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Abstract 

 “Emerging Voices: Reading Canadian Youth Online” examines digital youth-generated cultural 

content, including text, intertext, visual art, photography and tweets. I argue that youth are not 

simply passive recipients of culture; they are cultural producers who have recently gained access 

to new audiences through the use of digital technology. This dissertation examines three 

communities of content producers: young Indigenous writers mobilizing traditional 

knowledges to address contemporary issues like residential school legacies, racism, and 

substance abuse; street-entrenched youth from the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, 

BC creating multimedia content that disrupts the silence and stigma surrounding youth 

homelessness; and young feminists utilizing performative autobiography and self-portraiture to 

render the impacts of gender-based violence visible as part of the #YesAllWomen and 

#AmINext? Twitter movements. My analysis reveals that youth knowledges are highly 

generative and that the form of youth cultural production often reflects its content; just as youth 

knowledges are determined by intersecting identities and experiences, youth cultural content is 

created through intersecting media and modes of expression. Ultimately, my dissertation 

advocates for a model of cultural criticism that recognizes young people as knowledge 

producers, engages ethically and closely with their creative interventions, and attunes itself to the 

contexts and technologies that are shaping their work.
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Chapter 1: Kids These Days: Understanding the “New” Cultural Producers  

Our sires, a race  
 Worse than our grandsires, to ourselves gave birth  

 Degenerate, in our turn shall we give place  
To Children more than us removed from worth  

(Horace, qtd. in Melville 55) 

 “I am about to do what old people have done throughout history,” wrote Joel Stein in a 

May 2013 cover story for Time Magazine: “call those younger than me lazy, entitled, selfish and 

shallow” (np). Stein’s article, entitled “The Me Me Me Generation: Millennials are lazy, entitled 

narcissists who still live with their parents… why they’ll save us all,” was the latest in a series of 

books, articles, blog posts, reports, documentaries and columns about those born roughly 

between 1980 and 2000. Sometimes called “Generation Y,” the “Net Generation,” “Boomerang 

Kids,” “Digital Natives,” or “Generation Next,” the Millennial generation is a topic of curiosity 

and fascination for scholars, media personalities, educators and marketing executives . This 1

fascination with the younger generation is, as Stein notes, nothing new; older generations have 

been discussing younger generations for thousands of years. What is new is the visibility of the 

conversation. New technology has made it easier than ever to broadcast an opinion and harder 

than ever to reach a consensus. As a result, different institutions, organizations, publications and 

corners of the internet refer to Millennials in different ways and define them by different 

characteristics, making the generation the subject of the very pluralistic, technology-oriented, 

fragmented culture of which it is supposed to be symbolic.  

  This fascination can be seen in texts such as: Growing Up Digital: The Rise of the Net Generation 1

(1998); Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation (2009); Educating the First Digital Generation 
(2009); Fortnight: A Documentary on the Millennial Generation (2012); MillennialMarketing.com; 
Marketing to Millennials: Reach the Largest and Most Influential Generation of Consumers Ever (2013); 
“Millennials in Adulthood.” Pew Research Centre (2014).

http://MillennialMarketing.com
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  Stein’s article — which cites a multitude of studies on youth that have found them to be 

optimistic, spoiled, entitled, creative, apathetic, ethical, responsible, anti-authority, lazy, and 

above all technologically savvy — is indicative of the confusion and contradiction at the centre 

of the discussion. These studies, and many more like them, only seem to agree on one thing — 

this generation is different. The world they were born into is different, the ways they learn and 

engage are different, and the world they will build will be different. The root of this difference is, 

of course, digital technology, which is intimately tied to the public perception of Millennials.  

 To date the dialogue about Millennials and technology has been sweeping and 

contradictory; digital technology has alternately been lauded as utopian or vilified as apocalyptic, 

and youth have been located as both leaders of a new digital age and a generation endangered by 

its corrupting powers. The tone of this debate is epitomized by two of the most popular studies 

on youth and media in the last 10 years; Mark Baurelein’s The Dumbest Generation: How the 

Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes Our Futures (2008) and Don Tapscott’s 

Grown Up Digital: How the Net Generation is Changing Your World (2008) both spent months 

on bestseller’s lists and were featured widely in the media. Baurelein argues that “Instead of 

opening young American minds to the stores of civilization and science and politics, technology 

has contracted their horizon to themselves [and] the social scene around them” (np) and warns 

that while the “fonts of knowledge are everywhere […] the rising generation is camped in the 

desert, passing stories, pictures, tunes, and texts back and forth, living off the thrill of peer 

attention. Meanwhile, their intellects refuse the cultural and civic inheritance that has made us 

what we are up to now” (np). Tapscott’s book, a follow up to his famed Growing Up Digital: The 

Rise of the Net Generation, directly challenges Baurelein’s argument by declaring that,  
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As the first global generation ever, the Net Geners are smarter, quicker, and more tolerant 

of diversity than their predecessors […] With their reflexes tuned to speed and freedom, 

these empowered young people are beginning to transform every institution of modern 

life. From the workplace to the marketplace, from politics to education to the basic unit 

of any society, the family, they are replacing a culture of control with a culture of 

enablement. (6) 

Both Tapscott and Baurelein’s arguments received widespread praise from pundits, parents, and 

educators, and both scholars are still regularly cited as experts in conversations about youth . The 2

simultaneous love affair with the two books seems counterintuitive given their authors’ starkly 

different viewpoints; however, their popularity speaks to the fascination with, and confusion 

about, young people and technology.  

 Like Baurelein and Tapscott, John Palfrey and Urs Grasser have attempted to provide 

adults with some answers about Millennials. Their book, Born Digital: Understanding the First 

Generation of Digital Natives builds off Marc Prensky’s famed notion of the “Digital Native.” 

Prensky first used the term in 2001 to describe individuals who were born into the digital age and 

grew up using computers, cellphones, video games, and other digital technology. “Digital 

Natives” stand in contrast to “Digital Immigrants” — adults who were born before the digital 

age and who have had to adapt to, or “immigrate” into, the digital era. Born Digital promises to 

clear things up for “immigrants,” proclaiming itself to be “essential reading for parents, teachers, 

and the myriad of confused adults who want to understand the digital present — and shape the 

 See, for example, “A Generation With More Than Hand-Eye Coordination” (Hurt); “'The Dumbest 2

Generation' by Mark Bauerlein” (Drutman); Don Tapscott, author of Grown Up Digital: Meet the Net 
Generation (McGrawHill Pro); Tapscott and Bauerlein on New Hampshire Public Radio (2008).
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digital future” (back cover). In the book, Palfrey and Grasser argue that “Digital Natives” are 

like a new species, a group of individuals who “don’t remember a world in which letters were 

printed and sent, much less hand-written, or where people met up at formal dances rather than on 

Facebook” (4). They contend that Digital Natives are “tremendously creative” (6) but that they 

also face an array of new perils such as privacy issues, cyberbullying, online predators, 

pornography, and internet addiction. 

 There is no doubt that this generation was born into a new technological landscape, that it 

is facing new trials and opportunities, and that its collective choices will have a significant 

impact on the world. As such, it is unsurprising that parents and educators are keen to understand 

the new climate. However, what often gets lost in these studies are youth themselves. In our 

attempts to understand the relationship between technology and young people, we — as scholars, 

educators and curious adults — often forget that youth are not passive subjects beholden to the 

impacts of technology, but agents capable of using it to their own ends. What those ends are, and 

how youth choose to reach them, will depend on a number of factors including social, political, 

cultural, and economic contexts, education, and even personality. As danah boyd argues in her 

book It’s Complicated: the social lives of networked teens, “Technology makes the struggles 

youth face visible, but it neither creates nor prevents harmful things from happening even if it 

can be a tool for both. It simply mirrors and magnifies many aspects of everyday life, good and 

bad” (212). When we celebrate and condemn youth in sweeping fashions, we miss the fact that 

young people are not a monolithic entity. We also undermine our ability to understand the “many 

aspects of everyday life, good and bad” that drive individual youth, and shape the world they live 

in and the technology they use.  
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 In order to teach youth, to learn from them, and to better understand the ways that they 

engage with the world around them, we need to pay greater attention to individual experiences 

and contexts, and make more room for nuance, complexity, and even contradiction. In short, 

while it is important to study what this generation is doing, scholars also need to listen to what its 

members are saying and engage with them in meaningful ways. This means entering into 

dialogue, not as experts who need to guide the misguided or as clueless adults looking to youth 

to usher in a new era, but as people who are genuinely invested in understanding the ways in 

which today’s young people understand themselves and the world around them. 

 One way to do this is to remember that youth cultures are inevitably plural, rather than 

imagining a cultural homogeneity determined by age. In Youth Cultures: Texts, Images, and 

Identities, Karry Mallan and Sharyn Pearce argue that “to speak of youth ‘cultures’ is to 

acknowledge the diversity of western societies’ artistic, communicative, and entertainment 

expressions and practices” (x). “Cultures” allows for multiple voices and perspectives, and it 

encourages an approach that is attuned to different social, political, economic, and historical 

contexts. Within the digital realm, these cultures can manifest as what boyd calls “networked 

publics”: “publics that are restructured by networked technologies. As such, they are 

simultaneously (1) the space constructed through networked technologies and (2) the imagined 

community that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and practice” (8). 

boyd is quick to point out that “People are a part of multiple publics — bounded as audiences or 

by geography — and yet, publics often intersect and intertwine. Publics get tangled up in one 

another, challenging any effort to understand the boundaries and shape of any particular 
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public” (9). In this way publics are useful for thinking about the complicated and diverse ways 

that online and offline communities interact, intersect, and engage.  

 Exploring the youth cultures and publics that emerge within youth-generated cultural 

production can be valuable for both youth and the adults who seek to better understand them. A 

literary studies approach is ideal for such work because it prioritizes individual voices and allows 

for an open form of research that is guided by and focused on young people’s creative 

endeavours. It permits multiple meanings and encourages close attention to context and culture, 

thus avoiding the tendency to homogenize. In Reading Youth Writing: New Literacies, Cultural 

Studies & Education, Michael Hoechsmann and Bronwen Low argue that reading youth-

generated cultural materials is an important way of understanding the lives of young people. 

They contend that  

reading youth writing is an active approach to taking young people seriously and hence 

opening up horizons for them and vistas for us; it is a form of intergenerational dialogue 

that invokes a willingness to learn on the part of educators and other adults, and [it] 

issues an open challenge for young people to step up and make themselves be heard. 

(167)  

This dissertation heeds Hoechsmann and Low’s call by engaging with diverse groups of young 

storytellers within their unique contexts.   

 Such engagement is easier than it has ever been before. Thanks to digital technology, 

there is no shortage of publicly accessible, youth-generated cultural material. Palfrey and Glasser 

argue that “it is impossible to say whether [Millennials] are more or less creative than prior 

generations, but one thing is certain: they express themselves creatively in ways that are very 
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different from the ways their parents did at their age” (6). This difference is undoubtedly tied to 

changing technologies; digital media have allowed youth to produce cultural material in new 

ways and for new audiences. Within the Canadian context , the internet is the most accessible 3

medium  we have seen to date, both for content creation and content consumption. According to 4

a 2014 report written by Valarie Steeves (on behalf of MediaSmarts, a Canadian media literacy 

organization), 99% of students between grade 4 and grade 11 have internet access (2) and 38% 

use the internet to post stories or artwork online (3), to say nothing of those who post pictures, 

leave comments, tweet or contribute to sites such as Wikipedia.  

 Much of this content differs in form and structure from cultural materials that have been 

disseminated to wide audiences before. Part of this is due to the medium, which allows for 

multimodal and collaborative content of varying lengths and formats. However, a medium is 

nothing without content creators who understand and embrace it, and, for the most part, North 

American youth do both . The reading and writing practices of Millennials have begun to shift in 5

 This dissertation focuses primarily on Canadian content simply because I have a greater knowledge of 3

the social, political, cultural, historical, and economic contexts that inform Canadian communities. 
However, this dissertation is also written with an awareness that youth communities, contexts, and artistic 
interventions do not always exist within the confines of geographical boundaries. For more on this, see 
Chapter 4.

 Within the context of this dissertation I use medium to refer to technological means of information 4

transmission.  

 While the majority of North American youth have access to and an understanding of digital technology, 5

this is not the case globally. According to a United Nation’s youth report entitled Youth and ICT, 
“Globally, 36% of young people aged less than 25 used the internet (compared with 34% of those 25 
years and older), with vast disparities between developed and developing economies. In the developed 
world, 77% of young people under the age of 25 used the internet compared with 71% of those 25 years 
and older. In the developing world, 30% of the under 25-year-olds used the internet compared with 23% 
of those 25 years and older” (3). Technological access and use are further dependent on income, 
geographical location, gender, and culture. For more information on technological use in international 
contexts, see: Rob Salkowtiz’s Young World Rising: How Youth, Technology and Entrepreneurship are 
Changing the World from the Bottom Up, Pippa Norris’s Digital Divide: Civic Engagement, Information 
Poverty and the Internet Worldwide, and James Pic and Avijit Sarkar’s The Global Digital Divides: 
Explaining Change. 
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recent years as they seek to make better use of what digital technology has to offer. According to 

Colin Lankshear and Michael Knobel, these shifts can be seen as entirely new literacies. They 

argue that “reading and writing can only be understood in the contexts of the social, cultural, 

political, economic and historical practices to which they are integral, of which they are a 

part” (1), and that it would be a mistake to view literacy as simply “encoding and decoding 

print” (2). Instead, given the move to digital media, literacy should be thought of as activity that 

involves “any kind of codification system that ‘captures’ [or ‘decodes’] language” (5) in ways 

that “give (semi) permanence, transcendence, and transportability to language that is not 

available in the immediacy of speech, hand signs, and the like” (5). Similarly, the New London 

Group, a collection of American and Australian scholars of education, linguistics, and media, 

argue that “the multiplicity of communications channels and increasing cultural and linguistic 

diversity in the world today call for a much broader view of literacy” than has traditionally been 

accepted. In order to address this, the Group coined the term multiliteracies, which refers to “the 

increasing multiplicity and integration of significant modes of meaning-making, where the 

textual is also related to the visual, the audio, the spatial, the behavioral, and so on. This is 

particularly important in mass media, multimedia, and in an electronic hypermedia” (64). 

 These “new” or “multi” literacies are finely attuned to changing social, economic, and 

technological contexts. Lankshear and Knobel argue that they are:    

more ‘participatory,’ ‘collaborative,’ and ‘distributed’ in nature than conventional 

literacies. That is, they are less ‘published,’ ‘individuated,’ and ‘author-centric’ than 

conventional literacies. They are also less ‘expert-dominated’ than conventional literacies. 
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The rules and norms that govern them are more fluid and less abiding than those we 

typically associate with established literacies. (9) 

Multiliteracies do not demand an adherence to hierarchical forms of standardization in the same 

way as do traditional literacies, and as a result individuals and communities can decide for 

themselves what is acceptable artistic practice. A certain community or group may privilege an 

ability to mix media over an ability to spell, for example. Some communities will post guidelines 

for online publication, while others are entirely open, or governed by voting systems which push 

content to the top of the page. Examples of the influence of these new literacies on cultural 

production can be seen in practices such as the use of intertext, the incorporation of video and 

visual art into online storytelling, and the adoption of collaborative writing and editing practices. 

 What links all of these practices is their fluidity; digital technology allows authors to add, 

edit, and change indefinitely. According to Palfrey and Glasser, youth who have grown up with 

these fluid and collaborative forms of cultural production tend to “perceive information to be 

malleable; it is something they can control and reshape in new and interesting ways” (6). This 

malleability does not just extend to information that youth are creating; it also includes 

information that they are consuming. According to W. Lance Bennett, Dean Freelon, and Chris 

Wells,  

young social media users are increasingly comfortable with replacing old gatekeepers 

such as journalists, teachers, and officials with crowd-sourced information flows 

developed through information aggregation technologies (e.g. Google news), wikis (e.g., 

Wikipedia), trusted friends networks (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, Move On), and 

recommendation engines (e.g., Amazon, iTunes). (397) 
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Social media sites have become trusted sources of information, and youth have become 

accustomed to having multiple forms of media, numerous perspectives, and several sharing 

platforms at their fingertips. 

 As many scholars and pundits have eagerly noted, these trends tell us that approaches to 

information dissemination, cultural production, and media are changing. Some, such as 

Bauerlein, bemoan this fact, arguing that these new literacies have resulted in ignorant youth 

who do not read books and who cannot write a paragraph, and that with “No newspapers, no 

political magazines, no NPR or Rush Limbaugh, no CNN, Fox News, network news, or 

NewsHour with Jim Lehrer,” today’s young people are socially and politically disengaged. 

Unsurprisingly, others such as Tapscott celebrate the shift as democratic and revolutionary, 

arguing that this generation “has the power to shake up society and topple authorities in many 

walks of life. Once information flows freely and the people have the tools to share it effectively 

and organize themselves, life as we know it will be different” (9).  However, neither of these 

views captures the nuances of the relationships between youth and media.  

 While studies show that youth approach information differently, young people today are 

not as entirely different as either Bauerlein or Tapscott would have us to believe. A 2009 Nielsen 

Report on teen media usage argued that “teens are unique, but they are not as bizarre and 

outlying as some might presume”; statistics show that their internet usage is on par with that of 

adults, that they tend to focus on one form of media at a time, and that they “embrace new media 

not at the cost of traditional media, but in supplement to it” (1). In other words, while youth may 

have a more fluid and collaborative approach to information than previous generations do, they 

have not completely abandoned old “gatekeepers” in favour of mass ignorance or revolutionary 
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and democratic forms of media. They may not read as many newspapers or watch as much 

televised news as their adult counterparts, but that does not mean they are not posting online 

articles to their Facebook pages or watching news highlights on YouTube. They have not entirely 

given upon old forms of media; they are just mixing them with the new. 

 Hoechsmann and Low point out that this is the case with youth-generated content as well. 

While it can be tempting to look at new literacies and argue that youth are changing modes of 

production and dissemination entirely, that is not necessarily true. Although they are undoubtedly 

producing content in new ways, 

there are residual cultural elements in the new forms. For example, blogs are home to a 

type of literary discourse inherited from the private side of the letter form and the public 

dimension of Op/Ed journalism. The explosive growth of the blogosphere has brought the 

energy channelled all these years into personal diaries, journals, and creative writing into 

the public sphere. The texts, sometimes introspectively personal, sometimes outwardly 

didactic, are works in progress in historical terms, blended genres of new youth writing. 

(35) 

While Hoeschsmann and Low still use the term “new” to characterize youth writing, their 

descriptors of “works in progress in historical terms” and “blended genres” are perhaps more apt.   

When reading contemporary youth writing online, it becomes apparent that we are seeing old 

literary forms “blend” with new ones and “progress” into new formats. These texts remind us 

that young writers and artists can usher in change without changing everything, adopt new 

practices without abandoning traditional methodologies, and challenge certain hierarchies while 

embedding or creating others. In short, youth — and the cultural content that they create — can 
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be complex, multifaceted, and even contradictory. I argue close cultural analysis is a necessary 

tool for beginning to understand these nuances.  

Rethinking Youth Culture 

 This dissertation starts with a simple, but often ignored, premise: that youth writing is 

cultural material worthy of critical attention and analysis. While this idea is not complicated, it is 

surprisingly contentious. Despite the rapid growth in publicly accessible material, adults have 

paid very little attention to youth-generated cultural production to date. Many scholars, and 

literary scholars in particular, continue to regard youth culture as something that is consumed 

rather than produced, and far more critical attention has been given to materials created for and 

about young people than to materials created by them. While some scholars have engaged with 

youth writing, they have done so primarily from an educational standpoint. Books such as 

Hoechsmann and Low’s and Heather Urbanski’s collection Writing and the Digital Generation: 

Essays on New Media Rhetoric have sought to better understand how, in the face of new media 

and new literacies, teachers can adapt “literacy pedagogies to enable forms of engagement by 

young people that are meaningful and relevant to their lives” (Hoechsmann and Low 166). Other 

scholars, such as Bauerlein or Tapscott have approached youth cultural production from a 

sociological perspective, using it to prove theories about consumer behaviour, sociopolitical 

engagement, and media usage. Cultural and literary critics have largely ignored youth writing; 

one only needs to compare the minute body of scholarship on youth writing with the extensive 

research done on young adult literature, children’s literature, and bildungsromans to see that 

literary critics have tended to favour writing directed toward rather than generated by youth.  
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 This attitude stems partly from the fact that youth-generated cultural materials have only 

recently entered the public sphere in large quantities; it will take time for readers to realize what 

is available and begin to read — let alone analyze critically — this new wealth of content. 

However, the attitude also has roots in both youth studies, which often fails to recognize young 

people’s agency, and cultural criticism, which continues to privilege material that has gone 

through the regulatory and review processes of print-based publishing. The belief that youth are 

affected rather than effective is grounded in a longstanding debate about when individuals 

become mature enough to be responsible for their own thoughts and actions. It is generally 

agreed upon that children are not fully physically or cognitively developed and that adults are, 

but the status of youth — which is defined as the stage between childhood and adulthood — is 

somewhat unclear.  

 Nancy Lesko and Susan Talburt argue that “The meanings of youths’ transitions are 

uncertain and dangerous, subject to constant rewriting, a construction that makes youth a 

particularly malleable category, neither this nor that, but always in-between, becoming” (2). The 

fact that youth is a category that designates an “in-between” can make it difficult to define. Some 

scholars and organizations use age as a marker and others look at social behaviours as an 

indicating factor of stage of life. The United Nations describes “youth” as anyone between the 

ages of 15 and 24 (“Definition of Youth”), but the International Convention on the Rights of the 

Child sets the age majority at 18, and in many countries it is younger. In some cultural contexts 

individuals engage in “adult” activities such as marriage, parenting, ownership of property, and 

employment while they are still in their teen years, while in others individuals will continue to 

carry markers of adolescence well into their twenties and thirties. In any case, until a youth 
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assumes the social status of adult, he or she is largely considered passive — inculpable for his or 

her actions, in need of guidance, intellectually underdeveloped, and in the process of becoming 

an agent. As a result, many adults (including many cultural critics) are uncertain about what 

youth are capable of and skeptical about the seriousness of their artistic and intellectual 

endeavours. 

 Beliefs about young people’s capabilities are exacerbated by the fact that very little 

youth-generated cultural production has gone through the regulatory and review processes that 

tend to govern adult cultural production. As Pierre Bourdieu has argued, “The production of 

discourse (critical, historical, etc.) about the work of art is one of the conditions of the production 

of the work. Every critical affirmation contains [… ] a recognition of the value of the work 

which occasions it, which is thus designated as a worthy object of legitimate discourse” (35). 

Without affirmation from editors, publishers, curators, or other cultural critics, it can be tempting 

to view youth content as inferior to content that has received approval from recognized cultural 

authorities.  

 John Broughton, an educational psychologist and youth studies scholar, exemplifies 

beliefs about the capabilities of young cultural producers in Keywords in Youth Studies. He 

writes: 

There has been an explosion of user-generated content on the internet. Youth have been 

recording music, making videos, and devising new forms of satirical amusement, such as 

mash-ups, mockumentaries, and literals. However, it is not clear when or how these 

collective exercises qualify as cultural production. Simply doing or making something 

may not constitute production. Self-expression is often local and personal rather than 
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being part of a culture, even if it is broadcast. Moreover, informal creative activities tend 

to be unresponsive to current cultural formation; they are arguably ways of eliding or 

finessing culture rather than learning about it. (249) 

 Broughton’s distinction between “cultural production” and “informal creative activities” (i.e. 

“doing or making something”) is ambiguous at best. If simply doing or making something does 

not constitute cultural production then some form of evaluation must be required in order to 

decide what does. Thus, Broughton implies that a process of formal authentication is necessary 

in order for artistic content to be considered legitimate. Much in the same way that a child who 

opens a lemonade stand is “doing something” and not engaging in actual business, youth are 

“making something” or participating in “informal creative activity” because they are not 

associated with the systems and structures in place to govern artistic activity and provide 

formality. They do not yet have the skill to succeed, the resources to access the necessary tools 

(such as agents or studio space), or the agency (intellectual, legal or otherwise) to make decisions 

regarding their work, and as a result, their creative endeavours lacks legitimacy within the adult 

world. 

 Broughton’s argument is not without some merit — cultural production has always been 

subject to social and economic structures, and skill and agency are expected from cultural 

producers. It would be difficult to argue that any time an individual writes a sentence or doodles 

a picture he or she is producing art. However, what this argument misses is that many well-

respected artists, writers, and musicians of all ages have chosen to broadcast their materials 

independently in order to avoid the social and economic structures that govern art. Additionally, 

just because content is being produced outside of traditional and familiar structures does not 
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mean that it is entirely removed from social and economic processes; many of the projects 

Broughton points to are regularly subject to comments, editing and critique through web 2.0 

technologies, and young cultural producers often finance their projects by hosting ads on 

YouTube channels and blogs, or selling music online. While these processes may seem 

“informal” because of their widespread accessibility, they should not be immediately dismissed; 

they are indicative of changing technologies, literacies, and approaches to production, not of 

worth. It is flawed and unethical to presume access to heavily controlled mediums and 

economies (such as publishing) is an objective marker of inherent artistic merit. Like many 

marginalized artists and writers before them, many talented youth lack the resources and legal 

standing to market their work through more traditional mediums due to social and economic 

constraints — not because their voices lack worth or significance. 

 Broughton’s argument that youth content is “local and personal rather than part of a 

culture” echoes Bauerlein’s concern about young people’s technology-supported narcissism. The 

implication is that an artistic focus on one’s own contexts and experiences somehow removes art 

from broader cultural concerns and therefore diminishes it. However, a great deal of adult-

generated cultural production has been celebrated and canonized precisely because of its local 

and personal nature. His arguments that youth-generated content is “unresponsive” to cultural 

formations and that it is a way of “eliding and finessing culture rather than learning about it” are 

equally unclear; in order to elide and finesse culture one needs to have an understanding of it, 

and many of the forms of media Broughton mentions such as mash ups and mockumentaries 

specifically address elements of popular culture. However, even if they did not, a refusal to 

respond to mainstream cultural elements in favour of focusing on marginalized or lesser known 
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cultures and experiences has long been an important element of artistic production. The fact that 

scholars such as Broughton and Bauerlein feels that youth should be “learning” about culture and 

responding to it rather than producing material from their own perspectives based on their own 

knowledges betrays a common belief: that youth should be passive recipients rather than creators 

of culture. 

