some ways down the street explains what the alley used to
be. It is evident by the placement of the plaque that is meant for anyone looking for
Hogan’s Alley. Someone walking from here with the intention to go to the next street
would probably not take notice of it. Otherwise, the street is riddled with chic boutiques
and brunch spots; places with $7 micro brewed beer on tap. The street is riddled with
security related signs and warnings of security cameras on the street. The only remaining
history of the space– the history of the struggle of structurally oppressed peoples– has
been criminalized by the emphasis on ‘security’. Mostly white middle-aged people, in
clean, crisp clothing, are walking their well-groomed dogs along the street. These are
the same people I see actually accessing the commercial businesses that line the street.
I wonder why I never see people like them waiting for the bus on East Hastings; they
clearly live in the neighbourhood.

During an exercise during my placement photography workshop at the Ideas Bazaar1,
the researcher asked everyone (both residents and visitors) of the DTES to mark on a map
places they frequent, places they avoid and routes they take. The map reminds me of
Dorothy Smith’s writing, some of which I have been studying in class. In ‘The every-

1Appendix 2 - The Mapping Project
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day world as problematic’ she describes her routine activity of walking her dog. She
notices that her dog prefers to relieve itself on lusher gardens owned and kept by mem-
bers of a higher class but that she prefers it if her dog relieves itself elsewhere– perhaps
a less looked after lawn in a more unkempt, lower class associated building complex.
She realises that her routine, an everyday activity that she would otherwise not pay much
attention to, alludes to a bigger, non-local institutional dynamic of class relations in soci-
ety. This mapping exercise, in the same way, exposes larger dynamics at play by asking
participants to pay attention to the ways in which they navigate their neighbourhood. By
reflecting on the nature of our movement, we can reflect on larger social processes at play
in society.

When we saw the results of the mapping exercise, a pattern emerged. A majority
of the residents preferred to stay in areas where they felt a sense of community, like at
the Carnegie and where they shopped, like at the International Village (there is a T&T
there that people quite enjoy). However, people tended to avoid spaces that were clearly
a result of gentrification– spaces created for the newer residents and for visitors of the
DTES. These included areas around Union street riddled with brunch spots serving eggs
with a side of stigma against the very neighbourhood that they were a part of. This stigma
was more than evident in the significant and in my opinion, over use of security cameras
to create a feeling of humiliation for those deemed as inappropriate in accessing the space.

The Ideas Bazaar

1pm. The Ideas Bazaar (IB) opens its doors to the public. The three staff members on
the first floor, the one floor open to the public, look invigorated to meet visitors. They are
dressed in business casual and look very welcoming. People start to come in and the place
is soon bustling with people. The IB is a place where ideas about Vancouver’s Downtown
East side’s community can be shared. Created as a combination of a community cen-
tre and as part of my home university, it hosts various programs including a low-barrier
drop-in program four days a week, an English conversation program as well as computer
workshops. The space is welcoming and comfortable.

I think back to the Director in class, telling us about the original mandate of the IB.
When the Ideas Bazaar was founded in 1999, it faced some backlash by residents of the
DTES. People thought that the Ideas Bazaar would try to push the University’s privileged
values onto the space and do what many before it had– become a part of a problem instead
of being a part of the solution. The university, understanding this backlash, created the
space to be first and foremost, a hub where ideas can be exchanged. Now, as I see the
space in full steam during its drop-in hours, I know that they have indeed realised this
goal.
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The Director also spoke at length about the university’s decision to bar the orga-
nization in sponsoring any academic driven research to be done in the space during one
of my classes. The Downtown Eastside as many have said since we started at the field
school, had been “researched to death”. Towle and Leahy write that “research appears to
benefit researchers rather than the community, giving research a poor reputation” (Towle
and Leahy 2016: 69). As Tuck also writes, “we observe that much of the work of the
academy is to reproduce stories of oppression in its own voice” (Tuck and Yang, 2014:
227). Hence, for years after opening, the IB did not sponsor any research-related en-
deavors in the space; many felt it would be inappropriate to utilise the IB as a centre for
research. During her talk with the field school class, the Director mentioned that many
researchers had studied the negative impact living in a single occupancy room can have
on mental health– something that was obvious to community members who felt it was
a waste of resources to study something so obvious. Was the intention of the publisher
to publish or to learn or to even help enhance the lives of the people they were study-
ing? Yale University’s Erickson explains that researchers often engage in cost benefit
analyses in such cases; “but most often it’s we who get the benefit and they who pay the
cost” (Allen, 1997: 9). Another academic concluded that “the main ‘ethic’ governing
managerial practice was self-interest: protecting one’s derriere and furthering one’s ca-
reer” (Jackall in Allen, 1997: 9-10). Researchers often write to further their own careers
causing damage to communities they have chosen to study.

Tuck and Yang write at length about such damage-centred research. They write,
“these characterizations frame our communities as sites of disinvestment and disposses-
sion; our communities become spaces in which under-resourced health and economic
infrastructures are endemic. They become spaces saturated in the fantasies of outsiders”
(Tuck and Yang, 2009: 412). This kind of research is not only prevalent in the DTES,
it also ends up making people feel over-researched, yet made invisible (Tuck and Yang,
2009: 411). This only increases the power imbalance present between the researcher
and the marginalised researched community. Tuck presents an alternative in the form of
desire-driven community research, which while the IB has not yet adopted as an official
policy, all signs point that they will be accepting of such practices.

The IB along with other community-based organizations consulted with the com-
munity members about ethical ways in which research could be conducted at the DTES.
The result was the Research 101 Manifesto that outlines the modus operandi for ethical
research for anyone studying the DTES. These include building a community research
ethics board in the DTES as well as building reciprocal relationships with the community
they are working with. While the IB does ask that all researchers working with them read
the manifesto and keep it in mind, such an ethics review board based in the community is
yet to be realised. According to sentiments expressed in a particularly well-received arti-
cle in Canadaland magazine, ‘How (not) to report on Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside’,
this imbalance between the researcher and the researched still seems to exist in the Ideas
Bazaar despite the publication of the Research 101 Manifesto. Community members are
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still frustrated over how the DTES is reported on, a sentiment shared frequently with me
by IB staff and community members alike.

Despite all this, there is an intention of the researcher to consider. While other ideas
such as reciprocity (that are key tenets of the manifesto) can be measured and evaluated in
some way (though difficult to do), intention can be easily faked. If a researcher is savvy
enough (which they tend to be, given their high level of education), they can come into
a project with the intention to learn something for their benefit that does not necessarily
have any positive or even constructive impact on the community.

Now, the IB allows for some research but it carefully only allows for research
projects that contribute something to the DTES community, embody and practise reci-
procity and seek to establish a relatively long-term relationship with the community.

The Workshop

My colleague, Rory and I are helping out one such project. The program encourages
patrons of the IB to sign up for a photography workshop. The workshop is held weekly on
Thursdays for six weeks at the multipurpose room at the IB. The leader of the workshop,
LG organized the workshops as part of a research project to further understand social
sustainability in urban spaces. She has been awarded a grant to study marginalised voices
in the city. She focuses on two urban landscapes– Vancouver, British Columbia and
London, United Kingdom (UK).

At the Ideas Bazaar, she is attempting to understand the influence of an arts-based2

method called photo-voice on community development. Photovoice is described as a pro-
cess by which people can identify, represent, and enhance their community through a
specific photographic technique. It has three main goals: to enable people to record and
reflect their community’s strengths and concerns, to promote critical dialogue and knowl-
edge about important issues through group discussions of photographs, and to reach pol-
icymakers (Wang and Buris, 1997: 369). Instead of unrealistically expecting community
members to engage in institutional discourse and be fluent in various levels of jargon in
order to be taken seriously by city planners and community developers, she is looking to
other methods with which to engage communities into talking about what they cherish in
their neighbourhoods and what they would like changed.

Taking a page out of Eve Tuck’s work, such arts-based methods will allow for desire
driven community research; such frameworks are concerned with understanding complex-
ity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived experiences (Tuck, 2009: 416). As

2Appendix 1 - About the Workshops
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Becker writes, the meanings of photographs arise in the “organizations they are used in,
out of the joint action of all the people involved in those organizations”, and so they vary
over time and place– “photographs get meanings, like all cultural objects, from their con-
texts” (Becker, 2007: 5, 8). By using photovoice, LG allows for participants not only to
take photographs of their lived experiences but by additionally asking them to write a nar-
rative with the photograph, they are able to give context to their lived experiences in their
own words. This makes it so little is lost in translation and that community members’
voices are not only heard but heard clearly in a medium they can have fun with.

After interviewing her or even after speaking with her for a little bit, you know that
LG cares. She genuinely wants to make it so the so-called ‘unheard’ voices in the city be
brought into discussions about change and development in the city. She is humble when
participants of the workshop tell her that they could not have done something without
her. She always responds with a compliment. She is polite at all times. She is aware of
the intricacies of forced development, the strained history of the DTES with researchers
and of the various power dynamics and hierarchies at play when she works. She wants
to bring those voices to the forefront and do research that supports evidence of ways of
consultation that make for socially sustainable urban spaces. That is her intention. In an
interview with me, she explains her choice of photography as a tool for giving voice,

“I sort of gravitate towards that [photography] as an artistic expression, I sup-
pose, it feels like something I have more of a background in and more of an
understanding of both as a technique and as a way of giving voice. That’s why
photography itself was interesting to me and this idea of handing over agency
(if you like) to the unheard voices rather than me taking photos. What inter-
ests me is to see the photos from other’s perspective and then to use that as a
catalyst for discussion and understanding and sharing stories. . . Photovoice
is gaining traction in academic projects, especially in research projects that
aim to uncover some of these more marginalized and subjugated voices in so-
ciety. I wasn’t looking for a photography project, I was really looking to give
voice.” (LG)

At another point in the interview when asked about what she feels would be potential
outcomes for her project, she tells me,

“For the participants, I hope they feel that they have been able to articulate,
being able to express something in a form they would not have necessarily
been able to articulate previously– giving voice, giving agency to the partic-
ipants. On various other different levels– there will be exhibitions where we
give back to the community. The patrons of the IB hopefully will benefit from
it, certainly the participants– seeing their work and talking about it with other
patrons, they’ll feel a sense of ownership and empowerment in terms of what
they have achieved.” (LG)
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There is no doubt that LG has the best intentions. However, reconciling intentions with
practise is difficult. Once you are in the workshops, you know that LG, despite her best
efforts, falls short.

Take for instance the matter of the flyers3 made to promote the workshop. The
orange, white and black flyers can be seen in various spots at the IB. They have a photo
of a person holding a sophisticated camera on them and on the top read, “Photography
Workshops”. At the bottom of the flyer (in smaller font), you can find details that tell
you about the timing and length of the workshop. These details also include a couple of
sentences about this workshop being a research project. Logos of both my university and
LG’s home university in the UK are also included in the flyer.

At first glance (and that’s probably all a person needs to see whether or not they
are interested in what a flyer advertises), the flyer seems to promise sophisticated photog-
raphy skills for free. One can also go so far as to make an assumption that a high-tech
camera would be provided to participants to learn these advertised skills on. I spoke to
one participant, S, who had made the aforementioned assumption in the first week of the
workshop. S had not held a camera in 8 years. He missed it dearly and now wanted to
improve his photography skills so that he could capture his friends’ talents in Vancouver’s
DTES. Once he felt comfortable with cameras, he would move on to videos so that people
could see a different side of the neighbourhood. After attending one event and realising
that we would be using disposable cameras for the workshop, that we would only actu-
ally practice photography on one day, that the workshop really was about the impact of
an arts-based method called photovoice in engaging community members in discussions
about development– this assumption was broken. S did not return to the workshop series.

Another matter to pay attention to in the workshop series, is the matter of con-
sent forms. On the first day of the workshop, LG sat everyone down and did her best
to explain in plain language that by taking part in the workshop, participants would be
contributing to her research. It should be noted that the forms still used mostly academic
language and were not adequately translated into plain enough language for everyone to
understand. This was despite the Research 101 Manifesto clearly stating that academic
language should be translated into “comprehensible descriptions for a wide audience”
(Research 101, 2019: 21). They could, of course, choose to not sign the form in front
of them and still continue to participate in the workshop. However, it is plain to see that
most people feel some pressure to sign the consent forms in front of them. Confused
looks appeared on the participants’ faces. Some simply cannot understand the English
in which the form is written. Others are surprised to learn that the workshop they had
signed up for to learn photography has a research element attached to it. For those who
are struggling to understand English as a written medium chosen for the consent forms,
LG starts to sit down with them individually and in groups to help them understand the

3Appendix 3 - The Photography Workshop Flyer
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various topics and different levels of consent covered in the form. They seem still to have
trouble understanding the form and ask to take their form home and to return it in the
session next week.

After the workshop for the day has come to an end, LG, Rory and I discuss the
matter of the consent forms. LG says that she has allowed participants to take home these
consent forms but is not sure how that will work. I explain that they probably took it
home so that a family member, who could be a native speaker of English and speak the
language that the participant is fluent in and subsequently translate the form for them. My
mother is fluent in Hindi as well as Punjabi but is not a native English speaker. If she were
presented with such a form, she too would take it home for me to translate for her.

Next week before our debriefing, Rory and I discuss the matter of the consent forms.
We wonder how LG failed to take into consideration the fact that many patrons of the IB
do not speak English as their first language. If she had, or if a staff member of the IB
who had collaborated with LG to give her access to researching in the neighbourhood had
thought of this obvious problem with the consent forms, they would have made an effort to
have a translator in the room during the distribution and consecutive signing of the consent
forms. For any research project to be approved for field work, a researcher would have to
complete a course on consent. They would know that consent from the participants to be
part of the research project has to be freely given, informed, and can be withdrawn at any
time of the project. While making a comprehensive consent form with explanations about
the project is necessary to obtain informed consent, it is also imperative that participants
have the ability to read and fully understand that consent form in a language that they
understand.

For a whole week and a half, we waited on consent forms. During that time, I ran
into LG and mentioned possibly asking one of the patrons of the IB to be our translator
for the purposes of acquiring informed consent. She seemed surprised at this; not because
she did not want informed consent but probably because this was a problem she had not
yet anticipated. During Rory, LG and my debriefing session before the workshop the next
day, Rory brought her own insight to the topic. She encouraged the use of software that
is known for being able to translate whole texts into another language by taking a picture
of it. All of us seemed excited by the idea of being able to use such software. We made
use of it later that day and things went by smoothly.

As researchers, reconciling our best intentions with practise is difficult. Sometimes,
even good intent is hard to come by. While manifestos like Research 101 exist, they
are largely un-enforceable. Yes, research proposals are reviewed by ethics committees
but as a remark was made by Vidich some time ago, the code of ethics is a statement of
ethics, not really a guide to conduct (Allen, 1997: 7). In this case, however, LG comes in
with the best intentions but falls short in the start on matters of advertisement and to an
extent, consent forms. It is important to note that these matters cannot always be resolved
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quickly. But as researchers, we can try. If people with the best intentions communicate
effectively with one another, if they ask questions of each other, demand better of each
other as social scientists and, if they update their research agendas and timelines (as LG
did), their institutional discourse, if you will, to the perceived and expressed desires of the
community, they might just be able to produce research that benefits the community.

As I write this, I realise ‘trying’ sounds like an unrealistic, even idealistic note to
end on. A week ago, I would have agreed. I would have said that there is not much
we can do to benefit the community– that despite our best efforts we will always fall
short of what we could have given back to the community. However, as I finish now at
the workshops and actively engage in getting feedback from the community, I see happy
faces. I see participants thanking my colleagues and me for learning a new skill with
them, a new way to communicate their desires. I see the bonds I have formed over the
last six weeks with Suzy– the lady who now knows how to hang the framed photographs
lying around her house, Fela– the social activist who now has a new outlet for community
engagement to discuss with his friends, Xiao– the woman who is teaching me Cantonese
and “opening her mind” (in her words) to the art of photography, Richard– the bicyclist
who has found a love for contrast. I see them and I know that despite everything, ‘trying’
to be a better researcher—from basing your research project to an arts-based community
research method like photovoice that aims to empower those on the sidelines to translating
consents forms so participants may provide prior, free and, informed consent—is to be a
researcher that puts the needs of the community first. That is indeed a great first step
bringing out the vibrancy and resilience of an otherwise misunderstood community.
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Appendix 1 - About the Workshops

For the Urban Ethnographic Field School, I helped out with a six-week photovoice work-
shop at the Ideas Bazaar (I use pseudonyms for community organizations and individ-
uals). Through these workshops, the primary researcher, LG was hoping to study the
impact of arts-based methods like photovoice in bringing marginalised and subjugated
voices into the forefront of discussions about community development in the city. By al-
lowing community members to use arts-based methods to engage in these discussions, we
as researchers can make it so that community members voices are heard and their ideas
considered seriously in a medium they choose, instead of implicitly asking members to
engage in jargon filled institutional discourse in order to be taken seriously by policy
makers and other stakeholders in such discussions of development.

The workshops began with introductions and some tips on photographic techniques.
In the first week, all participants took part in a drawing activity as well as a mapping activ-
ity. During the mapping activity, participants were requested to highlight on a map of the
DTES places they frequented, routes they took and places they avoided. Mapping one’s
movement in a neighbourhood can give us an idea about larger institutional discourses at
play in the neighbourhood. A copy of my map is attached in Appendix 2.

The following week, all the participants set out on a neighbourhood walk around the
DTES with disposable cameras in hand. They were to take 27 pictures– in equal measure–
pictures of places they loved in the neighbourhood, places they wanted to see preserved
and pictures of places they did not like in the neighbourhood and wished to change. In
later sessions we each discussed why we took the photos we took and what they meant to
us. Soon, patterns started to emerge. Most of us wanted to preserve the Sun-Yat Sen Park,
for one. We spent the last two sessions framing our one chosen photo with a narrative
each of us came up with to go with it. Once framed, we put the photos up on the walls
of the first floor at the IB where they will hang on exhibition until the fall. On June
17th, a stakeholder event was held at the IB to open the exhibition as well to familiarize
other community partners and policymakers with the use of arts-based methods such as
photovoice.
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Appendix 2 - The Mapping Project
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Appendix 3 - The Photography Workshop Flyer
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Unequal Treatment: The effect of social position
on patient-provider interactions

Maya Joshi
University of British Columbia

Abstract. This paper is a reflective examination of literature, theory and recent news
media to explore how one’s social position impacts patient-provider interactions in Cana-
dian healthcare. I argue that the compounding factors of racism, classism and gender bias
influence the way patients’ symptoms are perceived and treated by healthcare providers;
due to the intersectional nature of this phenomenon, low-income racialized women are
disproportionately impacted. The multiple forms of stigma these patients face can af-
fect the way providers view their credibility, the seriousness of their symptoms and their
‘worthiness’ to receive diagnostic testing and treatment. I provide evidence that patients’
comfort, safety and health outcomes are directly impacted by such experiences, and have
even resulted in cases of death in Canada. I suggest that these findings cannot be separated
from the White male identity and rigid biomedical framework, which continues to dom-
inate medicine. I conclude with reflections regarding the need for change and propose
that in order to address the root of these issues, we must deconstruct the prolific nature of
racism, classism and sexism in our society more generally.

Introduction

On September 28, 2020, Joyce Echaquan – 37-year-old woman from Atikamekw Nation
and mother of seven – live streamed the last moments of her life at a hospital in Joliette,
Quebec. The video, posted on Facebook, shows Echaquan in clear distress and crying
out in pain while hospital staff can be heard in the background calling her “stupid” and
saying she “would be better off dead” (Lowrie and Malone 2020: para. 2). Echaquan
died shortly after the video was taken. While the investigation into her death is ongoing,
the video sparked national and international criticism about the way Indigenous peoples
are treated in Canadian healthcare more generally. As stated by Senator Yvonne Boyer
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in a recent news media article, ”for every Joyce Echaquan that comes forward, there’s a
hundred that have not been heard” (Lowrie and Malone 2020: para. 4). Importantly, mis-
treatment does not only manifest in experiences as overt and horrific as Echaquan’s but
is also present in more subtle — and often implicit—patient-provider interactions. This
includes whether or not a patient’s pain is taken seriously, what assumptions are made
about their medical history; ultimately, a provider’s willingness to deliver adequate treat-
ment and compassionate care. These issues are of particular salience during the COVID-
19 pandemic when hospitals are overcrowded and under-resourced. Providers must make
quick decisions regarding resource distribution meaning that now, more than ever, implicit
and explicit biases may be the determining factors in whether or not a patient receives the
lifesaving care they need. For these reasons, it is deeply important to understand how a
person’s social position can shape their encounters with healthcare providers. This paper
is a reflective examination of literature, recent news media, and sociological theory to
explore the effect of social position on patient-provider interactions. I focus specifically
on experiences within Canadian healthcare. I argue that compounding factors of racism,
classism and gender bias influence the way patients’ symptoms are perceived and treated
by healthcare providers and that due to the intersectional nature of this phenomenon, low-
income racialized women are disproportionately impacted.

Understanding Patient-Provider Interactions Through an
Intersectional Lens

The concept of intersectionality recognizes the overlapping axes of advantage and disad-
vantage, which are embedded in an individual’s social position and have a multiplicative
effect when placed onto one another (Hankivsky and Christoffersen 2008). For example,
the combined impacts of gender, race and class work together to uniquely shape an in-
dividual’s life experiences. Intersectionality not only helps us to understand the role of
structural inequalities in shaping a person’s health, but it is also critical to understanding
micro-level social interactions. Symbolic interactionists, for example, argue that human
behaviour is based on learned, individually ascribed meanings, which one associates with
different things (Cockerham and Scambler 2010). This includes ascribed meanings which
are rooted in stigma, stereotypes and prejudice towards certain social identities. They
act as ‘mental shortcuts’ which simplify the reality of others and can be used to make
fast decisions about how to interact with different people based on very small amounts
of—incorrect—information. While most people use ‘mental shortcuts’ in their daily life,
they are particularly harmful when used by those in positions of power, including health-
care providers, who hold a significant amount of social control (Conrad 1992). Medical
knowledge is positioned as superior to patients’ lived experiences and providers act as
gatekeepers who determine what information and technology patients get access to (e.g.,
prescription medications, diagnostic tests, surgery etc.) (Conrad 1992). Therefore, to
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understand the differential treatment patients receive in healthcare settings, we must con-
sider the various social identities and power structures at play, which work together to
uniquely shape each interaction between a patient and provider. For the purpose of clar-
ity, this paper will analyze the influence of race, gender, and class one at a time. However,
it is critical to note that people always hold numerous social identities, and their com-
bined effects are different from, and more impactful than, any one identity on its own
(Hankivsky and Christoffersen 2008). Moreover, intersectionality does not presume one
social identity to be more significant than another (Hankivsky and Christoffersen 2008).

The Impact of ’Race’

While ‘race’ is a socially constructed phenomenon, it has real, tangible effects on the lives
of racialized people. In the colonial society of Canada, Black, Indigenous and people of
colour (BIPOC) frequently experience what Goffman (1963) calls ‘tribal’ stigma. Despite
the outdated and (at best) questionable use of the term ‘tribal’ here, Goffman’s concept
remains highly relevant to understanding this form of stigma. Tribal stigma refers to the
“othering” and dehumanizing of a person based solely on their group identity such as
religion, nation or race (Goffman 1963). Thus, this form of stigma is attached to a whole
group, or a collective identity, rather than a specific individual. This stigma — which
leads to discrimination and reduction of life chances —is particularly significant due to
the unconcealable nature of racial identity for many BIPOC peoples.

Importantly, research supports the assumption that people in Canada are treated
differently by healthcare providers based on their race. For example, there is strong evi-
dence to suggest that Indigenous peoples frequently experience discrimination in health-
care (Wylie at al. 2019). In fact, a recent investigation into Indigenous-specific racism in
British Columbia found that 84% of Indigenous respondents had experienced some form
of discrimination within the province’s healthcare system (Turpel-Lafond 2020). The
report, titled In Plain-Sight, found widespread stereotyping against Indigenous patients
including being labeled as: 1) “less worthy” of care in comparison to White patients, 2)
having substance-use dependency disorder, 3) having ulterior motives for wanting pain
medication, and 4) misusing or overusing the healthcare system. This stereotyping can
have direct results on patients’ quality of care and health outcomes. For example, the
B.C. investigation found that, among other harms, patients were commonly denied med-
ical services, experienced their concerns being minimized, and would not receive appro-
priate medication for pain management (Turpel-Lafond 2020). It is extremely critical to
recognize that these harms can also be fatal. In fact, 12 years before the death of Joyce
Echaquan, Indigneous man Brian Sinclair died from a treatable bladder infection after
spending 34 hours unassisted in a Winnipeg emergency room (Lowrie and Malone 2020).
Sinclair was ignored by hospital staff who “assumed he was homeless or intoxicated”
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(Lowrie and Malone 2020: para. 16) – two other stigmatized identities which apparently
justified him being ignored.

Previous experiences of discrimination also reduce a person’s likelihood of access-
ing healthcare in the future; this is another important factor which impacts health out-
comes and exacerbates race-based health inequities (Hall et al. 2015; Turpel-Lafond
2020; Wylie et al. 2019). Under-using health services can be understood as a means
of stigma coping (Goffman 1963), where one responds to anticipated sigma with with-
drawal or avoidance of potentially rejecting situations. In this case, stigma coping may
take the form of only accessing health services in acute situations. For example, a quali-
tative study conducted in Alberta, found that Indigenous patients with rheumatic disease
often delayed seeking specialist care until symptoms were extremely severe due to previ-
ous experiences of racism in healthcare (Thurston et al. 2014). However, non-Indigenous
providers in the study made assumptions that patients didn’t access care because their cul-
ture did not ‘value’ Western medicine, or the individual didn’t know enough about their
own disease. These assumptions are very damaging because they are rooted in the idea
that the patient is to blame for their own pain and disease progression, which reinforce
negative attitudes towards Indigenous patients. The providers in the study more readily
saw individual or ‘cultural’ failings (negative perceptions which they assign to Indigenous
peoples as a whole) as the problem rather than recognizing the systemic factors at play
and their own role in constructing the issue. Moreover, these assumptions perpetuate a cy-
cle of racism in patient-provider interactions and only make patients less likely to access
care again in the future (Thurston et al. 2014).

In some cases, past experiences of racism can be so significant that individuals avoid
seeking healthcare at all costs. As powerfully stated by an Indigenous woman in British
Columbia “I know many elders who will absolutely refuse to go to health-care. They
[would] rather die than access care. . . this is because of their past trauma.” (BC Women’s
Health Foundation 2019:6). Such a quote embodies the profound impact of discrimination
in healthcare settings as well as the extent to which colonial violence continues to manifest
in medical institutions.

I want to emphasize here that while research in the preceding paragraphs have re-
ferred specifically to the experiences of Indigenous peoples, racism in healthcare impacts
all racialized Canadians. However, due to problematic gaps in the collection of race-based
data in Canada, there is a general lack of literature specific to this area. Black Canadians
are particularly impacted by data erasure, including those data related to health inequities
(Black Health Alliance 2020). This leads to a context where, “acknowledgment of racism
and discrimination toward Black Canadians remains limited (at best)” (Mpalirwa at al.
2020: 51), including acknowledgement of, and research on, racism within healthcare set-
tings. Despite a lack of formal literature on the topic, there is no question that anti-Black
racism is being experienced in Canadian healthcare at large — this is something which
is being increasingly brought to light by Black healthcare providers and community ac-
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tivists (Black Health Alliance, 2020; Dryden and Nnorom 2021). Additionally, research
from other countries has demonstrated how the nature of race-based stigma means all
non-White patients are commonly labeled as ‘other’. For example, Hall et al. (2015)
conducted a systematic review examining implicit bias among healthcare providers in the
US and concluded that “most healthcare providers appear to have implicit bias in terms
of positive attitudes toward Whites and negative attitudes toward people of color” (Hall
et al. 2015:60). Such biases were found to impact patient-provider interactions as well
as treatment decisions. In this study, negative attitudes towards Black, Latinx, and ‘dark-
skinned people’ were relatively similar across each racial group (Hall et al. 2015), again
illustrating the generalized ‘othering’ of racialized patients by their healthcare providers.

The Impact of Gender

BIPOC women are particularly impacted by discrimination in healthcare settings due to
overlapping axes of racism and sexism (Hall et al. 2015; Turpel-Lafond 2020; BC Wom-
ens Health Foundation 2019). For example, one of the key findings from the In Plain
Sight report was that Indigenous women and girls are disproportionately impacted by
Indigenous-specific racism in the provincial healthcare system (Turpel-Lafond 2020). In
addition, other research conducted in British Columbia has found that 1 in 3 women do
not feel their needs are being treated effectively in healthcare, but the rate is even higher
for Indigenous women and women who are immigrants (BC Women’s Health Foundation
2019). To fully understand the experiences of BIPOC women in healthcare, it is important
to first highlight the significance of gender as a determinant in itself.

The significance of gender is well illustrated by the fact that half of all women
have experienced their symptoms being diminished or overlooked by a physician (as cited
in BC Women’s Health Foundation 2019). This tendency for women to be taken less
seriously than men can be located in misogynistic stereotypes about the ‘overly sensitive’
or ‘hysterical’ woman. For example, in a theory guided literature review on gender bias
in healthcare, Samulowitz et al. (2018) found that in comparison to men, women are
more likely to be perceived as hysterical, emotional, complaining, malingering and only
experiencing pain in their heads. Likely as a result of such biases, physicians are less
likely to admit women who are in pain for medical testing, are more likely to diagnose
their pain as psychological in origin and tend to give women less pain medication than
men (as cited in BC Women’s Health Foundation 2019).This is particularly concerning
due to the fact that women actually have higher rates of chronic and acute conditions
than their male counterparts (Bird & Reiker 1999). This paradox is summarized well by
Samulowitz et al (2018)

“Compared to men, women have more pain, and it is more accepted for
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women to show pain, and more women are diagnosed with chronic pain syn-
dromes. Yet, paradoxically, women’s pain reports are taken less seriously,
their pain is discounted as being psychic or nonexistent, and their medication
is less adequate than treatment given to men.” (Samulowitz et al 2018:10)

These findings may help explain why a number of conditions which are predominately
suffered by women - such as endometriosis and fibromyalgia - remain relatively under-
explored, undertreated and ‘contested’ in medicine. ‘Contested illnesses’ are conditions
with unclear causes or treatment, invisible symptoms and ultimately disputed medical
legitimacy (Barker 2008). Interestingly, women account for 70% of patients with “medi-
cally unexplained” symptoms (as cited in BC Women’s Health Foundation 2019). In these
cases, patients have to fight for diagnoses and effective pain management (Barker 2008).

Based on these data reported above, I would argue that women in general, and
racialized women in particular, often face similar challenges as those with ‘contested
illness’ regardless of how medically recognized their symptoms or condition may be. In
other words, gender and race-based biases mean that women’s symptoms (even if they
are ‘standard’ or ‘medically accepted’ symptoms) can be automatically questioned or
contested in healthcare, and they must frequently fight for their concerns to be taken
seriously.

Recent events have highlighted the dire consequences that arise when patients are
not taken seriously in healthcare and how these consequences have been fatal for BIPOC
women in Canada. Just months after the death of Joyce Echaquan, 44-year-old Mireille
Ndjomouno— a mother of four originally from Cameroon — passed away at a hospital
in Montreal, Quebec (Spector 2021). In a video posted to social media, Ndjomouno can
be seen in clear distress with significant swelling in her face, telling viewers that she had
been administered penicillin despite repeatedly telling her doctors that she was allergic to
the drug (Spector 2021). Ndjomouno died a couple days after the video was taken. While
authorities are still conducting an investigation into her death, I argue that the situation
cannot be separated from Ndjomouno’s social position as a Black woman and the find-
ings explored so far in this paper, which suggest patients, due to race and gender biases,
frequently receive lower-quality care and experience their concerns being minimized. In
fact, there are eerie similarities between this case and Echaquan’s, providing insight into
the horrifying realities of being a racialized woman in Canadian hospitals. Both women
had serious medical concerns dismissed by their healthcare providers, as reports indicate
that Echaquan also communicated concerns about the level of morphine administered to
her before her death (Turpel-Lafond 2020). Moreover, both women desperately took to
social media for help, presumably due to an overwhelming feeling of voicelessness within
the healthcare system itself.
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The Impact of Class and Cultural Health Capital

While there is less research examining the role of socioeconomic status (SES) in patient-
provider interactions, existing evidence suggests that it is an important factor, especially
in exacerbating or protecting against other biases. For example, patients who display
distress and emotion in clinical interactions, are often perceived as ‘not credible’ and
have their pain taken less seriously, particularly if they are women. But, importantly,
research shows that the impacts of these ‘distress cues’ are reduced when the patient is of
higher SES (Brandão et al. 2019). Presumably, a higher level of education and income
are associated with a greater level of credibility, and this helps to legitimize a patient’s
pain when they are presenting as ‘overly emotional’.

I would argue that SES may also act as a buffer when race-based stigma is present.
This is powerfully illustrated in the first-hand account of a young Indigenous woman in
British Columbia: “I’m afraid to go to any hospital, when I do, I dress up like I am going
to church [in order to receive proper treatment]. It’s ridiculous” (Turpel-Lafond 2020:23).
This quote shows that dressing in one’s best clothes, to signal a professional middle-class
identity, is perceived to be a protective factor against racism in healthcare. According
to Goffman (1963), this can be understood as a stigma coping strategy, where one con-
ceals labelling info (employing the strategy of ‘secrecy’), or tries to separate themselves
from the stigmatized group – in this case, low-income Indigenous peoples (employing the
strategy of ‘distancing’). If one is questioning the significance of SES in patient-provider
interaction, recall how Brian Sinclear was ignored by emergency room staff and subse-
quently died of a treatable condition because he was ‘assumed to be homeless’ (Lowrie
and Malone 2020), which, to staff, appeared to mean he was not worthy of their attention.

Healthcare providers also tend to value patients with greater levels of cultural health
capital – something that is significantly easier for upper-middle class groups to obtain.
Cultural health capital (CHC) refers to a “a specific repertoire of cultural skills, verbal
and non-verbal competencies, and interactional styles that can influence health care inter-
action” (Shim 2010:2). Among other characteristics, CHC includes knowledge of medical
topics and medical vocabulary, knowing what information is relevant to share, and ability
to intelligently and efficiently communicate this health information to providers. CHC
can be used strategically or it may be mobilized unconsciously based on the way one
is ‘used to acting’ with doctors and other clinicians. Either way, evidence suggests that
when it is employed, CHC results in more positive healthcare relationships (Shim 2010).

However, access to such cultural resources is often shaped by race and class-based
inequalities such as those related to educational attainment and employment opportuni-
ties. As stated by Shim (2010), “the distribution of CHC often follows racial and so-
cioeconomic lines, reinforcing providers’ existing beliefs about minority patients, and,
in turn, providers’ interpretations of health-related information and interpersonal behav-

© 2021 Maya Joshi



Sojourners 177

iors” (2010:8). In other words, the absence of CHC can have compounding effects on
patients who already experience stigma and stereotyping in healthcare, particularly those
who experience multiple forms of descrimination such as racialized women. Additionally,
healthcare providers can play an important role in helping patients to develop CHC (Shim
2010). For example, they may help explain different medical terminology to patients or
teach strategies on how to effectively communicate one’s symptoms. But, importantly,
this will not happen if providers have automatic biases towards certain patient groups and
deem them “unworthy” of their ‘teaching time’. Overall, this suggests that those who
will benefit the most from CHC may be the least likely to obtain it, while those who are
already in positions of relative power (e.g. White upper-middle class patients) will be
most likely to. CHC and socioeconomic status can therefore be understood as mecha-
nisms which have the power to widen and exacerbate already unjust differences in patient
treatment and care.

Examining the Social Identities of Medical Professionals

When considering the different social identities of patients, it is equally important to crit-
ically examine the social identities of healthcare providers. As human behaviour is often
based on ascribed meanings developed through one’s own experiences and interactions,
a provider’s own identity can play a significant role in shaping their personal biases. For
example, we can infer that a BIPOC female doctor is more likely to be understanding and
compassionate towards a BIPOC female patient than a doctor who is White, upper-middle
class and male. This is why the Truth and Reconciliation Commission explicitly calls for
an increase in the number of Indigenous healthcare providers as a means to ensure cul-
tural safety for Indigenous patients in Canada (as cited in Wiley et al. 2019). However,
the field of medicine largely continues to function as an ‘old boys club’ with the overrep-
resentation of White male physicians, particularly in positions of authority (Mpalirwa et
al 2020).