 As a whole, Broughton’s argument suggests that while youth may be engaging in the 

same activities as adults, their work is judged differently. It implies that we should not look to 

young cultural producers to innovate, challenge the systems and structures of production, or to 

make use of unique perspectives and experiences. Instead, youth cultural production is judged 

based on whether it shows a comprehension of — and an adherence too — traditional models. In 

other words, youth cultural production is judged based on young people’s ability to mimic adult 

cultural production, a belief that denies youth their unique knowledges and talents, and 

undermines emerging literacies and models of cultural production by privileging traditional 

approaches.    

 As an educator, Broughton primarily views youth as learners and youth-generated 

cultural production as an extension of pedagogy, just as scholars such as Baurelein, Tapscott, 

Palfrey and Grasser look for broad sociological trends that define youth because their prerogative 

is to educate adults about the Millennial generation as a whole. While texts such as Reading 

Youth Writing and It’s Complicated acknowledge the diversity of youth and recognize them as 

knowledge producers, Hoechsmann, Low, and boyd still situate youth as subjects of adult study. 

Hoechsmann and Low’s primary purpose is “to contribute to [an] ongoing discussion about 

motivating and developing youth writers” (8) and boyd says her “book [is] an effort to create a 
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nuanced portrait of everyday teen life in an era in which social media has become 

mainstream” (25) and to “help the public better understand what young people are doing when 

they engage with social media and why their attempts to make sense of the world around them 

should be commended” (26). The questions these scholars have asked about young people’s 

technology use and youth-generated cultural production have been vital, and their goals are 

admirable; adapting pedagogical practices, parenting, employment strategies, and political 

processes to better educate and include youth is important, and in order to do so, adults need to 

be aware of how youth approach learning, information, socializing, and self-expression. 

Scholarship to date has done an excellent job of examining youth as a constituency that needs to 

be guided into adulthood safely by those with greater experience and knowledge. However, it has 

done a poor job of acknowledging youth as diverse individuals who exert agency over their 

surroundings, and who have unique and important knowledge to share.  

 For this reason, I argue that new methodologies are necessary, not in lieu of previous 

forms of scholarship, but as a supplement to them. While it is important to understand the 

general trends that affect and characterize youth, it is also worthwhile to examine how specific 

communities of young people are challenging, changing, and otherwise interacting with the 

world around them. In order to accomplish this I advocate a model of cultural criticism — and an 

interdisciplinary form of literary criticism in particular — that engages with the issues that 

specific groups of young people are exploring and expressing while attuning itself to the contexts 

and technologies that are shaping their work. I do not argue that this is necessary so that adults 

can better understand the way that youth learn or so that parents and educators can usher in the 

new era Tapscott envisions or avoid the new era Baurelein fears. Rather, I argue that this is 
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necessary because many youth have something to offer as thinkers and artists, and for the first 

time, their work is widely publicly accessible.  

Reading Youth Writing  

 Stories — in the form of textual, audio, visual or multimodal materials — are 

fundamental to how we understand each other and the world. They are how we share our 

experiences, teach our histories, and build our relationships. To date, youth have largely been 

viewed as receptacles for stories; it is their job to listen, learn, and repeat what is told to them at 

school, at home, and in the wider world. However, they also have their own stories, which are 

deserving of both critical and popular attention. Historically, these stories have ended up in 

private diaries, letters to friends, or school assignments, but digital technology has brought many 

of them into the public domain. Engaging with them can expand and nuance our understanding 

of youth cultures and the social, political, cultural, and economic contexts by which they are 

informed. More importantly, it can give us access to youth knowledges and allow adults to enter 

into dialogue with young people in ways that other forms of research cannot. A literary studies 

approach demands that we look to the (often digital) texts for information. This approach forces 

us to ask: “what does this young person or this community of young people say?” instead of: 

“what do I want to know about this young person or community of young people?” While the 

difference is subtle, it is also substantial; it puts young storytellers in a position of control. They 

do not simply respond to research questions; they choose what they want to say, how they want 

to say it, and whom they want to say it to without the input or interference of researchers or 

research frameworks. Our job as literary critics is to pay close attention to these choices. 



!20

 The online storytelling habits of Canadian youth are indicative of a cultural 

transformation with which literary scholars and others need to engage; as subsequent generations 

become increasingly comfortable with digital media, we can expect continued changes in the 

way that material culture is produced, disseminated, and consumed. If literary critics fail to 

acknowledge and theorize new forms of writing (or more broadly speaking, storytelling) in 

favour of established critical orthodoxies, we risk overlooking valuable new voices that have the 

potential to generate and consolidate communities, expand the social and political reach of 

literary activism, and alter the flow of information by blurring the lines between writers and 

readers. This is not to say that we must prepare for youth to revolutionize and alter literary 

production beyond recognition. Rather, we must recognize that young people are challenging and 

broadening the nature of artistic production in Canada, and that failing to acknowledge their 

interventions limits our understandings of how our contemporary world actually works. 

 Literary analysis demands that scholars and critics engage closely with texts and the 

contexts by which they are informed. Stories do not exist in isolation; they are governed by 

language and cultural protocol, influenced by lived experienced, and shaped by modes of 

dissemination. As such, they can require particular knowledge to fully access or understand. 

Reading stories without paying attention to the factors that inform them can lead to 

misunderstanding and appropriation, which can inflict serious intellectual and emotional 

violence on individuals and communities. For this reason, literary analysis — much like the 

stories it seeks to understand — cannot exist in isolation; it needs to be done in partnership with 

other forms of research. As a result, my dissertation is both inter and multidisciplinary. While 

literary analysis is my primary mode of study, my engagement with texts and communities is 
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informed by media, gender, Indigenous, poverty, and youth studies methodologies, as the texts 

demand. It is my hope that these different approaches will be mutually affecting and beneficial; 

in addition to furthering the field of literary studies by encouraging critical engagement with 

young writers, this dissertation seeks to highlight how literary studies and cultural criticism can 

be employed in order to expand the reach of other disciplines and deepen and nuance our 

understanding of important social issues. 

 My approaches are guided by the three unique groups of youth with which I engage: 

young Indigenous writers who are mobilizing traditional knowledges in order to address 

contemporary issues such as residential school legacies, racism, and substance abuse; street-

entrenched youth from the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, British Columbia, who are creating 

multimedia content that disrupts the silence and stigma surrounding youth homelessness; and 

young feminists who are utilizing personal stories and self-portraiture in order to make the 

effects of gender-based violence visible as part of the #YesAllWomen and missing and murdered 

Indigenous women (#MMIW) Twitter movements. These groups were chosen for their diversity 

— in terms of both their sociological makeup and the digital platforms they employ — and 

because their content speaks to crucial sociopolitical issues in contemporary Canada: 

decolonization and Indigenous rights, poverty and homeless, and gender-based violence. My 

analysis is grounded in three interrelated questions, which have been formulated out of the 

process of reading youth writing online: How do Canadian youth assert identity and form 

community through writing and other forms of cultural production? What knowledges and tools 

— cultural, experiential, technological — inform youth cultural production? And finally, what 

are the social, political, and cultural consequences of these creative interventions? 
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 My analysis is conducted with awareness that “youth” is a malleable category. As 

previously discussed, why and how an individual is designated as a “youth” can depend on a 

variety of factors, and that designation may shift depending on the social, political, and cultural 

context in which he or she resides (as well as the context of the onlooker who assigns the label). 

Definitions can be further complicated by transitions from childhood to youth and youth to 

adulthood. It is entirely possible for a writing project to start when the author is a “youth” and 

continue until he or she is an adult, for example. These moments of transition are difficult (if not 

impossible) to locate, and applying a standardized, definitive benchmark is at best arbitrary and 

at worst harmful to its designates. Ultimately, I argue that the term “youth” is as complicated and 

diverse as those it seeks to describe, and for this reason I have chosen to keep my definition 

fluid. For each community I provide a definition based on factors such as the standards of the 

organizations and websites involved, the ways in which the youth self-identify, and the 

composition of the community in question. At no time do I intend these to be absolute; rather, it 

is my goal to show how definitions can shift in different contexts and to highlight the importance 

of engaging deeply with why and how the term “youth” is applied. 

 I also pay careful attention to the social, political, economic, cultural, and personal 

contexts that inform youth cultures. Divya C. McMillin argues that “if we are to engage in any 

critical, globally relevant discussion of youth and globalization, we have to take into account 

colonial histories, development inconsistencies, and the ideological underpinnings of modernity” 

(7-8). McMillin’s argument applies not only in the context of globalization, but in national and 

local contexts as well. I would add that in addition to colonial histories, development 

inconsistencies, and ideologies, critics need to take into account cultural differences, 



!23

socioeconomic status, gender, sexuality, and other factors that impact identity and self-

expression.  

 Such considerations are particularly important when looking at online materials. It can be 

tempting to see the internet as the great equalizer, but the reality is that most countries still 

experience a “digital divide.” boyd notes that,  

Although almost all teens have access to technology at this point, their access varies 

tremendously. Some have high-end mobile phones with unlimited data plans, their own 

laptop, and wireless access at home. Others are constrained to basic phones with pay-per-

text plans and access the internet only through the filtered lens of school or library 

computers. Once again, economic inequality plays a central role. But access is not the 

sole divide. Technical skills, media literacy, and even basic English literacy all shape how 

teens experience new technologies. (22) 

 In Canada, those who are undereducated, who live in rural areas, or who are part of minority 

groups still face greater barriers to regular, successful, internet access (Statistics Canada, 

Canadian Internet Use Survey). Furthermore, the majority of websites continue to privilege 

English content and Western perspectives, and ideologies and hierarchies continue to govern 

digital spaces. According to boyd, “the color-blind and disembodied social world that the internet 

was supposed to make possible has not materialized. And this unfortunate reality — the reality of 

racial tensions and discrimination that long predates the rise of digital media — often seems to 

escape our public attention” (23). These factors risk limiting the work of young writers by 

influencing who is able to produce material, what they are able to say, and how they are able to 

say it. It is necessary to pay attention to these issues and contexts and to be mindful of the 
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inequities that continue to structure cultural production both on and offline. The three groups of 

young writers and artists with whom I engage each face different kinds of barriers and inequities, 

and possess different forms of privilege. By examining such diverse groups, I hope to highlight 

the multiple ways that social, cultural, economic, gender, and racial inequities can be inscribed 

and challenged in online space.  

 While some young people have been published in print by publishing houses, the vast 

majority of youth writing is amateur, meaning that it is unregulated and outside of the market 

economy (or, to put it simply, it is not created for profit). As Dan Hunter, Ramon Lobato, Megan 

Richardson, and Julian Thomas argue in Amateur Media: Social, Cultural, and Legal 

Perspectives, amateur media has a long history (they offer examples from the 1600s), but new 

technologies have facilitated unprecedented levels of amateur production (xiii). These 

technologies have begun to blur the boundaries between amateur and professional in new ways 

by giving amateurs access to professional tools. This has given rise to what Giovanni Boccia 

Artieri and Laura Gemini call the “networked amateur,” an individual who “unlike the traditional 

artistic amateur, has both the appropriate contents and techno-cultural abilities within easy reach” 

(72).  Youth, and many others who are engaged in digital cultural production, often fit this 

category of cultural producers. 

 Young people rarely have the economic or social resources to secure supports such as 

literary agents or editors, but they increasingly have access to technologies that would have only 

been available to professionals a few short years ago. For this reason, there is often a tension in 

young people’s — and other networked amateurs’ — work; it can seem at once highly 

professional and disappointingly unsophisticated. Boccia Artieri and Gemini use the example of 
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Instagram, an app that allows users to edit photos on their smart phones, to illustrate this 

phenomenon. They note that “Instagram filters are a simulation of instantaneous classical 

photographic effects that require both time and authorial expertise by professional 

photographers” (73). While these photos may look professional to some, the filters are 

commonplace and require very little skill. Technologies such as Instagram — and their users — 

often receive backlash from critics who argue that networked amateurs trivialize art by 

employing technology instead of skill, and engaging in constant imitation without learning a 

craft (73). As Boccia Artieri and Gemini note, these critics attempt to maintain clear distinctions 

between “real” or “professional” artists and amateurs by viewing one as authentic and the other 

as a form of mimicry. However, Boccia Artieri and Gemini contend that imitation is not the 

point: “the point is that the availability of technological tools lowers the barriers to participation 

and allows for artistic experimentation by amateurs… through a mechanism of creation that has 

changed in terms of production, circulation and consumption” (73).  The removal of barriers has 

opened up artistic production (or, perhaps more aptly, publicly accessible artistic production) to 

many communities, youth included. 

   Despite access to new technologies, amateur cultural production still differs from 

“professional” cultural production in numerous ways. It has rarely undergone editing or review 

processes, and it is often not as polished as material that has gone through the rigours of 

publishing or artistic industries. Without a team of editors to format, re-work, and guide the 

process, amateur cultural producers (networked or otherwise) are largely on their own. 

Additionally, the online medium promotes instant publishing and continuous re-working, which 

means that amateur work is often made public well before it is finished. Typos and errors are 
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common, and writing can appear to lack continuity as the author (or authors) continue(s) to 

rework it. The addition of multimedia such as pictures, video, and intertext can further break up 

the flow of writing, making it seem disjointed in comparison to published texts.  

 Young writers and artists can face additional barriers due to their age and development. 

Many youth are still struggling to exert themselves as individuals and members of communities. 

Because experimentation and change are often part of this process, youth voice can seem uneven, 

tentative, and contradictory. This tentativeness is exacerbated by the fact that young people are 

often discouraged from actively expressing opinions, particularly to adult audiences. Some 

parents, educators, and other adults treat youth as recipients of information whose interventions 

should (as Broughton argues) be primarily response-driven. At times, even a response is not 

welcome; for example, youth who are under the age of majority may not even be allowed to 

respond to certain questions about their health, education, and wellbeing without the consent of a 

guardian. As a result, young writers often make their views and experiences public in the face of 

individual and systematic power imbalances that can limit their ability to express themselves 

fully and confidently. 

 While these factors inform my analysis, I avoid using them as an excuse to diminish the 

power of youth voice. Young writers may choose to articulate their ideas in non-traditional ways 

that make sense to them and their communities but not necessarily to the broader public. While 

reading writing online, in multimodal formats, or in unedited or “in progress” stages may feel 

awkward to some readers, I endeavour to move past this discomfort to hear what youth are 

saying in the way they wish to say it. In order to do this I have worked to familiarize myself with 

the technologies used by the artistic constituencies in my case studies and to approach their work 
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with an understanding of their social, economic, and developmental contexts. Additionally, while 

it can be tempting to dismiss youth voice based on the assumption that is has been influenced or 

altered by external forces, I argue that we cannot assume that young people’s work is any less 

authentic than the work of adults who write within the confines of literary, media, and academic 

industries . All writers and artists, regardless of age, are influenced by the opinions of others and 6

by the dominant ideologies and frameworks that seek to govern their work. While I strive to be 

aware of the barriers and power structures that affect young people’s artistic production, I also 

treat their words as their own. To do otherwise risks denying their agency and delegitimizing 

their artistic interventions.  

 The goal of my analysis is not to better understand youth as a monolithic group or to 

inform adults about how to better educate or protect youth. Rather, it is to focus on youth as 

creative and knowledgeable content makers and storytellers, and to highlight the ways in which 

unique communities of young people mobilize in order to address issues that impact their lives. I 

read youth writing because young writers bring unseen and unheard perspectives to the forefront, 

challenge power relations, form alternative communities, and re-imagine spaces and systems. In 

 There is substantial debate in youth studies and education about the authenticity and agency of youth 6

voice. As David Buckingham and Sara Bragg argues in Youth Cultures in the Age of Global Media 
“Accounts of youth voice often imply that it arises spontaneously, from the desire of young people to be 
‘heard,’” which suggests authenticity and truth. However, Buckingham and Bragg note that “in practice 
[youth voice] often emerges in conditions that are both structured and heavily incentivized.” On the other 
hand, some scholars have been quick to treat these structures and incentives as indicators that young 
people’s words are being moulded by the adults around them, and therefore lack authenticity. As Michael 
Hoechsmann and Bronwen Low argue, “Youth voice is always inflected by some assumption of the 
expectations of the audience, whether an active peer audience […] a niche market of well-meaning adults, 
or some hybrid of the two” (68). As usual, both of these viewpoints carry some truth; youth, like their 
adult counterparts, are influenced by the ideologies and structures that surround them, but they are also 
capable of making authentic creative interventions, even in the face of power imbalances. This 
dissertation seeks to acknowledge the power structures and inequities that can affect youth voice while 
simultaneously taking young people’s words seriously. 
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short, I read youth writing for the same reasons that literary scholars read adult writing: because 

it is culturally relevant and worthy of analysis.  

 My first case study on Our Story: The Aboriginal Youth Writing Challenge focuses on a 

community that has received significant attention within the field of Canadian literature over the 

past twenty-five years— Indigenous writers. Although the stories are written by youth, many of 

the conventions that they exhibit will be immediately recognizable to scholars and readers who 

are familiar with Indigenous literary studies. The stories on the Our Story site suggest that youth 

writing can be fuelled by the same challenges, knowledges, and goals as adult writing. In many 

respects, young Indigenous writers have more in common with adult Indigenous writers than 

they do with other young writers; their use of oral traditions, Indigenous pedagogies, and kinship 

connections, and their engagement with colonization, trauma, land, and family all mirror 

elements of cultural and political resurgence that are common in Indigenous literatures written by 

adults. This demonstrates that personal experience and knowledge have just as much, if not 

more, influence on literary production than authorial age.  

 The Our Story program, which is run by the Historica-Dominion Institute, is also of 

interest. The program vets, edits, and publishes short stories online, with the intent of celebrating 

a nationalistic version of Canadian history. The stories, which are in a traditional short story 

format, suggest that digital technologies do not necessarily have to shift content form or 

publishing practice. Similarly, the program’s reliance on colonial and nationalistic ideologies 

serve as a reminder of the ways that power structures can continue to govern digital space. 

Despite these potential barriers, the young writers I engage with are able to harness the Our Story 

platform (and the technology it is dependent on) to explore the ways that Indigenous cultures 
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continue to survive, evolve, and resist colonialism. These writers exemplify the adaptability of 

young content producers, and the strength of youth voice. 

 My second case study is on Another Slice, a website produced by street-entrenched youth 

from the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, British Columbia. Like Our Story, Another Slice also 

highlights the importance of personal and community experience and knowledge. However, 

unlike the individual contributions to Our Story, Another Slice’s content, which is multimodal 

and authored by multiple people, enacts a significant departure from traditional literary formats. 

Readers can easily see “multi" or “new” literacies in action; the textual, visual, audio, and 

behavioural elements of generated content all intersect to create a multifaceted portrait of street 

life and street-entrenched youth. The site contains visual art, film, and intertextual writing 

(including life writing, poetry, and fiction), but common themes emerge that draw the material 

together. For this reason, Another Slice can, and should, be read as a singular, collaborative, 

highly pluralist artistic work, not as a collection of separate pieces of media. In addition to 

challenging traditional, linear, textual narratives and exemplifying the power of collaborative 

creation, the content on Another Slice is a powerful intervention into established discourses 

surrounding homelessness. The content confronts the frameworks of silence and stigma that are 

often used to discuss — or pointedly to avoid discussing — homelessness generally and 

homelessness in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver in particular.  

 My final site of analysis is of the #YesAllWomen and missing and murdered Indigenous 

women (#MMIW) Twitter movements. The two movements prove that, despite declarations that 

“feminism is dead,” feminism is flourishing — although in new forms and mediums — and that 

contemporary feminist dialogue is a creative space that seeks to consolidate multiple, 
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intersecting identities that support, challenge, and interact with one another in unique ways. 

#YesAllWomen and #MMIW also show that, while conflict is part of feminist discourse, it does 

not have to be toxic or undermining; it can be generative. I read these movements as offering 

both political and creative interventions; while tweets are not usually considered an artistic form, 

I argue that they can, at times, constitute a form of performative autobiography. Using 

autobiography and performance theory, I seek to highlight how these 140 character texts make 

victims and survivors of gender-based violence more visible and invite empathy and understanding 

from audience members.  

 I also seek to show how online content like tweets can challenge common categorizations 

of cultural content. This dissertation focuses predominantly on youth and on the Canadian 

context. However, online feminist Twitter movements such as #YesAllWomen and #MMIW 

demonstrate the difficulty of delineating where online content originates from and determining 

who the content creators are. These movements also show that youth are never an entirely 

discrete, distinguishable group; through digital media, Canadian youth form bonds and engage in 

strategic partnerships across age, geography, gender, sexuality, race, socioeconomic status, and 

many other perceived boundaries in order to pursue their interests. As a result, youth-generated 

online content does not always fit into neat and tidy categories. #YesAllWomen and #MMIW 

highlight the importance of considering the ways that artistic communities grow and come to 

define themselves. 

 I have chosen these three sites for their diversity and for their mixture of artistic and 

sociopolitical engagements. Sites such as Our Story and Another Slice and movements such as 

#YesAllWomen and #MMIW accentuate the diversity of young people and demand that we move 
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beyond simplistic narratives about who youth are, what they think and feel, and how they engage 

with culture and technology in order to look at specific contexts and voices. They also prove that 

young people have the capacity to make meaningful social, political and artistic interventions. 

Finally, these sites of analysis require that we rethink the structures that govern knowledge and 

cultural material, and that we adopt critical practices that are in tune with changing technologies. It 

is my hope that an analysis of young people’s stories will allow for broad connections and 

observations about youth cultural production, technology use, and sociopolitical engagement. Even 

more so, I hope this dissertation will illuminate the unique knowledges, artistic approaches, and 

social interventions that are present in contemporary young people’s writing.  
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Chapter 2: “We’re writing our own stories”: Reading The Canadian Aboriginal Writing 
Challenge as Indigenous Resurgence 

In the winter of 2012 Indigenous communities from across Canada took to the streets and 

to social media to protest the federal government’s environmental policy, to demand recognition 

of treaty rights, and to assert Indigenous sovereignty. The protests, which became known as Idle 

No More, lasted for over six months and provided a foundation for subsequent movements such 

as the Indigenous Nationhood Movement and the missing and murdered Indigenous women 

movement (also known as #MMIW, which is discussed in Chapter 4 of this dissertation). Idle No 

More — which included activities such as marches, round dances, blockades, hunger strikes, 

powwows, artistic works, and teach-ins — called attention to the strength and resilience of 

Indigenous cultures and political systems. It also called attention to the effects of colonization  7

on Indigenous communities and to the ongoing struggles faced by Indigenous youth face. As 

discussed in the introduction, scholars and pundits have a tendency to homogenize youth and 

speak of them as a unified category; however, movements like Idle No More highlight the fact 

that young people do not all face the same challenges. Indigenous youth in Canada often live in 

circumstances that differ drastically from their non-Indigenous peers. 

In his article “Colonialism and State Dependency,” Kanien’kaha:ka scholar Taiaiake 

Alfred outlines the impact of colonization on Indigenous communities, arguing that “social 

suffering, unresolved psychophysical harms of historical trauma and cultural dislocation have 

 Within the context of this dissertation colonialism does not simply refer to the historical act of 7

settlement by colonizing European nations. Rather, it references settler colonialism, which is an ongoing 
structure, not a historic event. As Patrick Wolfe notes in his book Settler Colonialism and the 
Transformation of Anthropology, settler colonialism is a continuous enterprise that seeks to permanently 
establish a political order through the elimination of Indigenous rights. 
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created a situation in which the opportunities for a self-sufficient, healthy and autonomous life 

for First Nations people on individual and collective bases are extremely limited” (42). Centuries 

of colonialism have robbed many Indigenous communities of traditional knowledges and life 

ways, severing familial and community bonds, and leaving many disenfranchised from both their 

cultures and mainstream Canadian society. Indigenous youth have often borne the brunt of this 

trauma and dislocation. Canada’s Indian Residential School System forcibly removed Indigenous 

children from their homes and families between 1876 and 1996 with the express purpose of 

assimilation, and many residential school attendees faced hunger, abuse, cultural loss, and even 

death. Children and grandchildren of residential school survivors continue to face 

intergenerational trauma as their families struggle to cope with generations of abuse. 

Additionally, Indigenous children and youth continue to be removed into state care at alarming 

rates; a recent study found that nearly half of children under the age of fourteen who are in foster 

care in Canada are Indigenous (Woods and Kirkey), and according to Cindy Blackstone, the 

executive director of First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada, the primary 

causes of removal are poverty and substance abuse (Blackstone qtd. in Woods and Kirkey).  

Unsurprisingly, the profound legacies of residential schools, poverty, violence, land theft 

and cultural dislocation continue to impact the health and wellbeing of Indigenous youth. 

According to Canadian Policy Research Initiative publications, Indigenous youth are almost eight 

times more likely to be incarcerated than non-Indigenous youth (Government of Canada, 

“Aboriginal Youth” 10 ) and “in 2006, close to half of the Inuit and First Nations on-reserve 

adult population did not have a high school diploma, compared to 15% of other Canadians. 

Roughly 4% of these two groups had obtained a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared with 23% 
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of other Canadians” (Government of Canada, “Aboriginal Youth” 3). Similarly, the average 

income gap between Registered Indians between the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine and other 

Canadians was $34,617 in 2000 (Government of Canada, “Current Well-Being” 29), and a study 

in British Columbia showed that Indigenous youth “take their own lives at rates between five and 

twenty times higher than that of the non-Aboriginal population” (Government of Canada, 

“Cultural Continuity” 69). 

However, Indigenous youth have also been at the forefront of anti-colonial resistance. 

Organizations such as the Native Youth Movement and the Native Youth Sexual Health Network, 

and young activists like Shannen Kootachin, have been crucial in the struggle for Indigenous 

rights: organizing walks, protests, and ceremonies, lobbying for policy changes, and working 

with other youth to (re)claim cultural knowledges. Indigenous scholars, activists, and knowledge 

keepers have argued that these activities are key to addressing the ongoing impacts of 

colonization and returning to healthy, balanced communities. In “Re-envisioning resurgence: 

Indigenous pathways to decolonization and sustainable self-determination,” Jeff Corntassel 

argues that “Being Indigenous today means struggling to reclaim and regenerate one’s relational, 

place-based existence by challenging the ongoing, destructive forces of colonization” (88). He 

furthers that, “In order to live in a responsible way as self-determining nations, Indigenous 

peoples must confront existing colonial institutions, structures, and policies that attempt to 

displace us from our homelands and relationships, which impact the health and well-being of 

present generations of Indigenous youth and families” (88-89). This work involves resisting the 

colonial ideologies that are deeply imbedded in Canadian political and social structures in favour 
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of (re)building relationships with and between communities and the land in ways that are 

congruent with Indigenous epistemologies.  

Creek scholar Craig Womack contends that developing one’s own voice is integral to this 

process, arguing that “a key concept of nationhood is a people’s idea of themselves, their 

imaginings of who they are. The ongoing expression of a tribal voice, through imagination, 

language, and literature, contributes to keeping sovereignty alive” (14). Alfred adds that the 

development of a strong voice is especially important for youth. He argues that if Indigenous 

communities are going to overcome the effects of colonialism and return to balanced and healthy 

relationships, “we must add our voices to the narrative that is history, translate our 

understandings of history and justice, and bring the power of our wisdom to bear on the 

relationships we have with others. We cannot do this from a position of intellectual 

weakness” (178). As such, he argues that leaders and educators must  

promote Native education both in the conventional Western sense and in terms of re-

rooting young people within their traditional cultures. In time, such education will 

produce a new generation of healthy and highly skilled leaders who will be able to 

interact with the changing mainstream society from a position of strength rooted in 

cultural confidence. (168) 

Alfred sees the health, wellbeing, and freedom of Indigenous peoples as intimately tied to their 

ability to be Indigenous: to live according to their political and cultural traditions, and to form 

relationships based on their own values and understandings.  

 Scholars and activists like Corntassel have theorized this process of cultural reclamation 

and rootedness as resurgence: 
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If one thinks of peoplehood as the interlocking features of language, homeland, 

ceremonial cycles, and sacred living histories, a disruption to any one of these practices 

threatens all aspects of ever day life. The complex spiritual, political and social 

relationships that hold peoplehood together are continuously renewed. These daily acts of 

renewal, whether through prayer, speaking your language, honoring your ancestors, etc. 

are the foundations of resurgence. (Corntassel 89) 

The concept of Indigenous resurgence points to the role that culturally specific knowledges and 

relationships can play in health and wellbeing, particularly for those faced with the destructive 

forces of colonization. Resurgence is not meant to signal a return to traditional, pre-contact life 

ways; rather, it is a continuous, daily process of keeping culture alive and making it meaningful 

in a changing world. Alfred indicates that this process is particularly important for Indigenous 

youth, who are the future of Indigenous communities and nations, and who will need to find 

ways to engage with mainstream society as Indigenous peoples. 

 Indigenous youths’ stories exemplify how and why they are participating in resurgence 

and signal what simultaneous engagement with Indigenous cultures and Western society might 

look like. Their stories, which are often written in English, draw on both Indigenous knowledges, 

languages, and oral traditions and on Western literary traditions in order to engage Indigenous 

and settler communities. As Metis scholar Jo-Ann Episkenew argues, “Contemporary Indigenous 

writers manipulate the English language and its literary traditions to narrate Indigenous 

experiences under colonialism in an effort to heal themselves and their audiences from colonial 

trauma” (12). In order to do this, Indigenous writers of all ages require unique forms of literacy; 

they need to be able to pull from written and oral traditions and shift between cultural 
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knowledges in order to address multiple audiences. This can be seen as an example of how multi 

or new literacies are enacted and made meaningful within different contexts. Not all youth will 

relate to audio, visual, textual, or behavioural modalities in the same ways, or use them in the 

same combination; rather, different communities of young people draw on these literacy skills in 

their own unique ways in order to address their particular needs and goals.    

   In an effort to locate and illuminate culturally specific knowledges in the writings of 

Indigenous youth, this chapter will engage critically with online texts from the Historica-

Dominion Institute’s Our Story: The Canadian Aboriginal Writing Challenge, a contest that 

former Program Coordinator Eliana Tizel says was “launched in order to discover a new 

generation of young, Aboriginal writers and give them a chance to explore their heritage and 

have their voices heard” (Interview with J. Hardwick). The contest welcomes submissions from 

self-identified Aboriginal youth between the ages of 14 and 29, and has two categories: one for 

those between 14 and 19 years of age, and another for those between 20 and 29. This chapter will 

focus on texts from the first category. Stories are chosen for publication on the website based on 

“their creativity and originality, their cultural and historical content, and the author’s writing 

ability,” as assessed by “a combination of Historica-Dominion Institute employees, and a 

consultant who teaches Native literature” (Tizel Email), before the top ten texts are sent on to an 

advisory panel of Indigenous judges to be ranked . As a result, all of the stories that have been 8

published have been through a vetting process.  

 The Our Story judges panel usually consists of notable Indigenous writers, artists and leaders. While the 8

program did not publish jury member names in 2009, past members include writer Joseph Boyden, former 
Assembly of First Nations’ National Chief Shawn Atleo, and actress Tantoo Cardinal. Members of the 
jury change every year.
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 With the exception of its accessibility — there is no cost to submit or read stories — the 

Our Story program is much like other forms of publishing; stories are submitted and vetted, and 

then a few of them are edited and made public. The content appears in a recognizable short story 

format, and its authors are unable to make changes after publication. Our Story highlights how 

digital publications can easily re-create the structures and hierarchies of print-based publication 

by following the same processes and regulations, and it demonstrates that many youth continue 

to be willing to mobilize traditional, standardized modes of storytelling. The program also 

exemplifies how power structures and ideologies can permeate online space. The Historica-

Dominion Institute’s mandate “to build active and informed citizens through a greater knowledge 

and appreciation of the history, heritage, and stories of Canada” (“About” Historica-Dominion) 

focuses on Canadian history in the singular and places Indigenous histories within a national 

context. This framework reifies a Eurowestern vision of Canadian history, while privileging 

Canadian citizenship for Indigenous peoples over alternative forms of tribal identification. As 

danah boyd has argued, it is not uncommon for power structures like racism, sexism, classism, 

and (in this case) colonialism to govern digital space: 

Technology pundits and early adopters believed that the internet would be a great 

equalizer — where race and class wouldn’t matter — because of the lack of visual cues 

available. But it turns out that the techno-utopians were wrong. The same biases that 

configure unmediated aspects of everyday life also shape the mediated experiences 

people have on the internet. (158) 

Sites like Our Story indicate that scholars should be weary of assuming that there is a binary 

between “new” and “traditional” forms of artistic creation and dissemination, or that digital 
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spaces are somehow radically democratic. In reality, “new” and “traditional” practices 

continuously overlap with, challenge, and change one another, and inequities and power relations 

continue to govern digital spaces.  

 In this chapter I examine three stories — “Fight” by Julie-Dean Chartrand, “The Hiatsk” 

by Trevor Jang, and “The Might of Oneness” by Maynan Robinson — which call on Indigenous 

cultural histories, kinship bonds, and traditional pedagogies (such as storytelling, ceremony, and 

guidance from Elders) in order to address problems associated with colonialism, including social 

disenfranchisement, residential school trauma, and racism. These stories were chosen because of 

the ways that they exist in conversation, highlighting different aspects of cultural resurgence. 

While “Fight” and “The Hiatsk” explore the ways in which youth can mobilize cultural 

knowledges in order to navigate crisis, “The Might Of Oneness” goes beyond crisis management 

to depict how youth who have successfully rooted themselves in their traditions and communities 

can take on leadership roles in order to provide guidance and healing to others. Together, the 

three stories model the form of integration that Alfred and Corntassel envision, with youth first 

becoming embedded in their traditions and cultures, and then using their knowledges as a 

foundation for leadership and social engagement. The young authors’ abilities to mobilize their 

cultures to resist and challenge colonialism are especially poignant given that their writing 

occurs within the Western framework of Historica-Dominion Institute. While the oversight of the 

decidedly nationalist Institute undoubtedly risks influencing youth expression, I contend that 

these youth retain the creative agency to “interact with the changing mainstream society from a 

position of strength rooted in cultural confidence” (168) as Alfred envisions. 
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Knowledge and Reciprocity: Pedagogy, Ceremony, and Kinship 

 While Womack’s assertion that the “ongoing expression of a tribal voice, through 

imagination, language, and literature, contributes to keeping sovereignty alive” may be beyond 

the political ambitions of some Indigenous youth , concepts pertaining to Indigenous sovereignty 9

— such as self-determination, identity, and resistance to colonial ideologies — are at the heart of 

many of the texts on the Our Story website, which suggests that some young Indigenous authors 

see the same potential for strengthening personal and collective voice through story that Womack 

does. In an authorial statement introducing her story “Fight,” seventeen-year old Métis writer 

Julie-Dean Chartrand shows acute awareness of the role that writing and storytelling can play in 

cultural and political resurgence:  

The message of this story is what makes it significant — we are making our own history, 

we’re writing our own stories. We’re making the world a better place through our actions 

and choices. Although we’re faced with the problems and consequences of yesterday, we 

are the future of today. We can’t change what’s happened (although we can learn from it). 

(np) 

 In their study of political participation and Indigenous youth, Taiaiake Alfred, Brock Pitawanakwat, and 9

Jackie Price found “no consistency across regions and nations that would justify the positing of a unified 
‘Indigenous’ or ‘Aboriginal’ category, model of participation or even perspective” (1). Instead, they noted 
that “The views expressed to us reflected particular cultural environments and individual experiences, and 
they varied substantially based on forms and levels of education possessed by the youth.” They furthered 
that “Those lacking Indigenous education and exposure to traditional cultures are more likely to follow 
the normal patterns for Canadian youth in their perspectives on political participation. However, some 
youth argued for the revitalization of a nation-to-nation relationship and argued strongly for a perspective 
rooted in Indigenous cultures, communities and experience” (1). This is to say that the political 
knowledges, goals, and methods of Indigenous youth are very diverse and not subject to easy 
classification. 
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Chartrand positions herself in relation to historical legacies through a discussion of “yesterday,” 

but she also asserts her role as a representative of the “future.” In this sense, she is contributing 

to the “ongoing expression of tribal voice” and the pursuit of sovereignty for which Womack 

argues by exploring her community’s shared histories and looking for ways to ensure its survival. 

Chartrand’s statement also indicates an investment in Alfred’s goal of utilizing Indigenous 

cultures as a foundation for problem solving and leadership; both her use of “we” and her 

reference to learning from the “problems and challenges of yesterday” suggest a collective 

approach to overcoming obstacles that is informed and strengthened by shared histories and 

knowledges. 

In Chartrand’s story “Fight,” the unnamed narrator turns to her mother for these histories 

and knowledges after a bully calls her a “dirty Indian.” The mother responds to the situation by 

situating her daughter within her community. The child is told, “You aren’t just a seven-year old 

girl. You are one of the Ojibwa, which is something [bullies] will never be able to say… No 

matter how you are treated, you have the blood of great men running in your veins” (np). These 

comments, which root the young girl in her heritage and help her to embrace her different 

appearance, align with many traditional Indigenous pedagogies. In Shingwauk’s Vision, historian 

J.R. Miller discusses traditional Indigenous teaching models, noting that Native “education, as 

distinct from schooling… aims, first, to explain to the individual members of a community who 

they are, who their people are, and how they relate to other peoples and to the physical world 

around them” (15). Miller argues that, while this education is extremely important, it is 

drastically different from Western models, and he observes that there was an “absence of 
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anything approaching the European’s institutional approach” (16) in Indigenous communities 

until missionaries and governments took it upon themselves to educate Indigenous children from 

the 1600s onwards. Instead, traditional Indigenous teachings often occur on a one-on-one basis, 

with parents, Elders, and knowledge keepers offering guidance in home and community settings 

to children and adolescents as issues arise, in a manner that is akin to the mother’s response in 

Chartrand’s story. 

In addition to telling youth “who they are,” traditional teachings emphasize values. Miller 

argues that Indigenous pedagogies “[reflect] values the adult community share[s], and [instill] 

them in the next generation” (38). In “Fight” the mother’s teachings not only provide her 

daughter with a sense of identity, but they also seek to guide the young girl’s responses and 

actions. The mother uses a simplified, child-friendly story of European invasion to provide her 

daughter with a historical understanding of colonialism and to offer a lesson in ethics. She 

explains that, “When white men came over from Europe, everything changed. At first it was 

exciting and new, but they treated us like animals. We thought our people had made a new friend 

but they hunted us and took our land, our homes and our families” (np). When the young girl 

responds vengefully to the information, saying “So let’s get them back,” her mother steers her in 

a different direction, saying, “But that’s not the point of this story my darling. That is the kind of 

attitude that brought about all this pain.” She continues:  

Although you know that no man is any better than you are, not everybody does. You will 

prove this when you do not punch back, when you show kindness to those who have 

shown you none, when you make a name for yourself. It will not be easy. Every day will 
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be a struggle, but you are the future of our people. You want to fight for our freedom, my 

little sparrow? Fight with the goodness of your heart and a forgiving nature. Fight with a 

gentle hand and flexible spirit. Fight even when you want to give up, even when you are 

humiliated and scorned. Fight for me. Fight for all those who haven’t learned that the best 

way to fight is by being a friend. (np) 

The mother’s discussion of colonialism takes a decidedly different form here than it might in a 

Western classroom; it is explained as an age-appropriate story, which focuses on concepts like 

friendship instead of on the dates and facts that are usually found in history textbooks. As a 

result, it is general enough to parallel the racism the young girl faces, while enabling the mother 

to engage with a significant element of her lesson: a discussion of why colonial mindsets — 

including racism and violence — are damaging and not to be emulated. While children are often 

taught to avoid violence, this particular lesson occurs within the context of colonial violence, 

which seeks to gain power through the destruction of Indigenous people’s relationships to the 

land and to each other. By encouraging relationships above all else, and rejecting power through 

violence as the “attitude that brought about all this pain,” the mother makes it clear that there are 

different ways to stand up for oneself.  

 The form of the fighting the mother advocates differs drastically from the form of 

fighting the young girl witnesses at school. While it does not necessarily preclude physical 

violence, it suggests that spiritual engagement in the form of self-knowledge, forgiveness, 

leadership, and perseverance is much more important. In this sense, “fighting” it is tied to what 

Alfred and others have called Indigenous warrior cultures or warrior societies.  Alfred and Lana 

Lowe explain that,  
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Contrary to the militaristic and soldierly associations of the term in European languages 

— and in common usage — the words translated from indigenous languages as “warrior” 

generally have deep and spiritual meaning. This deeper sense is exemplified, to use one 

example, in the English-Kanien’kehaka translation, rotiskenhrakete, which literally 

means, “carrying the burden of peace.” (5) 

To carry the burden of peace may require violence in the name of self-protection, but it means 

much more; it requires a commitment to one’s culture, community, and nation, and a dedication 

to the preservation of relationships with people and the land in the face of opposition. 

 By showing the impact of unkindness, violence, theft, and racism on the Ojibwa people, 

the mother demonstrates to her daughter that, while their nation has survived a great deal of 

cruelty, individuals can, and must, rise above colonial ideologies to live by their own ethics and 

become “fighters” or “warriors” in their own right. The mother thus employs a traditional 

pedagogical approach to “draw out lessons buried in daytime activities and to transfer forms of 

knowledge from one generation to the next” (Miller 25). The methodology proves successful, 

and the narrator takes her mother’s lesson to heart. Years later when again confronted with 

racism, the narrator recalls the teaching and chooses to respond accordingly: “I opened my eyes 

and looked straight at the girl asking for the wrong kind of fight, getting in my face and pushing 

me backwards. I smiled and she hesitated for a second. ‘Don't mess with me,’ I held my head 

high and put my shoulders back, ‘I was born to fight’” (np). These lines, which are the last in 

the story, show that internalizing cultural identities, histories, and values can help youth 

confront contemporary crises and pursue justice. Despite the racial slurs hurled at her, 
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Chartrand’s protagonist is confident in her identity as an Ojibwa woman and secure in her 

ability to behave according to her own ethics rather than the ethics with which she is 

confronted. She knows that her heritage provides her with knowledge and skills, and she is 

ready to use them to “fight” on her own terms.  

 Fifteen year-old, Wet’suwet’en writer Trevor Jang’s story “The Hiatsk” also explores the 

ways in which cultural knowledge and pedagogies can aid Indigenous youth in undertaking 

problem solving processes. Jang’s story focuses on Jon, a Nisga’a youth with a passion for 

basketball, who saves his Chief, Joseph Gosnell, after an accident. While the story is set against 

the backdrop of Gosnell’s real-life negotiation of the Nisga’a Treaty with the British Columbia 

government, it is primarily concerned with the fictional Jon’s evolution from a troubled teen into 

a confident athlete. When the story begins, Jon is a young thief struggling with his alcoholic 

parents and his own lack of self-worth. After saving Chief Gosnell, he is rewarded with a 

position on the Nisga’a basketball team, which is set to compete in the upcoming All-Native 

basketball tournament. Chief Gosnell, who coaches the team, uses the game as a way to 

encourage Jon’s growth, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally. He warns the young 

man: “You’re very physically fit… But that is not all there is. There has to be balance. You must 

be strong spirited, emotionally stable and mentally alert” (np). Because, as Miller notes, a “subtle 

guidance towards desired forms of behaviour through the use of games” (17) is a longstanding 
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tradition in Indigenous communities, it is unsurprising that Chief Gosnell would turn to sport to 

encourage and direct a teen in need of support .  10

However, while Jon’s rigorous training initially helps him progress towards balance and 

stability, he is still angry and uncertain, and he quits the team after a disagreement with Chief 

Gosnell. His disenfranchisement only increases when he returns to his family’s small house, 

where “bits of garbage clutter the yard” and his father comes home drunk from work at the local 

mill. Jon sees no way out of cycles of poverty and substance abuse that have enveloped his 

family, and after a chance encounter with Chief Gosnell, he unloads his frustrations, saying, 

“what [is my] future? I’m just going to grow up, go work at the mill, and come home and yell at 

my family. There’s nothing else, nothing else that'll ever come” (np). Recognizing that more than 

athletic participation is needed to help Jon overcome the barriers he faces, Chief Gosnell offers a 

teaching in order to provide the boy a new perspective. He inquires what Jon’s Nisga’a name is, 

and upon finding out it is Hiatsk, he explains the word’s meaning and importance: he says, “The 

Hiatsk is a symbol of wealth, power, and prestige. It will be our nations [sic] symbol when we 

win our fight. When we gain our recognition and independence. We need you. You’re our Hiatsk. 

You’re your parents’ Hiatsk” (np). When Jon argues that he “is nothing to [his] family,” the 

Chief attempts to show the young man that his name is an expression of his family’s love, 

saying, “You’re everything. You are the wealth and power that they don’t have. You are their 

most [prestigious] gift. They love you, they just don’t know how to show it” (np). Through the 

 It should be noted that Jang’s story follows a substantial body of Indigenous texts that explore that 10

relationship between Indigenous cultures, sports, and wellbeing. Many of Sherman Alexie’s  poems and 
stories, including his novel The Absolutely True Diary of a Part Time Indian, centre around basketball, 
Thomas King’s novels and short stories often feature golf, running, and basketball, and Richard 
Wagamese’s award-winning novel Indian Horse follows the development of an elite Indigenous hockey 
player from residential school to the minor professional leagues. 
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gift of contextualization surrounding his traditional name, Jon comes to understand that it was 

given to him for a reason, and he begins to re-examine his potential and his relationship with his 

family. While his family struggles with poverty and substance abuse, Jon comes to see that they 

do have one great asset: him. He is the source of their power, and it is up to him to work towards 

a better future. 

Chief Gosnell’s teaching methodology demonstrates the adaptable nature of traditional 

pedagogies in the face of change; he essentially provides Jon with a modernized right of passage 

ceremony. According to Miller, young Indigenous males are often welcomed into adulthood 

through a quest, which can involve physical and mental hardships, prayer, and teachings. The 

hope is that the young man will “receive a special revelation” as a result of the process, and that 

that revelation will then guide him (33-34). Jon’s experience in Jang’s story follows this pattern; 

the young man undergoes mental, physical, and spiritual hardships through physical training and 

experiences teachings as he prepares for the tournament. In the end, he has a moment of 

revelation about his place and purpose, which allows him to move forward. As he internalizes the 

knowledge that Chief Gosnell offers him, Jon realizes he has a decision to make. In a moment of 

clarity, he suddenly understands that not only is he a Hiatsk, but “The team is the Hiatsk. The 

team is the Nisga'a. The team will show the world how rich and proud the Nisga'a people are. It 

was up to them. The Hiatsk” (np). He recommits himself to basketball, and at the All-Native 

tournament, he finds himself feeling confident in his abilities and place: “Hundreds of people are 

packed into the gym. The Nisga'a take part in the opening ceremonies. Jon looks into the crowd. 

They are part of a historical event. They are representing their people… He’s where he needs to 

be.” Jon is not only where he needs to be physically, but also mentally and emotionally. He has 



!48

passed through a series of challenges, and he is now rooted in his identity and community. He 

has overcome his anger and apathy, embraced his family’s (admittedly imperfect) love, and made 

decisions that will allow him to use his skills on behalf of his people. 

While Jon’s rite of passage is through basketball and his expression of sovereignty is 

through pride in his team, his transformation can be read as an example of Indigenous cultural 

resurgence. The “complex spiritual, political and social relationships that hold peoplehood 

together” have been renewed, in a manner akin to that envisioned by Corntassel, although in a 

contemporary and youthful context. Cherokee writer and literary critic Daniel Heath Justice 

argues that adaptations and modernizations of traditions should be expected. He contends that 

Indigenous national identities are not “predicated on essentialist notions of unchangeability” and 

notes that reducing Indigenous traditions to a static “then,” which exists solely in the past, is 

highly problematic, as it calls upon “primitivist Eurowestern discourses that locate indigenous 

peoples outside the flow and influences of time” (151). Instead, traditions can be viewed as 

practices that can maintain their purposes while adapting to new conditions. “The Hiatsk,” 

provides a poignant example of this fluidity.  

The fact that the central characters in both Jang’s and Chartrand’s stories learn their most 

important lessons through dialogue, stories, ceremonies, and play, and not through the Western 

educational system, is significant, as it suggests that traditional pedagogies remain important and 

powerful in the lives of Indigenous youth; these traditions can, in fact, even be employed to 

combat damage wrought by and within Western institutions. The mother in “Fight” and Chief 

Gosnell in “The Hiatsk” offer their guidance on a one-on-one basis and ensure that their 
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teachings are age-appropriate, suited to the particular youth’s personality, and directly related to 

the challenges that are being faced. Additionally, both teachers share personal bonds with their 

young students, which takes their lessons beyond the depersonalized dissemination of knowledge 

modelled on Western curricula and into the realm of kinship and connection. These relationships 

are key to the form of resurgence envisioned by scholars such as Alfred and Corntassel. 

Justice argues that Indigenous kinship “isn’t a static thing; it’s dynamic, ever in motion. It 

requires attentiveness; kinship is best thought of as a verb rather than a noun” (150). He adds that 

is can be seen as a web of “rights and responsibilities” and an “ongoing and dynamic system of 

mutually affecting relationships” (151). Within an Indigenous context teaching is not simply a 

process of passing down information, it is also a process building kinship by connecting young 

people to their families and communities and establishing their rights and responsibilities in 

relation to others. While Jang and Chartrand’s central characters are comforted and reassured by 

those who teach them, they are also encouraged to take personal responsibility for their actions, 

regardless of external factors. According to Corntassel, responsibility is an important, and often 

forgotten, Indigenous value that needs to be (re)claimed. He contends that “rights discourse has 

limits in terms of addressing questions of Indigenous recovery and community resurgence” but 

that “a responsibility-based ethic grounded in relationships to homelands and community knows 

no limits. Our ancestors and future generations will recognize us as Indigenous by how we act on 

these responsibilities” (93).  

The importance of kinship rights and responsibilities is central to eighteen year-old 

Maynan Robinson’s story “The Might of Oneness,” which deals with residential school trauma. 
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In the story, Robinson’s narrator struggles to help her Nookomis (the Cree word for 

grandmother), after the Canadian Government’s residential school apology reawakens trauma. As 

a residential school survivor, Nookomis is deeply troubled by the “reminder of her past, a past 

she had worked hard to leave behind” (np), and the narrator is at a loss as to how to help her 

cope with nightmares and depression. As she attempts to find solutions, the narrator continually 

returns to her relationship with Nookomis, which gives her the strength to continue. She thinks to 

herself: 

I learned all I know about my ancestors from [Nookomis]. She would tell me stories of 

traditional ways, give me the teachings I now know to be my truth, my choice. I went to 

my first sweat lodge with her. I discovered a connection with my past that otherwise 

would have been cast asunder. Learning about events in school had a new meaning 

because of what she taught me, not just through her words and wisdom, but also through 

her life. She is the strongest woman I know, and I cannot let her fall deeper into her own 

psyche, left alone with her terrors, her nightmares. If she must face them she will not face 

them alone. (np) 

The narrator’s connection to Nookomis increases her anxiety, but it is also a source of strength. 

Nookomis provides a link to the past, to a community, and to the teachings and life-ways that 

guide the narrator’s choices and push her to act on her grandmother’s behalf.  

 That these connections “would have been cast asunder” without Nookomis is significant, 

as it once again recognizes Elders as an invaluable guiding force. However, despite this watchful 

guidance, the narrator identifies her path as “my truth, my choice,” which indicates that the 

decision to embrace the connections and life-ways Nookomis offers is ultimately hers. 
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Nookomis’s pedagogical approach invokes traditional Indigenous educational principles, which 

Miller notes are “indirect and non-coercive” (18); while she seeks to provide a strong foundation 

for her granddaughter’s choices, Nookomis understands that the girl will ultimately make her 

own decisions about how to live and act. The fact that Nookomis is able to offer her 

granddaughter any connection to the past is also significant. Despite the fact that residential 

school was implemented to undermined Indigenous life-ways and to absorb youth into Western 

social frameworks, the narrator notes that Nookomis remains connected to her traditions: “The 

aggressive assimilation policy… did not accomplish what it had set out to do. Nookomis clings 

to the past that was ripped away from her, and forgets the past that was forced upon her” (np). 

This does not mean that Nookomis did not lose any of the elements of her culture, or that she 

was unaffected by her schooling, but it does suggest that culture has the ability to survive the 

affects of colonialism. Despite what she has endured, Nookomis is still able to look inside herself 

and offer her granddaughter access to her own tribal teachings and values. 

 Robinson’s story indicates that these traditions remain strong precisely because of kinship 

connections like those that exist between Nookomis and the narrator. After worrying about her 

grandmother, the narrator has a dream that highlights the importance of kinship bonds: 

Two animals are drinking from the same creek, but on completely opposite sides. A bear, 

and a wolf, drinking the fresh water, will then separate and continue on their journeys, 

along their separate paths. But, that is not at all what happens. They drink together; they 

take their time, enjoying the richness of the water. Then for a long moment when it seems 

that it is time for their journeys to continue, they look at each other. The wolf does not 

know where to go, and the bear was looking for a companion on his journey. The wolf 
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crosses the creek, where they each take one more drink of the sweet water, and then 

continue on together. Together. (np) 

The dream has immediate meaning to the narrator, as it harkens back to her relationship with 

Nookomis and the values and life-ways that form the foundation of her community and family. 