Not only are Black and Indigenous doctors significantly underrepresented in Cana-
dian healthcare, but they also report facing frequent discrimination within medical institu-
tions themselves. For example, half of Indigenous healthcare workers in British Columbia
have experienced workplace discrimination, whether from patients, co-workers, supervi-
sors or another person in a position of authority over them (Turpel-Lafond 2020). Sim-
ilarly, in survey research conducted in Ontario, 70% of Black physician respondents re-
ported negative experiences at work based on their race (Mpalirwa et al 2020). The au-
thors found that Black physicians commonly experienced being ‘othered’, such as being
frequently stereotyped, being regularly mistaken for floor aids, receiving a lack of men-
torship from supervisors, and less access to growth opportunities than their White peers
(Mpalirwa et al 2020).
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A key concern is that during these discriminatory interactions, BIPOC healthcare
workers receive minimal support from bystanders and White colleagues. Research sug-
gests a professional culture where healthcare providers are often reluctant, or unwilling,
to call out problematic behaviour when they witness it, and those who experience discrim-
ination first-hand do not feel safe reporting it (Mpalirwa et al 2020; Turpel-Lafond 2020).
This prevalence of racism in medicine, and the wide-spread fear of reprisal in speak-
ing up against it, can perhaps be better understood through locating the roots of Western
medicine in its history as a White colonial institution as well as its role in facilitating the
oppression of BIPOC people. Within the context of Canada, there is also an important
(but lesser-known) history of medical schools across the country barring Black students
for several decades (Osei-Yeboah 2020). In fact, Queens University didn’t formally repeal
their ban on Black medical students until 2018 (Osei-Yeboah 2020).

Additional insight into the ‘culture of medicine’ can also be drawn from firsthand
accounts of BIPOC health care providers, who are increasingly taking to media outlets
to share their personal experiences. For example, South Asian medical student Vidya
Viswanathan wrote in VOX about her experiences as a woman of colour and the lack of
support she has received when it comes to facing racism from patients and supervisors.
She states, “[there is] a reluctance in medicine to take a stand on issues of social justice
and equality, and an idea that caring too much about equal treatment gets in the way of
practicing the science of medicine” (Viswanathan 2019: para. 20). Though in relation
to Viswanathan’s personal experiences in the US, I argue the same statement is true in
Canada as it speaks to the underlying values of Western medicine as a whole. It demon-
strates how ideas about practicing ‘good’ medicine are rooted in the biomedical model.
This model reduces health to the individual level and to biological processes, discounting
social and structural determinants, including the role of providers’ own implicit biases
in shaping their treatment decisions. In reality, social conditions are one of the most
powerful drivers in shaping a person’s health and therefore, social justice approaches are
fundamental to improving the health outcomes of individuals and communities.

Of course, there are many healthcare providers that do care deeply about these is-
sues and who work hard to provide equitable, compassionate care to all of their patients.
In fact, positive experiences with healthcare providers are present in nearly every study
analyzed for this paper. However, evidence suggests that gender, race and class still have
a powerful influence on the majority of patient-provider interactions. This cannot be sep-
arated from the fact that values underlying medicine are “deeply biased by the practice
situations and social characteristics of the dominant group of medical professionals and
physicians” (as cited in Bird and Reiker 1999:748). In other words, to understand the is-
sues discussed so far in this paper, they must be analyzed in relation to both the biomedical
model and the White male identity that Western medicine is rooted in, and that continue
to dominate the medical profession.
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Reflection and Conclusion

This paper has presented data, theory and examples from news media exposing the sig-
nificant impact that race, gender and class-based discrimination have on patient-provider
interactions. They influence how a provider views a patient’s credibility, the seriousness
of their symptoms, and their ‘worthiness’ to receive diagnostic testing and treatment. Pa-
tients’ comfort, safety and health outcomes are directly impacted by these experiences.
In some cases, the consequences can be fatal - whether a patient is ignored to death like
Brian Sinclair, their medical histories/concerns overtly dismissed like Joyce Echaquan
and Mireille Ndjomouno, or they simply avoid seeking healthcare at all costs due to trau-
matic experiences of racism in the past. This reflective examination has shown that these
issues are particularly salient for low-income BIPOC women as they experience com-
pounding forms of stigma and discrimination. The examination of a racialized and gen-
dered experience together is uniquely different from, and more impactful than, the impact
of any one identity on its own.

While we cannot separate provider biases from the larger structures of colonialism
and patriarchy, a symbolic interactionist perspective offers hope for change. Humans are
active agents in the construction of behaviours and the creation of knowledge, meaning
that we can be active agents in its deconstruction as well. More diversity in medicine and
mandatory training for cultural safety and humility are critical tools for deconstructing
the widespread discrimination which occurs in healthcare and the overall dominance of
the White male identity in medicine (Wiley et al. 2019; Turpel-Lafond 2020).

However, it is important to note that such biases do not start or stop within the walls
of medical institutions. They are learned at a young age and reinforced throughout the
course of one’s life. Therefore, getting to the root of discriminatory interactions in health-
care requires thinking critically about how individuals are socialized in our society more
generally. For example, encouraging children to disrupt gender norms and implement-
ing a mandatory comprehensive education of colonial history in schools across Canada
is a crucially important start. Overall, individuals – particularly those that hold a con-
siderable amount of power in their social position - must be exposed to an equity-based
understanding of the social world so that they do not automatically ‘other’ and, ultimately,
dehumanize, groups with a different social identity from their own. In order for this to
happen, policy makers must take seriously, and commit to implementing, calls-to-action
developed by the communities most impacted including those from the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission, the Black Experiences in Healthcare Symposium and The Final
Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls.

It is important to note that this examination of social identity on patient-provider
interaction is far from exhaustive. Although this paper has focused specifically on race,
gender, and class, an intersectional framework points to many other overlapping axes
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of advantage and disadvantage, which are equally as important in understanding patient
experience. For example, research suggests that women in Canada face higher rates of
discrimination in healthcare when they are trans, queer, migrants who experience lan-
guage barriers, are living with HIV (as cited in BC Women’s Health Foundation 2019), or
even if they are overweight (Bombak et al. 2016).

Moreover, discrimination in micro-interactions is also only one layer of how so-
cial position impacts a person’s health. It is one element in a larger web of structural
inequalities including access to education, employment, income, housing, food security
and environmental racism among other social determinants, which shape the health out-
comes of Canadians. Paradoxically, the presence of such health inequities means that the
groups who are disadvantaged the most in patient-provider interactions are also those who
tend to face the highest burden of disease. These issues emphasize the complexities of
health and illness, and the way in which our lives are so deeply shaped by the social world
around us. To improve health outcomes, policy must embrace these social complexities,
listen to the needs of marginalized communities and focus on upstream solutions (devel-
oped in partnership by those most impacted) to deconstruct the prolific nature of racism,
classism and sexism in our society as a whole.
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Who Participates in Zero Waste?: Facilitators of
and barriers to participation in the Zero Waste

movement

Ella Kim-Marriott
University of British Columbia

Abstract. Drawing primarily on concepts from McAdams, Tindall, Inglehart and Gill-
ham, this study narrows its focus on a particularly understudied and newly formed social
movement: The zero waste movement. This paper grounds itself on indicators for who
will participate in various social movements found in the social movement theory liter-
ature, indulging in themes of costs/risks, biographical availability, social networks and
value alignment. I conducted interviews with five participants residing in Vancouver,
B.C., to shed light on how lived experiences can account for the divergence between
environmentalists who participate in zero waste versus those who do not. Ultimately,
this study identifies the zero waste movement as a low-risk, high-cost social movement,
in which biographical availability and strong social ties (specifically, living or working
in close spatial proximity to other zero wasters) are factors contributing to zero waste
movement participation. The discussion of this paper recommends intersectional studies
factoring in gender and race characteristics, social media influences, and how individuals
overcome barriers to participation as areas for future research.

Introduction

Given the current state of the climate crisis and the uproar of social movement activi-
ties relating to environmental protection around the world in the 21st century (Sengupta,
2019), it is no wonder that environmental movements are an ever-growing topic of interest
in the field of sociology. As the climate crisis worsens, understanding factors leading to
participation in environmental activism becomes an increasingly relevant topic. Former
research has looked at why some people participate in environmental activism while oth-
ers do not (Farrell, 2011). Environmental activism is associated with individuals having an
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affinity for pro-ecological values, specifically the belief that the environment holds inher-
ent value, and so protecting the environment is seen as a moral obligation (Farrell, 2011).
However, when taking a closer look at the environmental movement, it becomes appar-
ent that within the movement there are many different forms and levels of participation.
The zero waste movement is a newer, specific branch of the environmental movement.
Other than looking at more radical instances of zero waste activism, such as Greenpeace
volunteers’ “plastic attacks” directly shaming the institutions that are responsible for our
society’s dependency on plastic (Austen, 2018), the zero waste movement can generally
be considered low-risk. That being said, not everyone, let alone every environmentalist,
participates in the zero waste movement, so this leaves room to identify some barriers
to participation. In this paper, I will attempt to answer the question, what barriers exist
to participating in the zero waste movement? Through qualitative interviews with envi-
ronmentalists in Vancouver, B.C., I attempt to link interviewees personal experiences to
social theories of participation, specifically biographical availability, network exposure
and new social movement theory. I predict that the zero waste movement is likely a high-
cost movement, and so typical barriers, such as time, energy or money may prevent those
who care about the environment but who do not have the means to do so from participating
in the zero waste movement.

The Zero Waste Movement: A Form of Precautionary Con-
sumption

A number of cities around the world, including Vancouver, B.C., are slowly starting to
implement zero waste policies. Zero waste on a societal scale can be described as “de-
signing and managing products and processes systematically to avoid and eliminate the
waste and materials [produced by society], and to conserve and recover all resources from
waste streams” (Lehmann & Zaman, 2011, p.177). Another way to look at city level im-
plementation of zero waste practices is through the precautionary principle framework.
The precautionary principle in this context “ensures that. . . an activity posing a [poten-
tial] threat to the environment is prevented from adversely affecting the environment”
(Cameron & Abouchar, 1991, p.2). Therefore, if a city is adopting zero waste practices
on a structural scale, they are following the precautionary principle by eliminating the
source of potential harm (waste) to the environment. If larger social institutions fail to
enact precautionary measures, the responsibility to prevent environmental harm falls to
individuals. That is when the zero waste movement emerges.

The zero waste movement is described in the media as “a consumer-led, grassroots
group of individuals and businesses coming for the convenience economy” (Jennings,
2019). The zero waste movement is therefore comprised of individuals utilizing precau-
tionary consumption in protest of wasteful business-as-usual practices, as convenient as
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they may be. The zero waste movement is different from many other social movements
because being a part of the movement requires lifestyle changes to acquire the status of
‘zero waster’. One-time or limited involvement will not suffice. Some studies suggest
that what one chooses to consume or avoid consuming contributes to one’s identity for-
mation (Autio, Kujala, Holmberg & Lahteenmaa, 2016). Nevertheless, zero waste is an
ambitious status to achieve, and one can earn the status of ‘environmentalist’ or ‘con-
scious consumer’, which have the same level of moral prestige, with much less consistent
effort. Therefore, the question remains: Why do some environmentalists participate in
the zero waste movement while others do not? Vancouver is a good testing ground for
answering this question. Because the city has just begun to implement structural changes
1, zero waste options exist on a wider scale than in other cities but in a limited capacity
within the city compared to options following the business-as usual model. Because the
options exist, it is a matter of choice, but also what choices an individual will make is de-
pendent on what barriers to making certain choices exist for them. I am curious to know
what pushes some environmentalists to participate in zero waste and what prohibits other
environmentalists from being able to take on this challenge, despite both groups sharing
similar values.

Theories of Social Movement and Sustainable Consump-
tion Participation

Biographical Availability & Exposure to Networks

According to McAdam (1986), there are micro-structural factors at play that can deter-
mine who participates in social movements. Firstly, biographical availability refers to “the
absence of personal constraints that may increase the costs and risks of movement partic-
ipation, such as full-time employment, marriage, and family responsibilities” (McAdam,
1986, p.70). What is really important about McAdam’s definition is that it exposes the
fact that risks and costs are not equally distributed, and they exist for an individual re-
gardless of the inherent risk or cost of a movement event. Some recent studies have
found that in the case of the environmental movement, biographical availability factors
such as age, marital status and family composition are weak indicators of participation
(Gillham, 2008). This is in part because of the low-risk/cost nature of environmental ac-
tivism. It tends to differ from other forms of activism, such as the high-risk/cost activism
in the Freedom Summer Project studied by McAdam, because many environmental social
movement events are easy and enjoyable to partake in, and are often oriented towards
being family friendly.

1See where to access the City of Vancouver Zero Waste 2040 plan in the reference list.
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Having said that, participation in the zero waste movement requires a high level of
commitment, because to be recognized as a participant, one must replicate their behaviour
day to day. One cannot go to a single event related to the zero waste movement and say
that they are, follow or practice zero waste. Participation has to become part of their ev-
eryday routine, which means that if a person is under circumstances that make significant
adaptations to their lifestyle difficult, then they may be less eager to participate. In other
words, it is likely that having a high level of biographical availability is a prerequisite
to participation in the zero waste movement, despite research about the environmental
movement at large suggesting otherwise. Previous research has also demonstrated how
spatial proximity has an influence on participation in sustainable consumption practices,
specifically with neighbourhood differences whereby it is more difficult for those living
in suburban areas versus urban areas to adopt sustainable consumption habits (Kennedy,
Krahn & Krogman, 2013). All interviewees in this study lived within the urban centre of
Vancouver, but on a related note, differences in transportation method (whether intervie-
wees take the bus, drive, cycle or walk) and neighbourhood characteristics (whether zero
waste stores are accessible within interviewees’ neighbourhoods) could act as forms of
geographical availability.

McAdam (1986) proposes another way that participants get involved, through prior
contact to recruiters, participants or organizations of the movement. The zero waste move-
ment involves both group and individual actions. There are numerous community groups,
such as the Zero Waste Vancouver (ZWV) Facebook group, where community building
can take place. However, one can still participate in the zero waste movement in full and
not be a part of these groups and likewise, one can be a member of these groups and not be
a full participant. The zero waste movement also requires a lot of effort on behalf of the
individual, since aligning one’s lifestyle with the movement, which would equate to full
participation, means seeing out individual tasks such as package free grocery shopping.
Because so much of the zero waste movement is dependent on individual participation
that may not be observed by others, I expect that social networks are not a major indicator
of participation. However, if one lives in close proximity to other zero wasters, meaning if
one’s family or roommates are also zero waste, then I believe that this could have a much
larger influence.

Costs and Risks

In addition it is important to differentiate between the costs and risks associated with so-
cial movements. Costs are the “expenditures of time, money and energy that are required
of a person” when they participate in a social movement, whereas risks are the “legal, so-
cial, physical, financial” and other repercussions that result from participation (McAdams,
1986, p.67). In his recent work, Tindall (2002) suggests that environmental movement ac-
tivism tends to be low-medium cost/risk, but if the same were true about the zero waste

© 2021 Ella Kim-Marriott



Sojourners 187

movement, why is there not more widespread participation, especially within the environ-
mental movement where environmentalists tend to have attitudinal similarities? Tindall
and McAdam believe that cost and risk are positively correlated. Like Tindall suggests, I
would classify the zero waste movement as a relatively low-risk movement, because while
it is against the social norms of the convenience economy, there are no major penalties for
participating, and in fact participation is often seen as morally commendable. That being
said, I would also classify the zero waste movement as a high cost movement. In terms
of financial cost, zero waste is inherently more expensive because it opposes the social
norms of our society. There are few businesses that sell products with no packaging, and
those that do tend to be smaller scale and do not have the buying power of other stores,
such as Walmart, nor as wide of a selection of products to purchase on the supplier end
of things (Appelbaum & Lichtenstein, 2006). Furthermore, in the case of stores taking
up practices that go against the status quo, prices amongst the supplier chain tend to be
higher because of less competition, because competition drives the price of goods down
between suppliers (Appelbaum & Lichtenstein, 2006). While it is widely agreed upon
that financial cost is an issue in the zero waste movement, it is not only monetary cost that
acts as a burden. If the zero waste movement is high-cost, it is worth asking what other
types of costs hinder participation.

New Social Movement Theory

New social movement (NSM) theory is based off of Inglehart’s suggestion that in mod-
ern social movements, participants in high-income nations are motivated to get involved
because they hold postmaterialist values, meaning that their basic needs and concerns are
met and so they have energy to spend working on abstract and idealistic social issues
(Gillham, 2008). Logically, this means that modern social movements that are focused on
non-material gains, attract individuals with high education and income. In the case of the
European Union, “postmaterialist values and beliefs, higher education and income” were
all strong predictors of environmental activist participation (Gillham, 2008, p.88). In this
paper, based on previous literature, I consider pro ecological values to be postmaterialist
(Gillham, 2008).

Since all interviewees indicated prior to the interviews that they have pro-ecological
values, I will not so much be focusing on whether postmaterialist values are present, but
whether or not the zero waste movement in particular attracts individuals from the en-
vironmental movement that possess a high level of education and high income. Given
the fact that Vancouver, B.C. is an urban hub within a high-income Western nation, and
that the zero waste movement is by many indications high-cost, I expect that high edu-
cation and income will be prerequisites to participation in the zero waste movement. I
expect to find that financial costs will be cited as the biggest barrier to participation by
non-participants.
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Methods

Interviews were conducted to collect the information presented in this study. With little
funding and time, convenience sampling was used to recruit research participants. The
sample was composed of five womxn, with an average age of 38.5, who currently live
in Vancouver, B.C., but who identify with a multitude of nationalities including French,
American, Norwegian/Pakistani, and Canadian. The interviewees included two parents
with full-time jobs, one part-time traveller on a working visa with no children, and two
university students with part-time jobs. Three of the womxn were queer identifying.
Three were recruited through my post in the ZWV Facebook group, and two through the
Vancouver Vegans Facebook group. Recruitment calls were posted in these two Facebook
groups as well as on the researcher’s personal own social media. Those who wanted to
participate contacted the researcher through private messaging on Facebook. 5 interviews
were conducted in total, with three taking place in person and 2 over the phone once the
COVID-19 pandemic had limited the ability to meet in person. All 5 participants were
self proclaimed environmentalists, meaning that they aligned with pro-ecological values
and agreed that the environmental movement holds merit, and this was a requirement for
participants to be chosen so that obvious attitudinal differences- as in, not participating in
zero waste because one does not care about the environment- would not skew the results.
Interviewees 2, 3 and 5 were participants in the zero waste movement and throughout the
rest of this essay will be referred to as “zero wasters”. The term zero waste was stan-
dardized in this study according to the internationally recognized definition as it pertains
to consumers: “The conservation of all resources by means of responsible. . . consump-
tion, reuse, and recovery of products, packaging, and materials” (Zero Waste Canada,
2018). By this definition, the zero wasters are individuals who purchase second-hand or
unpackaged goods, and who reuse or recover their goods where possible. The remaining
2 interviewees from interviews 1 and 4 were not participants in the zero waste movement,
and will be referred to as “non-participants”. They may exhibit zero waste behaviour ev-
ery once in a while but do not participate regularly enough to classify themselves as zero
waste.

All five interviews were semi-structured. Because questions were open-ended and
interviewees were allotted as much time as they needed to answer each question, the du-
ration of the interviews varied, with the shortest interview taking one half hour and the
longest taking one and-one-half hours. The interviews were guided by a set of questions
relating to how and why interviewees described themselves as environmentalists; whether
or not they defined themselves as zero waste movement participants and why or why not;
and what zero waste related groups or events they took part in. I was most interested
in understanding what barriers of their own participation they were aware of, and what
made it easier for them to participate. I asked questions detailing participants’ involve-
ment in zero waste and environmental events to see whether community networks played
a large role in their zero waste journey. Using deductive analysis, interviews were man-
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ually coded at the sentence level, according to the following key themes: Biographical
availability, networks, and NSM. Any mention of barriers to participation that followed
McAdam’s definition fell under the category of “biographical availability”, and similarly
any mention of social ties that aligned with McAdam’s definition were categorized under
“networks”. Finally, data relating to financial cost or a lack of education as barriers to
participation fell under the category of “new social movement (NSM)”.

Findings

Biographical Availability

One biographical factor that indicated difficulty in participating in the zero waste move-
ment was having young children. The zero waster parent said that she started being zero
waste when she became biographically available. As she explained, “with having small
children. . . I had very little energy to think about anything, especially thinking about my
environmental footprint. And then when the kids got to be sort of in their teens, I found
my way back to things I was interested in” (Interview5). The non-participant parent talked
about how being a single mom to a young child made daily tasks difficult enough. As she
explained, “once you have a child it’s like, very hard to do zero waste, being a single
mom, working, and to move around and then not have a car, what am I going to do with
107 pounds of groceries in glass jars?” (Interview1). Both families had no car, and so it
seemed like having children and lacking transport options that would make participation
easier were positively correlated factors that hindered participation. In addition, marital
status, or in reality, having an extra pair of hands to help out around the house, had a
positive influence on being able to participate in the zero waste movement.

In interview 4, the other non-participant talked about how for health reasons, she
had to buy products that are not available zero waste. She explained that due to the medi-
cal requirements of one of her ill family members, her household had to purchase things
like medication and even some special grocery items in packaging. She also talked about
how she has prescriptions for skin problems that come in excessive packaging. “I know
that [not using the skincare products] would benefit the environment. . . I do feel bad but
at the same time I know that it would be really hard on my mental health to have my skin
get really bad again” (Interview4). Her and her family member’s mental and physical
health seemed to be big barriers to participation rendering her biographically unavailable
to partake in the movement. Similarly to the non-participants who were parents, intervie-
wee 4 also talked about how her main mode of transport was public transportation, and
believed that if there was a zero-waste grocery store in the Kitsilano area similar to some
of the stores in East Vancouver, she would be more willing to adopt more zero waste shop-
ping behaviours. The two remaining zero wasters did not state any biographical barriers
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to their participation. What can be taken away from these remarks is that being free of
personal constraints does positively influence one’s ability to participate in the zero waste
movement.

Exposure to Networks

In terms of organizational affiliations, one of the biggest zero waste networks in Van-
couver is the Zero Waste Vancouver (ZWV) Facebook group. All five participants were
members, including the two non-participants of the zero waste movement, so not all mem-
bers of groups like the ZWV Facebook group are actually practicing zero waste. One zero
waster from interview 3 said that she was also part of the Zero Waste Canada Facebook
group, she used the trading app Buns, and she followed the Instagram accounts of zero
waste markets to get tips and ideas, but she joined all of these a while after becoming zero
waste, and so these organization affiliations are products of her participation and not a
motivation for it.

All three zero wasters had strong prior ties to other zero wasters. Interviewee 3
said that while she became interested in zero waste when she was on a term abroad in
Belgium, the reason why she has actively participated in zero waste since returning home
is because two days after her flight landed, she was hired at the package free grocery
store Nada, and so she is now surrounded by other zero wasters anytime she is at work.
Interviewee 5 seemed to have prior ties to other zero wasters through Salal and Cedar, a
Christian community in Vancouver that does environmental justice work as part of their
community service. She also told me a story about discovering that one of her neighbours
was a fellow member of ZWV, and her neighbour ended up gifting her an old blender
when she was in need, which made her feel like a part of the community. She talked
about how once she made zero waste changes to her lifestyle, her whole family adopted
zero waste practices too, claiming that “everyone in the family is aware of the policy that
we have around trying to buy reusable containers, and that plastic bags aren’t allowed in
the house” (Interview5).

On the contrary, the non-participants had few prior ties to other zero wasters. Inter-
viewee 4 explained that of all of her close ties, only one of her friends was zero waste.
However, she believes that she would adopt more zero waste practices if her and her zero
waste friend move in together, which they are planning on doing, as she insisted that “if
there was more of, like, a community effort to go zero waste, then I would also feel the
need to go zero waste” (Interview4). Therefore, the data suggests that having close ties to
other zero wasters is a predictor of subsequent involvement in the zero waste movement,
especially relevant if they are in close contact like at work or at home.

Lastly, looking at the extent of prior environmental activism influencing partici-
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pation in the zero waste movement, the results are mixed. There was little presence of
interviewees having any involvement in zero waste related events, which tend to be run
by environmental organizations and attended by the community members that support
them. The zero waster from Interview 5 was the most involved in environmental activism
of all the participants. She had attended just about every Trans Mountain pipeline protest,
as well as more specific events like the Earth Day Parade and the Climate Strikes. She was
the only interviewee who had ever attended a zero waste movement event, which was a
repair café where volunteers provided the tools for individuals to mend their own products
and clothing. This could indicate that prior involvement in environmental activism can be
a predictor of participation in zero waste movement events. However, it is important to
note that attending zero waste movement events is not required for participation in the
movement.

New Social Movement Theory

Having a high-level of education appeared to be a good indicator of adopting pro-ecological
values, in fact multiple interviewees referenced their schooling as part of the reason why
they cared about the environment. However, there was no significant difference in edu-
cation level between the non-participants and zero wasters. An alternative reasoning to
what motivates participation in the zero waste movement could be having a high income.
One of the zero wasters is a university student at the University of British Columbia. She
is an international student, and recognizes that she does have disposable income: “The
fact I have enough disposable income helps. . . and my parents still help me with food,
like, give me some money for it. . . that is something that immediately took pressure off
of me. If I didn’t have that, then who knows?” (Interview3). Another zero waster who has
a large family talked about how she is willing to spend more to buy a product zero waste,
but sometimes makes concessions for products that are overly expensive. “For instance,
we drink a lot of tea. Loose leaf tea is insanely expensive compared to tea bags. . . so we
kind of go back and forth between getting loose leaf tea and just using tea bags, and so we
mix a lot just for what we can cope with in terms of our day to day lifestyle” (Interview5).
The third zero waster told me about her lifestyle: She is a dumpster diver, she makes her
own toothpaste out of coconut oil and baking soda, and she said that she would make
everything herself if she could. She is on a working visa, working two part-time jobs as
an elementary school teacher and a baker. Her family in France does not approve of many
of her life choices, and so she does not get any financial support from them. From these
three interviews, it is hard to tell whether income has a positive influence on participa-
tion in the zero waste movement. All of the interviewees expressed comfortability with
their economic status, including the two non-participants, but as demonstrated through the
three zero waster interviews, zero wasters come from a range of economic backgrounds.
This could mean that while it is true that having a higher income and education is a good
indicator of whether or not someone will have pro-ecological values, it is not a good deter-
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minant of whether that will make the difference for someone with pro-ecological values
to adopt zero waste practices. An important distinction is the difference between having
a comfortable income and having a disposable income, as the latter does make it easier to
participate in the zero waste movement.

Limitations

While the five participants of this study came from diverse backgrounds, the limited num-
ber of participants means that this sample is not representative of the population at large
and therefore the results cannot be generalized. The use of a small sample can be at-
tributed to the limited time and lack of funding available for this study. In addition,
because of the small sample size the results are only exploratory in nature, as they point
to potential facilitators and barriers to zero waste but do not equate to identifiable trends
among zero-wasters and non-participants. In other words, I designed this study to gain
insights on the zero waste movement but conclusions cannot be drawn based on my find-
ings (Stebbins, 2001). I touch on areas for future research in the discussion section of this
paper.

I did not have any means of making sure that there were low-income representa-
tives in the sample, and so if I could have had participants from more assorted economic
statuses, results may have been very different. For example, if someone from the home-
less population in Vancouver had participated in the study, then financial burden may have
acted as a more prevalent barrier. It is worth mentioning that previous studies also suggest
that ethical consumerism is characterized by traits such as being “female, whiter, richer
and much more educated than the general population” (Carfagna et al., 2014, p.163).
With limited resources to attract a mixed sample, all participants were of partly European
descent and female identifying, and so examining differences in race and gender were out
of the scope of this study. Because all participants in my study were women identifying
people, this data is not representative of men who participate in the zero waste movement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings in this paper reveal that unlike general environmental activism, which is
thought to be low-medium cost/risk, zero waste movement activism is low-risk and high-
cost. There are a number of costs associated with zero waste movement participation,
namely financial, but also the expenditure of energy and time required to seek out options
that are outside of the social norm. These costs are amplified by factors of biographical
unavailability, including having young kids, being a single parent, or having oneself or a
loved one in close proximity experience physical or mental health issues that hinder par-
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ticipation. Participation is more likely when individuals are exposed to other zero wasters,
especially if they have close ties to said zero wasters and are in close quarters, at home
or at work. The opposite is true as well, and if someone has no close ties to people that
participate in zero waste then one’s own participation is discouraged. Zero waste organi-
zations and events do not have a large influence on facilitating participation, but those who
participate in other overt forms of environmental activism are more likely to participate in
zero waste related events. Education is a good predictor of who will adopt pro-ecological
values, but does not make a significant difference in who with pro-ecological values will
practice zero waste. On the other hand, high income is not a necessity for participating in
zero waste, as some participants partake in money saving activities like dumpster diving
or making their own goods, but having a disposable income makes participation a lot eas-
ier and allows participants to make fewer concessions. Overall, it takes a combination of
factors to facilitate participation in the zero waste movement.

The findings outlined in this study are significant because they demonstrate that
while the zero waste movement is a branch of the environmental movement, there are
barriers to participation in zero waste that do not exist to the same degree in the general
environmental movement, so it is important to think of them in scholarship as two separate
entities. This information could be useful for policymakers in cities like Vancouver that
are developing zero waste strategies, to understand who is already participating in zero
waste and what demographics face challenges to participating, so that they can make sure
that in forming their policies they will not be further excluding the people that already face
several obstacles to participation. The results of this study can also be useful to zero waste
stores that want to broaden their market, so that when they expand their business they
can take into consideration how to make shopping family friendly, and how to strive to
improve affordability and accessibility. Lastly, any institutions or individuals that want to
encourage more consumers to go zero waste can understand through this study that weak
ties are not enough to motivate people to go zero waste, and the best way to stimulate
participation is through the exposure of face-to-face interaction with other zero wasters,
or by implementing zero waste practices in a household or workplace.

The small sample size in this study means that the results are only exploratory in
nature. Future studies should build off of the barriers and facilitators to zero waste par-
ticipation outlined by the five participants in this study, in an attempt to identify broader
cultural trends in consumer behaviour, within Vancouver and Canada. Additionally, future
researchers should look for patterns across identified trends to seek out more explanatory
results regarding why facilitators and barriers to participation exist for different groups of
people. For instance, studies can look into how gender and race impact who is able to
participate in the zero waste movement. It would be worthwhile to explore whether there
are barriers that impede men from partaking in zero waste at the same rate as womxn, as I
found even in my research that recruiting male participants was a challenge. On a similar
note, it is very possible that women feel an additional burden to engage in pro-ecological
behaviour, even when by definition they do not have the means to do so, therefore look-
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ing into gendered reasoning behind participating in zero waste activities would also be
worthwhile. It would be equally as worthwhile to look into whether race is a factor deter-
mining who feels comfortable participating in zero waste, since zero waste participation
tends to be disproportionately white (Carfagna et al. 2014). Another interesting area to
research could be looking at whether social pressures through social media are as effec-
tive in getting others to participate in zero waste as social pressures in real life. In my
study, Facebook groups did not have a significant effect, but perhaps personal Instagram
accounts of either admired influencers, or of respected peers where the poster broadcasts
their zero waste habits would have a greater influence on said poster’s followers. A fourth
and final area for future studies could be interviewing individuals who face some of the
aforementioned barriers to participation, but who manage to participate anyways. For in-
stance, interviewing someone who faces medical issues but manages to participate in the
zero waste movement could be a useful way to provide insight into what strategies are
used by participants to mitigate, bypass or overcome debilitating barriers.
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The Elusiveness of being a “Good Mother”
through the Feeding of the Child: Exploring

mothering through feeding the baby

Hugh Knapp
University of British Columbia

Abstract. The experience of first-time mothering is a social one. Particularly, feeding the
infant is a significant social facet to mothering as social networks inform feeding practices
and transform seemingly private market interactions, like buying a baby food product, into
public acts that are evaluated by other mothers. How do networks affect infant feeding
practices of first-time mothers? How do these social networks create tension for mothers
in crafting their identity as a “good mother”? This paper draws upon four semi-structured
in-depth interviews with first-time mothers who have children ranging from four-and-
a-half to eleven-and-a-half months of age in Vancouver, BC. These first-time mothers
enact feeding practices to protect their children from the dangers of chemicals. They
train their infants to become inclusive, urban eaters to avoid raising the “picky eater” and
establish family rituals of eating together. Notably, social networks of other mothers are
helpful resources when feeding the child, but they can also be sources of judgement and
peer pressure. Thus, the private activity of feeding the child transforms into a public act
subject to judgement that can internalize “mom guilt”. This study highlights the force
of social networks during early motherhood and how the identity of “mother” is built
through feeding.

Introduction

Entering motherhood is a remarkably tense social experience. Particularly, feeding the
child is a critical component of this experience that brings forth a variety of emotions.
When feeding the child in the marketplace, certain tensions arise for the mother. For ex-
ample, there are few items that are like baby food products. Lots of products are purchased
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by one person (often the mother) on behalf of another, but baby foods are perhaps unique
in that the baby is unable to communicate and participate in the purchasing decision, un-
like older children or other dependents. Consequently, the mother alone must procure
ingredients and food items that communicate with her in a way that directly addresses her
multiple concerns for her new baby.

Caring and feeding are responsibilities that tend to fall upon women; these respon-
sibilities surface concerns and questions about meal preparation and nutrition (Devault
1991). The mother is often the shopper and the cook in charge of feeding the family. The
mother is the subject of decision-making and diet curation and the baby is object to it.

The complex relationship between mother and child manifests itself in that the
mother is responsible for feeding the child and must also protect the child through feeding
practices. Alone, the mother must attain this ideal feeding practice through the market-
place. In this neoliberal setting, the individual (the mother) is in control of consump-
tion through individual transactions and purchases. The mother proactively facilitates an
identity-making project for herself as normative mothering emerges wherein symbolic
distinctions between “good” and “bad” mothering arise from distinct feeding practices
that are in the public view of others in their social network.

By interviewing four first-time mothers with children aged four-and-a-half to eleven-
and-a-half months, this study examines the feeding practices of first-time mothers with
new children. In particular, this exploratory study addresses the ways in which mothers
feed their children at home with home-prepared meals and in the marketplace with com-
mercial baby food products. The mother’s caregiving role and the tensions, anxieties, and
emotions that come with it come to the fore. The role of social networks of first-time
mothers demonstrate their impact on feeding practices and one’s identity as a “good”
mother.

It is analytically important to clarify the following terms: “mothering”, “mother-
hood”, and mother. “Mothering” refers to the activities associated with taking care of
children. “Motherhood” is the historically specific institution through which mothering
is socially and culturally organized. “Mother” is the social identity designated to women
who have borne children or adopted children. Lastly, it is critical to differentiate “par-
enting” from “mothering”. To “parent” is commonly understood to be supporting the de-
velopment of a child from infancy to adulthood. This term does not capture the gendered
differences that intersect the act of parenting and status of being a parent. In the following
analysis, I aim to describe mothering in further depth and use the aforementioned terms
with purposeful consideration to be both descriptive and raise analytical points.
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Literature Review

C. Wright Mills’ sociological imagination provides a sound theoretical backdrop to un-
derstanding the experiences of mothers in this study and the larger institutions they find
themselves within. In order to contextualize the “personal troubles” that the mothers in
this study experience, it is important to employ the sociological imagination to understand
the wider, societal “public issues” that facilitate these experiences (Mills 1959). In this
literature review, I will be discussing the institutions of parenthood, motherhood, family,
and the marketplace as public issues that are at play in the personal experiences of being
a mother.