The narrator realizes that the bond between the animals and their ability to move forward 

together are indicative of the power of her own personal bonds.  

 She suddenly realizes that “The answer has been so simple all along. She has spent so 

long helping me find my inner spirit, giving me what was taken away from her. No, it was not 

taken away, just a failed attempt” (np). She recognizes that the older woman’s love has 

strengthened their family and allowed for the continuity of knowledges and practices. The 

narrator also realizes that these same traditions can provide tools to heal the wounds of the past 

and continue moving forward. She goes home and sits with Nookomis, “telling her the stories 

she used to tell… giving her all the love she's given...” and is pleased to see “the light in her 

[grandmother’s] eyes” (np). Here we see the young girl taking on a leadership role and acting in 

reciprocity by offering to her grandmother what had previously been offered to her. The narrator 

knows that community bonds will carry on the process of healing begun by this gesture, and she 

looks to ceremony to pick up the work that she has started: 

Tomorrow we will go to a ceremony as a family, we will cry and face the demons 

together. Tomorrow she will see just how much she is not alone. All the people at the 

ceremony who went through what she did, who endured the same pain, loss and 

loneliness will unite, and accept the apology as a groundbreaking gesture, and the healing 

can continue, together. Her family that was so lost to her and out of reach will be with her 
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in spirit, as she holds the hands of the elders, and sings with the brothers and sisters who 

will be there with her tomorrow. (np) 

The way in which family, community, and ancestors come together to heal and keep traditions 

alive suggests that interpersonal connections are a source of strength and a means of overcoming 

trauma. Just as Nookomis was able to call on bonds and traditions to guide her granddaughter, 

the broader community will be able to call on bonds and traditions to heal the wounds of their 

collective past. For the narrator, the community connections and traditions are deeply entwined; 

the perseverance of traditions depends upon kinship and community, and the community ceases 

to exist without an attachment to, and recognition of, tradition. One cannot exist without the 

other, and both must be maintained.  

Togetherness and connection take on many meanings in Robinson’s story, as exemplified 

by her title. “The Might of Oneness” points to the power individuals have to make choices based 

on their truths and values — there is “might” in each decision and action. However, the 

progression of her narrative also suggests that this power is dependent on individuals becoming 

part of an integrated system of kinship; the might of oneness is only achieved by becoming part 

of a broader community that can guide and influence choices through the weight of reciprocal 

responsibilities. Both “oneness” and “might” also have double meanings here. “Oneness” 

references not only individuals but collectives as well — the power of many coming together and 

acting as one; “might” refers to both strength and the uncertainty of future potential. These 

bonds, strengths, and possibilities exist in dynamic exchange between individuals and 

communities, and they offer hope for moving beyond the damage of colonization. 
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Writing Within — and in Response To — Colonial and Nationalist Frameworks 

“Fight,” “The Hiatsk,” and “The Might of Oneness” indicate that young Indigenous 

writers are deeply influenced by their cultures and communities. Chartrand, Jang, and Robinson 

consider the challenges and opportunities associated with resurgence and explore methods for 

retaining rootedness within their cultures when faced with external pressures. Their writing 

highlights the different ways that Indigenous youth can employ and adapt Indigenous 

knowledges within contemporary contexts. More broadly, their writing points to the ability of 

young people to simultaneously straddle and shift between multiple cultural contexts as needed. 

 Online writing provides a vehicle through which to address Indigenous and Western 

cultures simultaneously. While it could be argued that writing and publishing in North America 

immediately falls within Western frameworks, Womack notes that Indigenous peoples have 

centuries-old traditions of oral storytelling, and “a vast, and vastly understudied, written 

tradition” (2). As with other traditions, these traditions adapt to contemporary conditions, and 

despite the dominance of Western systems and ideologies, Indigenous writings consistently “seek 

creative and evocative ways to argue that Native cultures continue to survive and 

evolve” (Womack 10). Reading young Indigenous writers means reading within such traditions. 

As Episkenew argues, “contemporary Indigenous literature cannot be divorced from its 

contextual framework” (186). Ethical analysis requires critical awareness of the effects of 

historical and ongoing colonization, and it demands an engagement with Indigenous histories, 

knowledges, and life-ways. In this sense, reading the writing of Indigenous youth is perhaps 

more akin to reading the writing of Indigenous adults than it is to reading the writing of other 
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Canadian youth. Chartrand, Jang, and Robinson’s stories suggest that culture and community can 

have a far greater influence on artistic production than age, and they prove that the preservation 

of traditional forms of storytelling is just as generative as the development of new forms, even 

within the digital realm. The three young authors exemplify a form of adaptable continuity that 

exists in a great deal of youth writing; they are carrying forward traditions that they identify as 

meaningful and they are adapting those traditions to address contemporary challenges, using 

current technologies.  

 Nonetheless, colonization remains a factor in the writing practices of Indigenous youth, 

just as it is a factor in the writing practices of their adult counterparts. Womack, for example, 

acknowledges that “The current state of Native literature is, at least partially, a colonized 

one” (7). Our Story provides an illuminating case study of such tensions. The program is 

administered by the Historica-Dominion Institute and was developed to support the Institute’s 

mandate “to build active and informed citizens through a greater knowledge and appreciation of 

the history, heritage, and stories of Canada” (“About” Historica-Dominion). Alfred notes that 

such nationalist frameworks are intensely problematic, arguing that: 

We need to realize that ways of thinking that perpetuate European values can do nothing 

to east the pain of colonization and return us to the harmony, balance, and peaceful 

coexistence that were—and are—the ideals envisioned in all traditional indigenous 

philosophies. In fact, it is not possible to reach those goals in the context of Western 

institutions at all, because those institutions were designed within the framework of a 

very different belief system, to achieve very different objectives. (65)  
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Alfred contends that Indigenous peoples need to identify first and foremost with their nations and 

not with the colonial Canadian state, arguing that “a lot of Native people imagine themselves to 

be Canadians. And that’s not true” (19). Corntassel puts it simply: “Indigenous resurgence means 

having the courage and imagination to envision life beyond the state” (89). 

 The structure of the Our Story program, which invites “Young Aboriginal writers [to] 

submit original pieces that reflect on defining themes in the history of this country and its 

Aboriginal people” (“News Releases” Historica-Dominion), leaves little room for Indigenous 

identities that seek to reject (or even problematize) Canadian identity. It mandates that 

submissions not only accept the dominant narrative of Canada “and its Aboriginal people,” but 

also participate in its reproduction and reification. According to Michael Hoechsmann and 

Bronwen Low, such frameworks have the potential to drastically alter what young people submit. 

They note that “Youth voice is always inflected by some assumption of the expectations of the 

audience, whether an active peer audience […] a niche market of well-meaning adults, or some 

hybrid of the two” (68). As a result, the structure of the contest could encourage young writers to 

adopt ideologically laden histories at the expense of the events that have mattered to them, their 

families, and/or their nations. boyd argues that it is not uncommon for prejudices and inequities 

to become embedded in digital space:  

Many of the social divisions that exist in the offline world have been replicated, and in 

some cases amplified, online. Those old divisions shape how teens experience social 

media and the information that they encounter. This is because while technology does 

allow people to connect in new ways, it also reinforces existing connections. (159) 
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It is not surprising then that digital media remains partially colonized and that Indigenous youth 

face many of the same challenges and inequities online that they face offline. However, it is 

similarly unsurprising that Indigenous youth have chosen to make use of the contest and the site, 

despite its limitations. boyd notes that youth are “resilient and creative in repurposing technology 

to fulfill their desires and goals. When they embrace technology, they are imagining new 

possibilities, asserting control over their lives, and finding ways to be a part of public life” (212). 

Young Indigenous authors have found an important platform in Our Story and have sought 

creative ways to transcend its limitations and open up spaces within it for sovereign — and 

indeed resurgent — expression. 

 Achieving an independent voice as a young Indigenous writer is challenging, particularly 

when faced with programs such as Our Story, which reinforce colonial power structures and 

privilege Western ideologies. However, it is important that readers do not deem these challenges 

as insurmountable and thereby deny the ongoing creative agency of authors like Chartrand, Jang 

and Robinson. It can be tempting to dismiss youth voice based on the assumption that it is not 

authentic. As discussed in the introduction, youth are still largely viewed as passive — inculpable 

for their actions, in need of guidance, intellectually underdeveloped — and thus easily susceptible to 

the influence of adults around them. One of the most common questions about youth writing is, 

“what role do adults play in its creation?” This concern, while genuine, can lead to the problematic 

denial of youth authorial agency by presumptively diverting our attention away from the stories 

themselves. All writers and artists, regardless of age, are influenced by the opinions of others 

(editors, publishers, critics and colleagues) and by the dominant ideologies and frameworks by 
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which their work is governed. We must trust young writers and artists in the same way that we trust 

adult writers; we cannot assume that their work is influenced by these factors to a greater extent 

than is the work of adults who write within literary, media, and academic industries. To put it most 

simply, like the work of all writers, youth writing is conditioned by systemic structures but it is not 

created by those structures. While it is necessary to be aware of the barriers and power structures 

that affect young people’s artistic production, assuming that their voices are determined by external 

factors risks denying them agency, and delegitimizing their creative and intellectual contributions 

and interventions.  

While the authors may be limited by the Historica-Dominion Institute’s concept of 

Canadian and Indigenous identity, Chartrand, Jang, and Robinson nevertheless explore pathways 

through which Indigenous cultures continue to survive, evolve, and resist colonialism; they 

successfully “add [their] voices to the narrative that is history, translate [their] understandings of 

history and justice, and bring the power of [their] wisdom to bear on the relationships [they] have 

with others” (Alfred 178). Beyond examining resurgence in their stories, the three young authors 

indeed engage in Indigenous resurgence through the weapon of writing. Their decision to write 

stories that validate Indigenous knowledges for a program such as Our Story exemplifies how 

Indigenous youth seek to “interact with the changing mainstream society from a position of 

strength rooted in cultural confidence.” They take the benefits of the platform offered to them 

and use it successfully to their own ends. This is, in many respects, resurgence in action; it is an 

everyday activity that allows Indigenous youth to enact their cultures.  

Texts like “Fight,” “The Hiatsk,” and “The Might of Oneness” indicate that Indigenous 

youth have a lot to say. Chartrand, Jang, and Robinson are calling on traditions and pedagogies 
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in order to create a self-conscious and adaptable traditionalism that is strong enough to withstand 

the perplexing, and often oppressive, situations they face. Their writings illuminate the power of 

resurgence by exploring the ways in which cultural rootedness and kinship bonds can be used to 

confront and overcome colonial structures and legacies. Their writings also highlight the 

importance of reading youth writing within appropriate cultural contexts and exemplify the 

transformative potential of Indigenous storytelling. Youth writing is a powerful tool in the 

Indigenous resurgence movement, offering a great deal to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

readers. As Episekenew says, Indigenous literatures is “holistic and relationship-oriented in that 

it ‘treats’ the minds, bodies, spirits, and hearts of individuals and repairs the rifts in communities. 

Indigenous literature is inclusive as well; it does not limit its healing properties to Indigenous 

people. Indigenous literature reaches to settler communities to advance social justice, to health 

wounds of oppression, and to reconcile our communities…[it] is, indeed, powerful 

medicine” (194). 
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Chapter 3: “Listen to Everything”: Youth Homelessness in Another Slice and Related Sites 

 It’s six-thirty at night in Vancouver, British Columbia, and fifteen youth are milling 

around a media room at the back of Directions Youth Services, a centre for homeless and at-risk 

youth. The media room is the obvious hub at Directions, with a big screen TV, several 

computers, a small studio space, and plenty of seating. The youth are making full use of the 

space, visiting with each other, checking email, playing video games, and chatting with staff. 

Eventually a group settles around a table in the middle of the room in preparation for a bi-weekly 

meeting about Another Slice, a multimedia blog that showcases the talents of the centre’s youth. 

It’s a regular occurrence at Directions, but this week is a bit different: I am here as a guest to 

learn more about Slice and to talk to the young writers and artists who produce the site’s content. 

After introductions and a brief description of my research, I ask if anyone has any questions. 

There is a moment of silence, and then one youth asks, “Well, what exactly is it that you want to 

know?”  

 At first I’m uncertain how to respond; I have pages of carefully crafted interview 

questions borne out of months of research, and it is not easy to narrow my thoughts into a single, 

coherent question. I decide to keep it simple: “Well, I suppose I want to know why you write for 

Another Slice?” The answer comes instantly from across the table, without hesitation or 

elaboration: “survival.” Several youth laugh, but all are nodding in agreement. The director of 

the media room raises an eyebrow and smiles at me. I have been at Directions for fifteen 

minutes, and I have already received the most important piece of information that will come out 

of my field research. 
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 The youth’s response is indicative of the important role cultural production can play in 

the lives of homeless and street-entrenched individuals, and it invites further attention. Thus far 

the artistic endeavours of street-entrenched youth have largely been overshadowed by issues like 

health, addiction, trauma, and poverty. Academic and popular discourses tend to focus on street-

entrenched youth as examples of the homeless problem or to overlook them entirely. In an effort 

to move beyond these frameworks — which often fail to acknowledge the talents and agency of 

street-entrenched young people — and to engage with the unique knowledges that are embedded 

within their works, this chapter examines Another Slice and its related sites in order to illuminate 

the meaningful ways that youth at Directions employ textual, visual, and audio materials to assert 

identity, build community, challenge misconceptions about street life, and re-imagine spaces and 

systems.  

“Well, I’m only sort of homeless”: Youth homelessness, survival, and art 

 As discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, defining “youth” can be difficult and 

contentious  and the definition of “homeless youth” is no different; who qualifies as “homeless” 11

and who qualifies as a “youth” is often contingent on cultural understandings of childhood and 

adolescence, poverty, and “home.” Additionally, definitions can be affected by institutional 

factors such as funding structures and research frameworks. Within Vancouver, numerous 

 “Youth” is defined by numerous social, cultural, and legal discourses that designate who is a child, who is an 11

adult, and what constitutes maturation. The transition from childhood into adulthood can be decided by religious and 
cultural markers, such as the Jewish Bar Mitzvah; by social markers such as marriage or parenthood; by biological 
factors such as puberty; by economic markers such as becoming financially independent from parents and guardians; 
and/or by legal markers such as reaching the age of majority (which in Canada is 18). None of these factors in and of 
themselves guarantees adulthood, and they often contradict and compete with one another, making “youth” a widely 
contested category. 
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definitions compete for prominence. In “Housing Homeless Youth in Vancouver: Key Barriers 

and Strategic Responses,” Sandip Basi, Tabrina Clelland, Navi Khind, Amy Morris, and Peter 

Severinson state that “Homeless youth are most often defined as 16 to 24 years old” (6), while 

the McCreary Centre Society defines youth as individuals between the ages of 12 and 18 

(Against the Odds 10), and the Greater Vancouver Regional Steering Committee on 

Homelessness considers those under the age of 18 to be children and those between 18 and 25 to 

be youth (Still on Our Streets 11). Additionally, as Stephen Gaetz, Bill O’Grady, Kristy Buccieri, 

Jeff Karabanow, and Allyson Marsoloais point out in Youth Homelessness In Canada: 

Implications for Policy and Practice, “There are different degrees of homelessness and housing 

insecurity”; youth can be unsheltered, emergency sheltered, provisionally accommodated, or at 

risk of homelessness (7 Canadian Homelessness Research Network qtd in Gaetz et al).  

 Moreover, youth may be involved in what the McCreary Centre Society calls the “street 

lifestyle” — “panhandling, involved in the sex trades, selling or using drugs, or engaging in 

criminal activities” (Against the Odds 12) — without actually being homeless. Regardless of 

their state of street-involvement, they may or may not self-identify as homeless or as street 

youth. The McCreary Centre society notes that many youth they surveyed felt the label did not fit 

because:   

they had recently moved into stable or relatively stable accommodation after living on the 

street, because they still lived with their parents and just “hung out” in the street scene, 

because they felt their situation was only temporary and they would soon have a home, 

because they did not experience the situation they were living in as sexual exploitation 
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(even though they may have been told that it was) and for many other valid reasons as 

unique as the youth themselves. (Against the Odds 12) 

These factors make finding the correct terminology for homeless youth contentious. Despite 

these complications, naming homelessness is important because it calls attention to a series of 

social and economic issues that require dialogue and action, including poverty, addiction, mental 

health supports, and affordable housing. Failing to name homelessness risks marginalizing those 

who experience it, and allowing these contributing factors to go unacknowledged and 

unaddressed. However, naming homelessness, and in particular labelling people or populations 

as “homeless,” can deny individuals the right to self-identify and address their circumstances and 

experiences in their own terms. 

 In an effort to balance the need for naming and the need for respecting self-identity, I will 

employ selected terminologies when speaking in generalities, but avoid applying them to 

individuals. For the purposes of this chapter I will borrow from scholar Stephen Gaetz and use 

“homeless youth,” “street youth,” and “street-entrenched youth” when referring to a population 

of youth who are 

aged 13 to 24 who are living independently of parents and/or caregivers and importantly 

lack many of the social supports that we typically deem necessary for the transition from 

childhood to adulthood. In such circumstances, young people do not have a stable or 

consistent source of income or place of residence, nor do they necessarily have adequate 

access to support networks to foster a safe and nurturing transition into the 

responsibilities of adulthood. (7 Gaetz qtd in Gaetz et al.)  
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This definition will be used for engaging with the discourses surrounding homelessness and 

street life, and for discussing the broad traits that define homeless and street-entrenched youth as 

a population.  However, individual content producers for Another Slice will be referred to by the 

names and pseudonyms they provided, in relation to the creative content they produce (artist, 

poet etc), or simply as “youth” in order to avoid attaching labels that may not fit individual self-

identities or experiences. 

 Regardless of how one defines homeless youth, there is little doubt that it is difficult for 

young people to survive on the streets. According to the Public Health Agency of Canada, “one 

constant found among all street youth is their precarious living conditions, which include 

poverty, residential instability and emotional and psychological vulnerability” (1). Covenant 

House, an internationally recognized advocacy and service agency for homeless youth, reports 

that street youth have high rates of sexually transmitted infections and mental illness, and that 

they are more likely to have faced abuse, to be undereducated, to have substance abuse issues, to 

engage in prostitution, and to commit suicide than peers who have homes (Covenant House 

“Facts and Stats”).   

 Given these statistics it is unsurprising that the discourses surrounding homeless youth 

tend to focus on health, poverty, and crisis intervention. Academic and media discourses often 

pathologize street youth, representing them as a series of troubling personas such as the 

“runaway,” the “addict,” the “criminal,” or the “victim,” or as statistics such as those provided by 

Covenant House. As Gaetz et al. point out, these constructions can have a profound impact on 

how street youth are viewed. The public “may, for instance, view such youth as victims; their 

homelessness is the outcome of histories of childhood abuse, or of extreme poverty” (1), or they 
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may see street youth “as scary, dangerous and delinquent; as, for instance, petty criminals” (2) or 

as “‘bratty kids’ who don’t like the rules at home, and who are attracted by the lights and the 

freedom of the city” (2). These perceptions can lead to mistrust of street-entrenched youth, which 

contributes to the further marginalization and stigmatization of individuals who are already in 

precarious positions. However, the public’s perceptions can also generate sympathy for and 

interest in homelessness, which can then be used to mobilize social and political action on issues 

like poverty, mental health, the criminalization of narcotics, and the accessibility of frontline 

services. In this sense the dominant discourses that surround homeless youth can engender 

conflicting effects: they can both break down and perpetuate systematic barriers that keep youth 

on the streets.  

 In either case they tend to oversimplify the complexities of street life while placing 

restrictions on street youth. As Jeff Karabanow argues in Being Young and Homeless: 

Understanding How Youth Enter and Exit Street Life:  

In so far as categorical labels do describe some aspects of street youth culture, they are 

nonetheless partial, frequently limiting our understanding of street youth as diversified 

complex people. It is imperative to recognize what purposes labels serve, whom they are 

meant to serve, and how they, all too often, do a disservice to their designates, while 

ostensibly facilitating the work of researchers and policy makers. (3) 

Karabanow argues that one of the ways that labels and research frameworks do a disservice to 

street-entrenched youth is by denying them their individual experiences and stories. He contends 

that “the valuable self-empowering experiences had by some street youth to tell their own stories 

in their own words, usually during encounters with researchers and media personalities, are 
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rarely noted in conventional social work and social policy literature” (61). Narratives that are 

discussed are seldom seen as creative acts of personal expression or as artistic interventions. 

Instead, they are viewed as sociological data that can supplement research on the dangers of 

street life or as a tool “to build capacity for positive action [… and] enhance pathways into more 

conventional educational and occupational pursuits” (Ottaway, King, and Erickson 25).  

 The tendency to see the narratives of homeless youth as tools for increasing resilience— 

instead of as individual forms of self expression—demonstrates how the academic, social, and 

political discourses surrounding street youth can conflate youth with the challenges they face. 

Within these frameworks street youth are not seen as individuals; they are seen as symbols of 

social problems that need to be solved. Everything about them — their health, their families, and 

even their art — is viewed through the lens of their homelessness, thereby obscuring the fact that 

homelessness is a circumstance not an identity. The personas and constructions that are thrust 

upon street youth are connected to situations that they have faced, and these situations may or 

may not inform how youth view themselves or self-identify. As Karabanow notes, “By labeling 

specific individuals as ‘delinquents,’ ‘criminals,’ ‘victims,’ or ‘clients,’ we fail to see them as 

human beings” (1).  

 Unfortunately, all too often the alternative to appearing as a statistic or label is to not 

appear at all. Without parents or guardians, a fixed address, or a regular income, street youth 

have limited social, political, and economic agency. They have few resources to advocate for 

themselves, and they are often “out of the system” (unenrolled in school, unable to qualify for 

social assistance or credit cards, and untraceable through an address or phone number). As Gaetz 

et. al argue, “A homeless youth staying in a shelter or living in an abandoned building may not 
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be visible to the average person,” and “If they are working at a regular job, it may not even occur 

to anyone that they are homeless” (245). Additionally, many street youth report being ignored 

even when inhabiting public spaces such as streets or parks. According to the youth I 

interviewed, people walking on the street often avoid making eye contact, businesses will request 

that they move away from buildings, and police will tell youth that they cannot sit or sleep in 

certain locales. Street-entrenched youth are expected to stay silent and invisible, and if they do 

not, they are likely to be deemed hostile or criminal. The exception is when they are subjects of 

research or activism — then they are invited to speak. However, their responses are generally 

confined by specific research paradigms relating to their homelessness, substance abuse, criminal 

activity, and/or health. In this sense, homeless and street-entrenched youth are consistently either 

silenced or stigmatized; they are expected to stay invisible or to inhabit public spaces and 

discourses as symbols of the “homeless problem.” This chapter and this dissertation seek to 

counter such unintentional acts of erasure by attending assiduously to creative voice. 

 I contend that systematic silencing and stigmatization leads youth at Directions to 

associate artistic expression with survival. When speaking to me of survival, the youth were not 

speaking of continuing to eat, sleep, and breathe; they were speaking of continuing to survive as 

individuals and a community within a system that regularly denies their personhood. The youth I 

interviewed consistently connected their artistic production to a desire to challenge 

misconceptions and assert themselves, both individually and collectively. Trinity, an artist for 

Another Slice, says that she appreciates the site because its contents prove to “other people who 

are not in this community that we’re not just homeless street kids. We do have some skills and 

we can contribute to society in some sort of way” (Interview with J. Hardwick, Aug. 23, 2012).  
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K. Rufus, a longtime Slice poet, agrees, saying that “addiction is a big thing, yes, but there’s so 

much more to us underneath. We have feelings. People don’t really understand that when they 

walk by us when we’re panhandling at a storefront or something” (Interview with J. Hardwick, 

Aug. 20, 2012).  

 Youth at Directions are acutely aware of the discourses that surround them. Their 

responses to silence and stigma are evident in nearly all aspects of their writing and art. An 

analysis of Another Slice and related sites reveals the unique and meaningful ways that content 

producers employ textual, visual, and audio materials to engage with and challenge these 

discourses. Instead of working within the dominant academic, social-sciences frameworks, 

which focus on ways that youth can survive street life, my analysis adopts a literary studies 

approach that focuses on the artistic devices employed by the youth at Directions in their quest to 

“survive” as complex individuals in a system that either silences them or reduces them to “street 

kids.”  As with the rest of this dissertation, my approach here is not meant to replace mainstream 

social science research frameworks, which have been integral to understanding the economic, 

social, and health implications of homelessness and street life. Rather, it is meant to build upon 

and expand these discourses. 

  A literary studies approach prioritizes the creative interventions of young people. Instead 

of approaching street-entrenched youth with what I have identified as the most important issues, 

I am turning to the stories they have chosen to tell to see what is most important to them. I 

believe this approach has the potential to shed light on creative forms of resistance and survival 

that are often silenced and obscured by the dominant research frameworks. However, it is 

imperative to acknowledge that this chapter, like the rest of this dissertation, is aided by an 
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awareness of systems and structures that is deeply indebted to current and past research 

discourses. It would not be possible to understand the stories of street-entrenched individuals 

without some understanding of their contexts; their cultural content is filled with references and 

terms that demand an awareness of the technologies they use, the systems and discourses that 

frame their lives, and the social networks that form their community.  

Multi-Media and Another Slice  

 Another Slice started as a print zine in the early 1990s. According to media programs 

manager Colin Ford, the zine and site received their name because “when the youth would meet, 

it was normally around a couple slices of pizza.” Although the desire for pizza and an artistic 

outlet endured, limited resources made zine production difficult to sustain, and the need for a 

more flexible format grew. Thus, the website was born. The site includes a blog where youth can 

post writing and pictures, an audio section for recordings, a memorial section for members of the 

Directions community who have passed away, and a video section that links to the In Our Shoes 

video project and Another Slice University. The In Our Shoes project is a series of short films 

that show the shoes of youth walking the streets of Vancouver as the youth talk about their daily 

lives and experiences, and Another Slice University is “a series of online, episodical, street youth 

awareness videos produced by Directions Youth Services and distributed through Apple’s iTunes 

University” (Another Slice “Video”). All of the projects are funded by Family Services of 

Greater Vancouver (which also funds Directions Youth Services), Electronic Arts (a large media 

and gaming company located in Vancouver), and the University of British Columbia.   
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 The website is run off of Wordpress, a free blogging platform that offers users easy 

registration and a great deal of control over formatting, editing, and commenting. The majority of 

the site is organized according to date (with the newest posts appearing at the top), but content 

can also be organized by author or by content type (blog post, image, audio etc.) as specified by 

reader preferences. Another Slice has gone through several redesigns, which means that the 

appearance and organizational strategies can shift with only minimal warning . Anyone can read 12

the site, but users must create a login identification to contribute. From there they can post and 

edit their content individually or collaboratively from anywhere with a computer. While many of 

the youth make use of the resources at Directions to create and post their content, some continue 

to post long after they’ve left Directions, the Downtown East Side, and even British Columbia. 

The vast majority of youth choose to post under pseudonyms or partial names, despite the fact 

that they are known personally by many of their readers. As danah boyd notes, youth use 

pseudonyms for variety of reasons that may or may not include privacy concerns: 

Quite often, teens respond to what they perceive to be the norms of a particular service. 

So when a teen chooses to identify as “Jessica Smith” on Facebook and “littlemonster” 

on Twitter, she’s not creating multiple identities in the psychological sense. She’s 

choosing to represent herself in different ways on different sites with the expectation of 

different audiences and different norms. Sometimes these choices are conscious attempts 

by individuals seeking to control their self-presentation; more often, they are whimsical 

responses to sites’ requirement to provide a login handle. (38) 

 Please see Appendix A for examples of Another Slice’s different formats.12



!71

 When asked about their pseudonyms, most of the youth responded with ambivalence, saying 

that they had used their ID on other sites and wanted consistency, or that they had chosen their 

names out of convenience. Several asked to be referred to by their pseudonyms in my research, 

not because they had privacy concerns, but because they wanted to associate their interviews 

with their content production. 

  Although Another Slice has different elements that are authored by different individuals, 

it is a unified artistic project that can be read as a single multimedia digital narrative. According 

to Geoffrey Rockwell and Andrew Mactavish, 

A multimedia work is not just a random collection of different media gathered 

somewhere on the system. By this definition the integration of media is the result of 

deliberate artistic imagination aimed at producing a work that has artistic unity, which is 

another way of saying that we treat multimedia as unified works that are intended by their 

creator[s] to be experienced as a whole. (ch 10) 

Different facets of Another Slice are unified by their common goals: to provide an outlet for the 

youth at Directions and to highlight their ideas, creative imaginings, and experiences. The 

diversity in content and artistic approach speaks to the diversity of the authors and artists, and to 

the complexity of the subject matter. When viewed together, the different sections are one 

multimedia digital narrative that tells an ongoing story about Vancouver youth who are, or have 

been, entrenched in street life in different ways. As with other digital narratives, Another Slice 

“cannot be transferred into the print medium without significant loss. It depends on the computer 

as a sustaining environment, and it uses the screen (or any other display device) as a stage for 

performance” (Ryan “Multivariant Narratives”).  
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 Connecting different elements of the narrative is largely up to Slice users, who can 

navigate between sections in any way they see fit. Rockwell and Mactavish note that users are 

central to multimedia art, arguing that  

One of the features of multimedia is the interactivity or the programming that structures 

the viewer’s experience. Some level of interactivity is assumed in any computer-based 

work, but by this definition interactivity becomes a defining feature that helps weave the 

multiplicity into a whole. Interactivity is thus important to the artistic integrity of 

multimedia. (“Multimedia”) 

Multiplicity and interactivity are similarly integral to the Another Slice project; they demand that 

readers engage actively by clicking through material. In this sense, the site invites participation, 

not just observation. Literary critics and theorists have viewed readers as active participants in 

texts for nearly a century,  noting that texts require ongoing interpretation and that each reader 13

brings different ideas, thoughts, and beliefs to reading. As such, texts shift depending on how a 

reader chooses to engage with and interpret them. However, readers’ engagements have typically 

been structured by the confines of printed objects, which have designated beginning and end 

points. Multimedia still requires interpretive engagement, but it also requires a new form of 

navigational engagement because it (usually) offers multiple pathways through the material. 

There is no linear narrative, nor are there clearly defined first or last pages; the reader is left to 

piece content together on his or her own.  

 See Jane Tompkins’ Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism for an 13

overview of reader response theories. 
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 Krista Marie, a longtime Slice content producer, claims that digital media also allows for 

a greater breadth of artistic expression than traditional media, which is valuable to content 

producers who find the structures that govern most art forms inaccessible or confining. In her 

interview, she declares:  

I’ve never considered myself a musician, I’ve never considered myself a painter […] I 

consider myself an artist. Whatever format that comes out in, I don’t know. There are 

some days when I can’t sing worth shit, and there are some days when I can’t drag a 

pencil across the page, but there are some days when I can’t stop writing, or stop 

painting, or stop singing. So, I don’t really classify myself as one type of thing, I just 

think of myself as an artist […] [With digital media] you can sort of do it as it comes to 

you, and you can’t do that, like if I wanted to publish a cook book.” (Interview with J. 

Hardwick, Aug. 20, 2012)  

Other youth feel similarly about using digital media, citing its accessibility, its fluidity, and its 

ability to facilitate communication and collaboration. Trinity says that without digital media she 

“wouldn’t be able to get [her] art out as easily as some other people might be able to” (Interview 

with J. Hardwick, Aug. 23, 2012), and K. Rufus lauds the interactive nature of web 2.0 media for 

allowing him to interact with readers. “It’s nice to actually get feedback,” he says. “It’s better 

than me just writing on a piece of paper and showing someone who goes, ‘Oh, that’s 

nice”’ (Interview with J. Hardwick, Aug. 20, 2012). Rufus also praises digital media for allowing 

him to showcase his work publicly, noting that many print publications had refused his work. 

After calling to follow up on a submission he had made to a local publication, he was told to 

“publish a book and then we will see.” Given that publishing usually requires financial means, 
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social connections, and a fixed address, he says that securing a book deal for his poetry is “not 

really an option” (Interview with J. Hardwick, Aug. 20, 2012). However, posting on Another 

Slice is. It is worth noting that youth at Directions have not entirely given up on traditional media 

or on old gatekeepers. While they appreciate the fluidity and accessibility of digital media, many 

youth spoke of a desire to eventually distribute their cultural materials through more recognized 

avenues such as galleries, magazines, and publishing houses. This supports the argument that 

youth “embrace new media not at the cost of traditional media, but in supplement to it” (Nielsen 

Company 1). 

 Another Slice is a product of the “new” or “multi” literacies discussed in the introduction 

of this dissertation. The content exemplifies Colin Lankshear and Michael Knobles’ description 

of these literacies as 

more ‘participatory,’ ‘collaborative,’ and ‘distributed’ in nature than conventional 

literacies. That is, they are less ‘published,’ ‘individuated,’ and ‘author-centric’ than 

conventional literacies. They are also less “expert-dominated” than conventional 

literacies. The rules and norms that govern them are more fluid and less abiding than 

those we typically associate with established literacies. (9) 

Another Slice and related sites are published without reviewers and editors, they are based on 

experiential knowledges, and they depend on user interaction. Significantly, site content has not 

gone through the regulatory and review processes that audiences have come to consider standard 

for cultural expression. Content is published instantaneously by content producers; it has not 
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been edited, formatted, or altered by professionals or by Directions staff.  It takes many 14

different formats including poetry, prose, video, music, painting, lists, and links, and it can be 

produced either individually or collaboratively. 

 The non-linear and highly interactive nature of multimedia material can make content on 

sites like Another Slice seem disjointed, unprofessional, and uninviting for readers who are used 

to cultural materials that have been produced and disseminated in more traditional ways. 

However, dismissing cultural content because of expectations regarding its presentation risks 

dismissing important ideas and artistic approaches, while further marginalizing authors and 

artists who do not have the social and financial resources to participate in publishing by securing 

agents, purchasing equipment, or hiring editors. Content on sites such as Slice invites us — as 

scholars and consumers of culture — to break out of our own comfort zones in order to hear 

voices that are often silenced by the barriers associated with large cultural industries. As K. 

Rufus argues, “literature is not just in books. It’s on the streets” (Interview with J. Hardwick, 

Aug. 20, 2012). If we do not look to the streets, we miss out on important thinkers. Youth at 

Directions possess knowledge that few others have; they are experts in their own right, and 

through digital technology they are able to share what they know with the public in their own 

ways. It is vital that we hear them. 

 While Directions staff are involved with the production of Another Slice and related sites, they 14

generally do not edit or change content produced by youth. Staff offer assistance with technology and 
equipment, maintain the site and server, and seek funding to help support media room costs, but they do 
not impose rules or regulations about what youth can post. Youth consistently noted that, while the 
support from Directions was necessary for the production and posting of content, no one at the centre 
influenced what they created. Trinity said that she “wouldn’t be able to do as much art without Directions, 
that’s for sure. The art program offers everything I need — all the supplies and art and paint and canvases 
to work on.” However, she was quick to note that she never has concerns about her content being 
censored or changed: “We let [media director Colin Ford] know, ‘Hey, I want to do this for the site’ and 
he lets us do that” (Interview with J Hardwick, Aug. 23, 2013).
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“respect… no assumptions”: Challenging Misconceptions about Street Life 

  Another Slice University was created with the desire to address and challenge public 

misconceptions about street life and homelessness. The series — which currently consists of six 

short videos on topics such as triggers, employment, and local programs — was created in 

partnership with the University of British Columbia (UBC) Faculty of Education, with support of 

Electronic Arts (EA) Games. The youth at Directions are involved in each episode, writing, 

acting, and at times directing. The first episode, entitled “Homelessness 101,” exemplifies the 

self-conscious and reflective way that young content producers use the series to engage in the 

dialogue surrounding homelessness and to challenge frameworks that seek to silence and 

stigmatize. The four-minute clip answers questions asked by UBC students about the homeless 

experience. Carter, a young woman from Directions who has also produced content for the 

Another Slice blog and the In Our Shoes video project, adopts the persona of a professor, 

wearing glasses and a blazer, writing on a chalk board, and holding a meter stick as she responds 

to queries. When one UBC student asks, “If I give them money, does it go to drugs?” Carter 

points to notes on the board: “First thing: respect. Someone may have been sitting there for five 

hours and not a single person has even acknowledged their existence. Second thing: no 

assumptions. Not always is money going to drugs. Sometimes it goes towards a nice place to say 

in a hostel for a night.” Her answer is authoritative; she responds with commands, placing herself 

in a position of power and instructing her audience on the facts of street life and on appropriate 

behaviour for engaging with street-entrenched individuals. When asked what keeps her on the 

street, Carter responds by drawing a spiral on the board to represent the cycle in which many 

youth get caught: “can’t get a job because I don’t have a place, can’t get a place because I don’t 
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have a job, can’t get a job because I don’t have a place, and so on.” Carter’s demeanour, dress, 

and tone play with the notion of expertise; she enacts a form of authority that is recognizable to 

her audience: that of the scholar and teacher. By assuming this authority — writing on the board, 

stating her experiences as facts, and commanding her “students” — Carter positions her 

knowledge, which stems from lived experience, as worthy of the same respect as scholarly 

knowledge.  

 Carter’s tone becomes even more assertive when she is asked personal questions. When 

asked if she has a relationship with her family, she looks straight at the camera and points back at 

the audience as she asks, “Do you?” and when asked if homelessness is a choice, she asks, 

“Would you choose to be homeless?” The use of the second-person pronoun disrupts the distance 

between Carter and her audience, and calls attention to the way that street youth are often treated. 

Individuals’ relationships with their families and their personal choices are usually considered 

private; it is generally deemed impolite to ask strangers such intrusive questions. However, street 

youth often face probing questions from those who feel that their desire to understand 

homelessness entitles them to access street youths’ personal lives and experiences. Carter’s 

questions and stance are jarring; they place the audience in positions often experienced by 

homeless youth, and call attention to the intrusive and demeaning nature of the request for 

personal information. By refusing to answer these questions, Carter rejects the notion that her life 

should be publicly accessible because of her housing status. By turning the questions around, she 

upsets the standard power structures between researchers and their subjects, demanding 

reciprocity and accountability from those asking her to share personal details.  
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 At the end of the clip, Carter appears in a classroom seat, dressed in informal clothing, 

with her hair down. Her posture is casual as she talks about her hopes and dreams. This final 

moment reminds the audience that the authoritative “professor” is actually a youth whose 

authority stems from her experience, not her credentials, clothes, or demeanour. While she 

played the part of “expert” by dressing up and lecturing, she is just as much an expert while 

reclining in her regular clothes. The only difference is that she will rarely be approached as such 

because of social conventions and stigmatization. Individuals looking to learn about 

homelessness will likely seek information from scholars or the media, not from street-entrenched 

youth sitting on a sidewalk. While street-entrenched youth are living the experience, they lack 

the social capital that gives credibility to their knowledge. Carter’s performance allows her to 

challenge this framework and to assert herself as an individual who has knowledge, a right to 

privacy, and the authority to speak. She invites her audience to question their perceptions and 

their expectations, and she demands that they follow her two rules: give respect, make no 

assumptions.  

 Davin makes a similar point in his video for In Our Shoes, although he is far more 

explicit. The video is only a few minutes long and focuses on his beat-up black sneakers. In the 

absence of Davin’s face, his voice becomes the video’s focal point. His feet fidget back and forth 

as he talks about quitting crystal meth after nine years as an addict, transitioning off the streets, 

and his hopes of becoming a youth worker.  He concludes by telling the audience:  

If you walk away from this website and you’re still willing to judge, well, one thing you 

can be sure about is that your son or daughter could end up in a place like this. I mean, 

life happens. You never know how things are going to work out. All sorts of people from 
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all walks of life have wound up rock bottom at the door of Directions. Be prepared to 

listen. Listen to everything, because god knows people in our position have listened to 

you enough. Just because we’re on welfare, or we’re working a dead end job, or we’re 

sleeping outside your computer store does not mean we’re lazy or we’re stupid, or that 

we don’t want to change.  (“Davin”) 

Davin’s continual use of “you” challenges his audience by implicating them in the silencing and 

stigmatization of homeless youth. Although individual audience members might never have 

spoken to a young person on the streets, Davin’s comment that “god knows that people in our 

position have listened to you enough” forces audience members to take accountability for a 

social framework that silences street youth, or worse, chides them for being lazy, delinquent, or 

stupid. Davin’s use of “our” and “we” is similarly noteworthy; it suggests that he is speaking on 

behalf of a community. Davin further highlights the community of which he is a part when he 

talks about how coming to Directions provides him with self-esteem and a reason to stay clean 

and sober. “If I am ever feeling like a shithead and need to feel good about myself,” he says with 

a laugh, “or if I feel like I need to use, I just come here and I’m a ray of sunshine again. I love 

this place.” Spending time in a shelter is often viewed as rock bottom: it is a place no one wants 

to go, and most would assume it is a place no one would want to stay. However, even after 

getting off drugs and finding a job, Davin still chooses to come to Directions. It is a community, 

a place where his participation in the “we” affirms and validates the “I” who is a “ray of 

sunshine”.  

 Space and community frequently feature in Another Slice and its related sites. The streets 

of Vancouver, and the Downtown Eastside specifically, are common topics. The Downtown 



!80

Eastside, sometimes dubbed “Canada’s Poorest Postal Code,”  is often featured in the media as 15

a site of violence, prostitution, addiction, and poverty. In their analysis of the print media’s 

treatment of the Downtown Eastside between 1996 and 2008, Sikee Liu and Nicholas Blomley 

argue that “three definitional frames appear prominent: medicalization, criminalization, and 

socialization” (124). The first framework “associates the [Downtown Eastside] with drug 

addicts, drug related crimes, drug treatment and services, and harm reduction drug policy; mental 

illness issues; and diseases and other health related issues” (124), while the second frames the 

community “as a legal and policing problem. The [Downtown Eastside] is scripted as a place of 

rampant crime and its residents as criminals, with the criminal-legal-justice apparatus playing a 

prominent role in solving the [community’s] problems” (125). The third framework “advocates 

for welfare based solutions. Most of the changes advocated […] come in the form of provisions 

of affordable housing, welfare support and other social programs to alleviate the socially 

implicated consequences of poverty” (126).  These three frameworks are indicative of the social 

perception of the Downtown Eastside as a space of illness, crime and misery. As a result of this 

stigmatization, it is often referred to in academic and media discourses as a social problem 

instead of a community. 

 While Directions is located several blocks away from the Downtown Eastside, the youth 

at the centre have often spent a great deal of time in the area and are very familiar with its 

geographical and social markers; many of them consider themselves part of its community. 

Another Slice content producers are typically highly aware of how their community is viewed, 

and one of the ways they seek to challenge misconceptions about homeless life is to re-write the 

 See Skelton “Is Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside Really ‘Canada’s Poorest Postal Code’?”15
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space in a manner that highlights the community. In doing so, they invite their audience to see 

the Downtown Eastside in different ways. Krista Marie discusses the importance of opening up 

the space in her interview, saying: 

I don’t judge people who don’t want to come to areas like this, because maybe they’ve 

been privileged their whole lives and they don’t want to be in bad areas like the 

Downtown Eastside. This is really a way to get people involved in this community 

without making them feel uncomfortable. Although I don’t think they should have to be, I 

understand why people would be afraid to be in a place like this if they have never seen 

or done anything like this. I was scared shitless the first time I came here! (Aug. 20, 

2012) 

Krista Marie’s desire to teach Another Slice’s audience about her community is not uncommon. 

The importance of community was mentioned frequently during interviews.  K. Rufus states that 

one of the best things about the Slice project is that “It shows different walks of life, different 

people. It shows the community we have” (Interview with J. Hardwick, Aug. 20, 2012). 

 Another Slice poet echoksr writes a great deal about the Downtown Eastside as a 

geographical space and site of community. His poetry plays with common conceptions of both 

place and street life, simultaneously acknowledging and undermining narratives of violence, 

addiction, prostitution, and misery. Ultimately, he compels his audience to develop a more 

nuanced view of the Downtown Eastside and its inhabitants. “Budget Comfort Inn,” which was 

posted to the Another Slice blog on September 3, 2012 along with a photo of a sleeping bag on a 

street corner , begins with a common narrative of homelessness: 16

 See Appendix B16
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Are you ready? 

Ready to brace the coldness? 

Of dark and rainy times 

Am bundled up alone and cold in my sleeping bag 

Wet and hungry 

I wondered  this city for hours 17

Trying to find anything 

To keep me out of the cold 

People walk by me  

They whisper words and quietly laugh (“Budget Comfort Inn”)  

The first line of the poem asks readers to consider how they would prepare themselves for life on 

the streets, immediately disrupting the space between the speaker and the reader; by asking if the 

reader is ready, the speaker suggests that the reader is about to experience what the speaker is 

experiencing, thus engendering a form of alignment. The poem goes on to describe the setting: 

the rainy weather, a hallmark of Vancouver winters, permeates the mood, and the landscape is 

dark, cold, and damp. The speaker is not only “alone,” but also isolated, mocked, and ignored, 

and ultimately willing to do “anything” to find reprieve from cold and hunger. The desperation 

and ambiguity of “anything” echoes the original question, “Are you ready?” It suggests that to 

survive on the street and “brace the coldness,” one must be ready to forgo certain standards and 

rules, and it challenges the reader to think about what s/he is willing to do for warmth and food. 

While describing the discomfort and struggle of street life may encourage empathy, the question 

 The author has indicated “wondered” is a typo. The intended word is “wandered”17
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asks for something more — understanding. As previously discussed, street-entrenched youth are 

often viewed as victims who lack agency or as delinquents and criminals who make poor 

choices. The poem asks readers to move past these misconceptions to consider the forms of 

agency retained by those who live on the streets. In this way, the poet challenges his audience’s 

tendency to sympathetically “other” homeless youth, and invites a more active and thoughtful 

form of interpersonal engagement.  

 Echoksr continues to confront stereotypes as the poem progresses. While the first half of 

the poem is filled with stark imagery of street life that fits with common perceptions of the 

homeless experience, such as hunger, cold, ostracization, the second section of the poem offers a 

new narrative:  

I have no words for them 

This is my comfort 

This is my home 

These streets may be a battle with the season 

But I am not afraid to fight it (“Budget Comfort Inn”) 

With the phrase “I have no words for them,” the speaker goes from ostracized and isolated 

outsider to a powerful agent who is in control of his or her social interactions. The silence 

claimed by the speaker is not imposed by others; it is chosen as an act of resistance. Instead of 

being beholden to the laughter of those who pass by, the narrator actively dismisses their 

ignorance and judgement, secure in the knowledge that they do not understand. This choice 

repositions the laughing onlookers as the silenced other instead of the speaker. Those who are 

laughing are worthy of neither acknowledgement nor address, and they remain voiceless, a mere 
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whisper. The speaker, on the other hand, remains the voice of the poem — it is his or her 

experiences that matter.  

  The affirmation that “This is my comfort / This is my home” can also be read as a 

meaningful act of resistance. The label “home” carries the cultural and rhetorical weight of 

comfort, security, belonging, and ownership. These associations stand in direct opposition to 

common understandings of street life as dangerous, unwelcoming, and uncomfortable. By 

renaming the streets as “home,” the speaker challenges the very concept of homelessness — to 

be without a home and all its benefits — and repositions the streets as a space of safety and 

belonging. This relabeling also repositions the speaker. S/he is no longer a homeless person; 

instead s/he is someone who is willing to take on the elements, the seasons, and the assumptions 

of onlookers in order to experience the “comfort” of home. In this sense the ‘fighting’ that 

occurs on the ‘battleground’ of the streets is not only against the weather; it is against the social 

frameworks that deem the streets devoid of comfort and community. The poem challenges the 

audience to reconsider power and belonging by drawing readers into a common narrative of 

homelessness and then undermining and reconfiguring assumptions in order to create a new 

understanding. In this narrative, ostracization becomes agency, the streets shift from a space of 

desperation to a space of comfort, and the label of “homeless” is ultimately rejected.  

 “Downtown East Side Morning,” a prose poem posted by echoksr to the Slice blog on 

April 10, 2013, employs similar strategies. The poem walks readers through the sights, sounds 

and smells of a typical morning in the Downtown Eastside:  

The early morning sounds as I walk through the DTES. A soft hum of cars for the 

workers by 8am. A load roar of cargo and delivery trucks as they zoom by. A common 
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song is sung for the offer of drugs and just a block away you the sound of smokes, 

Singles and Packs. Sipping my coffee, Taking in a long drag of my smoke. I hear in the 

distant a back ally brawl. Someone getting robbed or unpaid dues some owes. Now 

comes the wail of sirens. Ambulance zooms by for another overdose or a tweak gone bad. 

VPD cruisers slowly moving, lights flash and then the screech of there siren. People 

scatter and some yell “6 Up”. Coming to bust bust another small dealer or maybe find 

someone who’s got a warrant for there arrest. Now the false alarm of a fire. Just a bored, 

tweaking, or unknown someone in these low down “social housing” hotels we come to 

call home. A women offers a date on the corner. A loud scream from blocks away from a 

worker on the stroll. Bad date trying to get a freebie. As I step out the embers of my 

smoke I hear the frustrated holler from someone dropping there last rick into the cracks 

of the street. Now as I turn to walk home I hear the gentle snores from the downers in the 

land of nod. A beautiful morning in a place I feel most at home. The community and 

friendly faces I come to know and nod hello [sic]. (“Downtown East Side Morning” 

Another Slice) 

The poem contains numerous markers that are specific to members of the Downtown Eastside 

community. It begins by referring to the location as the “DTES,” a common acronym for the 

Downtown Eastside unfamiliar to most who have no regular contact with the community. Drug 

terminology and slang words such as “tweak,” “6 up,” “rick,” and “downers” also appear 

throughout the poem, showing the speaker’s familiarity with what s/he describes. This 

familiarity, along with the reference to “we,” makes it clear that the speaker is a member of the 

community well before s/he declares as much in the final sentences.  
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 While the poem describes a long litany of what are commonly considered “socials ills” 

— prostitution, drug use, violence, crime — the narrative voice remains tranquil and unfazed. In 

the media, events like those described in the poem are often depicted as shocking and upsetting, 

but here they are shared in a non-judgmental fashion that implies they are worthy of neither 

panic nor condemnation. The only hint of judgement the speaker offers occurs when he or she 

refers to “low down ‘social housing’ hotels.” The quotations around “social housing” suggest 

sarcasm, and the descriptor is noteworthy; “low down” would generally be used to describe 

something derelict or criminal, but the speaker applies it to social assistance, suggesting that 

social housing may be worse than the problems it is created to address. In fact, the most 

disruptive force in the whole poem appears to be that of law enforcement, which “wails” and 

causes locals to scatter. The poem’s final lines, which describe the morning as “beautiful,” the 

people as “friendly,” and the location as “home” and a “community,” are unexpected given the 

poem’s content. Like those in “Budget Comfort Inn,” the streets in “Downtown Eastside 

Morning” are ultimately portrayed as a comfortable place to be, despite the social problems with 

which they are associated.  

  The poem depicts the Downtown Eastside and its inhabitants as commonplace and 

familiar. It tells the story of a local person surveying neighbours, scenery, sights, and smells as s/

he has a cigarette and coffee — a typical occurrence in neighbourhoods all across Canada. The 

narrator’s walk can be read as a form of deterritorialization; s/he is re-mapping the space, and 

providing new ways of experiencing the sights, sounds, and feelings associated with the 

Downtown Eastside. The listing of short incomplete sentences reads as an internal dialogue; 

these are stream-of-conscious observations and musings. There is no sense of alarm, and the 
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speaker does not ruminate on any single observation. The relaxed, nearly pastoral, tone of the 

poem is vastly different from the tone of media and scholarly depictions of the Downtown 

Eastside, which often portray the community as a site of otherworldly horrors. While the poem 

does not overlook the immense challenges associated with issues such as drug use, prostitution, 

and violence, it treats them with far less sensationalism, instead emphasizing the “songs sung,” 

the “gentle snores,” and the beauty of the community. Both “Budget Comfort Inn” and 

“Downtown Eastside Morning” undermine dominant narratives about the Downtown Eastside 

and its inhabitants. The poetry challenges readers to rethink their assumptions and to see that, 

while the Downtown Eastside experiences profound and important problems that should not be 

ignored, those problems do not invalidate the community itself.  

Response and Recognition: Fostering Community On and Offline 

 Space and community are not important solely within Another Slice content; they are also 

crucial to Another Slice as an online location. Another Slice and its related sites represent and 

extend the community that exists at Directions and more broadly within the Downtown Eastside. 

In interviews, content producers indicate that the only thing as important as sharing experiences 

with those unfamiliar with street life on Another Slice is sharing experiences with each other. 