Mothering

In discussing feeding and caregiving, we must first consider the role of the mother and
what it means to “mother”. The role of the mother has traditionally included the care-
giver and “diet curator” roles. Marjorie Devault’s work, Feeding the Family, the Social
Organization of Caring as Gendered Work (1991), describes the experiences of mothers
in the household as caregivers in charge of all things food. Devault (1991) suggests that
“doing” feeding is to “do” gender and to be recognizably woman. Caring, feeding, and
procuring items for the household is the woman’s responsibility not only for material sus-
tenance, but also as a source of emotion and identity. Caring is an expression of love that
is distinct from paid work and is a woman’s duty (Devault 1991). Mothers not only have
the biologically-based female experiences of pregnancy and childbirth, but they also have
socially constructed experiences of being a “mother”. The social experience of mothering
creates a sense of responsibility for their children and an awareness of the importance of
feeding (Devault 1991). Both the biological and social constructions of “mother” assign
them responsibility for feeding their families.

Sharon Hays, in her work, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood (1996), de-
scribes how fathers are exempt from child-rearing duties in many ways. In terms of emo-
tional labour, fathers have historically had the opportunity to remove themselves from
the responsibilities of the home and focus on economic responsibilities. On the other
hand, mothers are engaged in the intensive practice of caregiving and are “in charge of
the worrying” (Hays 1996:104). Mothers can feel pressure to offer unconditional love
and commit time to their “sacred child” who is innocent, pure, and protected from the
corruption of adult life (Hays 1996:122). Mothers in Hays’ study spend four times the
number of hours that the men do as primary caregivers (Hays 1996).
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Protecting the Child

Mothering also includes protecting the health of the child. For example, they need to em-
ploy “precautionary consumption”, meaning the mother needs to be careful when choos-
ing food for the baby to avoid harmful chemicals (MacKendrick 2014:707). For exam-
ple, some mothers acknowledge risks by the modern food technologies and globalized
food chains that may lead to contamination of baby food products (Keenan and Stapleton
2013).

The protection of the child from contaminants and the “evils” of globalized food
chains represent an ontological shift for motherhood. Motherhood shifts from a singular
identity and the responsibility of “fending for herself” to a relational identity that is tied
to the new child. No longer is the mother only thinking about and caring for herself, but
she is now sacrificing herself for her new child (Carrigan and Szmigin 2013).

The efforts to protect the child start long before the child is born and, in many
cases, even before conception. Mackendrick (2014) highlights that men and women carry
a “body burden” through exposure to what they drink, eat, touch, and breathe. For preg-
nant women and nursing mothers, this body burden is perceived as extremely sensitive
because they are direct “pathways” to the child. Infants are highly vulnerable to these
body burdens due to their relatively small body mass (MacKendrick 2014). Norah MacK-
endrick’s study with mothers found that a naturopath recommended eating organics prior
to conception to reduce the potential body burden for a potential new baby (MacKendrick
2014). The sensitivity to the health and purity of the child is so pervasive that it im-
poses certain feeding and consumption behaviours for women prior to, during, and after
pregnancy.

It is also understood that feeding is associated with sleeping, which is critical for the
child and the wellbeing of the parents. Early doctor appointments with newborns focus
on weight gain becomes a primary metric for parenting and mothering success.

Definitions of good mothering today are deeply influenced by concerns about the
risks of modern food technologies and can be observed in how many mothers seek the
organic ideal and the “organic child” by purchasing organic foods to protect their child’s
purity through ethical and conscientious food purchases (Cairns et al. 2013). There is a
pride in crafting the child who is “99.999%” organic and providing “safe” and “clean”
food (Cairns et al. 2013)

During all phases of “motherhood”, the mother is the guardian of health (Beagan
et al. 2008). The mother is responsible for the child’s health in the present and is re-
sponsible for securing the child’s future health outcomes by eliminating all health risks
to children (MacKendrick 2014). The mother, in her new relational identity, is a mother
as a consumer and, in turn, mother as protector (Halkier 2013). Mothers assume the new
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roles of caregiver and protector who must navigate the marketplace for appropriate items
to protect herself and the child. It is in this marketplace that the mother has the capacity
to act and protect her family and child.

Neoliberal Setting and the Individual in the Marketplace

Scholars have suggested that this definition of motherhood is neoliberal in character, fo-
cused on individual choice and action as a sovereign consumer. Neoliberalism is an eco-
nomic model and ideology that emphasizes free market competition and deregulation.
For individuals, and mothers in this case, neoliberalism supports the notion that making
personal decisions in the free market economy is good. Thus, mothers are free to enact
change individually by “voting with your dollar” (Cairns et al. 2013). Hence, it is up
to the mother and her individual agency to protect the purity of her child and “fend for
herself” by making purchasing decisions in the marketplace (MacKendrick 2010). The
neoliberal discourse transposes the problem of food consumption from a public issue that
the government may help regulate to the shoulders of the mother as a personal trouble.

Methods

This paper draws from semi-structured in-depth interviews with four first-time mothers in
Vancouver, BC. These interviews occurred at interviewees’ homes and at coffee shops in
their neighbourhoods. In three of the four interviews, the baby was present. The children’s
ages range from four-and-a-half months to eleven-and-a-half-months. The names of the
mothers in this paper have been changed.

I chose first-time mothers as research participants because the experience of feed-
ing children is new for this group. Experienced mothers may have habitualized feeding
habits through experience with multiple children and be less cognizant of their feeding
practice as it has developed itself over a longer period. Choosing infants aged four-and-
a-half months to eleven-and-a-half-months is significant as six-months is a popular age to
introduce solid foods. The transition from a solely liquid diet of breastmilk or formula to
different types of foods offers the opportunity for focused discussion on feeding practices
and consumption behaviour when buying baby food products.

I recruited these first-time mothers in a variety of ways. Firstly, I posted flyers on
my own Facebook page in hopes of recruiting first-time mothers in my network. I posted
a number of flyers at thirty-five public locations in the city of Vancouver. These loca-
tions include baby clothing stores, maternity clothing stores, community centres, public
libraries, coffee shops, health clinics, midwifery centres, restaurants, and outdoor bul-
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letin boards. I distributed flyers at the “Babytime” activities at different branches of the
Vancouver Public Library where guardians take their newborns to eighteen-month-old
children for stories and songs. Snowball sampling was used as a method as participants
could send flyers to other first-time mothers in their social network. Snowball sampling
consists of existing study participants recruiting their acquaintances for the study.

During the interviews, I asked a variety of questions. Firstly, I asked demographic
questions about age, family structure, marital status, and occupation of the participant and
their partner. These questions offer some insight into the socio-economic status of my
interviewees. Another indication of status is the neighbourhood in which I was invited to
interview at the participant’s home or at the local coffee shop. The next set of questions
were focused on how mothers feed their children in terms of home cooking and how
they approach purchasing commercial baby foods. Thereafter, I asked questions about
social networks and the role of family and friend relations in feeding the child. Lastly,
I showed participants commercial baby food products for interpretation and asked for
their impressions on certain products. This allowed for real engagement with commercial
products that elicited meaningful responses. The specific commercial baby food products
I brought to the interviews are shown in Figure 1 in the appendix.

These first-time mothers, ranging from twenty-nine to thirty-eight years of age, are
all in heterosexual partnerships. Given their partners’ occupation status and the loca-
tion in which the interviews took place, all four participants belong, socio-economically
speaking, to the middle class.

With my position as an “outsider”, so to speak, being a twenty-two year old, cis-
gendered man without children conducting these interviews, these first-time mothers ex-
pressed excitement that I was studying a topic like baby food and motherhood. I felt that
being an “outsider” created rapport with the interviewees and allowed some of them to
speak about sensitive issues that they may not have shared with others.

All of the four interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. I read
through the transcripts looking for evidence of themes that echoed previous literature as
well as new, emergent themes. The transcripts were analyzed and coded into four major
themes. These themes are discussed in the next section.

Findings

The following analysis explores four themes related to the social experience that research
participants find themselves in when feeding their infant. (1) Protecting Purity: When it
comes to feeding the baby, home cooking and preparation are the preferred methods of
feeding among participants. In contrast to buying commercial baby food, home cook-
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ing is preferred and buying “squeezy packs” is simply an “on the go” convenience. In
explaining their preference for home prepared meals and control over the diet, mothers
in this study echo findings in previous literature. These mothers reproduce the desire to
protect the purity of the child that Cairns et al. (2013) found in their understanding of
feeding the organic child. (2) Socializing an Inclusive Palate and Family Ritual: This
finding departs from Cairns et al.’s (2013) claims in the way that these mothers socialize
their babies through feeding practices. In Cairns et al.’s (2013) study, the mothers social-
ized and trained their children to be ethical consumers in the future. In my analysis, focus
is on socializing the baby to avoid being a “picky eater” in the future and to create family
routines and traditions of eating together. (3) Social Networks: In this new social expe-
rience of being a first-time mother and feeding one’s first child, there is interaction with
a vast array of actors within their social network and online on digital social networks
for advice and resources. In turn, these mothers framed these social networks and the
“advice” that is offered as forms of judgement that have negative implications for their
identity as “good mother”. (4) Private Feeding, Public Judgements, and “Mom Guilt”:
In this study, mothers shared their experience consulting larger communities on social
media platforms and smaller groups of acquaintances. In their online exchanges, they re-
ceived negative and judgemental reactions from other mothers on Facebook commenting
on their food choices and feeding habits. By engaging with different types of social net-
works, seemingly private market interactions of buying baby food products and private
practices like preparing foods at home are transformed into public displays of mother-
ing. These displays are open to judgement and internalize forms of “mom guilt” in these
first-time mothers.

Protecting Purity

When describing the way that they feed their new babies, the mothers in my interviews
described preferring home cooked and prepared foods because they have more control
over what their child eats. This control arises in various forms. Mothers can control and
manipulate textures to avoid choking. They have control over the types of ingredients
like organics versus non-organics. They are in charge of what kind of proteins they could
introduce at specific times.

The babies were described, quite aptly, as little. Their organs, too, were described
as little things to be kept pure because of their size. The sound of steaming milk got into
my audio recording of my coffee-shop interview with Jesse on Commercial Drive. I was
lucky to be interviewing both Jesse and her six-and-a-half-month-old son, Levi. Levi sat
silently on the table and reached for my latté a few times to which Jesse said, “Don’t drink
the coffee.” During the interview, there were little pauses in conversation to talk to Levi,
“What are you looking at? You are an organic baby.”
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Levi was described as an “organic baby” by his mother. An organic baby or the
organic child found in this interview is the type of baby that was echoed in my other
interviews and reflects the ideals of feeding of the organic child, as discussed by Cairns
et al (2013).

Protecting the purity of the new child was a priority. Like the mothers in Cairns et
al.’s (2013) study, feeding organics and preparing meals at home rather than purchasing
commercial food items were tactics to protect the purity of the child against the toxins
of “bad” food. Jesse continues to describe why she buys organic when preparing Levi’s
meals, but does not purchase organics for herself and her fiancé.

Jesse: For him, until he is about a year, I am doing mostly organic. . . For me
I don’t eat all organic but he’s so little. His kidney and liver are so little.

Hugh: Uh-huh. So, why is organic important for him right now do you think?

Jesse: Yeah, just because he is developing a lot. His organs are really little
and sensitive, and his digestive system is really sensitive so yeah, I think it’s
just easier for him to assimilate foods that are more pure and have less toxicity
to them. Yeah, the organs are so little, he can’t detoxify as easily as an adult.
Yeah.

Jesse’s voice of concern for sensitivity of her son’s little organs highlights the desire for
more “pure” foods. Jesse, with her size and age, can afford to eat conventionally-grown
foods because she has the capacity to break down the less “pure” foods. Jesse has control
over the purity of the ingredients of the foods that Levi ingests to protect his “little and
sensitive” body.

Anne shares another reason why she likes to prepare her own food versus buying
commercial baby foods for her four-and-a-half-month-old baby boy, Cameron. In re-
sponse to the question, “Why do you make your own baby food?” Anne responded as she
was spoon feeding Cameron a mixture of peas, oat cereal, and breastmilk:

It’s important to me because one: I like to cook and also the nutrients that he
is going to get out of it. I love fresh foods and for me if I am cooking fresh
foods for myself and that’s what I want to eat, then it’s important that my child
has it as well. I would like him to get all the proper or as best of nutrients as
possible.

In discussing nutrients, I was able to both hear and see her feeding practices in action.
Anne was in control of the nutrients that she herself was able to eat and also what Cameron
was exposed to. Her love of fresh foods and cooking made it important that her son have
the same access to freshness and nutrients. Anne framed the types of foods that were
suitable for her son as foods that she would eat herself. In response to questions about
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buying commercial baby food products, she says,

I will not get it if I can’t read half of the words that are on the packaging then
to me, I don’t really buy it for myself, so I don’t think I should be putting it
into a newborn child or a little kid that you know is developing their immune
system and building that up. Some of it too could be linked to autism or stuff
like that and I have a few friends with kids that have sensory issues and autistic
and they do notice a difference when they do buy a lot of pre-packaged foods.

Anne screens the foods for Cameron as the ones that she would eat herself. The avoidance
of preservatives is salient in deciding what foods to buy because they are potential threats
to the health of her child. Anne also exhibits knowledge from her social network that
preservatives can lead to health problems in a child’s future. Anne’s awareness of chemi-
cals and preservatives, especially in terms of health outcomes and conditions like autism,
represents the precautionary principle that Norah MacKendrick describes. Anne deploys
precaution “at the individual level through ‘better safe than sorry’ logic to avoid chemi-
cals in foods and commodities” (MacKendrick 2014:707). This awareness goes beyond
simply protecting the purity of the child by providing organics for their “little bodies”; it
is embedded in the practice of preventative and precautionary consumption.

I found the same wariness of preservatives when I interviewed Mia and her six-
month-old son Beau. The lights and sounds of the baby bouncer mixed with Beau’s
laughter as Mia echoed the sensitivity to preservatives:

Preservatives, additives, right now I am staying away from gluten and dairy
for him so anything with yogurt I don’t buy. I just want the fruit or the veg-
etable [emphasis on ‘the’]. Anytime I start seeing a whole bunch of chemicals
and preservatives and additives, I don’t take it.

In preparing home cooked meals, Mia has the control to offer Beau the whole foods
that she sees missing in commercial foods. Mia is enacting caution against chemicals
like preservatives and additives and other worrisome types of food like gluten and dairy.
These ingredients are distinct from typical ingredients like chemicals that mothers prac-
tice precautionary consumption against. Mia notes that she stays away from dairy and
gluten in a precautionary sense because when Beau was younger, he had infantile colic, a
health condition that included digestive problems like abdominal pain and vomiting.

Hugh: Why no yogurt or dairy?

Mia: Just because he did have so many digestive concerns when he was a
baby that, I like, just want to hold off until he is more mature and his digestive
system is more mature.

The precaution against gluten and dairy is informed by a different set of food precautions
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but is still directed at the health of the child. The prior, traumatic instances of infantile
colic for Beau and his mother influence feeding practices to this day and engage a new
sensitivity to certain ingredients like gluten and dairy. Why are gluten and dairy the re-
sponse to past gastrointestinal health complications? It seems that avoiding dairy may be
a popular response to intestinal issues, but why is gluten included in this new preventative
feeding practice? This might show that other popular food trends like “gluten-free” in-
form the ways that new mothers like Mia feed their child especially in response to health
concerns.

Mia is wary of these ingredients and will introduce them again when Beau is “more
mature”, and when his body can handle it. How Mia determines when Beau’s body is
suitable to re-introduce these sensitive ingredients is not alluded to. I assume that the
“timeline” that Mia imagines for Beau’s digestive system is a difficult concept to envision.
How will Mia determine when he is mature enough? These sensitive ingredients provide
a tension for Mia in her cautious feeding practice because, one day, she wants to re-
introduce these ingredients onto Beau’s palate.

Despite the caution of new categories of foods like dairy and gluten, it seems that
chemical ingredients like preservatives and additives are the main focus of Mia’s pre-
cautionary consumption practice. Her discomfort with chemicals and preservatives echo
Anne’s worries of future health conditions:

Mia: I just don’t know that these little guys need to have so much preserva-
tives and chemicals because preservatives is a chemical, right. I don’t know
if they need to have so many chemicals at such a young age. That’s my issue
with packaged. So, if I am going to buy packaged, I want something that’s
like the least chemical as possible, but it’s still I guess it is chemical.

Hugh: What do you think chemicals would do to a young child?

Mia: I don’t know. I just think it’s unnecessary if there is an alternative.
Which there is, it just takes effort. The alternative is making your own and
freezing it, it just takes a lot of time and effort. I think just over time, chemi-
cals can lead to like health problems maybe, but yeah.

Mia is clear in communicating that she has issues with packaged foods full of chemicals
like additives and preservatives. Yet, it is notably less clear as to why exactly there is
such a practice in place to avoid these chemicals. Her strategic feeding practice avoids
these chemicals but is less directed than Anne’s in that Anne notes her preventative mea-
sures against conditions like autism. In contrast, it is understood that chemicals are to be
avoided, but there is little evidence as to why exactly this distinct form of precautionary
consumption is enacted.

This section of detailed accounts aligns with the literature in that it highlights how
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the mother is the guardian of the health of her child (Beagan et al. 2008) and is ultimately
responsible for eliminating all potential health risks to the child (MacKendrick 2014). In
guarding the child’s health, two notable forms of protection occur. These mothers protect
their children by feeding organics and engaging in precautionary consumption against
chemicals and sensitive ingredients like gluten and dairy that can have negative health
implications.

Socializing an Inclusive Palate and Family Ritual

Controlling the preparation of the food for the baby also brings the control of how and
when the baby eats. This control is a method that mothers use to socialize the child into
an inclusive eater and what I call a “family eater” by starting family traditions of eating
together. Not only does control of the feeding practice ensure purity in the child, but
control is also used to socialize the child in two ways. Firstly, control is to socialize the
child to be an “inclusive” eater in the future with diverse tastes to avoid craving only
limited types of foods.

Anne is attentive to the socializing effects of her feeding practices and wants to
introduce a variety of foods in her son’s diet. She curates a culturally inclusive menu for
her son’s plates.

When I was younger, my parents were very old fashioned. They were meat,
potatoes, and a vegetable. So when I moved out, growing up in a small town,
I didn’t have a lot of options for different cultural foods and so I want to make
sure that he has that option and that he sees what else is out there and he is not
restricted to a couple. When he gets older and if he decides to eat the same
three foods, that’s fine, but at least I would feel better knowing that I did give
him lots of options. He was never restricted to what he did eat. And hopefully
he enjoys going out and trying different foods and not being scared. I know I
was really nervous going down to try sushi or whatever and now I love it. At
first it was the concept of, “Oh, raw fish? Is that safe?” I was very skeptical,
and I don’t want him to grow up with that.

Anne is reflective of her own skepticism of diverse foods like sushi and is actively engag-
ing in Cameron’s diet to avoid the same skepticism in the future. Anne even notes that
if Cameron chooses not to eat a diverse range of foods in the future, she finds comfort
knowing that she is putting in the time and energy now to open up his range of tastes to
a point that is greater than in her own upbringing. She hopes to reduce the “fear” that
she experienced when trying out new foods. Not only is her socialization method a way
to develop variety, but it is also a method to avoid fear of diverse foods and tastes. This
socializing technique of curbing potential fear highlights the ideals of urbanism and living
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in a cosmopolitan city like Vancouver. Anne is preparing Cameron to be an urban eater
who welcomes diverse foods.

Variety and balance were important descriptors of the child’s diet not only in pro-
tecting the purity of the child, but also in preparing the child for the future. As Jesse
unconsciously picked up her son’s dropped pacifier for the fifth time from the coffee shop
table, she mentioned,

I just don’t want him to be a picky eater so get him used to bitter flavours,
sour, sweet, pungent just so he is exposed to everything and not craving a
certain flavour all the time. And they all have different properties like in the
body so it’s important to be balanced.

As with Anne, Jesse wants to avoid a situation in which her child is craving certain
flavours. Jesse is actively developing an inclusive palate for her son to avoid having
the “picky eater”.

The sharp sounds of chairs being stacked at the coffee shop cluttered my interview
with Jamie, a new mother who emphasizes her control over variety and how it was impor-
tant to socialize variety onto her child’s palate. Jamie communicates a similar perspective
in that she does not want her child to be a “picky eater later on”:

So, for me, and I don’t know why, I guess it’s just in my head that it’s good to
be exposed to a variety of different things not just like one type of fruit. . . So
different minerals, vitamins, different tastes, I want him to, I guess, also get
used to different foods so that, I don’t know, hopefully, he doesn’t become
picky later on so, I don’t know if that has, I really don’t know if that has
anything to do with it but I don’t know maybe.

Being a picky eater is something to be avoided and is the responsibility of these first-time
mothers to instill as the curators of the babies’ diets. Notably, Mia engages in training
against the picky eater label, but also seems to be uncertain if her feeding practice will
work. Anne describes the desire for variety in fruits in a similar way as Jamie:

Hugh: Could you tell me again why holding off on sweets is important right
now?

Anne: I think it’s important that we feed him vegetables and meat first. Be-
cause if he tastes the sweetness and just gets attracted to that and drawn to that
more, I’m a little bit worried that he won’t want to try more of the vegetables.
So, I don’t know if it’s a mental thing for me or what but if I have a good base
of vegetables and meat and eggs down, then when I do introduce fruits and
even some yogurts, that he will obviously enjoy it but he will still be able to
come to the dinner table and not say, “I want the apple or the sweeter foods.”
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He will just sit down and [say], “This is dinner, perfect. I have got to eat this
and be okay with it.”

As seen above, Jamie and Anne said, “I don’t know maybe”, “it’s in my head”, or “I
don’t know if it’s a mental thing”. Feeding a variety of foods and developing an inclusive
palate are important but hard to fully describe. However, Jamie and Anne are clear in
communicating that they do not want their children to be picky eaters when they grow up.
Anne wants to avoid creating a “sweet tooth” in her son by laying a foundation of “good
vegetables and meat and eggs”. In laying “a good base” of these whole foods, Cameron
will be inclusive of foods that are not just sweet fruits or other foods high in sugar.

The last part of Anne’s comment points to the second theme of the socialization
of the child through feeding. Anne is socializing Cameron to be a responsible and open
“family eater”. Anne’s current feeding plan seeks to ensure that when Cameron is older,
he will come to the dinner table and engage in the social family experience of a communal
meal with little resistance.

The child is socialized to eat with family in the “ritual of meals”:

Jesse: He can eat what we eat. Say I make. . . oh, he has had salmon so if
I make a salmon, I can just grind it up for him after. So, he gets used to
also the ritual of meals, he eats what we eat, he eats when we eat. Yeah, just
controlling what goes in it as much as I can [laughs].

In tandem with protecting the purity of the baby’s health, Jesse describes that she makes
her own baby food because she can train the baby into eating with family. Anne takes this
sentiment further as she describes her feeding as a socializing process to create a valuable
legacy for the family.

I think that it’s important to keep that routine of when they eat so they eventu-
ally have that understanding you know when it’s breakfast, lunch, and dinner
and also, I am hoping that at that point too when it comes to eating with us,
then he has got that routine and he knows. I would like to keep it at that. . . If
he is hungry, we would like to feed him but when if he does get dinner and it
falls with us, we put him at a high chair, we stick him at the table in between
us and we eat our dinner and feed him at the same time and you know I am
hoping that that as well, you know, nice little family traditions that we get to
start. Then he knows this is the routine you know, we get to enjoy a family
dinner at night and if his dad’s not working late, right.

These “nice little family traditions” are what Anne is preparing for herself and preparing
Cameron for. Cameron is being trained to spend time with the family, which is important
for Anne and her fiancé’s non-standard work hours.
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The control of the variety in the diet helps to avoid creating a “picky eater” that
craves only a limited amount of flavours. Mothers described laying a foundation of bal-
anced foods and flavours to ensure that their children are not scared of different flavours.
The mother’s task of feeding seems to grow more complicated. In addition to providing
a spread of organic and “clean” foods, the mother attempts to simultaneously develop a
diverse, cosmopolitan palate.

This section highlights just how individual the responsibility is of the mother to
create an ideal feeding practice. Cairns and Johnston (2015) highlight how the failure to
ensure proper foods in the neoliberal setting transforms the problem of food consumption
from a public issue to a private trouble that falls upon the mother’s shoulders. The tastes of
the child are the mother’s responsibility and their future tastes are an individual project for
the mother. Despite being an individual responsibility, these acts are shared with a variety
of actors in different social networks. In the next section, I analyze just how public these
apparently private acts of feeding the family can be and how social networks influence
feeding practices.

Social Networks

My last question during my interviews was “Is there anything else you would like to
observe, in relation to feeding children, or baby food more specifically?” I will admit that
often times during interviews, this question seems to be futile and merely a nice way to
say, “We are pretty much done, if there is anything else to say, now is the time, but usually
this is the end.” For Jesse, this part of the interview was a prime moment of departure to
talk about something that I had missed during the interview. Jesse brought up, “I think
there is a huge like social element to it. Like what other moms are talking about.”

In feeding the child and protecting purity, socializing a diverse palate, and creating
family ritual, there is another critical facet to feeding the baby: how other mothers go
about doing it. The experience of feeding the first child is not an asocial one. A lot of
interactions with the baby are embodied with advice and thoughts from other mothers.

Jesse continues her thoughts about the social element to feeding:

I think that some circles, you know there is talk about the baby-led weening
and maybe the pressure to do that. Whereas other circles of moms talk a lot
about how they wouldn’t do that and only eat purées. I think that whatever
another mom recommends, another mom will look for. Especially like if they
have multiple children or I don’t know. You trust peoples’ word of mouth and
recommendations. I think there is a huge element of that with feeding; it is for
me because I am around a lot of other moms. I guess if someone is isolated,
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not really.

Here, Jesse touches upon the practices of feeding that arise from what other mothers do.
There is a significant sense of trust that comes from learning practices from other mothers
who have tried them out and can speak to the efficacy of certain practices. Recommen-
dations and word of mouth can be a barometer for trust and confidence in feeding the
baby. Jesse finishes her comment by admitting that she is around a lot of mothers. She
speculates that for isolated mothers, these forces of trust and word of mouth may not be
so important to the feeding experience. Jesse continues,

But yeah, I tried [baby-led weening] once because this other mom said, “Just
give him the melon,” and then he choked on it and it scared the hell out of me.
It was somebody else coming in and saying, “Oh this is what I did and it’s
fine.” Just other peoples’ experience, I think it’s really big with the community
of moms. They all talk to each other.

The trust and experimentation of different feeding methods comes from other, experi-
enced mothers who have implemented a variety of feeding practices. However, Jesse
highlights how she also comes across difficulties when trying out new feeding practices.
As much as the network is a resource for trusted feeding techniques, Jesse still must ex-
periment and evaluate the feeding techniques compatibility with her own child as a unique
being.

What else is notable in Jesse’s quote is how she refers to other mothers. She uses the
word “they” in the sentence, “They all talk to each other,” rather than a word that would
suggest she feels included in the group of mothers in that network, like the word “we”.
This may suggest that there is some form of othering occurring where Jesse sees herself
as an outsider compared to those mothers. One hypothesis could be that because she has
yet to perfect feeding practices for her child, she identifies as someone in the “out-group”
compared to these mothers who she may assume have more experience with feeding and
“getting it right” with their children. One implication of perceiving herself as a member
of the “out-group” may be that Jesse is more attentive to online social media suggestions
and seeks out more information to join the elusive or illusory “in-group”.

Jamie echoes Jesse’s insight about the network of other mothers:

I consult with my other girlfriends who have older babies and say, “Okay, you
know, think about doing this, but you know literature says not to introduce
this at this stage, what would you do?” “Well, I did this and blah blah blah,
and it totally works out.” And I am like, “Okay!”. So, there is a lot of lot of
you know consulting and questioning with other moms.

Here, Jamie describes how mothers with older babies are used as consultants. The older
mothers have tried out feeding techniques that these new mothers can try with some com-
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fort and confidence that it works for other children. Jamie also highlights how experimen-
tation can undermine what the “literature” says. Advice from doctors or online resources
are put in tension with actual experimentation that other mothers do. Word of mouth from
older mothers seems to carry a lot of weight.

Word of mouth is really important for knowing what types of foods to buy as well.
Mia notes this in the following exchange:

Hugh: Do you have an idea of what your friends or family think about the
baby food that Beau eats?

Mia: They are all doing the same thing, friends and family. There is a group of
us that have the same age group of kid and so we are all making and texting
back and forth what to make, showing pictures of it, buying. A lot of my
friends buy Love Child [brand]. So, if they are out and about, they will give
them Love Child and a lot are making. So pretty similar.

Mia notes how these social networks of mothers exist intimately in the digital space. Her
friend group of mothers with children the same age as Beau communicate text messages
to discuss which commercial foods to buy. In this case, this group of mothers prefers the
brand Love Child. Jesse, who is in Mia’s social network reinforces the value of word of
mouth in reference to her experience in the baby food aisle at the market:

I think that like, when you talk about advertising and packaging and things
like that, word of mouth is the strongest thing. Like, if I hear that Love Child
is organic, simple, the ingredients are good and then I only look for that one.
I am not going to look at the ingredients of the other ones. I am like, I know
the name, I look at the back and it checks off and that’s what I get. It’s more
word of mouth I think.

Instead of relying on the packaging and the advertising of certain commercial brands
when shopping, Jesse highlights just how important word of mouth is. She showcases how
word of mouth provides brand trust and even creates a mindset when shopping that totally
ignores other brands. Jesse only looks for the brands that her social network advises.
However, Jesse does investigate the back of the package for the final “check off” before
departing with the product. Word of mouth from the social network of mothers is heavily
valued.

Anne, as she wiped the excess peas and cereal from Cameron’s mouth with the fluid
motion of a painter, brought up other mothers in her social network:

Talking to my mom, my grandma, and my mother-in-law, they all did the
same things and it seemed to have worked for them obviously great. So, they
are kind of my main sources if I need help.
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For Anne, the mothers who had done it before for a long time were the main sources of
knowledge for feeding practices. Cameron also might be getting some special attention
and treatment as he is the first grandchild on either side of the family:

All in all, we both have very supportive families, which is really nice. He is
the first grandchild on both sides, so they’re very interested in how everything
happens.

Anne notes that she has a really supportive family network that provides advice and feed-
ing knowledge for her and Cameron. In contrast, Jesse notes how the family network can
be quite “annoying”. In the following exchange at the coffee shop, Jesse shared with me
her frustrations in between laughter:

Jesse: Like my father-in-law is pressuring us a lot. . . That’s like stressful. The
most pressure, it’s so annoying. Because things were done differently when
they were raising kids and I know things are different from person to person
and I think they feel entitled to say something because it’s their grandchild.
Have you heard of Pablum?

Hugh: My mom was telling me something about Pablum.

Jesse: Right! [laughs] It’s not our generation. The older generation is like,
give him Pablum, he will sleep through the night, there is all these studies. So
many times, I have heard, “Just give him Pablum, he will sleep way longer.”
And there are all these studies that show it doesn’t matter what they eat before
bed, they sleep the same. So, I don’t know it’s this older way of thinking that
we are supposed to stuff him full of this cereal that’s like rice cereal powder.
That’s the most pressure I have had actually: in-laws.

Instead of the special treatment that Anne and Cameron received, Jesse struggles with
dealing with a sense of entitlement on the part of her in-laws. She highlights the rather
rapid pace at which feeding techniques change. Pablum is suggested, which frustrates
Jesse, because it is an old, obsolete way of feeding. Here, she highlights just how different
the generations are in how they feed their children. These tensions and pressures from
family networks and other social agents in these mothers’ networks can be difficult when
crafting your own newly-forming identity of “good mother”.

Anne expands on Jesse’s discussion of internalized questions of good mothering in
her interactions with different social networks. Anne highlights how the practices of other
mothers project questions of “good” mothering into one’s own imagination. Particularly
central to Anne’s questions of her own motherhood is that she pumps breastmilk for her
baby instead of doing direct breastfeeding:

I think a lot of it too, comes from social media and the internet. Meeting other
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moms and talking to them about how they feed their kids. I guess an example
for me is that I would pump milk. So that takes about 20 minutes for me to
get a bottle for him. I have to do it about six times a day, sometimes more
because I think he eats six meals a day usually, so I need to pump six times
a day but if he gets up in the middle of the night, I pump because that’s an
extra bottle because he got up and ate. I have a friend who, she started out
breastfeeding and then went to pumping and then within the first few days
of her son being born, she is like, “I feel like when I am pumping, I am not
spending enough time with my son.” It had me thinking for quite a while like
a couple weeks like, “Am I being a lazy mom for not sitting there on my floor
while I am pumping? And I second guess every time I would sit on the couch
and he would be on the floor playing, you know. Am I a horrible mom for not
investing that amount of time into him?

Anne’s openness and reflexivity offers insight into how distinctions of good mothering
come about from other mothers. The descriptors that she comes up with are “lazy” and
“horrible”. Anne discusses how she talked with her fiancé, Sean, to deal with the way she
was feeling in response to her friend’s comments:

Eventually, I ended up talking to my fiancé about it and talking about it, it
doesn’t make me a lazy mom even though that’s the way I felt because of
what she had said. I am still a good mom because I am still, I am getting
him the breastmilk which was my ultimate goal was when he was born. The
breastfeeding didn’t work but he is still getting that nutrients from the milk,
right. That’s one example of talking to other moms and you know just how
they do something could affect the way that I think about it and I always re-
member to talk to Sean if I feel this way because you know there is reasons
why and just because I talk to a couple moms and that’s how they do some-
thing, you know, that’s great, I am not going to judge you because you made
that judgement call that you feel is the best for your kids whereas we decided
to pump because he is getting all the nutrients that he needs and to help build
his immune system up. . . They don’t recommend it before a year so, that’s 20
minutes a day, six times a day that I am now going to still be pumping. Espe-
cially when he starts moving around a lot more, I think it’s going to be a lot
more difficult, but I guess I’ll know I have to remember that you know he is
fine on the floor playing by himself. It’s helping him with independence and
it helps with him learning how to play on his own, so he can get bored and he
can get creative, but I am still giving him, in my opinion, the best milk that he
could get.

It seems contradictory that using a complicated apparatus six times per day for twenty
minutes each instance to ensure that her child gets breastmilk can be described as “lazy”.
However, Anne labels herself just that. Her basis for “lazy” mothering is the absence
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of time in which she can be playing and spending time with Cameron. The opportunity
cost of pumping breastmilk is spending time playing with Cameron and, in turn, is the
foundation of “laziness” for Anne. This is a great example of Hays’ (1996) concept of
intensive mothering of the “sacred child”. Anne feels pressure to constantly be present
and give undivided attention to Cameron. When she is pumping, she worries about the
missed time and attention. Despite this, Anne highlights a tension and understands that
this absence of playtime can be good for Cameron’s creativity and independence. Anne
is reaching her goals of feeding breastmilk but ends up internalizing the label of “lazy”.
Here, Anne is navigating the tensions of reaching her goals of providing breast milk, but
also feeling as if she is not doing enough for being absent in parts of her child’s day. There
seems to be a larger discourse around bottle vs breastfeeding and what is considered the
ideal way to feed your child. It is in these tensions that questions of identity and good
versus bad mothering arise.

This section provides evidence that social networks of mothers are an extremely
valuable resource in informing feeding practices. Serving as consultants and “buyers
guides”, a network of mothers can help inform best feeding practices and give insight
into what products to purchase. Family networks can be a supportive system that offers
special attention to the baby. On the other hand, like in Jesse’s case, the family network
can be “so annoying”. Her in-laws offer a more frustrating type of special attention to
their grandchild by arguing for feeding practices from older generations that Jesse has to
fight against. However, Anne and Jesse highlight the tensions and complications that arise
from an involved social network. In the next section, I will analyze how the internalized
guilt and labelling of “lazy mother” arises from these social networks.

Private Feeding, Public Judgements, and “Mom Guilt”

The social networks in new motherhood create a space where the seemingly private act
of purchasing baby food or preparing baby food at home can become a public act. First,
in this section, I will describe how interviews with these first-time mothers were valu-
able in learning about the individualization of responsibility for feeding in the neoliberal
setting and how it intensifies and expands the expectations of normative mothering (Ma-
niates 2001; MacKendrick 2014). Thereafter, I analyze how these mothers describe how
judgement exists and is internalized from social networks.

These mothers, in their own ways, describe how the responsibility of feeding rests
on their shoulders alone. As Jamie was sharing her feeding practices at a West End coffee
shop, she was simultaneously responding to her husband’s text messages as he was taking
care of the baby at home. Near the end of our interview, she was typing on her phone and
said to me, “Sorry it’s my husband, the baby is cranky. Yeah, keep going though.”
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Jamie, much like most of the other mothers I talked to, is in control and responsible
for feeding the baby. When I asked Jamie if her husband had a role in feeding their child,
she responded:

No, no, no, no. Because [laughs] ooohhh [smiling] because that’s a whole
other thing because I do all the reading and I do like in terms of routine and
what he eats and likes and doesn’t like and how to put him to sleep. Like, I
do all of this, he doesn’t know so much of that.

Here, Jamie prefaces her statement by laughing and smiling and then continues to share
that it is her individualized responsibility. She is in control of research, feeding, rou-
tine, and sleep for their child. Mia shares a similar sentiment of “being in control of it
all”. However, Mia shares an enjoyment and empowerment in the control of her feeding
responsibilities that is not prefaced by laughter or a smile:

Hugh: And when you make your own baby food, how does it make you feel?

Mia: Great. It’s time consuming, it’s a big job but I feel good about it. I just
go to the store, I buy all the veg and fruit, put it in the Vitamix, purée it and
pour it into ice cube trays and freeze it.

Hugh: Does he [husband] have any input on what Beau should be eating?
Does he tell you, “Buy this”?

Mia: Nope. Nope. He hates cooking, he hates shopping, he like despises the
kitchen so I do it all. He cleans up, I cook.

Hugh: Mhmm. How does that make you feel?

Mia: Awesome. I am in control.

Mia shows how her absolute control is empowering and how she “feels good” about her
time-consuming individual responsibility. From research, to shopping, to cooking, and
to preserving, Jamie and Mia bring light to how the mother’s responsibility is so exten-
sive and simultaneously so individualized. Anne echoes Jamie’s responsibility of doing
research. Here, however, Anne reflects on how the research component of feeding can be
grounds to internally judge herself:

I don’t have time to sit there and look up every single ingredient that I can’t
pronounce. If a lot of it is that, then why are we eating it? Why aren’t we
eating proper whole foods? That’s kind of the main thing. I don’t want to
go and research what a lot of it is. I don’t know if that just makes me a lazy
mom, but I’d rather just feed him whole foods, like what we would eat going
forward.
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Anne’s questioning of herself as a lazy mom came up from social networks and also
comes up in reference to research. She provided an instance in which she was in the aisle
of the supermarket looking at baby food products and searching Google for details of
certain ingredients. Mothers conceive of feeding and research as their duty, distinct from
fathers, who seem absolved from the task. This reflects Hays’ points that the father’s
responsibilities are primarily economic and the mother’s responsibilities are to be the
caregivers “in charge of the worrying” (Hays 1996:104). Anne continues, “I am the one
that decided to have my son and he is in my care, so it’s up to me to research as much as I
can before I give it to him.” Anne, Jamie, and Mia describe how individual and gendered
the responsibility of feeding the baby really is. They also show just how broad the activity
of feeding is as it expands beyond just mixing ingredients in the Vitamix.

The broad range of responsibilities for first-time mothers mixed with the public ele-
ment of social networks, both online and offline, shows how the private market exchange
of buying commercial foods becomes a public display to other mothers in their social
network. Jesse describes how much socializing goes on during new motherhood and how
the private act turns in to a public act:

. . . It’s chalk full of judgement. It’s a big thing because when you’re not work-
ing, you’re socializing a lot with other moms or when you’re at story time [at
the public library], they ask, “What’s your baby eating?”

In this transition from a private act to a public act of feeding and shopping, there is ground
for peer pressure and judgement. Coming with this peer pressure and judgement from
social networks is “mom guilt”:

There is a lot of “mom guilt”. I think some people would feel like people feel
bad if they give like store-bought versus homemade. I mean some do, some
don’t. I mean, I don’t really care about what other people think but a lot of
people feel that kind of guilt or peer pressure or judgement. Like judgement
is a big thing with babies especially because they are so important to us and
we want to do the best thing for them, but you know, we are also exhausted
and a lot of the time doing most of the shopping alone and preparing alone.
So, I think there is a big like guilt element.

Jesse highlights how the individual market exchange of buying commercial foods versus
making homemade foods can turn into a public act that is subject to judgement among
social networks. When put into the public eye of other mothers, the market exchange
of buying commercial baby food products falls victim to peer pressure and judgment.
Jesse thoughtfully admits that judgement exists because we care for our babies, but it
can be a draining experience to be preparing food and shopping alone. The individual
responsibility combined with judgement and peer pressure is exhausting.
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In addition to “Googling” ingredients in the aisle of the supermarket, Anne’s inter-
view brought to light how doing research through online social networks like Facebook
can also be spaces of peer pressure and judgement. Building on Jesse’s insight of judge-
ment in social networks, Anne describes her experience online searching for resources:

I have tried to go online to look things up, but it is pretty difficult, and you
get a lot of judgemental moms putting stuff up. If you say you started on a
certain fruit or vegetable it seems like someone always has a comment on it
and it really sucks because I truly believe you are the mom of your child and
you have to figure out what’s best. So, constantly trying to read about what
other moms have done is kind of a bit difficult.

Anne’s difficulty in finding advice or sharing her own practices comes from immediate
negative responses that seem to be uniquely facilitated in the digital space. What other
mothers do is “a bit difficult” because online advice is full of judgement and pressure.
Anne also discusses her experience offline when simply talking to her friends who are
also mothers. This could either ostracize mothers who do not have access to online re-
sources from valuable knowledge or liberate them from the judgement and confusion that
accompanies a vast amount of information.

As shown in the previous section, Anne mentions how her friend made her internal-
ize questions about good mothering and playing with her child:

Am I being a lazy mom for not sitting there on my floor while I am pumping?
And I second guess every time I would sit on the couch and he would be
on the floor playing, you know. Am I a horrible mom for not investing that
amount of time into him?

Anne takes her friend’s previous thoughts and internalizes them to understand her own
mothering and breastmilk pumping practices. The impact of the social network here trans-
fers another mother’s concerns into Anne’s own imagination of her mothering status. The
judgment and pressure of online research and in-person interaction with other mothers is
so subtle that it does not have to be a direct criticism or comment, but rather, as seen in
Anne’s story, a simple reflection from another person that can be internalized. A lot of the
peer pressure and judgement comes from within for Anne, and the question she asks, “Am
I a horrible mom for not investing that amount of time into him?” seems to be pointed at
nobody but herself.
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Discussion

New mothers face a tremendous responsibility to be the ideal guardian, food expert, and
caretaker of their child. One signal of the mother’s character is how well a child intakes
food. When the child faces difficulty intaking food, it becomes a clear marker that the
elusive status expectations of “good mother” have not been met. This status of “good
mother” is not clearly defined but the mothers in our study hold the ideas of what an
ideal mother is not. They know what it is not because of the information they gather
from Facebook pages, text messages from other mothers and family, and other unnamed
sources of cultural moulds of what it means for them to be a “good mother”. A greater
visibility of mothering with social media platforms and photo sharing on personal devices
puts mothering on public display, increasing the pressure to “get it right” and meet the
expectations these mothers put on themselves.

These mothers actively protect the purity of their child through feeding practices.
In preparing home cooked meals, they exercise control. They have control over the ingre-
dients and can avoid certain ingredients like preservatives and chemicals that they them-
selves would avoid. The avoidance of preservatives is to limit the chances of negative
health outcomes for their children.

These participants emphasized control over their child’s diet to avoid commercial
baby food products’ preservatives and chemicals. In response, they feed clean, organic,
whole foods to protect their “little bodies”. These accounts and details of sensitive in-
gredients like gluten and dairy highlight how precautionary practices can be enacted in
response to health issues but also hopefully withdrawn in the future as certain ingredients
will be re-introduced. To avoid negative health outcomes described by mothers in their
social networks and to avoid feelings of blame, control over the purity of the ingredients
in home prepared food is crucial.

While the mothers emphasized control, it is important to note that the food choices
available to mothers are dependent on a number of factors. Factors include the milk supply
of the mother, allergies, the sucking and feeding ability of the infant, professional support
for breastfeeding, access to food shops, money to afford foods, the built environment in
which cooking and food preparation can be done, and many more. These structural issues
are hugely impactful for the health of the child and, in turn, the status of the mother.
Here, being a “good mother” is reduced to render the aforementioned factors that lead to
feeding as invisible. Instead, individual consumer choices and feeding practices are the
key indicators of a healthy baby and “good mother”. This illusion of control over the
child’s health and feeding practices is the false promise that being a “good mother” can
be attained through the right feeding practices.

Mothers are “held responsible for child outcomes and thus for the health of families,
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future citizens, and the nation” (Blum 2007:202). Thus, preventative, individual measures
and feeding practices are not only enacted to ensure the health of the child, but to also curb
blame away from the mother.

This blame that mothers experience comes partially from how increasingly pub-
lic the display of mothering has become given online platforms like Facebook and other
blogs. Social networks of friends engage in-person, communicate through instant-messaging,
and exist fully online on websites like Facebook. This abundance of social interaction,
both in-person and digitally mediated, makes the act of feeding and mothering more visi-
ble and, thus, increasingly subject to judgement.

The sections of this paper regarding socializing the palate departs from Cairns’ et
al.’s analysis of socialization in feeding the organic child. In my analysis, the mothers do
not describe training ethical consumption habits, but bring the desire to socialize routine
and “nice little family traditions”. Eating together with Mom and Dad is an important
part of the social experience of feeding. These mothers were starting to develop a routine
of family eating that will continue in their child’s development. I assume that this routine
for the child also serves as an ideal for the parents in crafting the identity as a family unit
in their own new relational identities. By having dinner together as a family, it could help
solidify the new identity of the father and mother in that they see the family they are a
part of in plain sight. Additionally, the parents may attribute family dinners from their
own childhood or drawn from popular media as a culturally significant signal of a “happy
family”. The socialization of family routine is to train the child to become a family eater,
and possibly an act of self-actualization for the parents in crafting their own identity as a
family and “good” parents.

Conclusion

In feeding the child, mothers have to navigate a multiplicity of ideals and social reactions
from friends and people from online social platforms to weave feeding ideals like health,
inclusivity, diversity, urbanism, and family routine into individual, actionable tasks at
home. To add to this challenge is the need also to navigate the changing levels of visibility
of one’s feeding practices. Social networks and social sharing transform private actions
of feeding the child at home into public displays of mothering. Questions like, “What is
your baby eating?”, prove to be incredibly complex and sensitive.

There are numerous limitations to this study. The small sample size of this study,
four mothers, is a limitation of this study’s reliability. It must also be noted that this study
dealt with mothers who were living the challenges of being a “good mother”. Thus, they
may not have felt comfortable sharing sensitive feelings or information with me during our
single session. It is critical to contextualize this study being conducted by, and findings
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interpreted by, a mixed race, young, cis-gendered male. This habitus of mine comes with
biases of how I think of family, motherhood, children, and feeding myself that are imbued
in my research planning, conversations, and interpretations.

These detailed narratives illustrate the tensions and ideals that these first-time moth-
ers engage with in their feeding practices. Further investigation into how experienced
mothers navigate these tensions would be valuable to add depth to this discussion. I
chose first-time mothers as my unit of analysis as they provide an opportunity to reflect
on a very new experience that has yet to be habitualized and normalized. Participants in
this study are feeding their children for the first time while dealing with advice from those
around them both in-person and online. Does more experience being a mother, for exam-
ple, with more children or with children at older ages affect one’s response to judgment
online or in social networks? How do feeding practices transform with multiple children
over a longer period of time?

An additional worthy investigation would be to analyze how different families and
mothers from different socio-economic levels, races, physical ability, and degree of com-
munal in-person support affect feeding practices and their identity as “mother”. The sam-
ple in this study was limited to middle class, white women.

Another area of investigation is to look more closely into the tension between being
confident in their claims about food choices and their uncertainty and hesitation to know
what is best for their child. Several mothers expressed hesitancy in asserting their thoughts
about what the right food choices were or if they had enough information to “make the
right call”. Is this experience of motherhood the first time many of these women have
had complete control over something external to them? Does this illustrate something
larger about how women and mothers are socialized to play in society? Is this a method
of communication used in response to being heavily scrutinized?

It is significant that this research project takes place in the urban metropolis of
Vancouver. Dense communities and busy streets may lend themselves to involved social
networks and interaction. How do first-time mothers in rural areas engage in feeding the
child? Is there a difference in the visibility of feeding the child in urban versus rural areas?
Examining same-sex couples may offer a different experience of feeding the infant.

Couples with more egalitarian child-rearing arrangements may also have a valuable
perspective on feeding the child.

More research on the effect of social networks on new mothers can be investigated
to help this study engage more comprehensively with the effects of other mothers and
online social networks. The findings in this study illustrate the social experience of new
motherhood that intersects in online and offline social networks. Nonetheless, insight
from other researchers on the effects of social networks and the transition to motherhood

© 2021 Hugh Knapp



Sojourners 221

would be valuable.

Mothering consists of a seemingly endless list of activities. When it comes to feed-
ing the child, we can see just how complex and intricate this practice is. Balancing a
variety of ideals and dealing with a new visibility of one’s actions highlights the intense
experience of feeding the child. During this study, I have felt that the word “feeding”
alone does not seem to capture the whole essence of the experience that these first-time
mothers brought to the fore in their rich narratives. Maybe the words that define this
practice should include “feeding”, “protecting”, “preventing”, “training”, “sharing”, and
“evaluating”. Yet again, these words still do not seem to capture all of what it means to
be a mother feeding their child.
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Urban Beardsmen in the Field of Production:
Hipster enterprise as defensive class formation

Ethan Shapiro
University of British Columbia

Abstract. This article presents empirical support for the conception of hipsters as an eco-
nomically threatened fraction of the middle-class, seeking to salvage their social mobility
through entrepreneurship in the creative industries. Hipsters have previously been studied
in terms of consumption and identity, but few scholars have connected these trends to
contemporary economic austerity. I argue that hipsters must be understood with reference
to their roles in the field of production. Linking Bourdieu’s ‘new petite bourgeoisie’ to
contemporary debates on the ‘creative class,’ I examine Beardbrand, a prominent men’s
grooming company. My corpus-based discourse analysis reveals five main discursive cat-
egories, where: (1) entrepreneurs embraced the ideals of work ethic and meritocracy,
(2) understood their social position through psychologized discourses, (3) narrated their
transcendence from the corporate sphere into self-expressive occupations, (4) perceived
natural alignments between their personal and professional selves, and (5) expressed their
social indeterminacy through discursive rationalizations and uncertainties about their so-
cial position. While entrepreneurs rejected and challenged dominant ideas about the orga-
nization of work, they affirmed normative conceptions of meritocracy and individualized
responsibility in their pursuits of creative self-employment, rebranding self-exploitation
and precarity as personal growth.

Introduction

If you live in a city, you have likely encountered a hipster. The authenticity-hungry ur-
banites have been the target of both scorn and praise (Greif, Ross, & Tortorici, 2010).
In the past few years, deprecatory media coverage around hipsters 1 has slowed; how-

1See YouTube video “Stop the knot” among other manbun-chopping pranks:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a8YgTaMyZRk
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ever, hipster culture seems to be evolving into new lifestyles, such as the ‘lumbersexual’
(Rademacher & Kelly, 2019) and urban cultural prosumers (Michael, 2015). The rise of
hipster aesthetics and practices across continents (O’Brien, 2020) suggests this unclaimed
social movement does not exist simply in the realm of lifestyle choices or personal prefer-
ences (Scott, 2017; Rademacher & Kelly, 2019). Instead, it is a product of contemporary
life that must be seen as a result of particular structural circumstances. Hipsters often have
transformative material effects on space (whether offline or online) and culture (Maly &
Varis, 2016; Maly, 2019). These transformations include the residential displacement of
established working-class residents (Kennelly & Watt, 2012; Cooper, Hubbard, & Lees,
2020), the aesthetic sanitization of urban retail and working-class spaces (Hubbard, 2016;
Sanders-McDonagh, Peyrefitte, & Ryalls, 2016), and the proliferation of a middle-class
hungry for niched consumption (Michael, 2015; Maly & Varis, 2016). Underneath these
changes in urban infrastructure and culture lay currents of economic austerity, of which
hipsters are a symptom (Scott, 2017; Murray, 2020). The spectre of neoliberal gover-
nance haunts contemporary labour and housing markets, wealth inequalities, state poli-
cies, and urban development programmes, shattering the ability to achieve conventional
middle-class successes (Murray, 2020). Thus, both economic and cultural insecurity are
palpable for the contemporary middle-class, requiring creative solutions to the threat of
down-classing. In this paper, I will argue for a conception of hipsters as an economically
threatened segment of the middle-class, engaged in the defensive formation of cultural
micro-enterprises2 in response to neoliberal austerity.

While earlier sociological scholarship investigated the hipster in terms of consump-
tion and identity (Schiermer, 2014; Michael, 2015; Maly & Varis, 2016), a newer strain
of inquiry has revealed that hipster types are also highly involved in cultural production
(Scott, 2017; Rademacher & Kelly, 2019; Murray, 2020). This research has demon-
strated a blurred boundary between consumer and producer; such economic roles are sub-
sumed by the quest for authentic lifestyle in the creative industries. These curious changes
in middle-class lifestyle demand a Bourdieusian analysis, where affinities for particular
goods, occupations, etc., are not merely personal or natural preferences, but internalized
sets of cultural dispositions borne out of shared class conditions. Taste “brings together
things and people that go together” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 238) and distinguishes different
class positions within social hierarchies; it unites those who occupy similar social posi-
tions while excluding others from these positions. Informed by Bourdieu, Michael Scott
(2017) argues that hipster taste is constituted mainly by a self-employed entrepreneurial
class that purveys authentic taste and lifestyle as the ultimate commodity (i.e. a “new
petite bourgeoisie”; Bourdieu, 1984, p. 359). However, the field of sociology has yet to
empirically examine the class origins of hipster production. This work is not only rele-
vant to the narrowly categorized domain of hipster studies but to understanding the role

2Small businesses, usually employing a small number of workers, specializing in niche cultural/creative
industries. Academics and private economic research organizations have hailed cultural micro-enterprises
as solutions to systemic poverty (Banerjee, 1998), stagnant local economies, unemployment, capital funding
(e.g. foreign direct investment), and strained ‘quality of life’ (Aageson, 2009).
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of niche cultural production within current political-economic contexts. To contextualize
this research, I will first provide a theoretical overview of the new petite bourgeoisie, fol-
lowed by a discussion of why hipsters, as agents within the productive field, fit into this
category in the neoliberal context.

The New Petite Bourgeoisie and Cultural Intermediation

Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of the new petite bourgeoisie3 (hereafter, NPB) is useful in un-
derstanding hipster production. This class fraction occupies an indeterminate position in
the cultural pole of the middle-class (see Bourdieu’s map of social space, p. 122-3). This
indeterminacy results in part from devaluations in educational capital as the stagnant or
declining middle-class is unable to claim the social position previously promised to them
by their academic qualifications (ibid., p. 355). To attain their meritocratic future, the
NPB must find creative ways to salvage an upward or at least lateral mobility. Rather than
adjusting their ambitions to fit existing jobs, the NPB produces jobs to match their ambi-
tions (ibid., p. 359), meaning they must also produce the need for their new occupations.
Thus, they become cultural intermediaries4: “sellers of symbolic goods and services who
always sell themselves as models and as guarantors of the value of their products, and
who sell so well because they believe in what they sell” (ibid., p. 365). Here, the role
of taste as matchmaker (between similarly stratified people and things; ibid., p. 239) is
taken up directly by individuals who seek to mediate between the fields of consumption
and production. The practice of intermediation may produce the hipster’s penchant for
authenticity and individuality (Schiermer, 2014; Michael, 2015).

These “need merchants” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 365) acknowledge that desires cannot
be forced on the consumer; instead, they create the conditions for consumers to recognize
their tastes in new areas. Occupations specializing in the “presentation and representa-
tion” of symbolic goods and services (ibid., p. 359; e.g. design, marketing, media) be-
come more legitimate as the old rigid boundaries of highbrow taste melt into omnivorous
appreciation (Peterson & Kern, 1996). That is, a wider range of goods become available
for distinctive use as traditionally high-brow forms (such as knowledge of established
canons) meander into the mainstream while low- or middle-brow products are intellectu-
alized (Hahl, Zuckerman, & Kim, 2017; Schiermer, 2014; Johansson & Toraldo, 2015).
Consumers must then learn to consume strategically; being ‘in the know’ of developments

3The Marxian classification of ‘petite bourgeoisie’ refers prototypically to small shopkeepers but can
apply to a wide range of self-employed occupations in the middle-strata, enabled by an initial accumulation
of capital (Bland, Elliott, & Bechhofer, 1978). Bourdieu (1984) notes that the great diversity in petit bour-
geois culture stems from its’ diverse social origins and mobility (i.e. they can originate from the working
class, upper class, etc., and have a declining, rising, or steady trajectory; p. 355).

4While the term ‘cultural intermediary’ originally referred to wage-earning occupations in the creative
industries (Smith Maguire, 2014), intermediaries are increasingly self-employed (Eikhof & Haunschild,
2006; Scott, 2017).
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in the cultural field is a valuable form of capital (Michael, 2015). Since the 1960s, large
advertising firms have taken up taste-making as a veritable business model. Frank (1997)
explains how unconventional advertising firms like DDB channelled consumers’ suspi-
cion of marketers into a taste for nonconformist and countercultural products. The NPB
is made in the image of this ‘new bourgeois’ praxis5, but takes on more personal risk in
its application (see next section).

Because taste is internalized and dependent on social position, need merchants must
alter or affect the consumer’s aesthetic and moral disposition. Hence, intermediaries de-
sign an “ethical retooling” which “rejects the ascetic ethic of production and accumu-
lation, based on abstinence, sobriety, saving, and calculation, in favour of a hedonistic
morality of consumption, based on credit, spending and enjoyment” (Bourdieu, 1984, p.
309) and moves from the old petite-bourgeois duty-based morality to a “fun ethic” (ibid.,
p. 365). This orientation toward enjoyment characteristic of the new cultural economy is
partially facilitated by advancements in credit scoring technology, enabling highly strati-
fied market segments to access the immediate fulfillment of consumer desires, though on
unequal terms (Kiviat, 2019). This fun ethic engenders a strategic harmony between per-
sonal and professional life (e.g., Bourdieu, 1984, p. 238); they sublate class anxiety into
vocation, perfectly aligning their occupation with their subjective disposition. In sum,
the NPB emerges from a threatened class position and employs cultural intermediation to
recover their nullified social trajectories. Next, I will examine how hipsters may represent
a segment of the NPB by consulting contemporary scholarly debates around the ‘creative
class.’

Creative Class as Neoliberal Imaginary: The Contemporary Context

Like Bourdieu, Florida (2002) notes the importance of new occupations in cultural pro-
duction but posits the creative class as the primary site of economic growth within con-
temporary advanced economies (organized around knowledge production)6. While some
have argued that Florida’s concept lumps together disparate occupational experiences
(Markusen, 2006) including differing precarity levels (Leslie & Rantisi, 2012), Florida
reassures us that the creative class possess a conceptually-sound economic function: “to
create new ideas, new technology and/or new content” (Florida, 2002, p. 8). Whether
Florida’s theory is empirically valid or not, it is undoubtedly an ideological force, shap-
ing almost two decades of urban policy and entrepreneurial psychology. For instance,
policymakers selectively protected employment in creative industries in the aftermath of
the 2008 crash (Gabe, Florida, & Mellander, 2013), and the UK’s post-deindustrialization

5I.e., private sector executives high in cultural capital, positionally opposed to the old business bour-
geoisie (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 302-3).

6Note similar arguments in Howkins (2001), an essential text in the ideological formation of the creative
class.
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economic growth model has focused on the creative industries (BOP Consulting, 2010).
However, scholars have shown that creative occupations are often less stable than other
sectors but glorify precarity through the ideal of self-expression (Christopherson, 2013;
Jakob, 2013). Such occupations also involve taking on large personal financial risks,
meaning governments and firms can encourage and benefit from creative work while out-
sourcing risk.

The notion of the creative class contributes to the study of hipsters insofar as they
consider themselves part of it. The indeterminate middle-class have begun to accept
the high risks associated with creative occupations as their own personal troubles (Neff,
Wissinger, & Zukin, 2006). The institutionalization of the creative class theory has prolif-
erated an “ethos that values creativity, individuality, difference and merit” (Florida, 2002,
p. 8), which masks a reality of economic and occupational insecurity with an imagined
meritocratic order wherein individual idea-mongers are tasked with uplifting themselves
and society. In other words, “Florida’s ideas may have travelled so far, not because they
are revolutionary, but because they are so modest” (Peck 2005, p. 760). These ideas make
sense to us because they resonate with the dominant normative principle: individualized
responsibility. Under neoliberal capitalism, entrepreneurial freedoms are regarded as the
precondition of human well-being (Harvey, 2005). Consequently, creative sector growth
demanded by state and local institutions urge creative entrepreneurs to believe in their
potential success and disregard the risk. As well, educational credentials fail to generate
guaranteed employment as schooling becomes oversaturated, commodified, and rational-
ized (Radder, 2010; Samier, 2016). Even if this depreciated educational capital is accrued,
Atkinson (2005) indicates the labour market’s polarization between low-skill service jobs
and highly gated knowledge work, meaning autodidacticism and self-employment may
be the most strategic choices for the middle-class. Therefore, the hipster NPB “believe in
what they sell” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 365) because the logic of their social class demands
that they do.

Previous sociological research on hipsters, including Schiermer’s (2014, p. 170)
seminal analysis of ‘hipster handbooks,’ finds that hipsters are often associated with the
creative industries. This finding sheds insight into popular imaginings of the hipster ideal-
type (which is a socially constructed and performed identity; Le Grand, 2020), revealing
what sorts of people qualify as ‘hipsters.’ Michael (2015) confirms that hipster consumers
are also engaged in local cultural production. Similarly, the contestation of hipster enter-
prise and its association with gentrification in urban areas (Hubbard, 2016) implicates
hipsters in the reorganization of cities around the creative class. However, these ‘gentri-
fiers’ may be more precarious than their detractors would like to admit. Murray’s (2020)
ethnographic participants in Detroit’s bartending scene express a desire to pursue self-
employed creative (i.e., new petit bourgeois) lifestyles, but this aspiration is balanced by
the need to work a bartending ‘gig.’ One participant explains this tension: “I have my day
so split in half. Everything in the beginning of my day I’m like chipping at like, ‘that’s
what I want my life to be. I want that.’ And the last half of my day is like, ‘oh, this is
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my waiter gig’” (p. 465). Here, the tensions of neoliberalism, between entrepreneuri-
alism and austerity, individual freedom and economic necessity, meritocracy and career
stagnation, are internalized by its subjects. Thus, some evidence suggests that behind hip-
ster consumption (Maly & Varis, 2016) lie hipsters as producers; self-employed creatives,
who are psychologically and materially embedded in their social position’s ambiguous
‘middleness.’ By investigating how hipster entrepreneurs navigate their social position,
we can begin to understand their class origins. To this end, I will pursue an in-depth
analysis of a relevant cultural micro-enterprise.

Methods

Method Selection and Source Material

Viewing the methods section as the “conceptual epicenter” of the research article (Smagorin-
ski, 2008, p. 390), this section will seek to make all research processes as explicit as pos-
sible. This study utilized a corpus-based discourse analysis of blog articles retrieved from
a relevant micro-enterprise, Beardbrand, to critically examine how hipster-types talked
about their social positions. I decided to limit my analysis to digital content due to the
widespread online presence of creative enterprises7. Beardbrand was chosen because of
its entrepreneurial bent and heavy focus on the creative industries. As a prominent men’s
grooming brand, Beardbrand epitomizes a masculine hipster aesthetic and exemplifies the
growth of cultural micro-enterprises. Beginning as a start-up in 2012, Beardbrand’s prod-
ucts are now distributed at Targets across the US and 28 online retailers in 18 different
countries. Beardbrand has become a substantial name in men’s grooming, catering a range
of beard, hair, and body products to a dedicated clientele. The company sees itself as lead-
ing a movement aimed at denouncing trends and, more importantly, “[changing] the way
society looks at beardsmen.” Beardbrand boasts a blog, called Urban Beardsman, and a
YouTube channel with 1.7 million subscribers. It also hosts a paywalled online brand
community, Alliance, which is described as a space for men to “surround [themselves]
with growth-minded people,” and includes pre-market access to products and private fo-
rums for so-called ‘beardsmen.’ My research focused on Beardbrand’s blog due to its

7In the previous study, brands were initially gathered through Google queries such as “hipster blogs,”
“thrifting blogs,” and “beard blogs.” Such terms were then indexed by the top ten hipster cities (according
to MoveHub’s Hipster Index). Through these queries, a body of websites was compiled, including Nudie
Jeans (nudiejeans.com), Aether (aetherapparel.com), Rokit (rokit.co.uk), Beardbrand (beardbrand.com),
and Huckberry (huckberry.com). Websites were selected based on their sufficiency of content, notable
readership or patronage, and the incorporation of both blog and webstore components. After completing a
preliminary analysis of these brands, Beardbrand was carefully selected based on its’ use of global hipster
identifiers in their visual representations (Maly & Varis, 2016; beards, idiosyncratic fashion, coffee, etc.),
its existence in a network of similar brands, and its global reach (when I first began researching this brand,
I was not yet focused on hipsters as an NPB).
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accessibility. Focusing on this case allowed me to investigate class origin inductively,
through questions such as: What kind of lifestyle is being proposed on Beardbrand, and
for whom? What does the hipster entrepreneur lifestyle look like, and how does one attain
it?

Because of this study’s Bourdieusian inclination, I conceptualized discourse as a
‘field’ structured by class antagonisms in social space, wherein tastes are competitively
deployed and de/legitimated. Article writers were seen as agents navigating their social
position by strategically deploying their knowledge of ‘good’ taste, including lifestyle
knowledge claims, on which cultural intermediaries base their legitimacy (Smith Maguire,
2014). Discourse analysis can be defined as the process of making sense of “meaningful
symbolic behaviour” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 2) while interpreting meanings through many
perspectives (Johnstone, 2008, p. 263). I judged this method appropriate for this research
on the assumption that discourse operates as a structured resource, used by speakers in
stratified ways to protect or elevate their social position. The method of discourse anal-
ysis allowed me to elucidate broader generalizations like Bourdieu’s NPB and Florida’s
creative class via specific instances of cultural intermediation.

While this research aims to unpack the class conditions and origins of self-employed
hipsters, the direct measurement of class conditions poses a methodological issue: the
potential construction of a uniform class from disparate conditions. As with ideas of
the creative class and even cultural intermediaries, constructing a unitary ‘hipster NPB’ is
challenging and perhaps undesirable since their occupations span large vocational chasms
from marketing to social assistance to cultural production (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 359). With
this particularity in mind, a case study of a single brand was chosen to provide one account
of the hipster NPB. Thus, this research seeks to deconstruct the discourses of a hipster-
oriented brand rather than delimit the boundaries of ‘hipster culture’ in general.

Corpus Consctruction

All articles from Urban Beardsman8 were initially included in a corpus. This first corpus
was constructed by copying and pasting posts into a Microsoft Word document for ease of
analysis. While this process risked creating a “disembedded data set” (Irwin, Bornat, &
Winterton, 2014, p. 351), giving the illusory impression that the data are detached from
social context, I took an active approach in re-embedding the data by making frequent
visits to the source website (to check product additions, new posts, etc.) and subscribing
to Beardbrand’s email list. These elements were not selected for analysis but served
as anchors grounding the research process in its immediate context. This corpus was
constructed in early September 2020, based on a previous exploratory corpus study I

8Sourced from the Urban Beardsman blog in September 2020, https://www.beardbrand.com/
blogs/urbanbeardsman.
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conducted in 2019, and contained a total of 631,731 words (1412 pages). I organized
the corpus by authorship category (written by the company’s founder, guest writers, or
anonymous staff writers) to stay cognizant of speakers’ differing motives for speaking.
The purpose of the initial exploratory study was to examine how hipsters produce and
disseminate aesthetic and ethical knowledge, which led serendipitously to my interest in
hipsters as a class phenomenon.

From this initial corpus, I began the data reduction process. Informed by my pre-
vious study, I built a new corpus centred around ‘beardsmen profiles,’ which focused on
men promoted by Beardbrand. These were articles written by or about men who quali-
fied as “Urban Beardsmen” (discussed in the results section) and displayed the kinds of
work and lifestyles Beardbrand sought to model. All articles that profiled a single person
were selected for inclusion. Articles written by the founder were also included to gain
insight into the company’s vision and ideal clientele. This reduced corpus would answer
the question: Is this a company made by and for an emergent NPB, or was it simply a
lifestyle brand for voracious consumers of ‘authentic’ goods? Though Beardbrand pub-
lished these articles for advertising purposes, I do not see this as a threat to the data’s
validity. Because hipster culture largely relies on bringing ‘cool’ into commerce (Scott,
2017), I saw Beardbrand’s marketized messages as specific instances of taste-making and
needs-production, through which the brand and its contributors claimed legitimacy. This
reduced corpus was finalized by September 8, 2020, with a word count of 107,231 (226
pages).

Data Analysis

My analysis was conducted between September 8, 2020 and December 10, 2020. I began
the discourse analysis with a round of open coding (initial labelling and problematization
of data) and proceeded through subsequent stages of focused coding (re-coding for spe-
cific thematic elements; Harding, 2003). Codes were labelled using the comment function
on Word. I chose an open coding approach to develop an empirically grounded under-
standing of how creative entrepreneurs navigate their class position (Glaser & Strauss,
1999). Adhering to Mayring’s (2002) inductive category development, codes were added,
altered, omitted, or subsumed by other categories during the coding process based on
emergent findings. I repeated this focused coding stage three times, refining categories
further as patterns in the dataset began to solidify. Ultimately, I arrived at five discur-
sive categories which were deemed significant throughout the corpus: (1) entrepreneurial
ethos, (2) psychologization of experience, (3) occupational transcendence, (4) elective
affinities, and (5) social indeterminacy.
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Research Ethics in Secondary Analysis of Data

As Mao and Feldman (2018) show, the influence of social class is inseparable from the
research process and the production of academic knowledge. To account for class in my
study’s design, I reflexively deployed the Bourdieusan theory of habitus as a means of ac-
knowledging my own class-based competencies, which serve to reinforce existing power
relations (Swartz, 1997). After most coding sessions, I used a journaling technique to sys-
tematize my observations and challenge them in the context of my own class position and
dispositions. Of course, these practices did not dispel my biases entirely, nor were they
designed to. Instead, these practices added a level of rigour to my analysis. As Burawoy
(1998) argues, academic rigour consists of producing research with a depth of knowledge
that resonates with contemporary issues. In this vein, my reporting will not disparage
individual hipsters but rather situate them within a larger societal critique, where there are
clear forces outside the hipster’s control. Here, Lather’s (1986) conception of construct
validity is indispensable, demanding a “ceaseless confrontation with the experiences of
people in their daily lives in order to stymie the tendency to theoretical imposition” (p.
67). Thus, the project’s rigour and genuine belief in the value of structural analysis should
be apparent in the reporting process.

Results

As discussed earlier, five discursive categories were identified as significant in my case
study on Beardbrand. The following categories are paramount to Beardbrand’s discourse
and often convene within the same article. The vast majority of authors/contributors were
self-employed in the creative industries (see the Appendix for a comprehensive list of
occupations). All contributors identified as men (with one exception) and most received
post-secondary education though not necessarily in their current professional field. The
brand’s discourse catered to an exclusively male clientele, expressing classed ideals of
self-employment, self-expression, entrepreneurialism, etc., in gendered terms. Therefore,
these results are best understood as a particular iteration of hipster culture whereby mas-
culinity is mobilized to achieve an aura of authenticity and legitimacy in the field of niche
cultural production. To properly identify authorial context, excerpts will be labelled as
follows: F (written by founder), G (written by guest writer), UB (written by anonymous
staff), and I (interviews)9. I have bolded terms in each excerpt to highlight themes signif-
icant to the analysis. Corpus page numbers will be located under every excerpt.