Krista Marie points out that some of the most popular items on the site are practical pieces of 

information for local youth such as when welfare cheques are released and where hot meals are 

served (Interview with J. Hardwick, Aug. 20, 2012), and Trinity notes that she often produces 

content with other youth at Directions in mind.   
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 Many of the content producers use the blog as a way to let each other know what is going 

on, posting about housing, school, jobs, and local events. “The waiting game is over!” posted 

Dinah Ayre on May 14, 2013. “I got into a university, and it’s the one I originally wanted to go to 

and everything... things are excellent” (“The waiting game is over!” Another Slice). Readers 

replied, leaving comments of encouragement and congratulations: “Wooo!!!! Super stoked!!” 

and “SWEEEETTT.” (“Comments: The waiting game is over!”). Posts and responses like these 

appear throughout the Another Slice site. They are indicative of an online dialogue and 

community, which is simultaneously an extension of the community at Directions Youth Services 

(for audience members who know content producers in person), and a virtual community (for 

audience members who know content producers solely online).  

 The intersections between online communities and offline communities and online space 

and offline space have been a topic of scholarly and media discussion since the late 1980s when 

computer technology began to facilitate online interaction. In his seminal work, The Virtual 

Community: Homesteading on the Electronic Frontier, Howard Rheingold argues that the 

internet is primarily a space of discourse: it is “technology to link people around the world into 

public discussions” (5). He furthers that “Virtual communities are social aggregations that 

emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with 

sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (5). As 

mentioned in the introduction, danah boyd refers to these spaces as “networked publics”: 

“publics that are restructured by networked technologies. As such, they are simultaneously (1) 

the space constructed through networked technologies and (2) the imagined community that 

emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and practice” (8). Given that 
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Another Slice exists in an online space and that it reflects and reterritorializes offline spaces 

(Directions and the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver), it can be read as both a virtual 

community or networked public, and an online representation of an offline community. The dual 

roles are not always easy to separate, but they both serve the same purpose: opening the 

Directions and Downtown Eastside communities to others in order to challenge misconceptions 

and improve understanding.  

 Another Slice offers both a re-working of academic and media discourses and a re-

mapping of space. The young content producers at Directions use multimedia to engage with and 

speak back to the frameworks of silence and stigma that surround youth homelessness, and their 

re-imaginings of the Downtown Eastside through multimodal art (including echoksr’s poetic 

descriptions of space and the video of Davin’s shoes walking along the streets) challenge the 

narratives of illness, criminality, and despair that have been inscribed onto the physical space. 

This re-configured Downtown Eastside is not without social problems, but it is also, and more 

importantly, the locus of strong social bonds and community. This community is reflected in the 

digital space of Another Slice, which seeks to strengthen and expand social bonds beyond 

geographical confines to include readers who may have moved from or who may have never 

even visited the physical location.  

 The affirmation and assertion of personhood and community found on Another Slice 

offers a powerful counter narrative to the silence and stigma that often surround homeless and 

street-entrenched youth. It also provides important insight into what homeless and street-

entrenched youth require to survive street life. As Gaetz has noted in Coming of Age: 

Reimagining the Response to Youth Homelessness, three factors generally contribute to youth 
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ending up on the streets: structural factors, which are social conditions that extend beyond the 

family; relational factors, such as conflict within the family; and system failures, such as failures 

in the mental health, foster care, or education systems (11-12). All three of these factors 

contribute to the fragmentation of relationships, and many of them result in a denial of 

personhood. Gaetz argues that “Becoming homeless then does not just mean a loss of stable 

housing, but rather leaving a home in which [youth] are embedded in relations of dependence, 

thus experiencing an interruption and potential rupture in social relations with parents and 

caregivers, family members, friends, neighbours and community” (7). The reassertion of 

relationships of interdependence that is seen in Another Slice suggests that “survival” is not 

simply dependent on a roof and food (although those things are important) — it is also 

dependent on personhood and community. Frontline services, academic study, and social 

discourses need to address the issues that surround homelessness such as poverty, addiction, and 

mental health. However, when individuals and agencies address these concerns at the expense of 

personhood and community, they risk further engraining the social fragmentation that often leads 

youth to the streets to begin with. 

 It is vital that we move beyond frameworks that privilege academic expertise over 

experiential knowledge and that locate youth as objects of study rather than agents of creative 

self-identification. In the case of young homeless writers and artists, this cannot and should not 

amount to looking at creative endeavours as tools to improve resilience or as methods of learning 

more about the homeless “problem.” Literary study, which is attuned to both the contexts that 

inform artistic production and to the devices employed within artistic production, is ideal for this 

work. A close analysis of Another Slice reveals important information about youth homelessness; 
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it teaches us that current academic and social discourses require greater nuance, that street-

entrenched youth have expertise that should be treated seriously and critically, and that 

community is essential to survival and wellbeing. However, Another Slice offers important 

interventions elsewhere as well: it proves that collaboration and multi-authorship do not 

necessarily lead to the fragmentation of an artistic work; it highlights the creative potential of 

multiliteracies; and it shows that digital and geographical communities can co-exist, overlap, and 

mutually inform in complex ways. And most importantly, it foregrounds the generative power of 

youth knowledges while providing access to the ideas, stories, and critical interventions of an 

important, and often overlooked, community of young people. 
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Chapter 4: “This happened to me”: Intersectionality, Experiential Knowledge, and 
Feminist Discourse on Twitter 

 On May 23, 2014 22-year-old Elliot Rodger killed six people and injured thirteen others 

in Isla Vista, California before committing suicide. Shortly before his killing spree, Rodger 

uploaded a video entitled “Elliot Rodger’s Retribution” to YouTube and emailed a “manifesto” to 

family, friends, and acquaintances that was released on the internet soon thereafter. In both the 

video and the manifesto Rodgers outlined his hatred of women — whom he believed wrongly 

spurned his advances — and his rage at men who were successful in securing female affection. 

“Women represent everything that is unfair in this world,” he wrote, “and in order to make this 

world a fair place, women must be eradicated” (Weiss np). 

 Rodger’s rantings elicited a strong and immediate response from feminist writers and 

bloggers who argued that, while Rodger was unique in his delusion and violence, the misogyny 

that drove his killing was not uncommon . As Sasha Weiss stated in an article for the New 18

Yorker:  

Rodger’s fantasies are so patently strange and so extreme that they’re easy to dismiss as 

simply crazy. But, reading his manifesto, you can make out, through the distortions of his 

raging mind, the outlines of mainstream American cultural values: Beauty and strength are 

rewarded. Women are prizes to be won, reflections of a man’s social capital. Wealth, a 

large house, and fame are the highest attainments. The lonely and the poor are invisible. 

 See Meghan Murphy’s “Male entitlement begets male entitlement: On Elliot Rodger, misogyny, and the 18

sex industry”; Amanda Hess’s “The Pick-Up Artist Community’s Predictable, Horrible Response to Mass 
Murder”; Jill McDevitt’s “Dear News Media: UCSB shooting is a hate crime”; and Jessica Valenti’s 
“Elliot Rodger’s California shooting spree: further proof that misogyny kills.”
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Rodger was crazier and more violent than most people, but his beliefs are on a continuum 

with misogynistic, class-based ideas that are held by many. (np)  

Men and men’s rights advocates were also quick to respond, noting that Rodger was mentally ill, 

and that “not all men” view women as possessions and violence as acceptable. They argued that 

the Isla Vista killing spree was the work of a madman, not a reflection of a misogynistic culture 

that condoned or promoted violence against women. “Much has been made of Rodger's 

misogyny, yet he stabbed these three Asian men to death,” argued Sam de Brito, before noting 

that there were many isolated, lonely men who simply “wanted to know how to be more 

successful with women” (np). Most of these men were not killers, he said, and they should not be 

judged: “Tragedies like the Isla Vista shootings make me wonder which is sadder,” he wrote, 

“the number of men out there who feel just like Elliot Rodger did or the people who think this —

and not mental illness — is what makes them kill” (np). 

 In response to critics like de Brito, women took to Twitter to share their experiences with 

cultures of violence and misogyny under the hashtag #YesAllWomen. The goal was to shift the 

conversation away from debating the feelings and actions of “all men,” and to focus on the 

impact that misogyny and violence have on the lives of girls and women. The movement was 

exemplified in an often-retweeted post by @AdelaideKane, who wrote on March 26th, 2014 that 

“Not ALL men harass women. But ALL women have, at some point, been harassed by men. 

Food for thought #YesAllWomen.” Within weeks there were over a million tweets from girls and 

women all over the world. Much like Another Slice, #YesAllWomen became what Jenkins et al. 

have called a “participatory culture,” which they define as: 
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a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong 

support for creating and sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal mentorship 

whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along to novices. A 

participatory culture is also one in which members believe their contributions matter, 

and feel some degree of social connection with one another. (3) 

As girls and women tweeted they were met with responses from others who offered emotional 

support, shared similar stories, or simply re-tweeted. While the majority of responses were from 

women, men also took part in the growing community by offering encouragement and solidarity, 

and some men even began posting under the hashtag #AllMenCan to share ways that men can 

challenge violence and misogyny (Bahadur, np). 

In the months following #YesAllWomen, new Twitter movements that called on women 

and girls to post their experiences began to emerge in response to news about gender-based 

violence. In an October 2014 article for Chatelaine entitled “#YouCantShutMeUp,” Rachel 

Giese outlined the “deluge of hashtags rallying against [violence against women]” (np):

 #WhyIStayed (a response to domestic violence) and #CarryThatWeight (in solidarity 

with a Columbia University student lugging a mattress around to protest the continued 

presence of her alleged rapist on campus). Here in Canada, the movement to seek justice 

for indigenous women who have gone missing or been murdered has spawned several 

threads, like #MMIW [missing and murdered Indigenous women] and #ItEndsHere. And 

[…] Toronto Star writer Antonia Zerbisias initiated #BeenRapedNeverReported, helping 

answer the question of why women don’t report assaults. (np)
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In September 2014, eight months after the murder of her cousin Loretta Johnson, Inuit activist 

Holly Jarrett began a Twitter campaign to highlight violence against Indigenous women and 

encourage Prime Minister Stephen Harper to launch a national public inquiry into the matter. The 

#AmINext? campaign, which featured self-portraits (or “selfies”) of Indigenous women and girls 

holding signs that read “Am I Next?,” came in the wake of a Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

report that 1181 Indigenous women had been murdered or gone missing between 1980 and 2012 

(Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women: A National Overview). While these Twitter 

movements have many differences, Giese notes that they have an important unifying factor: they 

are all the result of women and girls turning to digital media to say “This happened to me” and 

others responding with“Me too. Me too. Me too. Me too. Me too” (np). 

 What has emerged from these Twitter movements is a complex portrait of online feminist 

discourse that highlights both the diverse (and at times divergent) nature of feminism’s goals, 

and the potential for what Marie-Claire Belleau has called “strategic intersectionality” (51) 

between different feminist groups. As participatory cultures, online feminist movements create 

space for a wide variety of feminist voices, experiences, and perspectives, generating solidarity 

and, at times, engendering conflict. They also signal a shift in the way that feminism functions in 

public spaces. As Elke Zobl and Ricarda Drueke argue in Feminist Media: Participatory Spaces, 

Networks and Cultural Citizenship,  

feminists have long recognized the importance of self-managed, alternative media. In the 

past two decades an increasing number of women have taken the tools of media 

production into their own hands. With the rise of new media and communication 

technologies, women have started to use these technologies for the production and 
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distribution of feminist media. These demographics are often described as part of ‘third 

wave feminism’, ‘pop feminism’ or ‘do-it-yourself-feminism.’ (1) 

These feminisms have typically been associated with young women in feminist discourse, and 

have been both celebrated and criticized. Advocates have argued that these feminisms have 

opened up space for new voices and approaches, while critics have charged that online 

engagement has little political currency and often occurs in lieu of direct action . 19

 This chapter will analyze the #YesAllWomen and missing and murdered Indigenous 

women (#MMIW) movements, which exemplify the ways that feminist, digital, participatory 

movements function. I argue that tweets from these movements can be read as fragmented, 

performative autobiographies, which invite audience members to witness and respond. These 

autobiographies are actions in and of themselves; they seek to humanize victims and survivors of 

gender-based violence by making their stories and experiences more visible. While sharing these 

stories can create space for solidarity between participants and audience members, the vastly 

different contexts that inform individual experiences can also lead to conflict. Drawing on 

intersectionality theory, I argue that the two Twitter campaigns exemplify the ways that feminist 

movements can simultaneously critique and support one another. Here, it is important to 

remember that conflict does not need to be destructive or undermining — it can be generative.  

 By focusing attention on online content and communities that are created by diverse 

groups of both girls and women, I hope to problematize binaries between “youth” and “adult,” 

  Texts such as Susan Hawthorne and Renate Klein’s Cyberfeminism: Connectivity, Critique and 19

Creativity, Janet Freedman’s Reclaiming the Feminism Vision: Consciousness-Raising and Small Group 
Practice, and the Bernard’s Centre for Research on Women’s #FemFuture: Online Revolution report 
outline these debates further.
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and to challenge the idea that youth cultural content is always discernibly distinct from adult 

production. Youth identities, much like adult identities, are the result of intersecting elements and 

experiences, and young people do not form relationships and collaborations based solely on their 

age. As shown in my analysis of the Aboriginal Writing Challenge and Another Slice, youth 

online communities (or “publics,” to borrow from danah boyd) can develop around shared 

cultural background (as exemplified in Chapter 2) and shared experiences (as exemplified in 

Chapter 3); here I wish to show that they can also develop around shared causes and goals (such 

as educating the public about gender-based violence), as well as myriad other factors. Finally, I 

wish to highlight how the anonymity of digital space challenges the critical tendency to identify 

and categorize cultural materials based on geographies, age, and other social markers. These 

classification methods become problematic in digital space, where the origin of content and the 

background of the creator are not always known. My analysis of #YesAllWomen and #MMIW 

complicates the methods of classification that are seen elsewhere in this dissertation by 

expanding my focus on Canadian youth in order to be inclusive of the different ways that young 

people choose to align themselves. 

Being Young and a Feminist: The Third Wave, Intergenerational Dialogue, and New Media 

 In January 1992 Rebecca Walker published an article in Ms. Magazine about Clarence 

Thomas and Anita Hill. Thomas had recently been confirmed to the United States Supreme 

Court, despite Hill’s allegations of sexual harassment and assault. Walker wrote of her dismay at 

seeing Hill’s experiences silenced and belittled, and finished her article with an impassioned plea 

for feminist engagement, saying:  
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Let this dismissal of a woman’s experiences move you to anger. Turn the outrage into 

political power. Do not vote for them unless they work for us. Do not have sex with them, 

do not break bread with them, do not nurture them if they don’t prioritize our freedom to 

control our bodies and lives. 

I am not a postfeminist feminist. I am the Third Wave. (41) 

Walker’s now-iconic declaration was a response to the idea that feminism had ended as the 

second wave began to fade in the 1980s, ushering in a “postfeminist” era. Her plea galvanized a 

new generation of feminists — particularly feminists of colour — who were struggling to find 

space for their experiences and goals within the feminist movement.  

 Since the 1990s the third wave has come to be defined by a commitment to inclusivity 

and diversity. As Julia Schuster argues in “Invisible feminists? Social Media and Young 

Women’s Political Participation,” “feminists who identify with the third wave take diverse 

approaches but they often critique how Western feminism has failed to address differences 

between women appropriately and seek to overcome such failures” (12). Third wave feminists 

endeavour to create space for voices that have been marginalized by feminism’s focus on the 

experiences of white, middle class women. As such, the movement enables a wider, more 

nuanced set of goals that take different needs into account. According to Leslie Haywood and 

Jennifer Drake, who are self-identified third wave feminist scholars, the third wave has roots in

black feminism, women-of-colour feminism, working-class feminism, pro-sex feminism 

and so on. A third wave goal that comes directly out of learning from these histories and 

working among these traditions is the development of modes of thinking that can come to 

terms with the multiple, constantly shifting bases of oppression in relation to the multiple, 
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interpenetrating axes of identity, and the creation of coalition politics based on these 

understandings […] Even as different strains of feminism and activism sometimes 

directly contradict each other, they are part of our third wave lives, our thinking and our 

praxis; we are the products of all the contradictory definitions of and differences within 

feminism. (3)  

The politics of solidarity and coalition can be difficult and contentious within third wave 

feminism, largely due to the “contradictory definitions of and differences within feminism” noted 

by Haywood and Drake. As a result, intersectionality, which strives to find spaces for differences 

to co-exist, has become an important tenet of the movement.   

 Intersectionality was introduced by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1980 in an article entitled 

“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics.” In the article Crenshaw 

argues that a “single-axis framework” for examining discrimination fails to take into account the 

experiences of Black women, who “are sometimes excluded from feminist theory and antiracist 

policy discourse because both are predicated on a discrete set of experiences that often does not 

accurately reflect the interaction of race and gender” (140). She contends that social justice 

movements must account for multiple and overlapping identities in order to meet the needs of 

those they seek to help. In later writings she is even more explicit, arguing that “The problem 

with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some critics charge, but rather 

the opposite — that it frequently conflates or ignores intragroup differences” (“Mapping the 

Margins” 1242). “Ignoring difference within groups,” she continues, “contributes to tension 

among groups” (1242). 
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 There is a great deal of difference within third wave feminism and among feminists and 

feminist movements in general. Many of these differences are centred around sites of privilege 

and oppression such as race, class, and dis/ability; significant yet understudied divides also 

persist based on age. As Schuster has argued,  

much of [the third wave’s] critique refers to the second wave. Given that many 

representatives of this earlier generation have put much time, energy and commitment 

into achieving the feminist goals of the second-wave movement, it is not surprising that 

they often do not welcome criticism by third-wave feminists […] [T]hird-wave concepts 

such as ‘lipstick-feminism’, ‘DIY-feminism’ and ‘cyber-feminism’ are frequently 

criticized by older generations for being apolitical or regressive” (12)

 The conflict between generations is further complicated because it is not entirely clear where 

one generation begins and the other ends. Some have suggested that the third wave includes all 

feminists “who were born after the 1960s” (Schuster 11), while others — such as Heywood and 

Drake, who say that the third wave are those who were born between 1963 and 1974 — set more 

definitive parameters.

So far there has been little dialogue about the Millennial generation’s relationship to 

feminism. Many of those who worked and wrote to define the third wave movement are now in 

their 40s and 50s. Where do those born in the 1980s and 1990s fit? While it is unclear whether or 

not today’s young feminists are still part of the third wave, it would seem they share many of the 

same commitments to intersectionality, diversity, and inclusion that have come to define the third 

wave. They also share a commitment to making media, to drawing on personal experience as 

knowledge, and to blending the personal and political in new ways. 
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As noted previously, feminists “have long recognized the importance of self-managed, 

alternative media”; pamphlets and self-publications were an important part of the women’s 

suffrage movement, Ms. Magazine has long been a foundation of feminist discourse, and self-

published zines became a common medium for feminist engagement in the 1990s and early 

2000s. Much of that energy has shifted to the internet in recent years. As Larisa Kingston Mann 

argues, digital technology has invited feminist intervention because “New media are increasingly 

sites of struggle over control, surveillance, and monetization, as well as sites of struggle over 

meaning, representation, and participation” (293). These struggles are central to many of 

feminism’s social justice concerns such as equal pay, the media’s representation of women, body 

sovereignty, and gender-based violence. By using digital technology as a way to respond to these 

issues within and beyond the online realm, feminists have turned digital media into both a 

location of and tool for resistance. 

Digital media has been particularly useful for furthering the third wave goal of fostering 

and promoting the voices of women of colour and other women who face multiple forms of 

oppression. Kingston Mann argues that, since digital platforms such as blogs and Twitter 

“encourage particular kinds of wordplay and linguistic interchange, they can provide some black 

women and other women of color who may have been excluded from other types of 

conversations with opportunities to draw on particular oral traditions of expertise and verbal 

engagement” (295). Digital media is often also readily accessible to feminists who face 

economic barriers, or who do not feel safe having their identities or personal experiences 

revealed publicly (Schuster 18). While these “New media provide new ways to engage with and 

learn from people with hard-won expertise in negotiating the inadequacies of the public-private 
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framework” (Kingston Mann 294), they also risk exploitation, discrimination, and even violence. 

Kingston Mann notes that many women of colour have experienced “moments when they saw 

their words recontextualized in ways that countered their goals of writing in the first place, or… 

moments when exposure to a wider audience — including that of academics — led to 

harassment, gaslighting, insults, or demands for further intellectual labor to serve others’ 

needs” (295). These moments are a reminder that, while some feminists have looked to the 

internet as a site of liberation , others have found themselves silenced, commoditized, and 20

abused online. As discussed many times in this dissertation, digital space both reflects and 

replicates inequities elsewhere; while it can be an important tool for democratization, resistance, 

and dialogue, it can also be a tool of oppression, commodification, theft, and violence that 

deepens, rather than challenges, social divides. Feminist discourse is by no means immune from 

this phenomenon.

 It is unsurprising then that some have argued that digital technology hurts the feminist 

cause by ingraining divides and further marginalizing certain groups of women. Schuster, for 

example, argues that many young feminists  

choose online activism as their main form of political participation and thus put their 

political energy into a space that excludes people who are not familiar with this form of 

organizing. Consequently, the use of online tools contributes to making young feminists 

 Much has been written about the feminist potential of digital technology. In particular, the 20

“cyberfeminism” of the early 1990s — championed in texts such as Donna Haraway’s “The Cyborg 
Manifesto” and VNS Matrix’s art and writing — popularized the idea of a digital world free of the 
confines of gender binaries and gender-based discrimination. 



!103

‘invisible’ — not only to the wider public but also to their political peers of older 

generations. (9) 

Schuster uses “younger” to refer to those between 20 and 31, and “older” to refer to those 

between 32 and 70 (14). She contends that younger feminists’ reliance on digital media can harm 

the goals of third wave feminism and undermine one of the movement’s primary principles, 

saying that 

one central aim of third-wave feminism is to be inclusive. While this inclusiveness 

originally referred to ethnic diversity, the concept has expanded to other (if not all 

thinkable) social categories such as class, sexual identities, dis/abilities and age. 

Therefore, it could be expected that young feminists put effort into making their activism 

accessible to all interested groups, including older feminists. Following this second 

argument, the choice of online activism as a preferred tool of networking and organizing 

contradicts the aim of being inclusive, if it contributes — as I hypothesize — to the 

young feminist’s invisibility. (13) 

Schuster’s argument presents a legitimate concern about including not only older audiences but 

all audiences who may lack access to digital media. However, it also raises questions about what 

(or who) is considered public and about the accessibility of more traditional feminist forms of 

organizing and sharing ideas — such as books, articles, public meetings, and public protests — 

that have historically been most accessible to white, able bodied, middle-class women. Digital 

media can provide access for those who feel silenced by these forms of engagement, even as it 

marginalizes those who lack digital technologies or literacies.  
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 What is clear is that there is no one medium or approach that is universally accessible to 

all audiences and participants. Digital media does not result in universal inclusion; however, it 

does constitute another tool through which to engage in dialogue and organize, and it has the 

potential to reach individuals who have been silenced or marginalized by other modes of 

dissemination. While technology-assisted social engagement may make activists invisible to 

some audiences, it makes them even more visible to others, as exemplified by the thousands of 

re-tweets that fuel feminist Twitter movements. Schuster’s criticism is, in many respects, 

problematic; it suggests a hierarchy of importance — reaching older feminists is deemed more 

important and inclusive than reaching peers, and without the acceptance of older feminists, 

younger feminists are considered “invisible.” Similarly, while some women may face harassment 

or demands for intellectual labour online, others have been provided with an important venue for 

sharing their experiences and ideas in ways that make sense to them. As Kingston Mann argues,  

Despite its continuing risk of recapture by privatizing forces, black women’s voices, 

indigenous women’s voices, and voices of other women of color are making themselves 

heard and are coalescing into movements using media in ways that have not been 

possible before. Critical feminist media scholarship ought to listen to, account for, and 

make space for these voices and priorities. (296) 

 In general, it is important not to overlook the potential of social media just because it is not 

100% inclusive, just as it is important not to treat digital technology as though it is available to 

everyone and free from inequity.  
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Understanding Twitter Movements 

 Although there has been little academic research on Millennial feminists in Canada (or 

North America, for that matter), it would seem that digital media has become the chosen tool for 

feminist engagement amongst youth. In particular, Twitter has become a site of feminist 

intervention and dialogue. The site — which is free, potentially confidential (users can choose to 

use their real name or a pseudonym ) and user-friendly — encourages brevity, re-sharing, and 21

multimodal forms engagement. Users are given 140 characters and the option to include images, 

videos or links on each post (called a tweet). They can also “favourite” and “re-tweet” (share), 

and/or respond directly to other users. Users can follow one another, and they can also access 

content organized via “hashtags” — labels that are designated using a number sign. As of March 

2015, Twitter has 284 million active users each month, and over 500 million tweets are sent each 

day in over 35 languages (“About” Twitter). The result lives up to the site’s name; much like 

birds chirping in trees, voices constantly leave, enter, interact, and engage in conversation in 

ways that are not always entirely distinguishable. 

 Many Twitter users employ pseudonyms as their IDs. As Carmela Ciuraru argues in Nom de Plume: A 21

(Secret) History of Pseudonyms, pseudonyms have a long history in the production of art and literature, 
and their purposes are as diverse as the individuals who use them. Pseudonyms can be used to bolster 
creativity, improve social standing, protect privacy, or hide shameful information, and they can give 
individuals the freedom to be more honest or to lie. Pseudonyms in digital media production are no less 
complex. Sometimes, as danah boyd points out, they are strictly logistical. She notes that some young 
people choose pseudonyms, not because they wish to hide their identities or assume an alter ego, but 
because it is common convention on sites such as Twitter (38). Under such conditions, it is unsurprising 
that the privacy levels of participants in movements such as #YesAllWomen fall within a long and 
complex spectrum. I have chosen to address Twitter users by their Twitter IDs simply because it is the 
most consistent way to cite (many users change the names associated with these IDs regularly, but the ID 
remains the same). I have also periodically included other identifying information which is offered in 
Twitter biographies or posts. In order to protect the privacy of users, I have not searched for identifying or 
personal information beyond what users offer on their accounts.
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 Twitter’s design makes it an ideal medium for immediate, ongoing response to current 

events. Unlike most other forms of public writing, tweets are neither reviewed nor edited, and 

there is no delay between writing and posting. Additionally, the length of tweets means that they 

often require very little time and energy, unlike longer blog posts. The multitude of voices and 

the quick, responsive pace of Twitter allows Twitter-based feminist dialogue to shift very quickly 

depending on who is participating and what is happening. Movements are born out of a need for 

social response, and they often die off or transform as new circumstances arise. As Giese notes, 

“The slate of feminist concerns is infinite and ever-changing, and the conversation is broad [and] 

diverse” (np). 