9Interviews were not transcribed in full but rather ‘curated’ by a staff writer (sometimes anonymous)
who added commentary and narrative structure to the interview post.
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Entrepreneurial Ethos

The fact that most men profiled in Urban Beardsman were self-employed entrepreneurs
is telling of Beardbrand’s intended audience. Article titles such as “5 Tips on Building a
Brand From Nothing” (p. 2), “Incorporating Your Beard Into Your Personal Brand” (p.
5), and “5 Things Growing a Beard & Running a Startup Have in Common” (p. 6) show
that this brand is not merely designed for niche consumers. Rather, the brand serves an
amalgam of authentic consumers and trailblazing producers, in the form of the “urban
beardsman”:

(1) A beardsman is a man who builds his own path; who understands the
value of looking good; who has confidence and leadership to get shit done.
There have always been men like this, but no one has bothered to unite them
or to tell their stories-until now. We’ve been telling the stories of incredible
beardsmen for years and will continue to share with the world what it means
to be an urban beardsman [. . . ] That’s what I love about this movement – we
aren’t trying to change who you are on the outside, but help you show the
world who you really are on the inside. (UB, 1)

Like conventional descriptions of the hipster (Schiermer, 2014), authenticity and individ-
uality (along with masculinity) are central to the urban beardsman’s identity. Beardbrand
recognizes its role as a cultural intermediary in creating the conditions for men to re-
alize their inner authenticity through “telling the stories of incredible beardsmen” and
providing quality grooming products. However, this excerpt suggests that the provision
of such goods is intended for specific self-presentational purposes (Goffman, 1959); not
only does Beardbrand allow its consumer to show the world who they really are, but to
show the world that they are independent, confident leaders. For entrepreneurs in cre-
ative fields, there is quite literally value in looking good, as one’s legitimacy as a need
merchant is dependent on ostensible personal authenticity. The company acknowledges
this value and offers men a streamlined acquisition of cultural capital, which can then be
converted into a successful enterprise. Thus, Beardbrand’s proposition is not just to help
men discover authenticity in the consumptive sphere but to assist them in the productive
sphere:

(2) There’s something about a beard today that suggests [sic] ideological in-
dependence and self-sufficiency—it speaks to the wise choices one is making.
People are making things with beards: leather, coffee—all things that are art-
fully craft-driven. It’s no longer a middle finger to the mainstream. It’s saying
I’m gonna take my own choices in life. (G, 64)

Here, we see the connections between the hipster aesthetic (beard, craftsmanship, etc.)
and self-employment – that is, the connections between one’s apparent tastes and one’s
social position. While some see hipster culture as a trendy rejection of mainstream con-
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sumption, this author espouses a much more individualized, ideologically independent
project of self-determination through “craft-driven” cultural production. Critiques of pre-
tension usually levied at so-called hipsters do not scathe urban beardsmen; their goals
are not to offer a subcultural revolution against all things inauthentic. They simply seek
to make “wise choices” as self-sufficient entrepreneurial craftsmen. This celebration of
prudence is visible throughout the corpus and presents a discursive strategy for dealing
with the challenges of entrepreneurship (personalized risk, emotional investment, etc.)
while justifying the political-economic conditions which necessitate their entrepreneur-
ship. This strategy is most evident in beardsmen’s discussions around work ethic:

(3) I don’t want to just work seven hours a day like the average person or
employee does, I want to fit more in.” After a slow process of tweaking his
schedule through the years, he developed what he calls, the “7 and 1” sched-
ule. The “7 and 1” schedule is Chawla’s way of slotting three 7 hour shifts
in 1 day—two are work shifts, (separated by a 2 hour social break) and the
third shift is for sleep. “I go to bed at 4am every day, but I sleep for 7 hours.
And then I allow an hour for getting up, grooming the beard, etc. and going
to work.” (I, 53-4)

In this excerpt, Chawla, a self-employed app developer and co-working space founder,
embraces the ideals of productivity and self-regulation while generously allotting himself
a social life. The desire to “fit more [hours] in” can be seen as emanating from the material
imperative to do so. The tensions of being one’s own boss, between personal freedom and
self-imposed constraint, make themselves clear in this entrepreneur’s preoccupation with
work ethic. He even internalizes this preoccupation as a locus of distinction; he is “not like
the average person or employee.” Rather than questioning the degree of self-exploitation
required to be successful in the creative industries, self-regulation is praised as a fulfilling
solution to the demands of entrepreneurial work. Chawla’s hyper-rationalized schedule
presents a regulatory model for other bearded entrepreneurs to aspire towards. By mining
value out of time itself, the difficulties of self-employment can be swiftly navigated if one
doubles down on the ideal work ethic. However, unlike the ‘old’ petite bourgeois morality
of duty described by Bourdieu (1984, p. 367), members of this new petite bourgeoisie
justify their requisite self-exploitation by expressing their occupational enjoyment:

(4) While many people grind out a 9-to-5, waiting for the weekend, Moss is
the polar opposite, and states, “I devote all my time to my work—it’s in my
blood to work myself into the ground.” However, the difference from most
is Moss gets to do what he loves, admitting, “my work is often play, which
means I get paid to play.” (I, 97)

Here, the “fun ethic” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 365) is melded into the traditional work ethic.
Moss is defined in opposition to the ideal nine-to-fiver; he eschews the gruelling rat-
race to pursue personal desire and play. This pursuit, while highly advocated throughout
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Beardbrand’s discourse, implies its own unique hardships concerning mental and physical
labour. The photographer interviewed in excerpt 4 reveals a particularly deterministic ac-
ceptance of these hardships (“it’s in my blood to work myself into the ground”). However,
immediately after this acceptance comes an obligatory acknowledgement of the personal
enjoyment experienced through his occupation. Thus, these hardships are experienced as
personal troubles, taken on by prudent entrepreneurs who see value in the trade-off be-
tween mundane day-jobs and getting “paid to play.” Another way in which entrepreneurs
justified their occupational choices and practices was through meritocracy:

(5) The fact that I get to do what I want, when I want, and in a creative way
is a true blessing. Having the complete freedom to express myself, ideas and
views with folks enjoying it—I’m definitely living the American dream! (I,
76)

(6) I have a two-year old son now, and I want him to see me go after my
dreams. I want him to see me believe in something even when it looks impos-
sible and learn if you want to do something, you can succeed if you put in the
work. (I, 99)

In both excerpts, the discourse of meritocracy is employed in defence of creative occupa-
tions. One founder/editor of a men’s magazine (excerpt 5) validates his profession through
the frame of the “American dream,” the idea that everyone has the ability to achieve up-
ward mobility through hard work. This ethos is not only a useful motivational tool for
‘hustling’ entrepreneurs but serves as a site of legitimation for new occupations not yet
seen as legitimate (Smith Maguire, 2014). In fact, the purpose of Beardbrand’s project
may be oriented towards constructing legitimacy around independent cultural producers
so that their taste-making can become profitable. As seen above, both interviewees praise
the personal freedom granted by entrepreneurship, especially in terms of creative self-
expression (excerpt 5) and following one’s dreams (excerpt 6). In this discourse, pursuing
one’s creative goals becomes a rewarding enterprise, both personally and financially. Be-
cause of meritocracy’s unfailing nature, one self-taught vintner (excerpt 6) seeks to instill
these values in his son, that he too may achieve his dreams through diligent work. Thus,
Beardbrand contributors fill the gap between cultural consumer and producer by embrac-
ing an authentic self-employed lifestyle, emphasizing entrepreneurial ideals of work ethic
and meritocracy. This discourse of entrepreneurship suggests that both the brand’s pro-
ducers and audience are engaged in creative entrepreneurial undertakings.

Psychologization of Experience

Beardbrand’s writers and guest contributors carve out experiential space in distinctive
ways. Throughout the corpus, the themes of personal growth, self-improvement, posi-
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tive mindset, etc., were frequently touched on. Many of the featured entrepreneurs ex-
perienced their business enterprises as missions of personal development and built their
brands around the facilitation of such missions in their consumers (e.g., Beardbrand’s
motto “keep on growing” [p. 12, 50, 219, passim]). Bourdieu (1984) posits that this
new petite bourgeois tendency extends logically from a morality in which “pleasure is not
only permitted but demanded,” and experience is understood through “a cult of personal
health and psychological therapy” (367-8). This morality is not only the legitimizing fac-
tor behind the proliferation of self-care brands but is also a lens through which creative
entrepreneurs understand themselves, and more indirectly, their social position. That is,
Beardbrand’s contributors both subscribe to and marketize a conception of existence cen-
tred on positive mindset and enjoyment.

(7) Adopting the mindset of a Beardsman has provided the start to me being
able to remake myself and hopefully find that career that inspires and moti-
vates me. (G, 109)

Being a beardsman is described here as a “mindset,” a psychological orientation toward
personal reinvention and motivation. Interestingly, this mental quality is bound up with
one’s search for meaning in the labour market (“find that career that inspires and moti-
vates me”). It is worth asking, then, what events or processes in the social field spurred
this need for personal reinvention? The author of the excerpted article, Thomas, recounts
his experiences in higher education where he earned a bachelor’s and master’s degree in
athletic administration, following the infallible logic of “college = career” (p. 108). How-
ever, he had barely obtained his diploma before the crisis of 2008 ensued, obstructing any
attempt at employment despite his qualifications. The crisis led Thomas to re-evaluate
his once-guaranteed career path, realizing the importance of passion in his occupational
pursuits. Though he eventually took up a sales job, the author acknowledges his status as
a “retail zombie” (p. 109) and still seeks to find a fulfilling career. His disillusionment
with corporate life and the traditional middle-class pact between education and success
allows him to aspire toward Beardbrand’s self-employed creatives, who represent an al-
ternative to his career disappointments. Thomas strives toward this career alternative by
recognizing the importance of adopting the right mindset, which is not merely a question
of finding the right job but of remaking the self. Though Thomas is neither self-employed
nor working in the creative industries, he represents a beardsman in metamorphosis, be-
ginning to view his world through a psychologistic lens. Others describe their endeavours
in similar terms:

(8) [. . . ] there’s so much to grow and develop with all my projects that there’s
an endless list of tasks to do. Taking a ‘me-day’ is taking me away from
learning something new [. . . ] I truly love the hustle of being self-employed.
It’s always making me thirsty to seek out more and push myself further. (G,
91-2)
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This beardsman (Jimmy) is a professional photographer who also runs a hat shop and
an online jewelry boutique. Jimmy refuses to submit to relaxation and instead finds en-
joyment in “the hustle of being self-employed.” The boundary between ‘fun’ and ‘work
ethic’ is blurred for creative entrepreneurs who profess absolute enjoyment of their cho-
sen career. While attending to a multitude of projects (“all my projects”) may be men-
tally and emotionally taxing, the prospects of growth, development and self-improvement
enable Jimmy to push himself continually. Just as Thomas (in excerpt 7) sees his expe-
rience of the 2008 crisis as an opportunity for cognitive readjustment, Jimmy views his
entrepreneurial aims as a quest for psychological prosperity. Beardbrand’s entrepreneurs
also extend their belief in personal growth to consumers:

(9) Although having a successful self-made business is a huge achievement,
Pirrotta describes the most rewarding part of what he does as being able to
support others reach [sic] their goals. “Helping people’s dreams come to life,
that is an indescribable feeling,” he admits. [. . . ] “Ultimately, you just have
to love what you do everyday. I’m the happiest person on the planet because
I love what I do.” (I,84)

As the owner of a brand development firm, Pirrotta sees his mission as actualizing in other
entrepreneurs the happiness he has achieved as a “self-made” businessman. Putting aside
the question of whether successful ventures can be entirely self-generated, this brand de-
veloper is self-made to the extent that he believes his entrepreneurial success is a result
of his own internal qualities and attitudes (i.e. his merit)10. Pirrotta brings this self-based
conception of success to the market and commits himself to help “people’s dreams come
to life.” This commitment resonates with Bourdieu’s analysis of the pleasure-oriented
NPB, who gain their legitimacy as pleasure becomes the raison d’etre for certain social
strata. Entrepreneurs like Pirrotta do not only represent intermediaries between brands
and consumers but between people and their psychological well-being. The brand devel-
oper is also a brand psychoanalyst onto which the entrepreneurial patient projects their
personal and vocational desires. Pirrotta also facilitates his own enjoyment from the re-
lentless pursuit of his ideal profession. Others are encouraged to follow their dreams, and
dream-makers like Pirrotta can symbiotically profit from his clients’ self-actualization.
Thus, personal and professional growth are entangled in Beardbrand’s new petit bour-
geois discourse:

(10) Beards take time, and you know what? So does building a business.
If you have the patience and fortitude to cultivate an awesome face jacket,
you’ve also got the iron will to strike out on your own and try starting your
own venture. (UB, 16)

10This is not to say that Pirrotta or any other entrepreneurs do not deserve their success, but that all
seemingly personal outcomes have their origins in social processes into which we have varying degrees of
insight.
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(11) There is always a risk associated with putting yourself out there, no mat-
ter how you do it. But understand that you will not grow personally or pro-
fessionally unless you are willing to take that risk. (G, 3)

In excerpt 10, growing a beard is seen as homologous to building a business; they are
both structured by the imperative to individuate, to become a patient, strong-willed, and
most importantly, independent venturist (whether that venture is personal or professional
improvement). In fact, the presence of a well-groomed beard implies an “entrepreneurial
mindset” (p. 14). If one has the requisite skills to maintain a distinguished beard, they
surely have the willpower to manage a lucrative business enterprise and assume the risk
it presupposes (excerpt 11). The act of growing and maintaining a beard in the context of
creative entrepreneurship reflects the entrepreneur’s relationship to work and leisure; his
social position requires that he self-regulates his labour while presenting this labour pro-
cess as leisure. However, the beard appears as a “natural expression of [one’s] innermost
nature” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 191), a means of deciphering its’ wearer’s moral character
rather than one’s class position. Thus, both the personal and professional spheres can be
dissolved into this inner character, or in other words, psychologized, and used to explain
one’s navigation of social realities. Those who are willing to take risks (with risk-taking
or inhibiting as a purely cognitive execution) also understand the value of personal and
professional growth (excerpt 11). In sum, urban beardsmen understood and orchestrated
their experiences as entrepreneurs in psychological terms, emphasizing growth-mindsets
and enjoyment. Entrepreneurs encouraged their consumers (likely other entrepreneurs)
to adopt similar perspectives, conceptualizing the entrepreneurial project as a personal
striving rather than a response to classed realities.

Occupational Transcendence

Beardbrand’s creative entrepreneurs were also engaged in a discursive process of distin-
guishing themselves from ‘traditional’ professions. In particular, their distinction was
achieved through the telling and retelling of occupational transcendence narratives: sto-
ries of the entrepreneur’s apotheosis from the mundane corporate/bureaucratic world. For
‘side-hustling’ beardsmen who carried out their creative ventures outside the confines of
their day-jobs, their ‘9-to-5’ lives were made invisible. Instead, articles focused on their
artistic aspirations or business efforts while giving their weekday affairs a passing men-
tion (e.g., “He juggles an insanely busy schedule, holds down a nine-to-five, but somehow
manages to work in his photography and social life in-between” [p. 79]). Thus, oc-
cupational transcendence was achieved by dis-authenticating corporate occupations and
highlighting the personal freedom enabled by working in the creative industries:

(12) When I worked as a Financial Advisor, I felt like I was living in a shell.
Like the real me was hidden away in a cage and could only come out when
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I was among friends or family. It’s not as stressful as someone who is in the
closet, but I would think it’s a similar feeling. As a Financial Advisor, you
always need to be putting on a show - you need to look the part of a person
who’s capable of investing money. Unfortunately, the corporate environment
wouldn’t accept me as a beardsman. I was most driven to build Beardbrand
so that I could avoid the experience of going back to the corporate world. (F,
21)

Here, Eric (the founder of Beardbrand) wrestles with the inauthenticity of the corporate
sphere. He describes feeling constrained and confined by his occupation, which forbade
him to be his “real” self. He then transitions to an awkward analogy between ‘coming out’
and becoming an entrepreneur, which, though deficient in tactfulness, reveals the subjec-
tive resistance felt by these misplaced entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurship then becomes a
vehicle for transcendent identity, to shed one’s occupational shell. In this vein, Eric was
also uncomfortable with the impression management required in corporate environments,
feeling unaccepted as a “beardsman.” That is, he did not feel his current job could allow
him to “build his own path” (excerpt 1) or achieve a self-expressive route to meritocracy.
Instead of genuinely expressing himself, Eric had to “look the part” in playing a role that
clashed with his self-concept. However, he also implicitly recognizes the security that
his job granted him (Eric was still employed as a financial adviser while Beardbrand was
starting up and was expecting a child soon). “Going back to the corporate world” was
something that had to be avoided precisely because, while it represented economic pro-
tection, it also flattened his trajectory of personal growth. While Florida (2002) would
have recognized financial consultation within the creative class’ purview, Eric does not
see this occupation as legitimately ‘creative’ because it stifles his authentic self-project.
Other beardsmen expound this need to distance oneself from the personal stagnation pro-
duced by corporate life:

(13) I am a yoga professional. I help people connect with themselves and
others through the practice of yoga. In a past life I worked like a maniac
pushing business and real estate opportunities, and although I still dabble in
those fields, this simpler way of life has led me to more happiness than I ever
could have achieved in the prior chaos. (G, 156)

(14) After leaving his corporate gig, he mixed his previous business knowl-
edge with his photography skills, and turned his favorite hobby into a cus-
tomized lifestyle. “I was fortunate to have a successful career in my previous
world that allowed me to retire and do something that I’ve always wanted to
do,” he says. (I, 81)

Phrases like “in a past life” and “my previous world” mark the subjective division between
the corporate and entrepreneurial selves. Interestingly, both men are not completely men-
tally or economically separated from their previous occupations: excerpt 13 resentfully
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(“like a maniac”) admits to his continued involvement in real estate, while excerpt 14
incorporates his business skills into his photography business. Despite this uneasy in-
volvement, these men declare to have achieved an ideal lifestyle, whether it be “a simpler
way of life” or “something that I’ve always wanted to do.” The transition from past life
to self-fulfilling future is not yet complete in excerpt 14, but the author affirms his tran-
scendence, noting his happiness and disconnection from the chaos of manic business life.
In this discourse, there is a certain moral tone expressed by these beardsmen, an ethical
division between two worlds. This tone is emblematic of a class fraction that seeks “its oc-
cupational and personal salvation in the imposition of new doctrines of ethical salvation,”
and that plays “a vanguard role in the struggles over everything concerned with the art
of living” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 367). Thus, these men cement a class of new occupations
premised on creating authentic lifestyles in their transformation of “business knowledge”
(excerpt 14) into authentic self-employment. The creation of these occupations is also
experienced as a way for individuals to transcend their immediate class position and the
opportunities it delimits:

(15) I figured that I could either spend my nights making $50 working at
Walmart or I could drive thirty miles, do an open mic night and make $50 that
way. We aren’t rich or anything, but it beats the hell out of working a desk
job. (I, 201)

(16) I grew up believing that I would be able to make it into the field I had
dreamed of since I was ten, instead I ended up in a job that has stressed me
out, worn me down emotionally and stripped me of a lot of the positivity
and individuality that used to be free flowing within me. The purpose of this
writing is to share my feelings of professional emptiness and to say that the
majority of my years in the workforce have been spent with almost zero pas-
sion. Working in an industry that provides me no internal or creative benefit
had finally turned me into a retail zombie who clocks in and out simply for
the paycheck. (G, 108-9)

In excerpt 15, Ben (a musician) weighs his options between “working at Walmart” and
hustling for open mic slots, both equated with the same monetary value. Through this
binary between wage labour and creative labour, Ben expresses his disillusionment with
contemporary labour markets. This binary is particularly palpable for the Missouri-based
musician, who exists within a decades-long history of deindustrialization, disappearing
employment opportunities, economic decline, population vacuums, etc., as in other ‘rust
belt’ states. Even though Ben may have difficulties establishing his legitimacy as a cre-
ative professional (i.e. producing an occupation in alignment with his passion), this chal-
lenge is perfectly welcome within an economic reality of constrained mobility. Thus,
Ben’s movement toward the cultural pole of social space as an artist is in part a rejection
of his immediate opportunity structures and the creation of a new one. In excerpt 16,
Thomas expresses a similar disillusionment, though it is articulated as a rift between his
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previous beliefs and his current reality. The meritocratic ideal once promised to him now
crumbles in the confines of a cubicle. The individuality that he values and recognizes in
a previous version of himself, belonging to a previous system of opportunity, appears to
be purged in the hours between clocking in and out. Rather than denying the “desk job”
like Ben, Thomas reluctantly accepts his fate and fulfills his corporate duties with “zero
passion.” Within the context of Beardbrand’s messaging, Thomas represents a forgone
transcendence, to remind others to look beyond the characteristic liminality of their social
position. One way for ambiguously-situated individuals to overlook and overcome this
middleness is by renouncing ‘financial pleasures’:

(17) “Instead of going off and following my dream of shooting for amazing
wildlife and travel magazines, I ended up photographing kids at school. Do
you remember school portrait day? Yeah, that was me and I did it throughout
my twenties until I turned thirty.” After coming to the realization that life does
not revolve around money, Sean sold his photography business for one British
pound [. . . ] “My problem was that I was just in a rush to be something by
thirty. I believed that if I worked hard and earned more money, then I would
be successful. That was my benchmark for success, but I was miserable.” (I,
210)

(18) But controlling your finances is controlling your freedom. For everyone
that freedom comes in monetary amounts and there is no right or wrong num-
ber. Don’t be a slave to your job, to your debts, or to your materials. Break
the chains and take control of your life. (F, 42)

Again, excerpt 17 shows a dislocation between meritocratic ideals and the misery of an
unfulfilling (but well-paying) day-job. Sean, a photographer and professional adventurist,
recounts chasing an economistic conception of success which should have brought him
happiness and resents this conception for its failure to deliver such a result. He reme-
dies this disjuncture by readjusting his definition of success, not in monetary terms, but
in terms of self-fulfillment, of following one’s dreams. This renouncement of financial
success allowed Sean to pursue a career in adventurism (p. 211), rising above the con-
tradiction between occupational despair and meritocracy. However, excerpt 18 suggests
there is a fragile balance between the ethos of creative expression and self-imposed aus-
terity. While emancipating the entrepreneur from “professional emptiness” (excerpt 16),
self-employed careers in the creative industries can also be accompanied by significant
personal and financial risk. Entrepreneurs must negotiate between occupational transcen-
dence (the ability to free oneself from their day-job in order to pursue one’s dreams) on
the one hand, and financial constraint on the other. As much as these entrepreneurs may
embrace self-expression as their be-all-end-all, they still have basic personal and business
expenses to cover. Thus, financial prudence becomes a strategy to achieve occupational
transcendence; as long as individuals manage themselves responsibly, they will attain ful-
filling careers. Overall, Beardbrand writers represented their distance from and opposition
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to both the corporate sphere and wage labour by maligning their inauthenticity and moral
rigidity as well as emphasizing the personal freedom gained through self-employment in
the creative industries. These discursive strategies allowed beardsmen to overcome their
immediate labour market opportunities by envisioning new occupational possibilities in-
volving the pursuit of ‘dreams’ but also financial restraint.

Elective Affinities: From Passion to Profit

As we have seen thus far, Beardbrand’s contributors advocate for the ideals of entrepreneurial
work ethic and meritocracy, while experiencing their practice of these ideals in psychol-
ogistic terms. This entrepreneurial lifestyle, which synthesizes the moralities of produc-
tivity and enjoyment, facilitates a transcendence of existing opportunity structures. In
blending work and play into a passionate enterprise, creative entrepreneurs find them-
selves in occupations that align seamlessly with their dispositions. One’s personal tastes
are transferred into the professional realm where the individual seems naturally destined
for their new occupation. This elective affinity between the personal and the professional
(that is, the resonance between these two separate but apparently inextricable systems)
allows creative entrepreneurs to act as “guarantors of the value of their products” (Bour-
dieu, 1984, p. 365), demonstrating the legitimacy of the lifestyle they proclaim in the
marketplace. One lawyer-turned-indie-coffee-shop-owner describes a cosmic alignment
between him and his profession:

(19) The feeling that I’m doing something I’m possessed to do, and people
come in and appreciate how we produce it—that’s been the most rewarding
thing for me ultimately. (I, 64)

Here, the coffee shop owner describes his relationship to his occupation in spiritual lan-
guage. The uncanny ability of taste to adjust this individual to his objective conditions is
expressed through a love of his destiny, a love of the social position of which his tastes are
the product. In identifying with his occupation at the inner psychic or spiritual level, the
coffee shop owner experiences a resonance between himself as a socially classified per-
son and his occupation as a ‘well-suited’ socially classified profession (Bourdieu, 1984, p.
238). This social compatibility turns a mere job into a calling, a lifestyle justified by some
transcendent match between a person and their occupational duty (Weber, 1905/2012).
Within the context of the new petit bourgeois morality of pleasure, subjective gratification
through creative work is the basis of this calling, which comes to satisfy the imperative to
enjoy. We also see this affinity in one’s relationship to their body:

(20) I had always wanted to grow a beard, but constantly had jobs where they
weren’t acceptable [. . . ] Once I quit my auditing job to start Iron & Tweed
[Lewis’ lifestyle blog] it was game on! So really, my blog and my beard are
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sort of linked – for me, they’re both symbolic of freedom and new beginnings.
(I, 199)

This lifestyle blogger and fashion author, Lewis, explains the parallel meanings of his
beard and occupation. As Bourdieu (1984, p. 191) notes, the body is never merely physi-
cal but is composed within a social system of distinctive signs. The beard is no exception
to this and represents how one’s bodily modifications and stylings are interpreted as ‘nat-
ural’ incarnations of a person’s disposition, as we also saw in excerpt 10. For this blogger,
the body and his chosen profession are linked by the freedom experienced through both.
The “innermost nature” (Bourideu, 1984, p. 191) that Lewis’ beard represents and his
occupational calling come together in opposition to his “auditing job.” Lewis also empha-
sizes the unacceptability of beards in his previous job (which represents a larger trend in
the corpus), perceiving a mismatched relationship to his body that his corporate gig re-
quired. This barrier to self-expression and desire (“I had always wanted to grow a beard”)
allowed Lewis to reject middle-class conformity and branch out into a project of personal
freedom, encapsulated by both his bodily and occupational freedom. This rejection also
implicitly articulates a normative conception of authentic masculinity, predicated on a
self-cultivation and a moral adherence to one’s dispositions. Through this congruity be-
tween disposition and career, creative entrepreneurs can move towards the field of taste
production, not as a nefarious project of aesthetic or ethical universalization, but simply as
an extension of their internalized tastes and a genuine belief in their value. This genuine
belief was demonstrated in entrepreneurs’ desire to awaken passion in others:

(21) His current goal is to help others on the way to a more fulfilling, happy,
encouraging, supportive, connected, passionate and informed life. Through
showing and teaching how something is done, or inspiring others, he hopes to
change people’s perspectives in order to enlighten and make their lives better,
even if in the smallest of ways. (UB, 220)

(22) It helped me realize that people are inspired by the passion they find
in others even if they aren’t necessarily interested in your specific product
or service. So no matter what you do, if you are genuinely passionate and
enthusiastic about your work, people will be interested. (G, 3)

(23) Nothing beats the personal freedom when working for yourself; and even
more rewarding—if the career you’ve created is based on sharing your pas-
sions in life with others. (I, 75)

These entrepreneurs, all of them founders of budding cultural enterprises, profess a sin-
cere dedication to helping others find their passion. All of these men have built their
businesses on the premise that passion is easily converted to profit, as long as one has a
strong work ethic. These entrepreneurs want others to experience the elective affinities
they have felt in their own lives. For instance, one staff writer describes the goals of a
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VFX artist as “to change people’s perspectives in order to enlighten and make their lives
better.” By “teaching how something is done,” this beardsman can improve the lives of
others precisely because he is staying true to himself. His position in social space and,
therefore, his tastes show him that the pursuit of passion is not only an economically vi-
able way to make a living, but that it is a morally viable path to self-improvement and
enlightenment. In fact, the economic aspects of the production system (what goods are
being produced, one’s role in the system, etc.) are secondary to the subjective elements of
entrepreneurship. For one skateboard designer/creative brand artist (excerpt 22), success
as an entrepreneur is not about the “specific product or service,” but about the passion
and enthusiasm an entrepreneur brings to the market. If this passion is visible to the con-
sumer, “people will be interested.” Here, the elective affinity between the personal and the
professional is evidence for one’s legitimacy as a producer of culture and cultural goods.
This discourse also works as reassurance for prospective entrepreneurs who may still feel
unsure about the financial liquidity of their passion.

The passion one feels in their occupation reflects the social compatibility between
socially stratified people and jobs, and one must demonstrate this compatibility if they
are to work in the production of taste. Through their vocational alignment, passionate
entrepreneurs produce tastes for new occupational positions based on “sharing your pas-
sions in life with others” and for goods corresponding to such positions. Beardbrand is
exemplary of this dual production, founding their brand on a mission to purvey authentic
products for entrepreneurially-minded men. Thus, “sharing your passions” becomes a
potentially profitable business model, where producing taste in one’s own image is only
made possible by the seamless weaving of personal and professional taste. Though Beard-
brand contributors emphasized passion more frequently than profit in their commendation
of the entrepreneurial lifestyle, entrepreneurial enthusiasm was acknowledged as a lucra-
tive endeavour:

(24) We’re all about entrepreneurship and local businesses, and very passion-
ate about what we do. My motto is: “Find out what you love doing, and figure
out how to make money doing it.” (G, 146)

(25) Both guys have shown that regardless of your passion, if you believe it
enough and pursue it as your true authentic self, people will not only respond
well to your enthusiasm, but respect you for it. (I, 67)

The motto in excerpt 24 reflects the orientation Beardbrand’s entrepreneurs have towards
their businesses. Rather than designing their brands around what is already profitable
or taking up positions as employees in the creative industries with limited personal au-
tonomy, these entrepreneurs sought to “find what [they] love doing, and figure out how
to make money doing it.” This injunction creates a space for potential entrepreneurs to
recognize themselves in new creative occupations. For individuals who are disenamored
with the corporate sphere (as seen in ‘occupational transcendence’), this messaging is
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empowering; you can live a fulfilling life on the basis of entrepreneurial passion. Fi-
nancial and educational barriers melt away in the presence of pure belief, which ensures
success as long as one pursues a project as their “true authentic self.” Thus, the align-
ment between personal and professional spheres becomes crucial as authenticity becomes
a precondition for a successful professional life. The passion that emerges from a perfect
marriage of personal taste and occupation is then converted into profit. Because this elec-
tive affinity does not appear to be shaped by social position, creative entrepreneurs imbue
their projects with a mystical character. Feeling ‘called’ toward a certain social trajec-
tory, these entrepreneurs view themselves not as mere producers of goods but as moral
entrepreneurs delivering transformative individual and social change:

(26) It’s true, the products that we develop are just that, products. But for me,
as the creator, I see them as so much more. They are gateways and tools to
change society; to shift perceptions and challenge the status quo. (F, 33)

(27) We are so passionate about the company we are building, the customers
we serve, and the community we are uniting. [. . . ] We wanted to be more
than a company that sells products, and instead we want to guide men to
become the individuals they want to be (beard or beardless). For many of our
customers, that means giving them the tools they need to grow their beards
out. (F, 21)

Looking at the founder’s discourse, we can see that Beardbrand’s aim is much broader
than the provision of men’s grooming products. The company is a vehicle of social
change that enables people, bearded or not, to shift their perceptions and challenge exist-
ing norms. Positioning themselves beyond the banality of nine-to-five life, the brand is
able to see the moral failings of contemporary society in its conformity and intolerance
for beardsmen. However, the brand’s goal is not merely to encourage individual reflection
on salient moral issues of the day, but to unite a community of beardsmen (excerpt 27).
Here, the company is simply taking an active role in the work of taste, that is, bringing
people and things together that go together. Beardbrand’s intermediary role is sketched
out further in its ambition to “guide men” in becoming “the individuals they want to be.”
However, the imagined individuals these men want to become are in themselves shaped
by taste: the material and symbolic objects and practices one gravitates towards are not
random but socially organized. Therefore, it is Beardbrand’s task to awaken in others the
elective affinities they have found for themselves through the production of taste. The
brand markets a lifestyle of independence and personal growth, within which consumers
can identify their tastes. Giving men “the tools they need” can then be seen as a process
of taste-making, of producing a self-understanding in the consumer that aligns with the
brand’s commercial and class interests. Beardbrand’s contributors experienced a cosmic
alignment between their careers and tastes, leading them to advocate for the awakening of
entrepreneurial passion in others. This genuine belief in the necessity of their occupations
was mobilized as reassurance for potential entrepreneurs and helped to produce taste for
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new creative occupations.

Social Indeterminacy

So far, we have seen evidence for the interrupted middle-class trajectories of Beardbrand’s
entrepreneurs, whether in the need to ‘transcend’ traditional corporate positions or in en-
trepreneurs’ encouragement of others to take on the risk associated with self-employment
as long as they are passionate. The orientation toward upward mobility, which structures
middle-class practices and fantasies (perhaps most apparent in the ‘entrepreneurial ethos’
section), can no longer be achieved through once-reliable means. While in Bourdieu’s
(1984) France, this interruption resulted from a revaluation of the relationship between
educational qualifications and jobs (p. 355), the neoliberal American context poses new
problems for the upward-oriented middle-class as discussed above. Creative work be-
comes an option for the stagnant or declining middle-class, relatively low in economic
capital but rich in cultural capital, to salvage their social position by moving into ill-
defined and not-yet-legitimate areas. This type of work is hailed as enabling personal free-
dom and self-expression but tends to lack the stability and predictability of conventional
employment (Christopherson, 2013). To legitimize their emerging fields, new brands and
entrepreneurs occupying new cultural positions can take an active role in producing the
taste for their new occupations (see ‘elective affinities’), by encouraging others to be-
come entrepreneurs and promising high profits from not-yet-dominant cultural capital.
Thus, these entrepreneurs occupy an indeterminate place in the middle-class: their new
positions do not guarantee upward mobility, but neither do they ask their occupants for
guarantees (e.g. educational credentials). This social indeterminacy can be seen in the
discursive resistance to working a single well-established job:

(28) Team Beardbrand is a group of men that [...] bring diversity to our com-
munity. They support the overlapping idea that no matter your background or
professional life, beardsmen are not restricted to a pre-determined occupation
or lifestyle. Rather, sporting a beard opens the door to a world of opportuni-
ties. (UB, 173)

(29) While my last business card read, Marketing Director for NewME Ac-
celerator, I’m currently the head of Nearwealth, a consulting firm [. . . ] I also
manage a talented hip-hop artist, Juju Osbourne and I am currently developing
the platform Just More Proof, a project centered around sharing inspirational
testimonies. I enjoy making ideas happen, and helping others live loving,
fulfilling, and purposeful lives. (G, 139)

For these entrepreneurs, the question “what do you do for a living?” hardly lends itself to a
straightforward answer. In excerpt 28, the idea of restricting oneself to a “pre-determined

© 2021 Ethan Shapiro



Sojourners 247

occupation or lifestyle” is renounced in favour of a vague “world of opportunities.” Loom-
ing behind this discourse is a question of restriction: in what ways do beardsmen feel so
restricted that the discourse of opportunity becomes appealing? The cultural capital these
beardsmen possess, whether acquired through the education system or autodidacticism or
both, does not preclude employment in well-established occupations, but it does not guar-
antee employment either. Faced with an array of possible jobs and possible downslide,
these beardsmen welcome ambiguity and refuse to be ‘tied down’ to one particular job,
simply because their social position does not allow them this stability. Indeterminacy is
understood through the frame of individual choice, interpreting one’s unanchored fate as
an array of opportunities that need not be predetermined. In the next excerpt, we gain a
snapshot of one instant in a highly volatile occupational trajectory. No longer a marketing
director, this entrepreneur now boasts at least three projects from financial consultation
to talent management to “sharing inspirational testimonies” (excerpt 29); in the latter,
we can apprehend what Bourdieu (1984, p. 345) meant by “ill-determined.” Though his
business cards may always be under the process of revision, all of his endeavours cohere
within the vocation of “making ideas happen, and helping others live loving, fulfilling,
purposeful lives.” This entrepreneur thus occupies a principle more than he occupies a
profession, constantly altering the latter to fit the former if necessary. This principled but
indeterminate position often engenders an embrace of precarity:

(30) The business only grew from there. He personally didn’t pay himself
for the first year of Beardbrand. All of it went straight back to the business.
Luckily his wife was working, they had savings, and didn’t mind eating too
much ramen. The first year was really lucky, and Beardbrand took off within
that year. (UB, 51)

(31) I remember one time my bank account kept going down, so I made a
list of pro [sic] and cons; I realized if I need to be a bartender or wait tables
to afford my rent, I’m like, ‘ok that’s actually pretty cool! I’ll be the best
bartender or waiter ever!’ When I think about the worst-case scenario it’s
never really that bad. New experiences you can learn from are what really
drives me and makes the risks worth it. (I, 101)

Both entrepreneurs (Eric and Tobias, respectively) accept the economic insecurity that
accompanies self-funded business ventures. This tacit acceptance of precariousness re-
flects the self-exploitative work habits documented in the scholarship on self-employed
creatives (Throsby, 2007). As we can see in excerpts 30 and 31, this self-exploitation can
come in varied ways. For instance, Eric refused to grant himself a salary for the sake
of reinvestment, while relying on the labour of family members to shore up the tentative
income-pause. While this may be interpreted as a merely prudent financial decision based
on long-term trajectories, this practice came at significant costs, such as expending family
savings and self-imposing austere consumption habits (“didn’t mind eating too much ra-
men”). The affirmation of Beardbrand’s success at the end of excerpt 30 is also a strategic
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rationalization of self-exploitative work: even though some asceticism is inevitable, the
entrepreneurial mindset will prevail. Tobias, on the other hand, did not have initial access
to economic capital through savings or family to ‘bootstrap’ his app-developing ventures.
As his bank account declined, he had to find a way to afford his rent while maintaining his
creative pursuits. The necessity of earning a steady income (which is not yet provided by
Tobias’ design work) is converted into the opportunity to gain “new experiences” in ser-
vice jobs which are “actually pretty cool.” Here, Tobias reconciles his objective economic
circumstances, which are “never really that bad,” with his desired social trajectory by ab-
sorbing the symbolic gains of working-class experience. His ideological alignment with
the NPB allows him to see himself as separate from his coworkers, despite being (provi-
sionally) working-class. For him, temporary service work is not merely an income source
but a path of personal growth and learning. This experiential lens (emerging from the new
petit bourgeois injunction to explore oneself, pursue enjoyment, etc.) leads Tobias to see
his financial and personal risks as “worth it.” In addition to the rationalization of economic
insecurity, Beardbrand’s entrepreneurs expressed their social ambiguity through the ideal
of geographical mobility:

(32) Shortly after his escape from the world of school photography, Sean knew
he had to find something to fill that need for something more. “I didn’t have
any formal education, so I was kind of unemployable. I figured that if I went
traveling, I might find myself. I (210)

New-agey individualism aside, this excerpt shows that social indeterminacy also translates
to geographical indeterminacy. Like one photographer who describes himself as a “no-
mad” (152), Sean (also a photographer) chronicles his desire to ‘find himself’ by fleeing
his vapid day-job. He recognizes his lack of educational capital as a demerit in the labour
market and feels the need to “escape” his existing employment arrangement. This es-
cape occurs in geographical as much as symbolic terms. While Sean is particularly vague
about his chosen destination, other entrepreneurs in the Beardbrand ‘community’ are ex-
plicit about their high degree of spatial mobility. For instance, a tech start-up co-founder
works in London, though originally from Germany and educated in Tokyo (p. 141); an
environmental artist hops from Dayton to “Gainesville, NYC, Santa Fe, Finland, Iceland,
Atlanta and Detroit” (p. 156); a travelling bartender wanders the fifty states (p. 218); a
Canadian lifestyle photographer has roamed from Pennsylvania to urban North Carolina
(p. 145); etc. Later in Sean’s interview, we learn that he could not afford to travel but pur-
sued competitive cycling in order to travel for a living. Eventually, he achieved his goal
of becoming a professional adventurer. Sean abandons the traditional, but now untenable,
aspirations of middle-class homeownership and secure employment, instead opting for
exploration. While this exploration is quite literal for Sean, the professional adventurer
is a perfect metaphor for the NPB, who must venture into new cultural territories and
convince others of their value. In addition to geography, Beardsmen look to history to
consolidate their ascending social trajectory:
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(33) Old Money [cologne], represents the “work” in urban beardsman. But for
me, it represents more than simply work. To a certain degree it pays homage
to the titans of industry who helped build America and the world. Beardsmen
like Andrew Carnegie (full beard), James J Hill (goatee), Cornelius Vanderbilt
[sic] (sideburns), and JP Morgan (mustache). These were men who knew the
[sic] could change the way the world operated and set out to improve society.
(F, 33)

Here, Beardbrand’s founder explains the symbolic significance of his cologne, “Old Money.”
In identifying with Gilded Age tycoons, Eric transcends his uncertain class position, dis-
cursively restoring his current socio-historical conditions to ones in which innovative men
could “change the way the world operated and set out to improve society” through the
market. These men do not simply represent a class of frugal industrialists at a particular
historical juncture; rather, they are beardsmen. Through this act of retroactive classifica-
tion, Eric draws a straight line between his entrepreneurial endeavours and those of “the
titans of industry.” In his view, both projects were premised on the theory that ‘great men’
possessed by the entrepreneurial spirit can make a positive difference in the world. De-
spite the structural differences between the post-Civil War and neoliberal Americas, such
as rising wages in the former and falling wages in the latter, rapid industrialization and
stagnant deindustrialization, class conflict and class blindness (Huyssen, 2014), Beard-
brand’s entrepreneurs construct an intertemporal connectedness between themselves and
an idyllic period of meritocracy and innovation (which, at the time, was more easily at-
tainable for men). That is, they use the past to intervene in their conception of the present
and future (Sarial-Abi et al., 2017). This psychological identification with the old in-
dustrial bourgeoisie allows beardsmen to pacify their class anxieties specific to the 21st
century while experiencing them as transhistorical struggles for greatness. This intertem-
poral connectedness also explains Beardsmen’s preoccupation with craft and artisanship,
perceived as lost relics of an occupational golden age extinguished by mass-production (p.
4, 60, 89, 180, 207 passim), as well as their fixations on rugged self-sustaining patriarchs
(e.g. fathers and grandfathers, p. 13, 69, 93, 106, passim) and references to the mid-to-
late 19th century (from Thoreau [master corpus p. 105, 1120] to bearded and moustached
craftsmen and shopkeepers [master corpus p. 175, 253, 846, passim]). Beardsmen also
express their social indeterminacy through their uncertainty about the future:

(34) While I do not know how big my beard will get or what my career holds
next, I do know that I have begun to heal and that professional spark inside of
me has started to produce smoke and warmth for the first time in years. (G,
109)

(35) It was always tempting to quit my job and work with leather full time.
And when the company faced a major downsizing, and I got laid off, I had
to make the decision to either find another job, or finally pursue the dream of
ours (my wife and I) to work together in our shop making leather bags full
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time. Though it was scary, the decision was pretty easy for me. We haven’t
looked back. (I, 206)

While the author in excerpt 34 expresses uncertainties about his career prospects and deal-
ing with the ill-defined and unestablished nature of his position, excerpt 35 represents a
strategy to mitigate the threat of class vicissitudes, which he experiences as downsizing
and layoffs. In the former, a sales employee and imminent entrepreneur balances the
unpredictability of his career by highlighting the psychological and vocational healing
(“begun to heal,” “professional spark”) he has experienced in becoming an urban beards-
man. While we have seen that entrepreneurs rebrand this uncertainty as an opportunity
(see ‘occupational transcendence’), this rationalization is also a sublimation of class anx-
iety into doubt about the future. Even though these entrepreneurs may not see themselves
as forming a particular class fraction or emerging from a threatened middle position, they
are conscious of their hopes and insecurities regarding the future. These projections re-
veal aspects of their objective opportunities, beliefs about their destined social trajectory,
and the interactions between these two elements. For beardsmen, all occupations are pro-
visional (e.g. excerpts 28 and 29) under an austere socio-economic reality, which denies
them the realization of a previous middle-class belief system. The discourse in excerpt 34
is still coming to terms with this problem. However, excerpt 35 accepts this reality and re-
fuses to look back at a forgone class trajectory. The threat of losing the future promised to
this entrepreneur and his wife, posed by neoliberal changes in the organization of work,
is also a threat to the deepest, most internalized layers of his disposition (which have
been shaped by bygone class circumstances) and thus demands a reorientation of mean-
ing. Thus, the entrepreneur constructs meaning through the discourse of ‘pursuing one’s
dream’ – the new petit bourgeois imperative to ‘do what you love.’ Becoming a beards-
man, then, is not necessarily an antidote but a shroud for social indeterminacy, masking
ambiguity and precariousness with self-determination. Confronted with a labyrinth of a
social world, the most ‘intuitive’ course of action for these men is to find mobility within
the self, to play out a defensive struggle in the realm of dreams and self-improvement.

Conclusion

In this article, I have argued for a conception of hipsters as a class of self-employed cul-
tural producers responding to neoliberal economic and social reforms. Connecting Pierre
Bourdieu’s (1984) new petite bourgeoisie to more recent debates on the creative class
(Florida, 2002; Markusen, 2006; Leslie & Rantisi, 2012; Christopherson, 2013; Jakob,
2013), I envisioned hipsters as producers who emerged from a threatened social posi-
tion and mobilized creative entrepreneurialism as recourse to an upward social trajectory.
To understand how these producers talked about their emergence as entrepreneurs, I con-
ducted a corpus-based discourse analysis of Beardbrand, a men’s grooming company with
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a focus on sharing the stories of bearded entrepreneurs (or beardsmen). By conceptual-
izing discourse as a field, this method allowed me to glean how these men experienced
and justified their movement into the self-employed creative industries. My findings re-
vealed five main discursive categories which represented the ways in which Beardbrand’s
hipsters navigate their social position as a threatened middle-class while rationalizing and
legitimizing their roles as creative entrepreneurs.

First, I found that Beardbrand catered to a class of entrepreneurial creative pro-
ducers and built their Urban Beardsman blog around the contributions of like-minded
entrepreneurs. These men adopted an entrepreneurial ethos centred around work ethic
and meritocracy, envisioning themselves as a quintessential creative class (Florida, 2002)
while reinforcing the ideological primacy of entrepreneurial freedoms (Harvey, 2005).
They also experienced their endeavours in the psychologized language of mindset and
enjoyment, in line with Bourdieu’s (1984) morality of pleasure. The prevalence of occu-
pational transcendence narratives revealed a snapshot of their social mobility from tradi-
tional middle-class occupations to creative self-employment. Like Murray’s (2020) De-
troit bartenders, these men flocked to the creative industries as the prototypical middle-
class existence became untenable. Beardsmen described a seamless alignment between
their personal tastes and chosen professions, which allowed them to convert their passion
into profit, encouraging others to identify their taste in similar lifestyles through cultural
intermediation. This elective affinity shows that Beardbrand’s hipsters reconverted cul-
tural capital (whether knowledge from previous business occupations, the education sys-
tem or autodidacticism) into economic capital (Scott, 2017). Lastly, Beardsmen revealed
their social indeterminacy through variegated careers, embracing precarity, geographical
mobility, identification with the past, and uncertainty about the future. In particular, the
acceptance of precarious work in the name of self-expressive lifestyles reflects broader
trends in the creative sector (Jakob, 2013; Christopherson, 2013).

Overall, Beardbrand provides evidence for the claim that hipsters emerge from a
threatened middle-class position as a result of neoliberal austerity (Scott, 2017; Murray,
2020). These entrepreneurs rejected and challenged dominant ideas about how work is
and should be organized by placing the role of creative freedom and passion at the fore-
front of their pursuits. However, they also upheld rather normative conceptions of mer-
itocracy while advocating strong beliefs in market-oriented solutions to social and per-
sonal issues. In addition to their entrepreneurial zeal, these men clung to the neoliberal
order, often rebranding self-exploitation and precarity in terms of personal growth under
the austere auspices of individualized responsibility. While hipsters have been contested
in popular and academic discourses, especially around gentrification and the ‘upscaling’
of working-class areas (Hubbard, 2016; Sanders-McDonagh, Peyrefitte, & Ryalls, 2016;
Kennelly & Watt, 2012; Cooper, Hubbard, & Lees, 2020), this article aimed to place
hipsters into their larger social and political-economic contexts by looking at the ethics,
ambiguities, and anxieties they express. My research suggests that although Beardbrand’s
hipster entrepreneurs were active agents in soliciting market-facilitated social change,
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they enacted such roles as a reaction to neoliberal forces in defence of their social posi-
tion. They constructed new lifestyles and occupations precisely because these were their
only apparent options – as one beardsman notes: “It wasn’t really a choice—I knew I had
to launch a business” (p. 2).

Of course, this study is limited in its scope; a single brand can only be so represen-
tative of the diverse manifestation of a new petite bourgeoisie who can only be defined
by “what they do” (Smith Maguire, 2014, p 17). However, representativeness was of
less concern for this research than how my findings fit into larger social structures. A
major limitation of this study is its focus on an exclusively male group, which provided
only a glimpse into one of the gendered modes of creative entrepreneurship. This limi-
tation was visible in each discursive category as urban beardsmen mobilized masculinity
(signified in part by a well-groomed beard and the cultural capital necessary to grow
one) to legitimize their move into the creative sphere. Beardbrand’s discourse drew from
pre-existing cultural scripts of gendered entrepreneurialism, including a conception of
personal freedom as abstraction from social constraints, to enable their ventures in taste
production. Beardsmen also recognized (bearded) masculinity as revealing their inher-
ent creative entrepreneurial dispositions rather than classed modes of distinction, thereby
drawing a direct line from their personal life to the professional sphere. In this regard,
future scholarship may investigate how the NPB achieves class distinction through gen-
dered signifiers. The limitations of this study may also be addressed by examining how
the NPB copes with occupational anxieties and exigencies at the intersections of gender
and class. Furthermore, the ways that women and others understand their experiences
in the self-employed creative industries may reveal differing gendered pressures behind
contemporary entrepreneurial imperatives.

This study is intended to fit within a research programme of understanding how
niche occupations are produced, legitimized and eventually professionalized to resolve
class vicissitudes (Scott, 2017). Such research sees cultural micro-producers not just as
a phenomenon of identity formation but as class formation. Given the diversity of occu-
pations encountered in this study, hipster enterprises do not form a coherent occupational
group but rather a loose cluster of actors combining vocation with wider material and
symbolic struggle. In this vein, future research is not limited to hipsters and can be ex-
panded to study social influencers, independent media creators, urban planners, fitness
trainers, artisan producers, wellness coaches, designers, and other cultural intermediaries.
This scholarship should continue to investigate how the middle-class navigates the chang-
ing political-economic landscape, and the role of cultural intermediaries in steering this
navigation. As the current study shows, culture can be deployed in the transcendence
of contemporary class realities, and as a performance of assuredness amid material and
symbolic uncertainty. Subsequent research may look at how this cultural stance succeeds
in alleviating class anxieties. It may also seek to expand on how entrepreneurs’ psy-
chologized experiential frames work towards the persistence of neoliberal ideology (e.g.
work ethic, meritocracy, etc.) and reinforce the privatization of responsibility. Such an
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approach could sketch out the nuanced role of creative industry workers as responding to
and perpetuating social inequalities. By examining these cultural producers, we can better
understand how market solutions attempt and fail to deliver the freedoms they promise.
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Appendix: Table of Occupations Named in Corpus

Note: most authors/interviewees indicated a variety of occupations. Thus, occupations
may represent only partial elements of variegated careers. Occupation titles remain faith-
ful to their appearances in the corpus. Corpus page numbers listed with occupation title.
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Marching for Our Lives, Not Yours: An analysis of
frames, news coverage, and the March for Our

Lives movement

Maren Tergesen
University of British Columbia

Abstract. This article examines youth activists from the “March for Our Lives” move-
ment and how their identities impact their framing of gun violence. Analyzing speeches
orated at one of the largest gun violence prevention (GVP) protests ever, this article ex-
poses how the positionality and lived experience of white and/or affluent actors influences
their framing and results in the exclusion of urban gun violence acted upon Black people
and people of colour. This article finds that the MFOL movement reinforces racial hier-
archies of worthy victims by describing the ‘characters’ and ‘settings’ of gun violence as
those consistent with mass or school shootings. Despite the shortcomings of the MFOL
movement, this paper suggests that the current issue attention cycle is conducive to con-
versations about the intersections of gun violence with race and that activists of colour are
the ones leading these conversations.

Introduction

On February 14th, 2018, fourteen students and three faculty of Marjory Stoneman Dou-
glas (MSD) High School were killed in a school shooting in Parkland, Florida. Within
three days of the shooting, a group of survivors formed an organization dubbed “Never
Again MSD,” planned a nationwide day of protest called “March for Our Lives” (MFOL)
and raised $3.7 million dollars for the cause (Andone 2018). These youth activists were
widely applauded for their swift action and “for reminding America that the shooting was
not a freak accident or a natural disaster but the result of actual human decisions” (Witt
2018). Setting themselves apart from other mass shooting survivors, these youth entered
the public eye “not only to control the media’s message about MSD, but to create a sense
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of shared urgency among young people nationwide” (Bent 2019:58). Asserting the im-
portance of their lived experience, the founders of MFOL understood themselves as the
engineers of the gun violence narrative and they actively harnessed media attention to
ensure their voices were heard.

MFOL activists saw their voices and their experience as central to the debate on
gun violence. In turn, the media responded by positioning them as authorities within this
conversation. Due to the authority they were given, it is vital to consider how their lived
experience with gun violence and their positionality shape their work. Given that MFOL
actors are survivors of a mass shooting, a form of gun violence which comprised less
than 2% of gun-related deaths in 2016 (BBC 2019), it is important to explore how their
experience corresponds with the forms of gun violence privileged, or displaced, by this
movement and by the media outlets that follow them. Further, as nearly all the key MFOL
actors are white or white-passing and from an affluent, suburban area, it is equally as im-
portant to examine how their activism extends beyond themselves to serve those most
frequently impacted by gun violence, namely people of colour, people of low socioeco-
nomic status (SES), people from inner-cities and those existing at these intersections.

In 2017, Black Americans accounted for more than half (59%) of gun homicides
(Amnesty n.d.). Representing only 13% of the American population, it is clear that Black
people are disproportionately victims of this form of violence (Amnesty n.d.). To begin
addressing this overrepresentation, it is imperative that discourse center the specific expe-
riences of Black people and advance the policies that will support them. Although MFOL
has been praised for using their platform to speak about gun violence acted upon Black
and Brown people, scholars have yet to examine whether this praise is merited. Following
this gap in scholarship, I will analyze speeches and media coverage from the March 24th,
2018 MFOL protest in Washington, D.C. and ask two questions: 1. How do founding
actors of the MFOL movement frame the gun violence issue in their speeches and which
forms of gun violence do they privilege?; and, 2. Which MFOL actor frames, if any,
are reflected in newspaper coverage of the event in America’s top three, most circulated
newspapers? To answer these questions, speeches from eight key MFOL actors were an-
alyzed, along with twelve news articles printed in The New York Times, The Wall Street
Journal, and USA Today. My findings suggest that while MFOL actors wield the media
presence to disseminate their frames, they both frame the issue in ways that neglect urban
gun violence and use language that privileges mass shootings. In spite of their intentions
to be inclusive, I argue that the work of these activists obscures the issue of urban gun
violence and reproduces the racially unequal hierarchy of “worthy” gun violence victims.
By analyzing the meaning behind MFOL speeches and the presence or absence of MFOL
frames within the media, I will explore a central dynamic of this organization and uncover
the extent to which these actors succeed at translating their interpretations into public dis-
course on this issue. Analyzing this process is significant as it will reveal whether they
succeed at “shap[ing] how people think about social problems and their solutions” (Smith
et al. 2001:1400), known as the agenda-building process. Before outlining my method-
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ological decisions and analyses, I will introduce the social movement in question, then
review the literature on MFOL, gun violence, and social movements and the media.

Case Overview

In the wake of the February 14th, 2018 mass shooting, a group of MSD students who were
united under the banners of “never again” and “enough is enough” (Bent 2019:56) formed
an organization with the mission of rejecting political “passivity and demand[ing] direct
action to combat this epidemic” (March for Our Lives). Fitting into the gun violence
prevention (GVP) sector, this organization is referred to interchangeably as Never Again
M.S.D. and “MFOL,” the latter being how I will refer to them in this paper.

Although there have been powerful GVP organizations, arguably what distinguishes
MFOL from others is their relationship with the media. Seeking to flip the dominant nar-
rative, these youth actively worked to destabilize their victimhood and the “thoughts and
prayers rhetoric” that defines responses to mass shootings by getting in front of cameras
and demanding legislative change. They also sought out media attention as they under-
stood it could amplify their message and encourage mobilization. Their calls to action
were met with both support from the public, including celebrities such as Oprah and the
Clooneys (Andone 2018), and with great hostility, particularly from the National Rifle
Association (NRA) and gun rights activists such as Colion Noir (Shear 2018). One month
after the shooting, activists organized a national student walk-out, which was followed
shortly after by the “March for Our Lives” (MFOL) protest. The protest event, which
was scheduled for March 24th, 2018, remains one of the largest demonstrations against
gun violence in history (Lopez 2018). Following the protest, a number of movement
actors travelled across America to help people register to vote, to educate others and to
inspire gun control action. Notably, within a year of the Parkland shooting, 67 new gun
control-related policies had been enacted across the U.S. (Atkinson 2019).

Literature Review

MFOL and Gun Violence

Though the MFOL protest represents one of the largest GVP rallies in history, there are
few researchers who have studied this movement to date. Within the literature, a few re-
searchers have focused on activist Emma Gonzalez and her rhetorical tactics (Cardell and
Douglas 2020; Conti 2018), some on the authority of youth voices in activism (Bent
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2019), and others (Fisher and Jasny 2019) discuss how MFOL fits into a protest cy-
cle, or “phase of heightened conflict across the social system” (Staggenborg and Ramos
2016:65), that has ignited across America.

However, the literature discussing biases between forms of gun violence offers im-
portant insights for analyzing GVP movements like MFOL. Bernstein, McMillan and
Charash (2019) explore how mass shootings and urban gun violence are treated as dis-
tinct within our collective imaginaries. They contend that a consequence of dividing these
forms of violence is that they are ascribed different - and unequal - importance. Shootings
in cities acted upon Black and Brown people are seen as everyday occurrences unworthy
of attention, while shootings involving white people in suburban areas are tragedies de-
manding justice. In other words, the effect of race, status and place are multiplicative,
and it is the sum of being racialized and low-income and from the inner-city - a space
that is deeply stigmatized and perceived through a lens of criminality - that drives these
imbalances.

Resulting from these differing perceptions along racial lines is that “Parkland be-
come[s] the public face of a movement while the same and even larger loss of life that
takes place during an average year in Hartford or a weekend in Chicago is dismissed as
less significant” (Bernstein et al. 2019:1171). In other words, white GVP activists, like
MFOL members, dominate a conversation that most deeply and directly implicates people
of colour, resulting in a surplus of dialogue about mass shootings and a dearth of dialogue
about gun violence and its intersections with race. Exemplifying this lack of dialogue
is Merry’s (2018) study of gun control and gun rights Facebook groups, which reveals
that among gun control groups only 3% of posts mention race-related issues. Posts about
child victims and mass shootings formed the bulk of content in gun control groups (Merry
2018), which again lays bare the biases within this conversation and the shortcomings of
activists.

The lack of dialogue focusing on urban gun violence has severe consequences for
Black people and people of colour. Specifically, Parham-Payne (2014) examines the re-
sponses from authorities to the Sandy Hook mass shooting and the calls to action that en-
sued, exposing how public reactions to gun violence are racially unequal. Central to these
unequal responses, Parham-Payne (2014) argues, is the media and their reinforcement of
racial stereotypes that ascribe notions of criminality to people of colour, precluding their
victimhood and innocence. She affirms that it is both (white) policymakers and the media
who are complicit in reproducing representations of unworthiness, as the media shapes
public opinion, which in turn shapes the ideas and policies of government employees
(Parham-Payne 2014).

Gun violence is a particularly stark example as the media can choose whether to
portray it as an issue of public health, criminal behaviour or social inequality. While
the media too often portrays gun violence against people of colour through the lens of

© 2021 Maren Tergesen



Sojourners 267

criminality, representing this violence as a function of social inequality or as a public
health issue could shift the mindset - and political agendas - of those in positions of
power. Considering the impact of the media, it is all the more pressing to study whether
MFOL actors disrupt or maintain these representations.

Social Movements and the Media

Key to understanding how MFOL actors represent the gun violence epidemic is through
their ‘framing’ of the issue. Framing is the process whereby actors represent a problem
in such a way as to inspire a particular response or understanding of it. In other words,
framing is the “conscious signifying work” (Lindekilde 2014:206) that movement ac-
tors engage in to motivate individuals and to coordinate action about a problem. Frames
are not fixed entities, but rather they are fluid and “continuously being constituted, con-
tested, reproduced, transformed and/or replaced” (Benford and Snow 2000:628). There
are three ‘tasks’ of framing: problem identification or diagnostic framing; solution ar-
ticulation or prognostic framing; and, reason for engagement or motivational framing.
Within a social movement sector, Benford and Snow (2000) note that the most variability
exists across diagnostic frames, as groups may agree that an issue exists, but disagree
as to the source of it. For example, activists across GVP movements can agree that gun
violence needs to be stopped, but may diverge in whether they see the issue as stem-
ming from mass shootings or urban violence. Another important consideration for social
movement organizations is how to disseminate their frames, a process often involving
the media. Successfully disseminating frames, however, requires that organizations have
certain qualities and strategies. Specifically, Rohlinger identifies that organizations that
adapt their frames or arguments to reflect the current political climate, employ media co-
ordinators and/or are “attuned to journalistic norms and routines [. . . ] but also engage in
newsworthy and timely actions” (2000:483) are more likely to receive media attention.
Additionally, Rohlinger (2000) finds that organizations that view media attention as an
end unto itself are more likely to have formalized practices and, in turn, more likely to
receive coverage. That said, even if an organization overcomes both the internal (i.e., by
having a media department) and external (i.e., by understanding journalistic practices)
barriers to receiving coverage, there is no guarantee that reporting will be substantial or
favourable.

Despite these barriers and potential consequences, social movements still seek out
coverage as it relays their issues to a broader audience. Although the internet and social
media have opened up new opportunities, one avenue continuously used to draw atten-
tion is public demonstrations. While protests can attract mass media outlets, Smith et
al. (2001) find that these outlets may not report on these events as desired by movement
actors because “conveying protesters’ specific policy or issue concerns is of secondary
importance to those reporting on public protests” (p. 1402). In other words, structural,
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organizational and ideological features of the media may conflict with disseminating a
movement’s messages. Due to the latter features, movements face a battery of obstacles
to receiving coverage, such as having to present a chronic problem as newsworthy and
not jeopardizing the news entity’s capital or elite interests. Another factor highlighted in
Smith et al.’s (2001) research is that problems in the “issue attention cycle” (i.e., those
receiving a surge of attention) were more likely to receive coverage that is thematic, or
that unpacks the issue, in place of surface-level or episodic reporting (Smith et al. 2001).
Considering the multi-dimensional nature of studying social movements and the media,
some scholars have called for studying triadic interactions or “those between news orga-
nizations, practices, and actors, movement actors, and the political and social contexts in
which they engage” (Amenta et al. 2017:2) to better understand these relations.

Scholars have also observed that news outlets tend to devalue social movement
organizations and their actions, a phenomenon known as the protest paradigm. Thus,
despite their efforts, the media generally “demonize[s] protesters [. . . ] and under or in-
adequately report[s] their grievances, demands, and agendas of movements” (Kilgo and
Harlow 2019:510). Included in this paradigm is the overuse of official sources (i.e. insti-
tutional actors) or problematic frames, the invocation of public opinion, delegitimization
and/or demonization (McLeod 2007). Others, however, suggest that not all protests are
subject to this paradigm equally. Through their study of newspaper coverage on a range
of protests, Kilgo and Harlow observed that certain social issues are seen as more legiti-
mate than others, creating a “hierarchy of social struggle” (2019:523). Specifically, they
found that race-related protests were most often described using the paradigm (Kilgo and
Harlow 2019).

Hypotheses

As this review suggests, GVP activism is often fraught with racial inequities, and the
relationship between the media and movement actors is complex. In light of this, I return
to the case of MFOL and the protest to propose hypotheses for my research: Hypothesis
1: As Benford and Snow (2000) suggest that diagnostic frames differentiate a movement,
I hypothesize that due to their positionality and lived experience, the diagnostic frames
forwarded by MFOL actors will define the problem in ways that neglect how this issue
intersects with social inequalities, race, and so on. Hypothesis 2: In line with Merry
(2018), I hypothesize that MFOL actors will privilege forms of gun violence such as mass
shootings or those involving child victims and will not make mention of race. Hypothesis
3: Following Rohlinger (2000), I hypothesize that despite the protest paradigm, MFOL
actors will have their frames mentioned in half of the sampled articles as media attention
is among their organization’s central goals.

© 2021 Maren Tergesen



Sojourners 269

Methods

Data Selection

In order to study how key MFOL actors frame the gun violence issue, I chose to analyze
speeches orated at the March 24th, 2018 protest in Washington, D.C., which attracted an
estimated 800,000 protestors (Durando 2018). Although I was unable to find estimates of
the crowd’s demographics, clips of the crowd from speech videos show the participants
as predominantly under 24 years old and largely white. In other words, the make-up
of the crowd was somewhat reflective of the positionality of MFOL actors. I chose to
study speeches delivered at this event as I wanted to see how individual representatives
of this movement framed this issue when they had their most influential platform and
when they were given the liberty to express themselves in their own words. Due to this
protest taking place a month after their activism began, I felt it also allowed them the time
to educate themselves on the issue and to mature as leaders of this movement. Eight of
the twenty-four students credited with founding MFOL spoke at the demonstration and
these eight speeches, given by David Hogg, Cameron Kasky, Emma Gonzalez, Sarah
Chadwick, Ryan Deitsch, Alex Wind, Jaclyn Corin and Delaney Tarr, formed my sample.
MFOL speeches were delivered between noon and 2:00PM of that day, interspersed with
performances and speeches by other non-MSD students. Speeches ranged in length from
three to seven minutes and were accessible on the MFOL YouTube page.

My second research question asked whether MFOL frames were disseminated into
newspapers. To sample newspaper articles, I searched Factiva using the search terms
“MFOL” or “March for Our Lives” and limited my search to articles published on the
day of and the day after the protest. I chose to limit my sample to the three most widely
circulated newspapers in America, which are USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, and
The New York Times. These three newspapers were selected as they are the most circulated
and, therefore, among the most influential news sources. Being published in these papers
could reveal whether MFOL frames reached America’s top policy and decision makers.
In addition, these three papers offer different political slants, with The New York Times
leaning slightly to the left, USA Today as generally center and The Wall Street Journal
as somewhat right leaning. Including papers from various slants allows me to observe
if political leaning impacts whether MFOL frames get published. A preliminary search
of Factiva garnered 50 articles, half of which were published by USA Today, 20 of which
were from The New York Times and the remaining five were from The Wall Street Journal.
Duplicates and articles that did not focus explicitly on the protest event in some way were
excluded. This resulted in a sample of twelve articles, five of which were from USA
Today, five from The New York Times and two from The Wall Street Journal. Seven of the
articles were published on March 24th, 2018 and five on the 25th, 2018.
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Analysis

As I was interested in examining frames and MFOL members as signifying agents, my
research was suited to doing a frame analysis. Following Lindekilde’s (2014) model of
frame analysis, I transcribed the speeches and then categorized relevant “speech acts’
from the transcripts into one of the three framing tasks as defined by Benford and Snow
(2000), which acted as “theoretically deduced coding categories” (Lindekilde 2014:213).
Once relevant parts of speeches were organized into the three categories, I read and re-read
the transcripts to synthesize themes into one- or two-word frames that I generated induc-
tively. I then compared the ‘problem,’ ‘solution’ and ‘motive’ frames between speeches to
see whether patterns emerged in how actors outlined the issue. From the eight speeches,
two recurrent diagnostic frames were identified, two prognostic and three motivational,
which were organized into what Lindekilde (2014) terms a “display” (See Appendix 1).
To examine which forms of gun violence were privileged, I employed a qualitative content
(QC) analysis. Following Mayring’s (2000) model for conducting deductive QC analyses,
I applied Merry’s (2018) codes of ‘character’ and ‘setting’ to expose who MFOL actors
articulated as victims of gun violence (e.g., students or people of colour) and where they
located this violence (e.g., at schools or on the streets). Therefore, I re-read speeches and
coded setting and character speech acts (such as ‘student’ or ‘in the streets’) into one of
two gun violence categories: mass/school shooting; or, ‘other’ (i.e. any form that is not a
mass shooting) (See Appendix 2: Table 1 and Table 2). I then tabulated these categories
to see which form of gun violence received more mention. Finally, using the key MFOL
frames, I analyzed the newspaper articles to see if any MFOL actor frames were included
and, if they were, which ones were included (see Appendix 3 for codebook).

Findings

MFOL Actor Speeches and Frames

Founding MFOL actors defined the gun violence issue as resulting from authority inaction
(coded as inaction) or political manipulation due to industry influence (coded as indus-
try). For example, one actor asserted the inaction frame by stating that “[the people in
power] have gotten used to being protective of their position, choosing safety, the safety
of inaction” (Hogg 2018). Industry frames almost exclusively centered on denouncing the
NRA, as the following exemplifies: “To all the politicians out there, if you take money
from the NRA, you have chosen death.” (Wind 2018). Both of these diagnostic frames
see the problem of gun violence as stemming from politicians, with one frame position-
ing them as unwilling to pick a side in the gun violence debate and the other positioning
them as corrupted by corporate money. Framing the issue in this way, MFOL actors are in
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turn suggesting that the gun violence epidemic is essentially the result of a lack of policy.
Although policy changes could include a range of approaches, the failure to make any
explicit links between gun violence and social inequality or race suggests that the policies
they envision amount to gun control. While gun restrictions could in part lessen the toll of
urban gun violence, they do not address the social factors, such as lower job opportunities
or over-policing, that contribute to making certain communities more prone to issues that
in turn increase the rates of urban gun violence. The fact that the diagnostic frames are
so broad and that they characterize the problem as a lack of policy - and not a lack of
resources, programs, opportunities - reveals that MFOL actors are thinking through the
issue as people from privileged backgrounds who are unfamiliar with the social contexts
and deprivations that foster violence. This framing leads me to accept my first hypothesis
seeing as the diagnostic frames neglect the contexts that give rise to urban gun violence.

Prognostic and motivational frames were similarly broad and failed to articulate the
particular needs of urban communities of colour. The proposed solutions to these diagnos-
tic frames included voting out corrupt politicians and voting for sensible gun legislation
(coded as vote), and to educate individuals on the gun violence issue (coded as educate).
The latter two codes are encapsulated in one actor’s quote: “They might preach NRA, they
might preach G-U-N, but we’re preaching R-E-V: Register, educate, vote” (Deitsch 2018).
Finally, ‘call to action’ frames included the urgency of the issue (coded as urgency), its
widespread nature (coded as pervasiveness-prevalence) and the power of individual action
(coded as agents of change). An example that captures both pervasiveness-prevalence and
agents of change motives is the following: “In the end, we are all fighting for our lives.
But we are a great generation and we’ll be the ones to make America safe” (Corin 2018).
As these findings suggest, MFOL actors do not define the gun violence issue in ways
that extend beyond their own positionality and lived experience. This leads me to affirm
Bernstein et al.’s (2019) assertions that white GVP activists invariably center themselves
and their communities within this fight against violence.