  It can be difficult to know exactly who is participating in these conversations, where they 

are from, or how old they are, which is both a benefit and a detriment; it allows for greater 

freedom of expression among participants who are sharing information they may not want 

associated with their real names (such as details of a sexual assault or domestic violence) and it 

prevents readers from judging material based on assumptions about race, class, sexuality, ability, 

geography, or age. However, it also means that participants can lie or manipulate material, 

plagiarize, or assume an identity. In this sense, the anonymity of digital technology enables both 

greater honesty and greater deception. While there has been a great deal of fear about rampant 

deception online, particularly when it comes to adults preying on vulnerable youth, it is worth 

noting that studies show that, on average, people do not lie more online than they do face-to-face 

or over the phone (Conger np). The rates of digital deception are, once again, an example of 

danah boyd’s important argument that technology “simply mirrors and magnifies many aspects 

of everyday life, good and bad” (212).  
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 While it may not increase rates of deception, the anonymous nature of online media does 

make it difficult to track and categorize movements and participants. This dissertation is largely 

organized by genre and by the age and geographical location of content producers, as is standard 

for literary criticism. However, it is not always possible to examine online cultural content in this 

way. Online feminist Twitter movements highlight how difficult it is to know where online 

content originates from or to confirm the identities of content creators. These movements also 

show that youth are never an entirely separate, distinguishable group. Through digital media, 

Canadian youth have access to individuals around the globe, and they form bonds and engage in 

strategic partnerships across age, geography, gender, sexuality, race, socioeconomic status, and 

many other boundaries in order to pursue their interests. As a result, youth-generated online 

content can be difficult to locate and categorize. Questions such as: how many youth need to 

participate in the production of cultural content for it to be considered youth-generated? how 

does one distinguish between geographies in an online space? and, is it ethical to categorize or 

break apart communities based on characteristics that are not inherent to the communities 

themselves? are not easily answered. 

 In the opening chapter of this dissertation I argued that “youth” is a malleable category, 

dependent on a variety of social, political, historical, and cultural contexts. It is unsurprising, 

then, that youth-generated cultural content is much the same. While it is useful to define 

categories for clarity, they should never be treated as solid, discrete, and static; they are always 

fluid, overlapping, and changeable. In my discussion of #YesAllWomen and the movements 

around missing and murdered Indigenous women, I tend to focus on the voices of young people 

(in this case, posters who self-identify as being under 25) and on those posting within a Canadian 
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context. However, age and location are not particularly important factors within either movement 

— personal experience with misogyny and gender-based violence is what connects the content 

and communities — and as a result my analysis is inclusive of voices from other locations and 

age groups as well. Most (but not all) participants in both movements self-identify as female, and 

most participants in the movements concerned with missing and murdered Indigenous women 

self-identify as Indigenous. As such, I have privileged these voices, while remaining aware of the 

diversity of participants. 

Experiential Interventions: Autobiography in 140 Characters 

 Although Twitter allows for anonymity, many users choose to make their personal 

information and experiences public. Sometimes they include their full names, or links to personal 

websites or other social media in their Twitter details, or they might provide revealing details 

when they post. @Jessismiles_ was retweeted over 5200 times and quoted in media stories from 

around the world after she tweeted as part of the #YesAllWomen movement on May 25, 2014, 

saying “#YesAllWomen because even a taped confession admitting to raping me wasn’t enough 

to put him in jail.” Although she tweets under a pseudonym, her account links to a website and 

other social media sites that confirm her identity as Jessica Vazquez, her location as Los Angeles, 

and her age as 21. Vazquez had tweeted about her experiences with sexual assault previous to her 

May 25 post, but by posting as part of the #YesAllWomen movement she shifted from posting to 

her followers to posting as part of a collective of women and girls from across the world by 

simply employing a hashtag.  



!109

 According to Zizi Papacharissi, this shift between public and private is common for 

Twitter and other forms of social media because “Online social platforms collapse or converge 

public and private performances, creating both opportunities and challenges for pursuing 

publicity, privacy, and sociality” (1990). Social media is a public space, and information 

functions within it much like it does within other public spaces — sometimes there are 

discussions among friends, sometimes there are broad announcements to wide audiences, and 

sometimes there are collective dialogues. As such, users can expect varying degrees of privacy 

when they share information. Dorothy Kim argues that, although social media posts may be 

publicly available, that does not mean that the public has the right to access or use them. She 

contends that when individuals use 

digital space to harvest tweets without consent, permission, discussion, interaction, or 

credit/compensation, it is a form of harassment, stalking, and violent aggression. It can be 

compared to having the government come in and record your conversation without your 

permission or consent. Or how it would feel if unsanctioned pictures of you in a public 

space got sold to the National Enquirer. (np) 

While it can be tempting to see little difference between tweeting to one’s own followers and 

tweeting as part of a large movement given that both are in the public domain, there is a 



!110

spectrum between public and private online, and savvy social media users are acutely aware of 

how to navigate it . 22

  Depending on a user’s privacy settings, hashtag usage, and number of followers, tweets 

may reach small groups of close friends or vast and relatively unknown audiences. danah boyd 

argues that young people “want to gather in public [digital] environments to socialize, but they 

don’t necessarily want every vocalized expression to be publicized” (57). She adds, “Achieving 

privacy requires more than simply having the levers to control information, access, or visibility. 

Instead, achieving privacy requires the ability to control the social situation by navigating 

complex contextual cues, technical affordances, and social dynamics” (60). In this case, 

navigating Twitter means knowing that using a “trending” or popular hashtag will result in more 

people accessing your tweet and your personal information. As such, Vazquez’s decision to post 

something so personal using a trending hashtag can be read as a purposeful intervention; it is a 

pointed decision to publicize her experience to a large audience. 

 While background information about Vasquez is easily accessible online, it was this 

personal experience, not her age, race, geographical location, or socioeconomic status, that made 

her tweet so compelling. Papacharissi argues that “Twitter is a social awareness platform that 

specifically enables condensed performances of the self” (1990). These “condensed 

 It should be noted that not all social media users are savvy and that there is a great deal of conflict 22

about what is public and what is private online. While social media is a public space, it differs from other 
forms of public spaces in important ways. danah boyd argues that online public spaces have four 
characteristics that other public spaces do not: persistence (what you say sticks around), searchability, 
reclipability, and invisible audiences (“Social Network Sites” 2-3). Not all users are aware of these 
differences or capable of navigating them without publicizing information they do not wish to. 
Additionally, not all users are willing to respect the social boundaries that Kim outlines, and as a result, 
online surveillance is common. 
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performances” can take many shapes; they can be playful or serious, and can range from 

describing a daily activity to creatively re-imagining identity. Vasquez’s tweet can be read as an 

autobiographical performance, which Papacharissi contends is “aimed at sustaining self-

storytelling, reflexively employ[ing] performativity to traverse from private to public and 

back” (1991). The movement between public and private — and the tension between the two — 

is integral to such performances. 

  In her article “Enacting identity in microblogging through ambient affiliation,” Michele 

Zappavigna argues that tweets and other forms of “microblogging” are a nexus of the personal 

and the social; they are a way for individuals to use personal experiences to create a “communion 

of feeling” (212) and form social bonds.  Zappavigna uses the example of a mother posting about 

a sleeping child to illustrate her point, indicating that “the main function of the… post is not 

ideational (letting the world know that the microblogger’s child is asleep) but interpersonal 

(sharing positive affect about the experience of motherhood)” (212). In this way, “identities are 

social even as they are personal”  (212) on platforms such as Twitter. Vasquez presumably chose 

to tell her story (or stage her performance) precisely because it helped her traverse from private 

to public and reach new audiences; it allowed her to add her individual experience to a chorus of 

many similar experiences, thereby engaging in communal feeling and forming bonds with the 

intent of raising awareness about gender-based violence.  

 In Soft Weapons: Autobiography in Transit, Gillian Whitlock argues that autobiography is 

often used as a tool to engage others in order to further social justice goals. She contends that 

that the genre “is fundamental to the struggle for recognition among individuals and groups” (10) 
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because “It can personalize and humanize categories of people whose experiences are frequently 

unseen and unheard” (13). Victims/survivors of gender-based violence often fall into these 

categories. According to the Canadian Women’s Foundation, over half of Canadian women will 

face at least one incident of physical or sexual violence in their lives, and the majority of those 

incidents will not be reported to the police (“The Facts About Violence Against Women”). 

Violence against women and girls is often shrouded in shame and silence, and many victim/

survivors suffer in isolation from long-lasting effects such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic 

stress disorder, substance abuse, and eating disorders. The brief, performative autobiographies 

posted as part of #YesAllWomen call attention to victim/survivors’ stories in an intimate and 

personal way that humanizes them and fights the stigma and silence often associated with 

assault.  

 As the stories come together, they offer a clear and unsettling portrait of what 

commonplace and routine misogyny and violence against women looks like: “Because I now 

wear shorts under dresses in crowded bars after being groped and even penetrated by unseen 

hands #YesAllWomen” (@LauraLikesWine, May 25, 2014); “When I had a seizure in my home, 

the EMS guys asked my roommates if it was possible I was trying to get a boy’s attention. 

#YesAllWomen” (@iSmashFizzle); “#YesAllWomen because the only men I have ever been 

threatened by were the ones I was dating” (@Arbitral, May 25 2014). The first person pronouns 

and testimonial nature of these tweets stands in stark contrast to the #YesAllWomen hashtag, 

which implies a shared experience. The events that are described are individual and so deeply 

personal that it is jarring when the hashtag brings them into the realm of the collective. This 
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tension between public and private, personal and communal, is part of what makes the tweets so 

powerful — events such as assaults and harassment are often viewed as terrifying, isolated 

incidents, not as something that all women experience. The tweets come together as chorus of 

singular voices, originating from numerable contexts yet speaking as one to highlight the 

prevalence of these experiences. 

 The intimate nature of these tweets forms bonds among participants and readers while 

working in the service of generating a sense of shared community. Echoing Zappavigna, 

Papacharissi argues that “emotional release, and thus affect, is an important part of the 

expressive and connective gestures afforded via Twitter” (2001). #YesAllWomen tweets traverse 

the public and private specifically so that they can shift personal experiences into public 

experiences, and individual feelings into collective feelings. Additionally, many of the tweets 

expand beyond the actions of individual perpetrators and the personal experiences of individual 

victim/survivors in order to implicate broader communities. “#YesAllWomen because even a 

plan to kidnap, rape and murder me wasn’t enough for our friends to stop talking to him” posted 

@FeralVanity on May 27, 2014, calling attention to the ways that communities can allow, and 

even tacitly endorse, cultures of violence and misogyny. By making her friends the subject of her 

tweet, FeralVanity implies their culpability for failing to stand up for her rights and safety. She 

makes it clear that the violence she experienced was not simply personal and private, but was in 

fact publicly (perhaps tacitly) accepted, even by those she trusted; it was, and is, part of a broader 

culture of male entitlement that engenders a veil of silence surrounding violence against women. 

By articulating in such a public manner her friends’ complicity in sustaining a culture that fosters 

gender-based violence, FeralVanity demands a more ethical and engaged form of witnessing; she 



!114

breaks the very silence she creatively critiques, and makes it clear that violence goes beyond 

perpetration. 

 Shifting from public to private and implicating broader communities in cultures of mutual 

care and responsibility are both tools employed by posters to #YesAllWomen in order to reach 

their target audiences. These tweets are designed to make the personal political — or perhaps 

more accurately, they are designed to make the personal feel political. As Whitlock argues, 

“Some life narratives and artifacts generate a demanding and haunting force that is able to pierce 

the skin and trouble a sense of self. On these occasions, testimony can summon its witnesses to 

feel that their lives and privileges are enmeshed in others’ and that interdependencies and 

responsibilities follow from this” (74 ). Such promotion of interdependency is particularly 

important for online Twitter movements, which seek to build solidarity within the feminist 

movement and to raise awareness about the barriers and abuses that women face. 

 Many readers responded to posters with a mix of empathy, understanding, and shock. 

Some shared similar experience, while others acknowledged that they could not possibly relate. 

“It’s even worse when the person who did it to you IS the police. I understand, I love you so 

much,” responded @allysfiance (May 25, 2014) to @Jessismiles_, and @ReadySetRock75 

asked to private message to talk about similar experiences, saying “I feel like giving up” (May 

25, 2014). These responses strengthen community by building relationships; they let women 

know that they are not alone and create support networks based on shared experience. This is 

particularly important for women who may not receive support within non-digital communities.  

 Other responses exemplify the transformative possibilities associated with performative 

autobiography and audience engagement. Many men who had not previously realised the 
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widespread prevalence and impact of misogyny and gender-based violence responded to 

individual posters, or to the movement as a whole. “[T]his one surprised and disturbed me the 

most out of the ones I’ve seen so far. Sickened that women actually experience this,” wrote 

@ArrakisFC to @LauraLikesWine on May 26, 2014. Other posts were more general: “Started 

reading the #YesAllWomen tweets b/c I’ve got a daughter, but now I see I should be reading 

them b/c I’ve got two sons,” tweeted @AWDubreuil on May 24, 2014, calling attention for the 

need to teach young boys about gender relations. Neil Gaiman, a well-known American writer 

tweeted, “The #yesallwomen hashtag is filled with hard, true, sad and angry things. I can 

empathize & try to understand but know I never entirely will” on May 25, 2014, leading over 

6000 people to favourite and retweet. These responses highlight how the affective potency of 140 

characters can “summon” witnesses into recognizing that “their lives and privileges are 

enmeshed in others” while guiding such witnesses toward the ethical responsibilities, identified 

by Whitlock, that therefore emerge. They suggest that experiential knowledges have the capacity 

to challenge privilege, increase awareness, and promote social change, even when they are 

presented in an abbreviated and, at times, anonymous fashion. 

 Although #YesAllWomen received widespread attention and had a significant impact, it 

was a brief movement and many participants only tweeted once or twice, between tweeting about 

topics such as high school, food preparation, and television; personal matters such as familial 

relations, friendships, and romantic partnerships; and wider sociopolitical issues such as poverty, 

race relations, and the environment. When read together, some of these tweets seem 

counterintuitive given their disparate topics and tones. The same day she posted about being 

assaulted in clubs, @LauraLikesWine posted, “Much like a toddler, I need to adhere to a very 
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strict sleeping and snacking schedule” and “Statistically speaking, if I apply for 500 jobs, I 

should get one of them right?”, and @Arbitral posted about gender neutral children’s clothing, 

her dinner, and a birthday party in between posting #YesAllWomen tweets that centred on 

domestic abuse. Papacharissi argues that this sort of variety is common on Twitter, because the 

technology 

provokes a form of performative incoherence by populating the self with multiple, 

disparate, and even competing potentials for being. As a result, each self contains an 

ever-increasing multiplicity of other selves, or voices, that do not inherently harmonize 

and are presented in contexts that frequently lack situational definition (Meyrowitz, 

1985). Networked technologies might thus be understood as enabling access to multiple 

audiences, as well as multiple voices or aspects of one’s own personality. (1992) 

Typically, published autobiographies provide a linear, coherent narrative that introduces causal 

relationships and temporal schemes. In “Performativity, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance,” 

Sidonie Smith notes that this is largely because audiences “expect a certain kind of 

performativity that conforms relatively comfortably to criteria of intelligibility” (110). However, 

this expectation is flawed from the outset because the  

autobiographical self [is not] expressive in the sense that it is the manifestation of an 

interiority that is somehow ontologically whole, seamless, and ‘true’. For the self is not 

a documentary repository of all experiential history running uninterruptedly from 

infancy to the contemporary moment, capacious, current and accessible. (108) 

As such, Smith argues that “the cultural injunction to be a deep, unified, coherent, autonomous 

‘self’ produces necessary failure, for the autobiographical subject is amnesiac, incoherent, 
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heterogeneous, interactive” (110). In this sense, all autobiographies, regardless of length or 

publication status, are incapable of providing an honest and intelligible singular narrative.  

 Twitter autobiography calls attention to the fact that one’s life experiences and identity 

cannot be reproduced fully, let alone in a linear, coherent, and truthful way. Autobiographical 

tweets offer fragmented pieces of a poster’s identity and experiences, highlighting the fact that, 

as J. Sage Elwell argues, “identity does not typically unfold according to an intentional 

script” (238). In the case of #YesAllWomen, posters are not only victims and survivors of 

gender-based violence, they are also students, friends, artists, activists, parents, children, and a 

variety of other things that deserve attention. While they may experience events in a linear 

fashion, the effects of these events often occur outside of a coherent form of temporality and may 

give rise to a number of different, even opposing, feelings at different times. Twitter is unique in 

its ability to capture these as fragmented, complex, and contradictory moments. The site is not 

designed to be linear, and there is no expectation — as there is with published autobiographies, 

for example — that posters will provide an “experiential history running uninterruptedly from 

infancy to the contemporary moment.” Rather, Twitter is a space of accepted incoherence and 

fragmentation; it is designed for brief interventions, feelings, descriptions, and events captured in 

140 characters or less. It allows for a sustained form of incoherence, and accepts that this 

incoherence is part of experience and identity.  

 As with other mediums and forms, there are benefits and drawbacks to the fragmented 

nature of Twitter. On one hand, the format ensures that users do not have to be labeled according 

to one experience or one aspect of their identity; they can be “amnesiac, incoherent, 

heterogeneous, interactive” in the way that Smith describes. The medium is perfect for capturing 
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the way that feelings co-exist and change. However, seeing different fragments of experience and 

affect overlap and intermingle can be unsettling for readers who are expecting explanation and 

context, particularly when it comes to something as emotional and intimate as testimony about 

gender-based violence. As previously discussed, this unsettling can be used to engender empathy 

and solicit response and action. However, the impermanent and fleeting nature of tweets can also 

cause readers to feel alienated or become dismissive. Tweets can seem abrupt and even insincere, 

and they do not necessarily do justice to the depth of each individual experience. Additionally, 

they do not demand any sort of sustained action, and as a result, any bonds that are formed 

through movements such as #YesAllWomen have the potential to disappear as quickly as the 

tweets themselves. 

Resistance and Resurgence: #AmINext? and #ImNotNext  

 Fragmentation and interaction are not only seen between tweets but also within them. The 

interplay between different aspects of posters’ identities often connects #YesAllWomen with 

related movements and issues, which speak to other experiences or elements of posters’ lives and 

identities. One such intersection is between #YesAllWomen and the missing and murdered 

Indigenous women movement, which works to draw attention to ongoing violence against 

Indigenous women in Canada. While both movements address violence against women, the 

movement concerning missing and murdered Indigenous women does so within the specific 

context of colonial violence imposed by settler Canadian society. 

 Using the hashtag #MMIW, which refers to missing and murdered Indigenous women,  

@johnniejae tweeted on May 24, 2014 that “1 in 3 Indigenous women will be raped in her 
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lifetime, in my family it’s 2 in 3 and in other families its 3 in 3. #MMIW #YesAllWomen,” and 

@arielsmithfilm, who self-identifies as “Nēhiyaw Iskwew” or a Cree woman, tweeted on May 

25, 2014: “#YesAllWomen Because in regards to #MMIW there’s not enough NDN men 

speaking out on how we are treated in our own communities.” Both tweets connect the violence 

against Indigenous women to the violence against all women, and @arielsmithfilm ties the 

indifference of Indigenous (or “NDN”) men to the broader social discourse of “not all men” that 

provided a launching point for #YesAllWomen. Both women, once again, use personal 

experience to intervene in the dialogue, and by using dual hashtags they are able to call on their 

multiple and intersecting identities as Indigenous people, women, and activists to strategically 

draw on a wider audience.  

 Other tweets, however, highlight the differences between #YesAllWomen and the 

movement concerning missing and murdered Indigenous women. “So many against misogyny 

with #yesallwomen but cont[inue] to support dehumanization of native women. When theres 

[sic] hundreds of #MMIW” tweeted @xodanix3, a 24 year old Dakota/Lakota woman, on May 

25, 2014. Her tweet calls attention to the privileged focus of #YesAllWomen, which mainly 

centres on the experiences of settler women. While many of the participants in #YesAllWomen 

have faced violence and misogyny, statistics would suggest that the vast majority are also 

beneficiaries of the ongoing colonial violence that has marginalized and, in @xodanix3’s words, 
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dehumanized, Indigenous women for generations. As such, they are writing about gendered 

violence within a different context, and from a particular place of settler privilege .  23

 Crenshaw argues that “the violence that many women experience is often shaped by other 

dimensions of their identities, such as race and class” (1242), and this is very much the case for 

Indigenous women. According to Anishinaabe writer and activist Leanne Simpson, violence 

against Indigenous women has its roots in colonialism: 

White supremacy, rape culture, and the real and symbolic attack on gender, sexual 

identity and agency are very powerful tools of colonialism, settler colonialism and 

capitalism, primarily because they work very efficiently to remove Indigenous peoples 

from our territories and to prevent reclamation of those territories through mobilization 

[…] They work to prevent mobilization because communities coping with epidemics of 

gender violence don’t have the physical or emotional capital to organize. They destroy 

the base of our nations and our political systems because they destroy our relationships to 

the land and to each other by fostering epidemic levels of anxiety, hopelessness, apathy, 

distrust and suicide. They work to destroy the fabric of Indigenous nationhoods by 

 According to Statistics Canada, Aboriginal peoples account for 4.3 percent of the population (4). The 23

non-Indigenous population is made up of settlers, who are beneficiaries of settler colonialism. As Patrick 
Wolfe notes in his book Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology, settler colonialism 
is an ongoing enterprise that seeks to permanently establish a political order through the elimination of 
Indigenous rights. In Canada “settler” is often used interchangeably with “non-Indigenous,” and 
sometimes even “white,” but within the context of settler colonialism it refers to any individual who has 
settled on Indigenous lands and benefited from the colonial project.  For the purposes of this dissertation 
“settler” refers to all non-Indigenous peoples who reside on Turtle Island. The term is used with an 
understanding that settlers are a diverse group, and that, while “settler” denotes privilege, numerous 
power structures exist within settler society — including but not limited to race, culture, gender, sexuality, 
and socioeconomic status — that qualify and complicate settler privilege. Many women who post as part 
of movements such as “YesAllWomen” have had their privilege limited; however they are still 
beneficiaries of settler colonialism.
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attempting to destroy our relationality by making it difficult to form sustainable, strong 

relationships with each other. (np “Not Murdered and Not Missing”) 

While many settler women posting as part of the #YesAllWomen movement seek to challenge 

gender-based violence, few participants explicitly acknowledge the relationships between 

colonization and violence against Indigenous women, or address their own privilege as 

beneficiaries. This failure undermines the #YesAllWomen movement by suggesting that the 

experiences of some victims/survivors of gender-based violence are more worthy of attention 

and action than others. Furthermore, it obscures the fact that even victims and survivors of 

gender-based violence can be complicit in the systems that make violence possible, as is the case 

with colonial violence. 

 Both solidarity and criticism are important ways that #YesAllWomen and the missing and 

murdered Indigenous women movements interact, and both are compatible with what Marie-

Claire Belleau has called “strategic intersectionality,” or the ability to work on similar goals 

based on certain forms of shared oppression. While Belleau discusses relationships between 

Quebecois feminists and feminists in the rest of Canada, her framework also applies to the 

#YesAllWomen and ##MMIW movements, which have many similar goals that are often 

grounded in different contexts. In forming strategic intersections, Belleau argues against 

“eternalizing … differences (essentialism) [or] erasing them (universalism),” but rather 

advocates for a method of critically understanding “these differences as inscribed in specific 

cultural practices, political settings, and institutional frameworks” (52). Allowing differences and 

similarities to co-exist can allow for partnerships to form. She also argues that  
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strategic thinking does not imply that a consensus on goals will necessarily be reached. 

Distinct strategies are unavoidable, as well as political and ideological disagreements 

about which tactics to adopt in different settings. Yet such conflict may lead to imagining 

and deploying even more creative and original intersectional strategies because of the 

struggles and coalitions they will compel. (59) 

 The strategic intersectionality between #YesAllWomen and #MMIW does not erase differences 

and conflicts between the two, just as differences and conflicts do not erase shared goals and 

experiences. For example, #MMIW’s critique of colonialism has the potential to benefit other 

women struggling against violence. Colonization not only fosters epidemic levels of violence 

against Indigenous women, it also creates conditions for the victimization of all women by 

prioritizing capitalist accumulation as the primary vehicle for social capital (and male social 

capital in particular). This fosters male entitlement and positions women as a form of capitalist 

currency. Indigenous and settler women experience this colonization differently, and settler 

women also receive some privileges from ongoing colonization, such as access to Indigenous 

lands. However, all women have the potential to benefit from an end to capitalist, colonial 

violence. This complicated, oppositional, and generative nature of #YesAllWomen and 

#MMIW’s shared goals exemplifies both the challenge and the potential of strategic 

intersectionality.  

 The Twitter movements around missing and murdered Indigenous women have sought to 

address decolonization by engaging settler audiences and Indigenous resurgence by 

strengthening Indigenous communities. Along with the #MMIW hashtag, others have also been 

used, including #AmINext? and its spinoff movement, #ImNotNext. Unlike #YesAllWomen, 
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#AmINext? is primarily a visual campaign, which features portraits of Indigenous women 

holding signs with the question. Many of the women pose dressed in traditional regalia, with 

their faces painted, or with objects such as knitted blankets and eagle feathers, explicitly aligning 

their bodies with Indigenous cultural histories. The mobilization of women’s bodies and 

traditional cultural materials — each of which has been targeted directly as a site of colonial 

violence — is significant as an act of reclamation and resurgence (see Chapter 2). As Theresa 

O’Keefe argues, “Bodies are gendered, racialised, classed, dichotomised and marked as normal/

abnormal or abled/disabled. The body is very much a contextualised product of the relationship 

between capitalism, patriarchy, racism, colonialism and other systems of oppression” (3). 