The QC analysis acted to reinforce the findings from my framing analysis. Through
references to ‘characters’ and ‘settings,’ MFOL actors were twice as likely to privilege
mass shootings over other forms of gun violence (See Appendix 2: Table 1). This in-
cluded referencing ‘students,’ ‘teachers,’ ‘children,’ and ‘school’ more often than broad
terms such as ‘Americans,’ ‘people,’ ‘this country’ and ‘cities.’ Moreover, there were no
mentions of race or people of colour and few references to urban gun violence (i.e. only
four mentions of violence ‘in the streets’). The only quasi-allusion to race is as follows:
“We openly recognize that we are privileged individuals and would not have received as
much attention if it weren’t for the affluence of our city. Because of that, however, we
shared the stage today and forever with those who have always stared down the barrel of
a gun” (Corin 2018).

These findings confirm my second hypothesis, which was that actors will privilege
mass shootings and child victims, and will ignore race. While these actors frame the
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problem broadly to offer the semblance of inclusivity, they nonetheless describe the char-
acters and setting of gun violence as being victims of mass or school shootings. In other
words, their imagined victims are not experiencing ‘every day’ or urban forms of gun vi-
olence. Further, they fail to draw explicit attention to how this issue intersects with race.
Therefore, their positionality and lived experience are reflected in the language they use
to unpack this issue, and specifically in how they illustrate this problem as occurring to
children and within a school. By alluding to victims of mass school shootings, MFOL
members are embedding representations about who suffers from gun violence and who is
worthy of protection in our collective imaginaries. As they construct the issue in this way,
they are simultaneously shifting our focus away from the Black and Brown adult victims,
who become constructed as starkly opposed to the helpless and fragile child. The result
of this process is that children, particularly white children, become the highest policy pri-
ority, or the top of the hierarchy, while Black and Brown victims of gun violence become
a policy afterthought.

MFOL Frames and Newspaper Coverage

From my sample, all but two articles, one from The New York Times and one from USA
Today, included frames of students. Of those ten articles, half were coded as including
MFOL frames. As MFOL frames were observed in half of the sample, I accept my third
hypothesis. Among the articles that incorporated MFOL framing, both diagnostic frames
(i.e., industry and inaction) and all three motivational frames (i.e., urgency, agents of
change and pervasiveness-prevalence) were included. The prognostic frame ‘vote’ was
identified three times but the ‘educate’ frame did not appear. Across the five articles, there
were seven examples of motivational frames, five diagnostic and only three prognostic.
Though the size of the protest surely contributed to the amount of coverage, the inclusion
of MFOL frames reveals that gun violence is on the issue attention cycle.

That said, it is interesting to note that articles included more motivational frames
than any other. Seeing as motivational frames do not necessarily unpack the issue, their
overrepresentation speaks to how structural and ideological factors (e.g., industry/elite
influence) may still limit how these news outlets describe this problem. The contentious
nature of the gun debate in America may also be linked to this quasi-episodic coverage.

However, complicating these conclusions is the fact that eight of the ten articles
(four from USA Today) mentioning student frames included non-MFOL actors and nearly
all of these students were people of colour who spoke at the rally about gun violence
and its racial intersections (e.g. Naomi Wadler, Edna Chavez, Trevon Bosley, etc.). In
other words, these students collectively received more coverage than founding MFOL
members and, unlike the latter, they had no prior media presence. They also directly
spoke about issues of race and racism. Notably, The New York Times (2018) published
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student-activist Edna Chavez asserting of her south Los Angeles neighbourhood that, “it is
normal to see flowers honoring the lives of black and brown youth that have lost their lives
to a bullet.” Chavez’ words do exactly what MFOL framings fail to: they reinforce that
the burden of gun violence disproportionately falls on people of colour living in under-
resourced neighborhoods. Yet, Chavez and other students of colour were not subject to
the protest paradigm as Kilgo and Harlow (2019) may have anticipated, and their frames
were reported. While there are certainly a number of factors involved in explaining why
anti-racist, non-MFOL actors received more attention, I argue that, in contrast to Kilgo
and Harlow’s (2019) findings, the current political climate is conducive to discussions of
racism and violence against Black and Brown people, particularly since the rise of Black
Lives Matter and due to the current protest cycle (Fisher and Jasny 2019). This finding is
significant as it is the framings of Black and Brown activists that will hopefully facilitate
conversations about the harms of gun violence in communities of colour and combat the
racial hierarchies of victims.

Limitations

While this study has offered insights, there are a number of limitations. Firstly, by an-
alyzing speeches at one event, I only offer a glimpse of how certain members of this
organization frame this issue at one point in time. Secondly, the small sample size of
articles and only sampling from three newspapers also limits the generalizability of these
findings. Selecting articles from the three largest newspapers could further have biased
my findings as the organizational, structural and ideological characteristics of larger news-
papers influence reporting in myriad ways. As ten articles in my sample were published
by left leaning and center newspapers, it is likely that my sample is more progressive and,
thus, more likely to support direct action.

Another limitation is that this paper only looked at the dissemination of frames
within the news media, when social media, particularly Twitter and Instagram, are in-
creasingly acting as spaces for activist dialogue. Analyzing the conversations happening
on social media platforms would have offered an interesting look at whether individuals
accept, extend or challenge the frames put forward by MFOL actors. While this paper
focused on how framings and responses differ between mass/ school shootings and urban
gun violence, it is important to recognize that there are other systemic issues which fuel
the overrepresentation of Black people and people of colour among victims of gun vio-
lence, namely police perpetrated gun violence. Although discussions of police violence
were beyond the scope of this paper, it is crucial that future research explore the framings
of this issue and whether they advance solutions that address the systemic roots and that
align with the calls to action voiced by BIPOC. Despite these limitations, these analyses
contribute important information, such as the fact that framing analyses can overlook lin-
guistic subtleties that QC analyses can capture, that actors who are not associated with
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MFOL can have their voices elevated, etc.

Conclusion

This paper sought to uncover how founding members of an influential movement define
the gun violence issue and whether their positionality and lived experiences influence
their presentation of this social problem. The findings suggest that these actors ignore
urban gun violence in their framing and that they privilege mass shootings over other
forms of gun violence in their narratives. Thus, I argue that the positionality and lived
experience of these actors does lead them to reaffirm the socially constructed distinction
between mass shootings and urban gun violence that Bernstein et al. (2019) highlight.
By reinforcing this divide, these activists are also reproducing the hierarchy of worthy
victims, which locates losses in white affluent communities above those that occur in
less-privileged communities of colour. A further finding of this research is that while
MFOL actors do receive news coverage and their frames are included in articles, it is the
motivational frames that receive the most representation. This could be due to the fact that
these outlets are not necessarily unpacking the gun violence issue, or perhaps that they
want to inspire their readers to register and vote. This research also exposed that non-
MFOL activists of colour collectively received more coverage than the Parkland students,
which speaks to how the current political context is arguably open to discussions of race
and racism.

Given that gun violence is understood by many as an epidemic, this research is sig-
nificant as it explores how actors on the frontlines of this debate are involved in shaping
how the wider public thinks about this issue. As MFOL actors are engaged in the agenda
building process, they are influencing how gun violence is thought of in our collective
imaginaries, in turn shaping how we feel and respond to this epidemic. Ergo, their em-
phasis on mass shootings could incite a ripple effect on the public, policies and social
change. While this study focused on MFOL members, it is clear from the findings that
non-MFOL actors and their framing should be examined in future research. Ultimately,
GVP activists of colour are seizing this debate and their framings may be able to reset
unjust hierarchies and, in effect, create change for all our lives.
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Racialized People in the Spotlight: Public
discourses about racism in Germany

Simon Wastian
University of British Columbia

Abstract. Racialised people in Germany shared their experiences of everyday racism by
gathering behind the anti-racist MeTwo that is inspired by the anti-sexist MeToo..Racialized
people set out to correct common sense notions of Germany being a post-racial society
after World War II and to disseminate their subjugated knowledge about contemporary
racism in the country.

Based on racial categories that are salient in Germany, I investigate how a cross-
section of German newspapers (Die Tageszeitung, Suddeutsche Zeitung, Frankfurter All-
gemeine Zeitung, and Die Welt) covered this collective uprising. These racial categories
are the backbone for my qualitative content analysis to identify how racism was negotiated
in connection to the hashtag. In so doing, I seek to answer the following three questions:
(1) What were the prevalent public discourses? (2) How were these discourses justified?
(3) To what extent did the distribution of the discourses differ across media outlets?

There were three main discourses surrounding MeTwo: Approximation of subju-
gated knowledge shared online, denial of the full extent of racism in Germany and explicit
denial. The distribution across the four newspapers was not identical; Die Tageszeitung
favoured approximation, while Die Welt centered around explicit denial of racism. Both
Süddeutsche Zeitung and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung mostly denied the full extent of
racism in Germany.

Despite the qualitative differences between all three discourses with respect to the
general conceptualisation of racism itself, none actually acknowledges the full extent of
contemporary racism in Germany. For example, Black voices are rarely included in any of
the discourses. Therefore, all three perpetuate the subjugation of the knowledge racialised
people possess.
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Introduction

The hashtag MeToo encouraged many women around the world to take to social media.
After many years of denying issues, the public was pushed towards listening to women’s
experiences of sexism, misogyny, and harassment. Connecting to this success, in the
middle of 2018, racialised people in Germany created MeTwo: a second take, this time
drawing attention to various experiences of contemporary racism, an issue that has rarely
been publicly addressed at that time.

As MeTwo welcomed racialised people into the spotlight of the German public,
it addressed a sore point: Racism still exists after the unconditional surrender of Nazi
Germany in 1945, and it may even exist within oneself. Indeed, the public conception of
racism in Germany is predominantly limited to the country’s history. The German Empire
as the first modern German state, participated late in imperialism and colonialist expan-
sion. Because they were ruling over a limited number of colonies the colonial history of
Germany is often neglected. Accordingly, atrocities such as the geneocide on the Herero
and Nama are only investigated starting in the 2010s. The topic of racism is often reduced
to the period of Nazi Germany from 1933-1945. In both academia and the public eye,
the contrasts to racism before 1945 can serve as a tool to either belittle or entirely neglect
modern-day racism (Messerschmidt, 2011, p. 59). This limited perspective is further
exacerbated by the representation gap of people of color in German academia. Even the
topic of racism tends to be discussed in predominantly white spaces, if discussed at all.
Incidentally, the Wikipedia page ‘Racism in Germany’ only exists in English but not in
German (Racism in Germany, 2020).

Even using the German word ‘Rassismus’ can be considered taboo (Mecheril &
Scherschel, 2011). Although this has been changing, the overall trend remains to focus
on overt, ‘extremist’ (neo-)nazism while ignoring racialised people and their experiences
of racism and the underlying structures in society (Mayer, 2013; Seufert, 2018). Racilised
people in Germany are affected by structural discrimination in all domains of society and
are therefore underrepresented in various institutions. Furthermore, politics and general
discussions ignore incidents of racism such as racial profiling, police brutality and racial
discrimination.

I have an ambivalent position in the racialized society. I am a person of color myself,
and I know what it means to experience racism and how it can impact one’s biography.
However, I am mixed, growing up with a Brown father and a white mother. This means
that I also catch myself having racist prejudices. The reflection of this ambivalent role is
why it is important to me to acknowledge the predominance of racism in German society.
The voices of the hashtag MeTwo are living proof that the framework surrounding racism
in Germany is incomplete and even harmful. In light of these circumstances, people of
colour in Germany are in a difficult situation: While they share their knowledge and
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criticise the public conception of racism, their success still depends on the public and,
thus, the media.

In this article, I address this issue by raising the question: How is racism depicted
in the German media as racialised people make themselves heard? To approach this, I
introduce literature to describe racism not as a side issue of political fringe groups but
as a structure of oppression. This allows me to leave the limited framework in Germany
and move towards the distinction between overt and covert racism discussed in Critical
Race Theory. This way, I can describe racism in a larger sense to approach the concept
of common sense and its influence on what is considered overt racism (Bonilla-Silva,
2018). To understand the dynamics behind this common sense, I apply Foucauldian
understandings of discourse, power, and knowledge. I then connect this to theoretical
concepts developed by Ulrich Beck (2016), who describes how the position of people in
public power structures determines what is commonly considered to be true. Using this
theoretical framework, I introduce a category system to guide my analysis of the racial
structure in German press coverage. The analysis is based on a sample of four nation-
wide German newspapers, namely Die Tageszeitung, Suddeutsche Zeitung, Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung and Die Welt. I analysed articles during MeTwo to ascertain how the
German press reacts to the experiences of racism as a contemporary structure in society. I
specifically focused on the precise ways in which the knowledge about racism as a larger
social issue is either acknowledged or belittled and derive three discourses that differ in
their acknowledgement of racism in Germany. In this paper, I describe each discourse by
applying my theoretical perspectives to the articles in my sample. Finally, I argue that the
knowledge of racialised people remains subjugated because the racial structure of society
is stable enough to maintain itself.

Literature Review

The Racial Structure

Racism works within a system of discourses and practices used to legitimate historical
and contemporary power relations (Rommelspacher, 2011, p. 29). Therefore, it is not
an issue of isolated fringe-groups, but a system of dominance referred to as the racial
structure of society by Bonilla-Silva (2018, p. 8-9). This structure favours white people
labeled as ‘belonging’, and works against people of colour, who are labeled as the ‘other’
(Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Miles & Brown, 2003, p. 84-86).

The prevalent blind spot on various forms of racism is not just a matter of apathy but
a result of racism itself. Recognising the manifestations of the racial structure depends on
the observer: Due to their privilege, white people tend to overlook what racialised people
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experience first hand (McIntosh, 2015). Overt forms of racism, such as the Holocaust,
(neo-)Nazi ideology, and slavery tend to be commonly identified as racism. Covert racism,
on the contrary, is often the center of debates. It includes, for example, geographical
segregations, religious and cultural exclusions (Hall, 2016), as well as intersections with
other systems and structures of oppression, such as sexuality, gender, and ability (Collins,
2009; Crenshaw, 1991; The Combahee River Collective, 1986).

Manifestations of social structures differ depending on time and context (Foucault,
2002, p. 36). Likewise, the distinction between what is overt and covert racism refers to
a blurred, variable, and contingent line. It depends on what is widely seen as ‘bad’ and
what is commonly accepted to be ‘normal’, while racially privileged people tend to be in
positions to dominate these discussions. As most people in Germany, especially those in
powerful positions, are racially privileged, the prevalent focus on the most overt forms of
racism is, therefore, the perpetuation of the racial structure itself.

It follows that there is an unquestioned common sense maintaining the racial struc-
ture in society (Lawrence, 1982, p. 63, 79). A common set of knowledge used to justify
that only overt racism is recognised, while covert forms are legitimised, hidden, or denied
(van Dijk, 1992, p. 93). This way, the racial structure (re)produces through common sense
no matter where exactly a line between overt and covert racism is drawn (Hall, 2016, p.
176; Lawrence, 1982, p. 84-85).

The Racial Regime of Truth

Not all people in society perceive racism in the same way. People of color have first-hand
knowledge about racism, while predominantly white people tend to neglect the topic.
This, inherently, creates tension: Who holds the truth? What is commonly accepted
knowledge about racism is dependent on discursively (re)produced relations of power as
they influence how ‘true’ and ‘false’ are defined (Foucault, 1980, p. 131; 2003b, p. 24).
This Foucauldian knowledge/power is enacted within relations of domination (Collins,
1993), creating and maintaining a regime of truth (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Foucault, 1980;
Hall, 2018). Therefore, in a white supremacist society, it is white definitions of racism
that make use of a racial regime of truth to (re)produce racism in society.

There are commonly visible parts of racism and also aspects that are ‘hidden’; just
like an iceberg does not reveal its actual size above the surface of the water. The regime
of truth allows for white definitions of racism to be discussed publicly, while first-hand
knowledge of racialised people is made invisible. I refer to this division as overt and covert
racism. Inherent in this setup is a difference in perception: White supremacy allows white
people to only look at the tip of an iceberg and pretend it is the whole thing. Racialised
people, however, are aware of the whole iceberg and the regime of truth it originates from.
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A common sense that is defined by a white supremacist society is confronted by the bigger
picture that is apparent to people of color.

Figure 1. Iceberg Model of Racism. Own illustration, adapted from Gee & Ro
(2009, p.367)

Gee & Ro’s (2009) iceberg model illustrates this difference in perception. The
visible part represents racism that is commonly recognised in a white supremacist society,
while covert racism lies beneath the surface and is recognised by racialised people. In my
adaptation (see Figure 1), I have categorized some terms relevant to this paper and added
a water line: The distinction between overt and covert racism is based on a white notion
of common sense.

As shown above, common sense delimits commonly accepted knowledge. Foucault
developed theories to reveal how common knowledge is created and maintained within a
society’s discourse in relation to power (Foucault, 2002). In the Foucauldian sense, the
term discourse describes all statements and practices which are considered to be mean-
ingful within society (Hall, 1997, p. 44). Stuart Hall (1997) points out that even though
topics can exist outside of discourse, “they only take on meaning and become objects of
knowledge within discourse” (p. 45). This entails that “statements different in form, and
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dispersed in time, form a group if they refer to one and the same object” (Foucault, 2002,
p. 35). These analyses reveal that it depends on discourse how a topic in society can be
addressed and whether it can be addressed at all. Since discourse creates the realm of what
can be said, every knowledge exists only with regard to what already exists discursively
(Hall, 1997, p. 47).

This means that the racial structure of society is (re)produced by the commonly
accepted knowledge and vice versa. The reality of racism is only discussed within a
limited scope as long as that scope is commonly believed to be complete. Thus, the racial
regime of truth is (re)produced discursively which creates the incomplete and distorted
picture in society. A picture that “will have real consequences [...] and will become ‘true’
in terms of its real effects, even if in some absolute sense it has never been conclusively
proven” (Hall, 1997, p. 49).

Although discourse consists of all statements about overt, covert, and anti-racism,
the knowledge of racialised people is hidden in plain sight as it is not commonly accepted.
Instead, people of colour know the consequences, experiences, and variations of racism
in society. This reflects what Foucault (2003a) describes as subjugated knowledge (p. 7).
It connects to the collective experiences of people that have been historically and racially
disqualified and excluded, labeled as naı̈ve, subjective, and invalid (Collins, 2009, p. 269-
270; Foucault, 2003a, p. 7). Subjugated knowledge about racism bears a history of
darkness in the shadows of the European Age of Enlightenment (Foucault, 2003c, p. 70).
Alcoff (2013) concisely summarises Foucault’s analyses:

“Foucault’s work offers a critical reassessment [...], suggesting that we con-
sider the relation of truth to power/knowledge and the process by which some
knowledges become subjugated or classified as ‘naı̈ve’. The point is not to
reject all dominant or received knowledges, but to raise the question of power
as a matter of course in regard to existing knowledge.” (p. 222)

These dynamics between discourse, truth, power, and knowledge about racism show
that it is important to look at who exactly is a speaker in discourse and what their perspec-
tive is: Inevitably, discourses are dependent on the people who (re)produce them (Fou-
cault, 2002, p. 55-56). Ulrich Beck’s Metamorphosis of the World (2016) sheds light on
how the position of speakers can shape perspectives. He discusses power structures in
the public and the individual positions within (p. 97-98). A connection of this approach
with Foucauldian ideas, therefore, allows looking at what is said and what is not said as
well as who is in a position to define what can be said and what not (Beck, 2016, p. 130;
Foucault, 2002, p. 30).

Even though Beck’s understanding of global risks originates from analyses of issues
concerning nature and climate change, it is applicable to the racial structure in many ways.
He describes risks as issues of inequality and nationalist viewpoints (Beck, 2016, p. 82-

© 2021 Simon Wastian



288 Wastian

83). Framed like this, they tend to be externalised as side effects and are hidden, while
they already harm many people who do not have the privileges to make their suffering
publicly visible (ibid.). On a global level, the people most affected by climate change are
silenced by colonialist and racist structures. The racial structure itself can also be seen
as a social risk as mechanisms of hiding knowledge maintain it: The way of dealing with
racism follows repeating patterns which claim to explain the racial structure while at the
same time misrepresenting and hiding it (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 54).

As mentioned above, the regime of truth with its relations of domination define
what is considered true knowledge about racism: The relations of definition are relations
of domination (Beck, 2016, p. 97). This means that racism can only be made visible
if white people in their dominant and privileged positions step back and entirely replace
their bystander definitions with the lived experiences and knowledge of racialised people.
Consequently, there are two points of action that people can build on: keeping the racial
structure invisible or making it visible (Beck, 2016, p. 107-111).

From the perspective of invisibility, risks are described within the context of prof-
iting from them (p. 107-108). People who (re)produce them tend to be part of dominant
institutions, and if risks such as racism were fully visible, they would lose their position of
definition (ibid.). This dominant institutional position makes it easy to limit and control
the information that is publicly discussed (p. 103). This is reflected in white privilege
(McIntosh, 2015): Insufficiently describing racism from a dominant position maintains
that description in society. White people who create media content are both producers
and profiteers of keeping racism hidden. If they can define what racism is, it is only dis-
cussed within a framework that does not question their position of defining racism. Beck
(2016) states that this role within institutions can be described as a failure and function
at the same time: “They fail because they have no idea or answer as to how to cope with
these global risks. They do not fail because their politics of invisibility is continually mak-
ing exactly those risks invisible to the public.” (p. 101). A public sphere that indirectly
or directly tries to keep issues invisible is what Beck (2016) calls progress publicness:
For the sake of an exclusive understanding of progress, it “focuses on the production and
distribution of goods” (p. 130). This focus on perceived advantages comes with a down-
playing and denial of the consequences of the status-quo (cf. ibid.). It reveals the way
common knowledge is put above subjugated knowledge in practice.

Conversely, a perspective of visibility connects to the subjugated knowledge of
racialised people. Beck (2016) notes that the people behind this perspective can relate
to anthropological shocks, which are contained in a collective memory about a risk in
society (pp. 122-23). Unlike the perspective of invisibility, the perspective of visibility is
not interconnected with but exists independently from powerful institutions, such as the
media (p. 112). Even though this independence means they are harder to control, these
people tend to be less dominant in the public and therefore need to fight for inclusion into
institutional communication (p. 110). Regarding racism it is people of color and their al-
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lies who communicate the perspective of visibility. They do not profit from the invisibility
of racism but its visibility: Their goal is to make the consequences of the racial structure
as widely known as possible (pp. 111-12). By doing so, other affected people gain parts
of this knowledge and have it easier to make sense of their own experiences (pp. 99-100).
Therefore, a perpetuation of subjugated knowledge allows a critique of the status quo to
grow and become more prominent in discourse (Foucault, 2003a, p. 8). A public sphere
building on the experiences of people affected by risks is what Beck (2016) calls risk
publicness (p. 130). Applied to racism, it would aim to establish the subjugated knowl-
edge of racialised people as common knowledge of a new regime of truth. Metaphorically
speaking: The water-line in Figure 1 would be gone, and the iceberg entirely revealed.

With Beck’s analysis, it becomes clear that the question about what is publicly
discussed is not about truth. Instead, it is about who is in a dominant position to define
what is ‘true’ (cf. Beck 2016:102). “We all write and speak from a particular place and
time, from a history and a culture which is specific. What we say is always ‘in context’,
positioned.”(Hall, 1989, p. 68; emphasis in the original) Because of the racial structure
and its regime of truth, the knowledge of racialised people can be ‘othered’ and kept
invisible by people with racial privilege (Hall, 1989, p. 70-71). Therefore, as the last
step before I build my category system, I also look at how this subjugation of knowledge
works in practice.

Subjugating Knowledge

As illustrated above, the predominant position of white people in deciding what is ‘true’
about racism leads to an incomplete picture. The common sense of what makes racism
overt enough to be addressed is whiteness. White(ness) is “a set of assumptions, beliefs,
and practices [in society] that place the interests and perspectives of white people at the
center of what is considered normal” (Gillborn, 2018, p. 339). Thus, there is a set of
common sense defence strategies that help to (re)produce the racial structure. White
people do not even need to be aware of the full extent of it: Perpetuating their perspectives
on racism defends and reproduces it. It is a hegemonic form of maintaining the racial
structure and keeping racialised minorities and Black people in particular “at the bottom
of the well” (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 3).

These various forms of defence strategies are commonly available to belittle and
derail discussions about racism. As mentioned above, the focus on overt racism serves as
such a strategy in Germany. This creates false syllogisms such as:

(1) Nazi Germany was racist. It was defeated in 1945. Therefore, racism in Ger-
many lies in the past.
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(2) Nazis are racist. I am not a Nazi. Therefore, I cannot be racist.

This highlights how debates on racism in Germany tend to be limited to (neo-)
nazism. Unlike in Canada, where racism as a general societal issue is at least a topic of
discussion, the debate in Germany is linked to history or political fringe groups. This
trend has been ongoing ever since the end of the war, to proclaim a new, modern, and
different Germany that ‘learned its lesson’. Unfortunately, this picture has not changed
significantly during the last 80 years. Neo-nazi and racist attacks on temporary housing
units for asylum seekers gained traction in the 1990s and peaked after 2015. Even these
overt cases of racial hate were not dealt with appropriately in the media or political spaces.
While Canada attempts to keep ongoing discussions about racism (e.g., reconciliation
with indigenous people ), Germany tries to find out how to stop talking about racism at
all. Given that inner-European racial divisions follow lines that are often surprising to
North Americans, the ignorance towards racism becomes all the more jarring.

This externalisation of racism as an issue of only specific political ideologies has
real consequences, as seen with the German right-wing terrorist organisation NSU1. The
connections and racist motives behind a series of murders of racialised Germans were only
brought to light when the connection to neo-Nazi terrorism was undeniable (Bojadžijev,
2013, p. 146-147). It was only after this political categorisation became clear that severe
instances of racist misconduct within the police, secret services, the government, and
judiciary institutions in Germany came to light (ibid.).

This externalisation of racism to far-right ideologies connects to the political ideal
of centrism that is hegemonic in Germany (Assall, 2013). This way, people can defend the
racial structure by claiming to represent the neutral center of political thought, hence the
rationale of truth and compromise. In addition, this viewpoint serves as a tool to describe
criticising racism as an equivalent to extremism (ibid.). This leads to assumptions that
hide the impact of the racial structure as a whole. Gardner (2009) aptly sums this issue
up by stating: “The fact that one is confronted with an individual who strongly argues
that slavery is wrong and another who argues equally strongly that slavery is perfectly
legitimate in no way suggests that the truth must be somewhere in the middle.” (p. 98).

However, externalising racism is not the only way to avoid talking about the impact
of the racial structure. Robin DiAngelo (2018), a white scholar researching whiteness,
describes one of these emotional defence strategies as white fragility. According to her,
white conservatives and liberals alike tend to avoid critically reflecting their dominant
position of white privilege in the structure of racism (p. 1-2). Instead, they are eager to

1The NSU (‘Nationalsozialisitscher Untergrund’) was a Neonazi terrorist organisation which murdered
at least 10 people and is responsible for various bombings between 1008 and 2011. After more than 10 years
of denying the existence of a racist motive or even connections behind the murderers, questions regarding
an involvement of law enforcement and the secret services remain unanswered until today (von der Behrens,
2018).
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deny any own connection to racism (ibid.). Another defence strategy is tokenism, where
white people use their dominant position to include racialised people in conversations
or the media on their terms (Benshoff & Griffin, 2011, p. 55). However, this is not
about addressing racism in society but about not appearing to be racist (ibid.). Both white
fragility and tokenism show that avoidance to be ‘called a racist’ to many white people
is more important than acknowledging the existence of racism as a general structure (van
Dijk, 1992, p. 90). Eduardo Bonilla-Silva shows that the avoidance to address racism
leads to a concept of Racism without Racists (2018). He shows that conservatives, as
well as liberals, (re)produce what he calls Color-Blind Racism: a claim to ‘not see’ or
‘not care’ about racialized attributes to avoid talking about racism (pp. 1, 154). While
these claims rely on the fact that races are no factual biological categories for humans,
they ignore the real-life consequences racism has for racialised people (pp. 2-3). This
connects to another strategy of denial: Reversal. Since race is considered not to exist at
all, people who address racism are labeled ‘the actual racists’ (van Dijk, 1992, p. 94).
Accordingly, while ignoring the racial structure of society, they claim there is a reverse
racism targeting white people (Bax, 2018).

Furthermore, even when racism is addressed, the voices of racialised people can be
either ignored or constantly reframed by white people deciding on the content published
(cf. van Dijk, 1992, p. 101). Van Dijk (1992) states that this is due to the indirect assump-
tion that people affected by racism were ‘too subjective’ and that a white spokesperson
was necessary for ‘objective’ validation. (p. 101).

These defences of the racial structure also have secondary implications. They can
support neoliberal assumptions of victim blaming and laissez-faire racism (Bonilla-Silva,
2018, p. 56; van Dijk, 1992, p. 94). This way, economic delusions such as the ‘invisible
hand’ are claimed to erase racial inequalities – if racialised people work hard enough
(Bobo, 1999, p. 464). In their hegemonic position, defence strategies can also support
overt and organised racism, as these outspoken forms can then rely on commonly accepted
points of view (van Dijk, 1992, p. 88).

Henry and Tator (2002) discuss racist discourses of domination in Canada and illus-
trate how the Canadian press (re)produces racist depictions of racialised people as being
‘other’. The authors zero in on the extent and characteristics of these racist discourses
and analyse racist statements and depictions in the media. However, I analise racism as
a topic of discussion in the press and focus specifically on how the media reacts to anti-
racist voices of colour. This way, I acknowledge that subjugated knowledge is part of
discourse as well, even if it has a different position in it. Thus, my focus lies on identify-
ing how this knowledge is discussed, dismissed or denied within discourse. This approach
allows me to decenter racism and center the fight against racism in society.
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Hypotheses

As this review suggests, GVP activism is often fraught with racial inequities, and the
relationship between the media and movement actors is complex. Keeping these reali-
ties in mind, I return to the case of MFOL and the protest to propose hypotheses for my
research: Hypothesis 1: As Benford and Snow (2000) suggest that diagnostic frames dif-
ferentiate a movement, I hypothesize that due to their positionality and lived experience,
the diagnostic frames forwarded by MFOL actors will define the problem in way that is
not inclusive of urban gun violence. Hypothesis 2: In line with Merry (2018), I hypoth-
esize that MFOL actors will privilege forms of gun violence such as mass shootings or
those involving child victims and will not make mention of race. Hypothesis 3: Following
Rohlinger (2000), I hypothesize that despite the protest paradigm, MFOL actors will have
their frames mentioned in more than a third of the sampled articles as media attention is
among their organization’s central goals.

Methods

Qualitative Approach

I use an exclusively qualitative content analysis based on my category system (see Ap-
pendix 1). This means I do not apply quantitative or statistical approaches but use the
category system as a blueprint and guide to describe the discourses about racialised peo-
ple in the German press. I analysed newspaper articles applying the category system
and determined how the subcategories and manifestations were visible/present or invisi-
ble/absent in each article. I also looked at who was the speaker/journalist speaking and
how this may connect to their statements.

Acknowledging that we all speak from specific perspectives (cf. Hall, 1989), a qual-
itative approach allows raising questions that could not be asked that way within quanti-
tative approaches (cf. ibid.). Therefore, a theoretically guided sampling was employed to
illustrate and apply the theoretical framework developed above. Even though this method
is often dismissed as subjective, it actually gets its strength by reflecting on subjectivity
and making the analyses intersubjectivity comprehensible (cf. Meyen et al. 2011:34-35).

In the case of racism, focuses on objectivity can even (re)produce racist assumptions
instead of questioning them (Balibar, 2018; Hall, 2016; cf. Hund, 2006). My theoretical
framework questions these rationales and the common sense behind them. Going beyond
such frameworks and applying a qualitative analysis allows me to analyse the hidden
parts of the iceberg. I can analyse if the experiences of racialised people are depicted in
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the media and also how exactly this is done or not done.

Therefore, a qualitative approach also allows me to both include and reflect on my
personal position towards racism. The topic of this paper, the questions I raised, and the
theories I have chosen, reflect who I am and what I am interested in (cf. Meyen, Löblich,
Pfaff-Rüdiger, & Riesmeyer, 2011, p. 35). I have an ambivalent position in the racialized
society. I am a person of color myself and I know what it means to experience racism,
what it means to be ignored, and how it can impact one’s biography. My father came from
India to Germany as an asylum seeker, hoping to have a safer and more promising future
here. After I was born, his deportation was only avoided by a pre-scheduled marriage of
my parents. However, even with this background, growing up within this society leaves
traces. This means that I also catch myself (re)producing racism. The reflection of this
ambivalent role is why it is important to me to acknowledge the perspective of racism
being predominant in society and often hidden from plain sight.

Category System

In Michel Foucault’s (2002) work The Archeology of Knowledge, he introduces four rules
of discursive formation to explain his understanding of discourses (p. 34-35). Meyen
(2013) states that these formation rules make it possible to connect Foucault’s theory
with empirical research on the media (p. 30). I will not explicitly repeat each of the
categories in this paper. However, by applying the formation rules to a category system,
the theoretical interests of my study become clearer for myself and others (cf. Meyen et
al., 2011, p. 35-36). It allows me to operationalise the discourses, power and knowledges
in the formation of racism in an intersubjective and replicable way (cf. Meyen et al.,
2011).

Applying my literature review and Foucault’s discursive formations, I created a
category system (see Appendix 1) to analyse the coverage of the topic of racism in the
German media. This category system is based on the structure introduced by Meyen
(2013, p. 30) and expanded by some subcategories introduced by Sittenauer (2018, p.
15). Even though these subcategories concern the discourses of feminism, most can be
applied to the analysis of racism.

The first rule is the formation of objects (Foucault, 2002, p. 44). This rule focuses
on the topics and contexts a discourse creates, addresses, connects,and shapes directly or
indirectly (p. 51, 54). Regarding racism, this relates to overt and covert manifestations
that are discursively available to talk about racism. Regardless of them being explicitly
communicated to form a unit or not – on the level of discourse they are objectifications of
the racial structure in society (p. 35).
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The second rule is the formation of enunciative modalities (Foucault, 2002, p. 55).
This rule revolves around the questions of who communicates the discourse, who speaks
about a topic, and who is considered valid in doing so (ibid.). It includes the institution,
the perspective of the speakers as well as the positioning of the content (p. 56). Thus, the
enunciative modalities connect to Beck’s focus on the speakers: are they an advocate for
politics of invisibility or visibility? A white person or a person of color? A journalist in a
dominant position or a person of color speaking up?

The third rule is the formation of concepts (Foucault, 2002, p. 62). This rule is con-
cerned with the communicated content: the rhetoric and argumentative structures through
which a topic is discussed (p. 63). This includes the type of medium and references
towards other content (ibid.). Therefore, this rule connects to the way someone frames
racism: How do people within the media deal with the voices of people of colour (cf. Hall,
1997, p. 46)? Are defence strategies applied, or is an acknowledgment t of racism de-
manded (cf. p. 45)? Are there references aiming to shift the focus towards overt racism or
towards the voices of people affected by covert racism? Are there references to common
sense or subjugated knowledge?

Finally, the fourth rule is the formation of strategies (Foucault, 2002, p. 71). It is
concerned with the way discourses create themes, theories, assumptions, and conclusions
(ibid.). This builds on questions concerning common sense, the regime of truth and de-
fence strategies, as well as the acknowledgement of subjugated knowledge. Therefore,
this category includes to what extent the racial structure is made visible and whether there
are connections to neighbouring discourses (such as integration, migration or intersection-
ality). Is the racial structure kept invisible in a progress publicness, or is it made visible
in a risk publicness? Thus, one central question is whether the discourse implies a change
or a conservation of the status quo (cf. Hall, 1997, p. 46).

Material

On 24. July 2018, Ali Can coined MeTwo and animated racialised people to share their
experiences with racism (Can, 2018; Perspective Daily, 2018). Leading up to this was the
debate regarding racism experienced by soccer player Mesut Özil as well as the success
of the anti-sexist hashtag MeToo. Ali Can wanted it to help racialised people to connect
and recognise the similarities between their experiences (Perspective Daily 2018).

MeTwo indeed animated thousands of racialised people to share speak up against
the limited depiction of racism in Germany. Even though it does not represent the com-
plete subjugated knowledge, MeTwo serves as a good example of circulation of knowl-
edge. Due to its impact, the media had no choice but to address the experiences of racism
and racism in general. The hashtag serves as a key event to analyse the discursive for-
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mations of the racial structure. It is an indicator of how journalists, who are dominant in
defining racism in public, react to these parts of subjugated knowledge and the demands
for visibility of structural racism in society.

Since it is not possible to analyse the entire discourse and media coverage of racism
in Germany (Meyen, 2013, p. 32-33), I will consider a sample of selected German news-
papers. This is because I assume that the press has a dominant position in talking about
racism and (re)producing the public knowledge around it. While most journalists in Ger-
many are white, the press coverage tends to perpetuate the common sense of its recipients
(van Dijk, 1992, p. 100-103).

To analyse a wide range of the press, I selected four nationwide German newspa-
pers that, due to their prominence, shape and represent public discussions about racism.
My selection is based on differences in the political overtones and the editorial stances
of the newspapers (Löblich, 2012, p. 92). Thus, I decided to analyse articles from
the liberal newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ), the liberal-leftwing Die Tageszeitung
(taz), the liberal-conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) and the conservative
newspaper Die Welt (cf. Löblich, 2012, p. 92). These newspapers are emblematically
connected to not only their polöitical overtones but also their assumed readership. Sud-
deutsche Zeitung (SZ) is one of the biggest newspapers in Germany. It proclaims critical
journalism and is considered to have liberal political overtones (cf. Loblich 2012:95, Sud-
deutsche Zeitung GmbH 2018b) The editorial team mainly consists of White journalists
with some exceptions (see Suddeutsche Zeitung GmbH 2018a).

Die Tageszeitung (taz) is also distributed nationwide, but it is smaller than the other
newspapers. However, as Loblich (2012) shows, including taz allows considering cov-
erage independent from economic pressures and advertisement (p. 92). Additionally,
the editorial stance of taz is explicitly against oppression and open towards the voices
of marginalised people (see Die Tageszeitung, 2008). Columns written by journalists of
colour such as Minority Report and Habibitus are recurring features of taz. Therefore,
for both SZ and taz my analysis will check whether these liberal to left-wing stances are
reflected in their coverage of racism.

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) also counts as one of the most prominent
national newspapers in Germany. The editorial stance is explicitly liberal-conservative
and addressed towards the elites of Germany (see Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung GmbH
2015). The editorial team consists of White journalists with almost no exceptions (see
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung GmbH 2018).

Unlike SZ, taz and FAZ, Die Welt (Welt) does not publicly declare their editorial
stance. However, it is part of the largest publishing house of Germany, Axel Springer SE.
This does not only highlight why I decided to include Welt, but also indicates its political
stance, as Axel Springer SE has been criticized for its conservative to nationalist overtones
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for decades (see Adorno, Bahrdt, Boll et al. 1969). The editorial team is predominately
White with almost no exceptions (see Axel Springer SE 2018).

The timespan of the articles in my sample reaches from 24.07.2018 until 01.10.2018.
The first date marks the day the hashtag was introduced by Ali Can, while the last day is
a date after which the search requests in the database I consulted (wiso) suggest almost
no specific press coverage anymore. The keywords of my searches were (in German):
metwo; racism; skin color; hostility against foreigners; hate against foreigners; xeno-
phobia2. I selected articles that addressed MeTwo, experiences of racialised people , or
statements about racism in the society as a whole and went beyond just mentioning such
cases but give an explicit or implicit judgment. Unfortunately, I cannot guarantee that the
databases provide all relevant information for my analysis (Meyen et al., 2011, p. 151).
I selected editorial comments and interviews, as they tend to include affected people and
give implicit or explicit statements. They also show how the media depict the topic. My
sample is shaped by both the theories I introduced as well as the focus on subjugated
knowledge.

This sample encompases 102 articles. It consists of more articles from the taz and
the Welt since they covered the topic of racism in many instances. I analysed all 102
articles applying the category system (see Appendix 1). In the end, the articles led me
to three overall trends that I identify as the three discourses: explicit denial, implicit de-
nial, and approaching subjugated knowledge. In the following I discuss these discourses
guided by emblematic examples.

Results

I identify three discourses, one of which explicitly denies the racial structure, one implic-
itly denies it by focusing only on certain aspects, while the third discourse consists of
aims to approach subjugated knowledge. The speakers of the two discourses of denial are
predominantly white journalists who hide different aspects of racism. This suggests that
both discourses are based on common sense and (re)produce the established regime of
truth of the racial structure. By approaching subjugated knowledge, the third discourse is
closest to the experiences of racialised people. The speakers are mainly people of colour
and some white allies. They acknowledge racism as a structure within society and are in-
terested in establishing a risk publicness. However, focusing on who exactly speaks from
which perspective reveals that it cannot entirely represent subjugated knowledge, because
Black knowledge respectively is rarely included.

2metwo”; “rassismus”; “hautfarbe”; “fremdenfeindlichkeit”; “fremdenhass”; “ausländerfeindlichkeit”;
“ausländerhass”; “xenophobie”
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The following descriptions are summaries of my deeper analysis. Instead of de-
scribing each individual article I analysed, I introduce prominent examples. I chose these
examples because they are emblematic of the discourses, showcase their characteristics
and describe the overall implications of each discourse.

“Racism Is When a Black Woman Isn’t Allowed to Ride a Bus Which
Is Reserved for White People.”

The discourse of explicit denial is (re)produced by speakers who bluntly apply common
defence strategies to deny that racism is a societal structure. It builds on the stable his-
tory behind the regime of truth, while it only refers to subjugated knowledge to directly
deny its validity. The speakers of this discourse are predominantly white journalists who
use their white privilege and consider themselves advocates for common sense and Ger-
man identity. Because the subjugated knowledge questions their privilege, acknowledging
racism would undermine these speakers own dominant positions, which results in facets
of white fragility coming into play.

This discourse is most prevalent in Welt, in which some articles only mentioned
“racism” (in scare quotes) while an ongoing bigger discussion about the existence of re-
verse racism was continuously held over a number of newspaper issues. In FAZ, the dis-
course manifests mainly in connection to national identity, political centrism, and hence
the externalisation of racism to either the past or fringe-groups. In SZ the discourse exists
to a lesser extent but also manifests in externalisations and equations through political
centrism and common defence strategies, such as victim blaming and reverse racism. The
discourse of explicit denial almost does not appear in taz, as it only manifests in very few
articles which are also directly deconstructed or less prominently featured.

“Racism is when a Black woman isn’t allowed to ride a bus reserved for white
people. By contrast, if someone refuses to stand up so she can sit down, that is
not racism but rudeness. Racism exists in every society to a certain extent. Is
it racist to joke about the alleged stupidity of people from the German region
of East Frisia? Wasn’t the title page (...) on which Saxony was labeled a
fascist ‘blemish’ in Southeast Germany also a manifestation of Intra-German
racism?” (Journalist of color in the Welt, see Appendix 2.1)

“The collective of hipster-columnists discusses the question of whether the
word [...] ‘alman’ is a racist description for biographic Germans (in the fol-
lowing ‘Biogermans’). Spoiler alert: it is.” (White journalist in the Welt, see
Appendix 2.1)

“[A] case which, beyond political debates about right-wing agitation and al-
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leged racism within social institutions, stands as an example of how hard and
partly impossible it is to integrate young people from entirely different cul-
tures into our society.” (White journalist in the Welt, see Appendix 2.1)

Overall, this discourse keeps racism in society actively invisible by externalising and
denying it. The discourse of explicit denial does not aim to establish a risk publicness
but instead maintains a progress publicness. Based on white privilege, the predominantly
white speakers of this discourse profit from the invisibility of racism. Thus, they use and
justify defence strategies and, in many cases, refer to concepts of political centrism and
common sense. Instead of making the racial structure visible, the speakers emphasise
overt racism, while dismissing experiences of covert racism and the structure behind it.

Since this discourse is heavily linked to the existing regime of truth and its relations
of domination, I assume it is the oldest discourse of the three I can identify. It includes
a ‘necessity’ of white spokespersons who are conceived to be more rational concerning
racism. Thus, this discourse could remain dominant if the defence strategies continue to
work. However, the prevalence of defences indicates that despite its dominant position,
this discourse is trapped within relations of circulating power: It must defend itself to stay
relevant - an issue the discourse of implicit denial appears to circumvent.

“Who Is a Victim, Who Is a Perpetrator and Are People Oversensi-
tive?”

The discourse of implicit denial lies ‘in between’ the two other discourses. The speak-
ers selectively address, include, and sometimes even promote specific parts of subjugated
knowledge to support a specific and limited definition of racism. These speakers are white
journalists, or in some cases, racialised people. In this discourse, racism is acknowledged
beyond the most overt cases but still limited by a flexible use of defence strategies, exter-
nalisations, and common sense.

In Welt, the discourse of implicit denial manifests in forms of tokenism and conde-
scending statements about racialised people and links to Germany’s ideals and identity.
In FAZ, it is directly linked to political centrism and the concept of white spokespersons.
This way MeTwo and experiences of racism are included, but they are taken less seri-
ously and are often linked to right-wing extremism only. In SZ, the implicit denial is
mainly represented by including the experiences of racialised people while at the same
time externalising the issue of racism or depicting it to have just a limited impact. This
happens in relation to liberal, multicultural and anti-racist ideals, while concepts like po-
litical centrism, white spokesperson, and neoliberal depictions of racism are (re)produced
(e.g., racism is reframed as an issue of right-wing extremists pushing their agenda into
our society). In taz, the discourse of implicit denial functions differently than in the other
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newspapers. Some writers shift the focus away from racism as a structure to look at
specific aspects and experiences of racism or other global risks, such as climate change.

“Racists are other people. The “MeTwo-debate” is also heatedly discussed in
the multicultural city of Frankfurt. A discussion about racism in everyday life
about the question who is a victim, who is a perpetrator and whether people
are simply oversensitive.” (White journalists citing people of colour and white
people in FAZ, see Appendix 2.2.)

“As if ethnic nationalism, racism and the disregard of the rule of law only
existed at the periphery. As if this were still a thing: a sharply defined margin
that can be kept at bay and observed from afar. Extremism crept closer. Hatred
and resentment may be acted out by right-wing forces and pathologic rowdies
who don’t even need an ideology.” (White journalist in SZ, see Appendix 2.2)

“It’s high-level whining. Our author didn’t tweet along with meTwo. For him,
it is an elitist discourse, conducted out of a privileged position.” (Journalist of
color in taz, see Appendix 2.2)

The quotes above show that the discourse of implicit denial is inconsistent because it de-
pends on which aspects of racism a speaker displays or dismisses. This indicates that
these speakers might profit from the visibility of specific forms of racism, while other
aspects could harm their position of definition. Furthermore, they can, but do not need
to, openly address an intent to keep racism visible. Because they differ from the older
discourse of explicit denial, the speakers can use this contrast to promote their position
as being new or revolutionary, without having to change relations of domination and def-
inition. Overall, this implicit denial stands for including parts of subjugated knowledge
while neither fully acknowledging the experiences nor the racial structure of society. It
reflects the stability of white privilege and how the racial regime of truth is maintained in
practice. The failure to acknowledge racism as a structure simultaneously maintains the
structure itself and thus keeps it invisible. The speakers still build on concepts that main-
tain the racial regime of truth. Hence, this discourse also stands for politics of invisibility:
It (re)produces and maintains a progress publicness instead of a risk publicness of racism.

The level of ambiguity suggests a firm and stable position of this discourse. It is
harder to attack, counter or even address it. Due to its implicitness and foundation in the
depths of covert racism, it was harder to identify articles that belong to it. Bonilla-Silva
(2018) argues that it is precisely such “now you see it, now you don’t” structures that
stabilise contemporary manifestations of racism (p. 3). The discourse of implicit denial
connects to defence strategies, while the speakers do not directly apply but implicitly
build on what is available through common sense. This suggests that it has a hegemonic
position because, in contrast to the other two discourses, it does not need to constantly
deconstruct counter-narratives to have validity. Lying ‘in between’ does not even have a
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clear counterpart. Instead, its establishment and existence are not threatened or dependent
on reacting to every counter-argument. The speakers can focus on extensive communica-
tion of their own positions instead of dealing with clear opponents. This ambiguity keeps
it stable since it can shape-shift to appear open-minded while hiding racism as an overall
structure.

“Finally There’s an Outlet for the Inordinate Emotions and Thoughts”

The third discourse I identify is approaching subjugated knowledge. Accordingly, this
discourse promotes ethical responsibilities and implies politics of visibility and an interest
in establishing a risk publicness. It is closest to the experiences of racialised people with
speakers that are journalists of color, some white allies, and scientists supporting MeTwo.
Thus, there are also white speakers who want racism in society to be publicly discussed
as well. This means that while racialised speakers of this discourse profit from making
racism visible, the white speakers try to question their own privileges. The discourse
includes critiques of dealing with overt and covert cases of racism in society. It is also
open to critical discussions regarding integration, migration, and intersectionality.

Focusing on who exactly speaks in which context also reveals that some subju-
gated knowledge remains invisible. Black people’s knowledge was addressed or included
only in very few instances and was only peripheral. The specific experiences were never
mentioned. This suggests that Black voices are invisible on additional layers. In acts of
tokenism, Black people can be more often used as passive tokens than other racialised
groups to claim a ‘clear anti-racist’ point of view (Niemann, 1999). This could indicate
that Black people are included when they can be reduced to peripheral roles, but they
remain excluded from platforms of active knowledge (re)production. Therefore, while
this discourse approaches subjugated knowledge for some racialised people, it excludes
the specific experiences of Black people. This discourse mirrors some patterns of the two
discourses of denial.

The discourse of approaching subjugated knowledge is prominent in taz. The way
some writers approach it tends to reflect the editorial stance of including the voices of
oppressed people. For instance, the paper has a designated column called Minority Re-
port, in which MeTwo, white privilege, and common strategies of defence and denial
are regularly discussed. In SZ, the extent and depth of acknowledgment and references
were lower than in taz. Here, it is predominantly a handful of white journalists who aim
to make racism visible from a self-critical perspective (e.g., citing the concept of white
fragility). Unlike in taz, the speakers in SZ are not racialised journalists. Instead, strug-
gles by racialised people who are not part of SZ‘s editorial team are quoted. This leaves
open whether the concept of a white spokesperson is still (re)produced here. The dis-
course of subjugated knowledge in FAZ is different to both taz and SZ. All but one article
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are focused on white perspectives that examine privileges critically. In this way, topics
like racial profiling, intersectionality, and research about racism are described. Since the
experiences of racialised people were more marginalised than in taz and SZ, in FAZ the
concept of a white spokesperson and a dominant position of definition becomes much
clearer. In the articles of Welt, subjugated knowledge is less often included. If so, it is in
a limited space or within a context of reframing this knowledge. This means that in Welt
this discourse partially overlaps with the discourse of implicit denial. Even though some
content is in favour of subjugated knowledge, contextual and editorial factors around the
articles reframe it, for example, by only including such voices within the context of a
pro/con discussion with a white counterpart.

“Some things are simply long-overdue. As if one were busy hitting one’s head
with a hammer until Ali Can creates metwo and, suddenly, the headaches stop.
Finally there’s an outlet for the inordinate emotions and thoughts. I don’t even
know what to tweet about first: the most brutal racism or the latest racism I’ve
experienced or about what racism even means?” (Journalist of color in taz, see
Appendix 2.3)

“It doesn’t even always have to be fully-fledged racism. “The Germans”
aren’t racist. Germans are racist. Too many. The NSU proved that even mur-
derous [Nazi] terrorism fuelled by racism is possible within Germany. But
many MeTwo-descriptions also show that non-migrants encounter migrants
frighteningly often with sloppiness, thoughtlessness, uncertainty and preju-
dice.” (White journalist in FAZ, see Appendix 2.3)

“Our author, himself an old white man, explains why by definition �re-
verse racism� does not exist. [. . . ] Sociologist Robin DiAngelo has written a
wonderful book about this topic, which unfortunately has not been translated
into German yet: It is called White Fragility.” (White journalist in SZ, see
Appendix 2.3)

Compared to the other discourses, the discourse of approaching subjugated knowledge
appears to be new within the public eye since it connects to contemporary developments
such as MeTwo. The speakers of this discourse tend to criticise the status quo and aim
to shift towards a progress publicness. However, in all newspapers I analysed, the racial
structure both within society and the media remains dominant in the background even
when racialised people speak. While there are a few white journalists acknowledging
racism, they sometimes indirectly reproduce or are embedded in the racial structure (e.g.,
white spokesperson). In addition, other white journalists who are able to frame the context
around articles can do so to their advantage. Focusing on white positions regarding racism
is still a limited picture. Thus, white dominance can remain untouched. On top of that,
even if subjugated knowledge is included, it is strikingly rare that the knowledge comes
from a Black perspective, revealing hierarchies in between racialised communities.
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In relation to the other discourses, the discourse of approaching subjugated knowl-
edge is constantly focused on defending the discourse itself, even though its speakers try
to promote confidence and visibility. The two counter-discourses do not have to fight
the dominant racial structure because they are spoken mainly through white journalists.
Since they are based on common sense, the current regime of truth, and existing relations
of domination, they are also more dominant than the discourse of approaching subjugated
knowledge.

Conclusion

MeTwo continues to be used online until today. Berg et al. (2020) argue that hashtags like
MeTwo can serve as a tool to display public opinion online. However, they also highlight
that public news media play an ‘objectifying’ role in forming public opinion and dis-
courses. Even though the demand to fully acknowledge racism lives on, the oppression
igniting this spark of revolt remains stable and untouched. In my analysis, all newspa-
pers addressed the experiences of racialised people and racism in society. However, the
partial and limiting depictions link to the established and white relations of definition and
domination. Striking events and racist violence are connected to racism across the media
landscape, while acknowledging racism as a structure in society is less dominant. Thus,
it remains invisible that overt and covert racism refer to the same concepts and do not
function independently but are interconnected with each other.

Even when people of colour manage to push the public to pay attention to them,
this does not mean the knowledge of racial oppression is acknowledged. The discourse
of approaching subjugated knowledge has speakers who show a willingness to make the
racial structure visible and establish a risk publicness. However, I have to note that this
was the case with MeTwo in 2018. It remains to be analysed, whether and how the
exclusion of Black knowledge in German discussions about racism changed in 2020, as
BlackLivesMatter also had a larger impact there.

The other two discourses are more dominant since they can conserve the limited
progress publicness by relating to the racial regime of truth and its common sense. It offers
them a plethora of defence strategies to build on. While the discourse of explicit denial
bluntly uses these defences, the other implicitly connects to the same strategies. This
way, concepts such as white privilege, color-blind racism, reverse racism, and political
centrism can be explicitly or implicitly used to keep racism as a structure invisible. The
racial structure works circular via this (re)production of its own rules. It remains stable
enough to either manifest in outright defence or ambiguous and implicit flexibility. In
some instances, even some racialised people can hide aspects of racism when some of
their own privileges are at stake.
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Looking specifically at the two dominant discourses, it appears that the discourse
of explicit denial is the oldest since it is directly linked to common sense concepts. How-
ever, the speakers are oftentimes defensive and cannot fully rely on ‘self- explanatory’
concepts. Connecting to Foucault’s understanding of power, this implies circulation of
power against this still dominant discourse. Unlike the discourse of explicit denial, the
discourse of implicit denial is more stable since the speakers do not need to constantly
justify their position. It does not have a clear opposition as it both differs and connects to
the two other discourses. The stability, covertness, and ambiguity make the discourse of
implicit denial hegemonic. It shows how flexible the racial structure of society is, while
the underlying racial regime of truth remains fossilised and untouched.

Furthermore, contemporary developments regarding organised racism show that
even overt racism is insufficiently dealt with in the German public and oftentimes kept
invisible. This means that the path leading towards a risk publicness concerning the vis-
ibility of the racial structure is not only blocked by one policy but by an accumulation
of various politics of invisibility. If racism is only talked about concerning overt cases
but even these cases tend to be ignored, the outlook for racialised people to successfully
establish a risk publicness in the future is uncertain.

When I prepared my analysis, I stated that racism could only be made visible if
white people in dominant and privileged positions entirely replace their bystander defi-
nitions with the lived experiences of racialised people. The results show that this shift
in perspective is rare, and even if there is an intent to change, structures can be repro-
duced. As long as people with racial privilege define racism and do not fully embrace all
subjugated knowledge of racial oppression, the racial structure of society will not waver.
Furthermore, racialised people themselves should also reflect on hierarchies in between
communities of people affected by racism.

“The true focus of revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive situa-
tions which we seek to escape, but that piece of the oppressor which is planted
deep within each of us.” (Lorde, 1984, p. 123)
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Appendix 1: Category System
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Appendix 2: Original German Examples

2.1 Discourse of Explicit Denial

“Rassismus liegt vor, wenn eine schwarze Frau nicht in einem Bus mitfahren darf, der
für weiße Menschen reserviert ist. Wenn dagegen niemand aufsteht, damit sie sich setzen
kann, ist das kein Rassismus, sondern Unhöflichkeit. Ein gewisses Maß an Rassismus
gibt es in jeder Gesellschaft. Sind Witze über die dummen Friesen nicht rassistisch?
War die Titelseite der ”Hamburger Morgenpost“ im Juni 2016, auf der ganz Sachsen als
ein brauner ”Schandfleck“ im Südosten der Bundesrepublik zu sehen war, nicht auch
Ausdruck eines innerdeutschen Rassismus?” (Henryk M. Broder in: Die Welt, 07.08.18,
3).

“Das versammelte Hipster-Feuilleton diskutiert die Frage, ob das Wort – oder wahlweise
der Begriff ”Alman“ – gemünzt auf Biografiedeutsche (im Folgenden ”Biodeutsche“) ras-
sistisch sei. Um es schon einmal vorwegzunehmen: Ja, ist er.” (Martin Niewendick in:
Die Welt, 27.07.18, 22).

“[Ein] Fall, der jenseits der politischen Debatte über rechtsradikale Hetze und ange-
blichen Rassismus in den Institutionen und in der Gesellschaft exemplarisch zeigt, wie
schwierig und zum Teil unmöglich es ist, junge Menschen aus völlig anderen Kulturen in
unsere Gesellschaft einzugliedern.” (Gisela Friedrichsen in: Die Welt, 04.09.18, 23).

2.2 Discourse of Implicit Denial

“Rassisten sind immer die anderen. Die ”MeTwo-Debatte“ wird auch im multikulturellen
Frankfurt hitzig geführt. Eine Diskussion über Rassismus im Alltag, über die Frage,
wer eigentlich Opfer, wer Täter ist, und ob nicht doch alle mittlerweile überempfindlich
geworden sind.” (Marie Lisa Kehler & Armin Ferris Wagner in Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung, 08.08.18, 31).

“Als gäbe es völkischen Nationalismus, als gäbe es Rassismus, als gäbe es Mis-
sachtung des Rechtsstaats nur in der Peripherie. Als gäbe es das noch: einen scharf
konturierten Rand, der sich auf Abstand halten und distanziert beobachten lässt. Der Ex-
tremismus ist in die Nähe gerückt. Hass und Ressentiment mögen ausagiert werden von
rechten Kadern und pathologischen Schlägern, die nicht einmal eine Ideologie brauchen.”
(Carolin Emcke in: Süddeutsche Zeitung, 01.09.18, 5).

“Jammern auf hohem Niveau. Unser Autor hat bei meTwo nicht mitgetwittert. Weil
es für ihn ein Elitendiskurs ist, geführt aus einer privilegierten Position heraus.” (Jörg
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Wimalasena in: Die Tageszeitung, 09.08.18, 13).

2.3 Discourse of Approaching Subjugated Knowledge

“Es gibt Dinge, die so überfällig sind. Als würde man sich die ganze Zeit mit einem
Hammer auf den Kopf hauen und dann ruft Ali Can metwo ins Leben, und plötzlich hören
die Kopfschmerzen auf. Endlich gibt es für all die ungeordneten Gefühle und Gedanken
ein Ventil. Ich weiß gar nicht, was ich zuerst tweeten soll: den schlimmsten Rassismus
oder den letzten Rassismus oder was ist überhaupt Rassismus?” (Mithu Sanyal in: Die
Tageszeitung, 30.07.18, 14).

“Es muss auch nicht immer der vollausgeprägte Rassismus sein, der da zutage tritt.
“Die Deutschen” sind nicht rassistisch. Deutsche sind rassistisch. Zu viele. Wie der NSU
vorgeführt hat, ist in Deutschland sogar ein mörderischer Terrorismus möglich, der sich
aus dem Rassismus speist. Aber viele MeTwo-Berichte zeigen auch, dass Nichtmigranten
Migranten erschreckend oft einfach mit Schludrigkeit, Gedankenlosigkeit, Unsicherheit,
Vorurteil begegnen.” (Bertram Eisenhauer in: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 05.08.18,
9).

“Unser Autor, übrigens selbst ein alter weißer Mann, erklärt, warum es per Defini-
tion keinen �umgekehrten Rassismus� geben kann. [. . . ] Die Soziologin Robin DiAngelo
hat ein wunderbares Buch über dieses Thema geschrieben, das es leider noch nicht auf
Deutsch gibt: Es heißt White Fragility.” (Till Raether in: Süddeutsche Zeitung, 09.08.18,
Online Version).

© 2021 Simon Wastian
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Selina Lo
Selina is the Co-Editor-in-Chief of Sojourners: the UBC Undergraduate Journal of So-
ciology, for the 2020/2021 school year. This is her second year as Co-Editor-in-Chief,
having served as an Associate Editor for 3 years prior. Selina graduated in June 2021
with a double major in Art History and Sociology. She hopes to take what she has learned
from Sojourners into her future career, as both a writer and editor.

Curtis Seufert
Curtis graduated from the University of British Columbia in 2020 with a Bachelors in
Sociology (Honours) and French, and will be returning in the Fall of 2021 to pursue a
Masters in Journalism. Sojourners has proved invaluable for Curtis, and has cemented
his love for rigorous, well-researched (and of course well-edited) work. Having com-
pleted his Honours thesis on the ways in which YouTube can affect or even radicalize
peoples’ political beliefs, he’s hoping to pursue a similar line of inquiry going forward
by further investigating peoples’ experiences with political radicalization, and how social
media plays a part in those experiences.

Moneeza Badat
Moneeza was born and raised in Surrey BC and graduated with a BA in Sociology from
UBC. Her interests include the sociology of Islam, social movements theory, sociological
theory, mental health, as well as Persian poetry, history, and baking. Throughout her
degree she pursued opportunities to advance undergraduate learning and research, as she
cares deeply about encouraging young people and her peers to develop their own ideas
and thoughts in academic settings. She is a returning co-editor for Sojourners. In her
spare time, she likes to read fiction novels, read recipe books, and explore the scenery and
food of BC.

Olivea Bell
Olivea is a recently graduated Masters of Management and Sociology student from Al-
buquerque, New Mexico. Her interest in sociology began with an interest in social issues
relating to the family as well as gender inequality, but her courses have opened her eyes
to many important sociological issues over the past few years. She loves rainy weather,
reading, and manta rays.

Ryan Bennett
Ryan graduated from UBC with a degree in Arts, major in Political Science in 2019.
He was born in Whitehorse, Yukon, and is passionate about issues that affect Canada’s
northern communities. His area of focus during his time at UBC was in comparative
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politics and political theory to analyze the relationship between societies and institutions.
An application of research and theory that is deep-seated in a humanism has led Ryan to
volunteering throughout the greater Vancouver area. He has previously volunteered for
Word Vancouver, the Dogwood Initiative, and currently applies the knowledge he gained
throughout his degree as a Broad-based Admissions Reader for the University of British
Columbia. His studies have fueled a passionate and considerate approach to government
relations that is underpinned by sustainable and inclusionary policymaking.

In his spare time, Ryan can be seen writing, listening to podcasts, and putting away
the doldrums of the news cycle to play boardgames in good company. He looks forward
to working with the talented staff at Sojourners, and to gain critical insight into the world
of academic publishing

Leo Chu
Leo Chu received his MA in science and technology studies (STS) from the University of
British Columbia. His interests include the history of social-ecological resilience in the
late twentieth century and the role of citizen participation in UN-led resource management
projects. He also writes about film and literature criticism, especially the sci-fi genre.

Kate Collins
Kate is a recently graduated Sociology and Masters of Management student from Moun-
tain View, California. Her interest in Sociology was sparked during her first year sociol-
ogy course with Kerry Greer, who inspired her to pursue sociology as a major. Her favorite
courses at UBC thus far have been: sociology of racial + ethnic inequality, sociology of
drugs and society, sociology of mental health, and classic contemporary sociological the-
ory. In addition to being a part of the Sojourners team, Kate is a fundraising volunteer for
the Multidisciplinary Association of Psychedelic Studies and spends her free time read-
ing or watching Chef’s Table. Upon graduation, she plans to pursue a law degree in the
United States. She is incredibly excited to be an editor and contribute to the 2020 edition
of Sojourners!

Ella Kim-Marriott
Ella is in her fourth and final year of the Honours Sociology program at UBC and last
year completed the interdisciplinary Environment and Society minor. She is thrilled to be
working as one of the Co-EICs this year, as she has spent the past two years as an associate
editor for the journal and has thoroughly enjoyed working with peer authors and learning
what other students in sociology are studying. She is a passionate environmentalist who
has a particular interest in climate mitigation and adaptation policies and the social im-
pacts that will come from the transitions required to move towards a greener future. She
is a born and raised Vancouverite, and growing up in BC has definitely influenced her
love of nature. She is super excited about this year’s journal and encourages all sociology
students to submit to the journal at least once!
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Cherie Tay
Cherie is a recent graduated Sociology student at UBC. She is particularly interested in the
trajectory that women’s rights and LGBTQ+ rights have taken in recent years, especially
within the context of an ever-changing political landscape and a society enamored with
technology. She has also greatly enjoyed her experiences gain as a Teaching Assistant for
Sociology courses at UBC during her undergrad.

Aside from Sojourners, she is the Junior Corporate Relations Director for UBC
HOPE Club and aids in coordinating Warmth of Winter (WoW) events that spread care
packages among Downtown Eastside community members. As well, she volunteers as
part of SASC’s Project and Events Committee to hold events that raise awareness of the
prevalence of sexual assault. When she is not keeping up with readings and writing essays,
she likes to travel, find new eating-places and sleep. Hopefully, she will be doing an
exchange at the University of Amsterdam in the 2019-2020 school year (coincidentally
enough, the Netherlands is a fascinating place for sociological study due to its liberal
stance on prostitution and recreational drug use!). Finally, she really enjoyed working
with the Sojourners team this year and greatly appreciates learning from the wealth of
knowledge they had to share.

Maren Tergesen
Maren is a recently graduated Sociology student who completed the Honours program in
her fifth and final year at UBC. Akin to the weather, her research interests vary from day
to day (but reliably excite her as much as a blue sky). She is fascinated by sociological ap-
proaches to health and illness, with a particular focus on health-related social movements
and the social construction of contested illnesses. When she is not committing sociology
in the classroom, she is either working as a research assistant at a local non-profit orga-
nization, volunteering at the Sexual Assault Support Centre, or making slime and reading
Dog Man with youth at the Writer’s Exchange. In the years to come, Maren wishes to
pursue graduate studies which combine her passion for critical thought and social justice
with her drive to advance social change.

Volume 13

Ella Kim-Marriott
Ella is a recent graduate of the Honours Sociology program at UBC, having also com-
pleted the interdisciplinary Environment and Society minor. She is thrilled to be working
as one of the Co-EICs this year, as she has spent the past two years as an associate editor
for the journal and has thoroughly enjoyed working with peer authors and learning what
other students in sociology are studying. She is a passionate environmentalist who has a
particular interest in climate mitigation and adaptation policies and the social impacts that
will come from the transitions required to move towards a greener future. She is a born



314 Editors

and raised Vancouverite, and growing up in BC has definitely influenced her love of na-
ture. She is super excited about this year’s journal and encourages all sociology students
to submit to the journal at least once!

Selina Lo
Selina is the Co-Editor-in-Chief of Sojourners: the UBC Undergraduate Journal of So-
ciology, for the 2020/2021 school year. This is her second year as Co-Editor-in-Chief,
having served as an Associate Editor for 3 years prior. Selina graduated in June 2021
with a double major in Art History and Sociology. She hopes to take what she has learned
from Sojourners into her future career, as both a writer and editor.

Bruno Belevan
Bruno is a 4th-year international Arts student from Peru, majoring in Honors Economics
combined with the Master of Management Program at the Sauder School of Business.
During the summertime, he likes working as a Research Assistant. So far, he has assisted
with research on international students’ experiences at Vantage College and the effects of
no-interest loans on homelessness in Vancouver at the Network of Inner-City Community
Services Society. He is very passionate while talking about his country and economic
development. Bruno hopes to one day be able to go back to Peru and work on water
distribution to remote areas. Furthermore, he is always excited to talk about how game
theory and econometrics are useful to analyze football. Bruno is very excited to participate
as an Associate Editor in the 11th volume of Sojourners and learn more about the scholarly
community. Outside of his academic interests, Bruno is a devoted cook. Ask him to cook
any Peruvian dish you want; he will happily serve it to you.

Holly Benna
Holly is in her fourth year at UBC, pursuing a major in Sociology and minor in Environ-
ment Society. She is passionate about climate justice, finding the intersections between
environmentalism and injustice, and challenging development narratives through com-
munity based research methods. In addition to being part of the Sojourners team, Holly
works with ORICE facilitating student research opportunities and community engage-
ment. Holly is so thrilled to be part of the team as an Associate Editor contributing to the
13th volume of Sojourners, as she loves reading about what other Sociology students are
interested in investigating. When she’s not buried in readings for class, she can be found
creating art, eating plants, and getting lost in nature!

Grace Bian
Grace is in her fourth year at UBC as a sociology major and law and society minor, and
is super excited to be on the Sojourners team! She has always enjoyed writing, but didn’t
realize she had the qualities of an editor until she began working as a teaching assistant
for an introductory sociology course. Grace’s research interests include racial issues in
identity, precarious labour, and pop culture. Outside of school, Grace enjoys travel (when
it was possible) and looking at vintage furniture she cannot afford. She is currently on her
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co-op term, working the 9-5 life as an assistant at a law firm. From this experience, her
advise is to enjoy being a student while you can!

Silvana Martinez
Silvana is a fourth-year student at UBC, majoring in Human Geography and minoring in
Sociology. She has been interested in sociological topics from an early age, but it was
during her first-year Coordinated Arts Programme where she learned to pin down her so-
ciological perspective. Her years at UBC have also helped her spark an interest for social
justice, urban studies, globalization, and journalism. In her free time, she loves reading
independent Colombian journalism and creating playlists in Spotify, as well as review-
ing arts and culture events at CiTR’s Arts Report and The Ubyssey. She also keeps her
own creative writing portfolio at Vocal Media, exploring different topics and genres. She
hopes her time at Sojourners will provide her with tools to keep growing in her writing
and learn from other students’ sociological research interests!

Pooja Ramachandran
Pooja is a fourth-year student at UBC, double majoring in Psychology and Sociology.
Within the field of sociology, she is interested in the social causes and consequences of
mental health. By pursuing both the fields, she hopes to gain a more holistic understanding
of mental health, which can guide treatment efforts. Outside of Sociology, she spends her
time as a Research Assistant at psychology labs, where she aids with research in child
development and social psychology. She is also a volunteer mentor with the Learning
Buddies Network. Pooja is thrilled to be a part of the Sojourners team as an Associate
Editor and is looking forward to learning more about the field of Sociology by reading
students’ work.

Makena Zimmerman
Makena is in her third year at UBC where she is pursuing a BA in Sociology with a
minor in Law and Society. From Richmond, B.C., her interests in sociology lie within
the relationships between race, ethnicity, and health and how these intersect to produce
oppression and privilege in the lives of individuals and entire cultural groups. With a pas-
sion for anti-racism, advocacy, and social justice, Makena hopes to pursue the sociology
Honours program and graduate studies in sociology or law. Outside of sociology, Makena
spends her time as the VP Events of the UBC Dance Team, a member of the Thunderbird
Dance Team, and as a Residence Advisor with UBC Residence Life. Makena is incredi-
bly excited to be joining the Sojourners team as an Associate Editor for the 13th Volume
and is looking forward to reading the amazing work written by sociology undergrads!