Indigenous feminist scholars Andrea Smith and Luana Ross contend that this is particularly true 

for Indigenous women, because Indigenous bodies, much like Indigenous lands and 

communities, are often locations of colonization. They assert that “the history of colonization of 

Native people is interrelated with colonizers’ assaults upon Indian bodies. It is through the 

constant assaults upon our bodies that colonizers have attempted to eradicate our sense of Indian 

identity” (np). Many of the pictures posted as part of the #AmINext? and #ImNotNext 

movements explicitly and implicitly tie Indigenous bodies (and specifically Indigenous women’s 

bodies) to Indigenous cultures, reminding viewers that violence against one is deeply connected 

to violence against the other. By displaying their bodies and their Indigeneity, participants in 

these movements evoke presence; they show that they are still here and still Indigenous despite 

attempts to eradicate both lives and cultures. This can be seen as both a resurgent and resistant 

intervention; the photographs actively oppose colonial erasure and attack, and they engage with 

Indigenous cultures in ways that honour nations’ continued strength and resilience. 
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  The question “Am I Next?” is also an important intervention. It suggests that the 

violence is so rampant that all Indigenous women are at risk, regardless of other factors. 

Presenting violence in this way counteracts narratives that seek to place blame for violence 

against Indigenous women on supposed “risk factors” like addiction, poverty, and prostitution, or 

that seek to imagine such violence — as Prime Minister Stephen Harper did in August of 2014 

— a series of isolated “crime[s]” and not a “sociological phenomenon” (Boutilier np). By 

suggesting that any Indigenous woman could be next regardless of her age, location, profession, 

or socioeconomic status, the hashtag asserts that violence against Indigenous women is 

sociological and that it is intimately tied to colonialism. Indigenous women are not at fault for 

the violence that they face, and therefore they cannot prevent themselves from being next by 

changing behaviour. In order for the violence to stop, colonial behaviours and beliefs need to be 

addressed through social and political change. 

 #AmINext? postings typically have a dual focus; they speak outward to address settlers 

and inward to address Indigenous communities. Posts challenge the colonial imperative to erase, 

silence, and dehumanize Indigenous women, while building community among participants 

through shared experiences and goals. The formation of these bonds diminishes the 

fragmentation of relations discussed by Simpson. @smhoule — who identifies herself as 

Shannon M Houle, a “Proud Cree & Dene Woman” — tweeted as part of the movement on 

September 6. Her tweet features a solemn self-portrait in which she is holding a hand-written 

sign that reads: “I’m someone’s mother, sister, daughter, grandmother, cousin, friend, wife… I’m 

someone. AM I NEXT? We matter. We’re iyinwak (human) #MMIW.” Her picture refuses the 

anonymity and dehumanization of statistics by forcing the audience to see her and to bear 
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witness to her humanity; the image and text enforce her visceral presence. Her words ground her 

within a kinship system, and her use of  “iyinwak” suggests that she is speaking to an Indigenous 

community that will understand the Cree word. At the same time, her inclusion of the translation 

“(human)” reaches out to a settler audience that has been conditioned to deny Indigenous 

women’s humanity. And with the declaration, “I’m someone… We matter,” Houle asserts her 

individuality, autonomy, and identity, while fostering solidarity and community. The “We” here, 

once again, reaches across the public/private divide in the service of forming community.  

 Although #AmINext? was predominantly a Twitter movement, it involved other forms of 

digital media as well. A group of Indigenous students from Bonar Law Memorial High School in 

Rexton, New Brunswick, created and tweeted a video set to the song “500 Stars” by Mohawk 

singer and actress Cheri Maracle. The video showcases 39 portraits of students and faculty with 

signs that read “Am I Next?” Many of the signs also contain other pieces of information about 

the girl or woman holding them, such as “mother,” “friend,” “track star,” “jingle dancer,” and 

“almost a graduate.” Each individual image reveals the complex identities of the person holding 

the sign. The images humanize Indigenous women, placing them within kinship systems and 

communities, highlighting skills and dreams, and addressing social concerns. They also take 

ownership of Indigenous identities and images by challenging the racist and sexist images that 

have traditionally characterized Western portrayals of Indigenous peoples.  

 As Indigenous writer and activist Sarah Hunt argues, “The dehumanization of Indigenous 

people through sexualized stereotypes has been central to the colonial project, as these portrayals 

have been used to justify violence against us” (np). Drawing on interviews with Kirsten 

Lindquist and ErinMarie Konsmo, who are members of the Native Youth Sexual Health 
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Network, Rachel Giese notes that Indigenous women are largely absent from archives and 

records, and are often reduced to stereotypes such as “the sexy Pocahontas or the at-risk 

victim” (np). Lindquist argues that digital technology is a powerful tool for countering these 

narratives and recording the experiences of Indigenous girls and women, telling Giese that 

“Social media is facilitating the recording of our perspectives on what it means to be a self-

identified indigenous woman at this particular moment” (np). The images in the Bonar Law 

Memorial High School video epitomize such self-identification by providing both a counter-

narrative and an archive; they depict women and girls in school, on sports fields, and with 

friends, celebrating achievements, relationships, and cultures. The video shows it is these women 

and girls — not faceless, nameless Indian Princesses — who are affected by colonial violence.   

 While #AmINext? succeeded in raising awareness, some Indigenous women felt that it 

portrayed them as passive victims instead of as survivors and agents of change. As a result, the 

spinoff movement #ImNotNext was born. #ImNotNext explicitly suggests that relying on settlers 

and the Canadian government to resolve violence against Indigenous women is doomed to 

failure, advocating instead for cultural resurgence, individual agency, and political action 

grounded in Indigenous nationhood. In particular, the movement highlights the abilities of 

Indigenous women to overcome violence and to stand up for themselves, each other, and their 

communities. “Harper doesn’t care about our indigenous women. Colonialism is rape culture. I 

will not ask if I’m next. #fighter,” tweeted @Sar_Rain on September 11, 2014, along with a 

picture of her holding a sign in front of the lower part of her face that read “#IMNOTNEXT 

Raped twice. Sexually abused as a child. Yet I fight victimhood.” “I am more comfortable with 

#ImNotNext. I will not be a vulnerable victim. I will be an empowered Native woman taking a 
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stand,” tweeted @xobless, a 22-year-old Dene woman from Northern Alberta, on September 9, 

2014. 

 While many #ImNotNext tweets are critical of #AmINext?, the dialogue between the two 

movements was, by and large, supportive. When asked about the criticism of #AmINext?, 

movement founder Holly Jarrett stated that she was encouraged by the dialogue, saying that “As 

long as we’re talking about it, that’s way further than we were last year” (qtd. in Thomson). Hunt 

noted the importance of both movements, arguing that “The impact of both campaigns lies in the 

fact that they have been initiated by Indigenous women, and are examples of self-determined 

approaches to resisting violence” (np). Hunt’s comments illustrate how disagreement and 

solidarity can co-exist within and between movements and communities; conflict does not 

necessarily mean a loss of unity or purpose. Rather, disagreement can be a catalyst to deeper 

discussion that fosters new forms of engagement. 

 Reading feminist Twitter activities as movements and tweets as performative 

autobiography allows cultural critics and audiences to engage with voices we might otherwise 

neglect, and to think critically about the changing nature of social movements and artistic 

expression. As with other digital mediums, Twitter offers new opportunities and new challenges: 

it creates space for multiple expressions of identity to co-exist (at times in fragmented forms); it 

collapses temporal schemes, challenging the need for linearity and causality while foregrounding 

affect, which does not necessarily adhere to teleology; and it enables individuals who may face 

barriers to other forms of publication and discursive participation to employ their knowledges 

and voices in ways that make sense to them. At the same time, Twitter also inevitably excludes 

some potential participants and audience members who lack digital access or digital literacies; it 
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exposes participants to potential co-option, consumption, and other forms of aggression; and it 

potentially undermines sustained social bonding with its speed and impermanence. 

  Twitter-based feminist movements can teach us a great deal about Millennial feminist 

engagement, self-expression, and solidarity. They show us that despite declarations that 

“feminism is dead,” feminism is flourishing — although perhaps in different forms and mediums 

— and that contemporary feminist dialogue is a space of multiple, intersecting identities and 

movements that support, challenge, and provoke one another. Like the Aboriginal Youth Writing 

Challenge and Another Slice, movements such as #YesAllWomen and #AmINext? highlight the 

importance of experiential and community knowledges in youth-generated online content. These 

knowledges are used to challenge dominant narratives, to assert self, to build relationships, and 

to educate the broader public by encouraging audience members to witness, interact, and 

respond. Finally, feminist movements on Twitter complicate binaries between youth and adult, 

blur geographical borders, and highlight the important place of intersectionality in youth 

identities and youth movements. They demonstrate the power of mobilizing any voices coming 

together to challenge injustice, build community, and pursue individual and collective rights.  
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Chapter 5: Finding Common Ground: The Lessons of Youth Cultural Production 

 This dissertation is guided by a belief that young people’s stories are important, powerful, 

and transformative. These stories, which are told in a variety of ways, have the ability to assert 

identity, speak back to injustices, build communities, and re-imagine spaces and systems. Despite 

their generative power, they are routinely overlooked as a result of longstanding beliefs about 

both young people and cultural production. Academic and social discourses often position youth 

as passive recipients — instead of as active creators — of knowledge and culture. Similarly, 

digital cultural materials are often framed as informal and amateur, and therefore unworthy of the 

same critical attention as artistic materials that have gone through the regulatory and review 

processes associated with cultural and academic industries. As such, reading youth-generated 

online cultural content demands new critical frameworks. It challenges dominant discourses and 

methodologies in literary studies, youth studies, the digital humanities, and the social sciences, 

and it invites us to think critically about what knowledges are privileged in the academy and 

beyond. 

  “Emerging Voices: Reading Canadian Youth Online” seeks to highlight the complexity of 

youth identities and to illuminate the challenges and possibilities associated with digital cultural 

production. In order to do this, I have focused on three very different communities and adopted a 

series of interdisciplinary methodologies that are attuned to their unique contexts. Literary 

studies — which encourages a close attention to form, content, and context — provides the 

foundation for this work; it prioritizes individual voices, thus avoiding the tendency to 

homogenize and oversimplify, and it allows for an open form of research that is guided by the 

voices of youth. Instead of approaching youth with what I have identified as the most significant 
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issues, I have turned to the stories they have chosen to tell to see what is most important to them. 

Close engagement with these stories informs what other tools and disciplines I employ. Each 

case study has necessitated a different set of intersectional and active interdisciplinary 

approaches, which have drawn from gender studies, media studies, Indigenous studies, 

sociology, and poverty studies. This array of methods is testament to the scope of youth voice 

and artistic approach. My hope is that, in addition to expanding the field of literary studies by 

encouraging critical engagement with young writers, this dissertation also extends and 

strengthens intersecting fields by showing how literary studies can deepen knowledge and 

complement other forms of qualitative and quantitative research. 

 My first case study on the Historica-Dominion Institute’s Our Story: Aboriginal Youth 

Writing Challenge focuses on the ways that young Indigenous writers participate in and advocate 

for Indigenous cultural and political resurgence. I examine three stories — “Fight” by Julie-Dean 

Chartrand, “The Hiatsk” by Trevor Jang, and “The Might of Oneness” by Maynan Robinson — 

which all call on Indigenous cultural histories, traditional pedagogies (such as storytelling, 

ceremony, and guidance from Elders), and kinship bonds in order to confront problems 

associated with colonialism, including social disenfranchisement, residential school trauma, and 

racism. Our Story was chosen as the first case study because the content is recognizable and 

accessible to audiences who are more familiar with traditionally published literary formats, and 

because the site challenges common assumptions about both the form of digital writing and the 

power and authenticity of youth voice. While many scholars tend to think of reading and writing 



!131

in the digital realm as new and different , the Our Story program — which solicits, vets, edits 24

and publishes short stories online — highlights how digital publication can readily re-create the 

structures and hierarchies of print-based publication, and proves that youth writing in digital 

formats can be reliant on traditional modes of storytelling. Our Story is thus consistent with the 

2009 Nielsen Report on teen media usage, which argues that “teens are unique, but they are not 

as bizarre and outlying as some might presume [… They] embrace new media not at the cost of 

traditional media, but in supplement to it” (1). 

 Our Story also highlights young people’s abilities to negotiate social and political systems 

through artistic intervention. The three stories — which demand critical awareness of the effects 

of historical and ongoing colonization — offer theoretical tools for working through the 

challenge of Indigenous resurgence in contemporary Canada while acting as examples of 

resurgence in action. The Historica-Dominion Institute, which has a mandate to “build active and 

informed citizens through a greater knowledge and appreciation of the history, heritage, and 

stories of Canada” (“About” Historica-Dominion), privileges Canadian citizenship for 

Indigenous peoples over tribal identification, and leaves little room for Indigenous cultural and 

political sovereignty. Despite the nationalist tenor of Historica-Dominion’s institutional 

framework, Chartrand, Jang, and Robinson write from decidedly Indigenous perspectives and 

convey strategies for Indigenous cultural and political continuance in resistance to ongoing 

 This belief is evident in popular and scholarly discussions of “new”, “multi”, and “digital” literacies, 24

which suggest that reading and writing have been changed drastically by digital technology. Examples 
can be found in texts by such scholars as Heather Urbanski (Writing and the Digital Generation: Essays 
on New Media Rhetoric), Colin Lankshear and Michele Knobel (A New Literacy Sampler, Digital 
Literacies: Concepts, Policies and Practices), and the New London Group (“A Pedagogy of 
Multiliteracies”). While all of these scholars have recognized the diversity of digital literacies, their work 
has also popularized the idea that reading and writing in the digital realm is new and different. 
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colonialism. Chartrand explores how Indigenous knowledges can be employed to confront 

racism; Jang highlights the power and adaptability of ceremony and mentorship; and Robinson 

reveals how kinship connections can help to heal trauma. These stories are testaments to the 

strength of Indigenous cultures and knowledges, and to the versatility of young storytellers. The 

three young authors exemplify a form of adaptable continuity that exists in a great deal of youth 

writing; they are carrying forward traditions that are meaningful to them and adapting those 

traditions to address contemporary challenges using current technologies. 

 My analysis of Our Story demonstrates that scholars should be wary of assuming a binary 

between “new” (or digital) and “traditional” (or published) forms of artistic creation and 

dissemination, and of presuming that digital spaces are somehow equal or radically democratic. 

In reality, “new” and “traditional” practices are in constant conversation, and inequities continue 

to govern digital spaces. These inequities do not affect users uniformly, and sites like Our Story 

remind us that it is important to be mindful of the individual contexts that inform users’ abilities 

to engage and create online. However, my analysis also reveals that youth are, to quote danah 

boyd, “resilient and creative in repurposing technology to fulfill their desires and goals” (212); 

they are capable to employing their unique knowledges and skills to challenge systems and 

structures online, even when faced with power imbalances.  

 My second case study departs from more traditional modalities in order to engage with 

multimedia. Following my analysis of Our Story with an examination of Another Slice — a 

website produced by street-entrenched youth at Directions Youth Services in Vancouver, B.C.’s 

Downtown Eastside — allows me to compare two different youth-focused writing programs. 

While Our Story exemplifies the ways in which traditional writing and publishing practices can be 
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maintained in the digital realm, Another Slice highlights some of the ways that digital technology 

can support drastic shifts in both production and dissemination. Unlike Our Story, Another Slice 

does not vet, edit, or otherwise regulate content, and content producers are able to produce 

traditional texts or multimedia, and engage in individual or collaborative creation as they see fit. 

While Our Story suggests that many youth are comfortable telling their stories in traditional 

formats, my interviews with young content producers at Directions reveal that young people 

appreciate the opportunity to utilize their “new” or “multi” literacies by mixing different artistic 

elements. The content producers with whom I spoke argued that the interactivity, fluidity, and 

accessibility of digital media are crucial to the way they see themselves as artists, and some even 

claimed they would not publish any other way .  25

 Another Slice blends video, audio, textual, and behavioural elements to create a unified 

work that tells an ongoing story about Vancouver youth who are, or have been, entrenched in street 

life in different ways. As with other digital narratives, Another Slice “cannot be transferred into the 

print medium without significant loss. It depends on the computer as a sustaining 

environment” (Ryan “Multivariant Narratives”). As Geoffrey Rockwell and Andrew Mactavish 

argue, the unity among seemingly disparate pieces that we see in Slice is common for multimedia 

art, because “multimedia work is not just a random collection of different media gathered 

somewhere on the system.” Rather, it is “the result of deliberate artistic imagination aimed at 

producing a work that has artistic unity, which is another way of saying… [that it is] intended by 

[its] creator to be experienced as a whole” (ch 10). The diversity of Another Slice’s content and 

artistic approaches speaks to the diversity of the authors and artists, and to the complexity of the 

 See interviews on page 72-75 of this dissertation25
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subject matter. The site is not simply a platform for showcasing work; it is a tool for collaborating 

and providing feedback among content generators, and a space for building and extending the 

community at Directions and in the Downtown Eastside. While the non-linear nature of multimedia 

can make artistic projects seem disjointed to readers who are accustomed to cultural materials that 

have been produced and disseminated in traditional linear ways, I argue that Another Slice 

demonstrates the capacity of websites to illuminate exciting new artistic practices and to change the 

way we conceive of production, dissemination, authorship, and reading. 

 In addition to challenging traditional, linear, textual narratives and exemplifying the 

power of collaborative creation, the content on Another Slice intervenes significantly in 

longstanding discourses surrounding homelessness. The young content creators challenge the 

frameworks of silence and stigma that have come to characterize discussions of homelessness 

and poverty. During interviews, youth informed me that telling their stories was important to 

their survival, which they were not defining in a limited way as the bare capacity to stay alive; 

rather, when speaking of survival they were referring to the capacity to persevere as autonomous 

individuals and as a community within systemic conditions that regularly deny their personhood. 

Their artistic works challenge these systems by positioning their experiential knowledge as 

worthy of the same respect as scholarly knowledge, by reconfiguring the Downtown Eastside 

from a stigmatized space to a space of community, and by asserting the ongoing creative agency 

of street-entrenched youth who tend to be socially defined solely by their homelessness. 

Ultimately, the youth argue that the site serves as proof to “people who are not in [the Downtown 

Eastside] community that we’re not just homeless street kids. We do have some skills and we can 

contribute to society” (Trinity, Interview with J. Hardwick, Aug. 23, 2012). 
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 My final site of analysis is the #YesAllWomen and missing and murdered Indigenous 

women (#MMIW) Twitter movements, which both respond to gender-based violence. I argue 

that many tweets within these movements constitute a condensed form of performative 

autobiography that invites audience member to witness and engage. Using autobiography theory, 

I seek to highlight how these 140 character vignettes “personalize and humanize categories of 

people whose experiences are frequently unseen and unheard” (Whitlock 13) by making victims 

and survivors of gender based violence more visible. Tweets like Jessismiles_’s often-retweeted 

“#YesAllWomen because even a taped confession admitting to raping me wasn’t enough to put 

him in jail” shift between public and private, taking individual experiences into the realm of the 

collective in order to call attention to the scope and impact of misogyny and violence. Like other 

forms of autobiography, these tweets use personal experience to “generate a demanding and 

haunting force that is able to pierce the skin and trouble a sense of self. On these occasions, 

[they] can summon [their] witnesses to feel that their lives and privileges are enmeshed in others 

and that interdependencies and responsibilities follow from this” (Whitlock 74). Applying 

autobiography and performance theory to Twitter provides a new set of tools for understanding 

how tweets represent and construct identities, and these methodologies highlight Twitter’s 

capacity to provoke social change. Additionally, reading tweets as condensed autobiographies 

reconceptualizes life-writing as something that is ongoing, non-linear, and inclusive of the 

multiple, intersecting aspects of individuals’ identities. 

 My analysis of the #YesAllWomen and #MMIW movements is positioned as the final case 

study because it provides nuance to the findings of the preceding chapters. Feminist Twitter 

movements problematize binaries between “youth” and “adult,” and challenge the idea that youth 
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cultural content is easily discernible from adult production. Furthermore, engaging with tweets as 

cultural content expands traditional methods of categorization often used in cultural criticism. While 

this dissertation endeavours to engage with digital content produced by youth in Canada, Chapter 

Four demonstrates the limitations of geographical and national boundaries in relation to online 

cultural content. Online feminist Twitter movements highlight the difficulty of determining the 

physical locations from which online content originates, the ages of the producers, and the contexts 

of such content’s creation. These movements also show that young people do not necessarily form 

communities and undertake artistic or activist projects according to age, geography, or any other 

characteristics commonly used to categorize content. Through digital media, Canadian youth have 

access to people and information from around the world, and they form bonds and engage in 

strategic partnerships across many boundaries in order to pursue their goals and interests. Age and 

location are not particularly important factors within either #YesAllWomen or the missing and 

murdered Indigenous women movements; personal experience with misogyny and gender-based 

violence connects the content and communities, and as a result my analysis focuses on these 

elements. My critical approach in this chapter, therefore, complicates and expands on the methods 

of categorization seen in previous chapters. 

 Online feminist Twitter movements make it clear that youth can use technology to build 

expansive and diverse communities, but they also suggest that these communities can be tenuous, 

complicated, and difficult to maintain. For example, yes, all women may face misogyny, but they do 

not all face it in the same way or to the same degree; Indigenous women, for example, struggle 

against misogyny within the specific context of colonial violence imposed by settler Canadian 

society. As a result, the #YesAllWomen and missing and murdered Indigenous women movements 
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have an uneasy relationship at times; solidarity (“1 in 3 Indigenous women will be raped in her 

lifetime, in my family it’s 2 in 3 and in other families its 3 in 3. #MMIW 

#YesAllWomen” [@arielsmithfilm May 25, 2014]) and criticism (“So many against misogyny with 

#yesallwomen but cont[inue] to support dehumanization of native women. When theres hundreds of 

#MMIW” [sic] [@xodanix3 May 25, 2014]) are both present in the interactions. While it can be 

tempting to read tensions and critiques as problematic or toxic, they are an important element of 

third wave feminist discourse, which often works on the principle of strategic intersectionality 

(defined as the ability of different groups to work together based on shared forms of oppression). 

Marie-Claire Belleau notes that conflict is often a part of this process, arguing that  

strategic thinking does not imply that a consensus on goals will necessarily be reached. 

Distinct strategies are unavoidable, as well as political and ideological disagreements… Yet 

such conflict may lead to imagining and deploying even more creative and original 

intersectional strategies because of the struggles and coalitions they will compel. (59) 

 The #YesAllWomen and missing and murdered Indigenous women Twitter movements prove that, 

despite declarations that “feminism is dead,” feminism is in fact flourishing online and that 

contemporary feminist dialogue involves multiple identities, communities, and movements that 

support, challenge, and interact with one another in unique ways.  

 The chapters of this dissertation build on one another in order to highlight the diversity of 

youth identities, communities, and forms of cultural expression. My case studies show that literary 

analysis is most attuned to both form and content when it is emboldened by other disciplines and 

methodologies, and they demonstrate that close engagement with stories can make meaningful 

interventions in how we understand broad social issues such as de/colonization, poverty, and 
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gender-based violence. Engaging with youth-generated cultural content requires an interdisciplinary 

approach, both because of the unique contexts that influence youth voice and because of the new 

methods and technologies that many communities of young people are employing to tell their 

stories. In order to adapt close reading strategies to intertext, multimedia, and other new formats, 

literary critics need to be willing to expand our skill sets. 

  

Integrating “New” Knowledges and Expanding Critical Frameworks 

 I began this dissertation with a simple argument: youth cultural production is worthy of 

critical attention and analysis. While this argument is not complicated, it requires that scholars 

rethink dominant narratives about youth, technology, and cultural production in order to make 

room for different ways of knowing and expressing. Academic discourses often designate youth 

as passive recipients of knowledge and culture. This can be seen in literary studies, where youth 

are positioned as consumers; in the digital humanities and technology studies, where youth are 

seen as potential victims of technology’s corrupting power; and in youth studies and education, 

where youth are viewed as incomplete and in-process . As discussed in the introduction of this 26

dissertation, all of these frameworks position young people as affected rather than effective: 

youth are seen as vulnerable to information and their environments, and they are deemed to 

 Scholars such as Brownen Low and Michael Hoechsmann (Reading Youth Writing: New Literacies, 26

Cultural Studies and Education), Divya C. McMillin (Mediated Identities: Youth, Agency and 
Globalization), and danah boyd (It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens) acknowledge 
and engage with the complexities of youth cultures and the different forms of agency youth retain over 
their lives and their creative works. However, even these texts are written with the purpose of providing 
adults with tools to educate or care for youth, thereby tacitly reaffirming the idea that young people are 
primarily the recipients of knowledge. This dissertation works to expand on the important work done by 
these scholars by acknowledging youth complexity and agency, and then looking for ways to engage with 
youth instead of looking for ways to care for them.
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require guidance, education, and protection in order to reach maturation and enter adulthood. 

These approaches often result in a dismissal of youth-generated cultural content. Writing and art 

are seen as tools for educating or building resilience; when youth engage in artistic creation they 

are, to quote John Broughton, “simply doing or making something” or participating in “informal 

creative activities “ (249), not partaking in legitimate forms of cultural production. As such, 

youth content is often is accepted as “good” when its form and content suggests learning and 

understanding, not when it innovates. 

 Young people’s creative interventions are further silenced by longstanding practices of 

privileging cultural content that has been sanctioned by academic and cultural institutions (such 

as universities and museums), publishing houses, peer-reviewed journals, and other regulatory 

bodies that youth rarely have the financial and social capital to access. In The Cult of the 

Amateur: How Today’s Internet is Killing Our Culture, Andrew Keen voices an often-repeated 

concern about the impact of what Giovanni Boccia Artieri and Laura Gemini have called and 

“the networked amateur.” Recalling T.H. Huxley’s scenario of infinite monkeys on infinite 

typewriters, Keen laments: 

What happens, you may ask, when ignorance meets egoism meets bad taste meets mob 

rule? 

The monkeys take over. Say good-bye to today’s experts and cultural gatekeepers — our 

reporters, news anchors, editors, music companies, and Hollywood movie studios. In 

today’s cult of the amateur, the monkeys are running the show. (9) 

While Keen’s views are undoubtedly hyperbolic, his book exemplifies a common concern about 

the moral and cultural implications of unfiltered and unvetted cultural production.  
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 The scholarly community has been similarly skeptical about “amateur” media. Scholars 

have typically been hesitant to recognize self-publishing, experiential knowledge, or other 

“informal” or “amateur” forms of production and dissemination, unless they pertain to authors 

already sanctified by regulatory processes and bodies. As Pete Rorabaugh notes in his article 

“Twitter Theory and the Public Scholar,” 

What we call knowledge now has shifted more than a few feet because of sites like 

Wikipedia, Flickr, and Twitter. At first, academics expressed a deep suspicion for 

dynamic, collaborative knowledge production 1) because it threatened our place as 

knowledge “specialists” and 2) because it made the process of learning outside of formal 

education so much easier. Who would we be if our specific knowledge was not valuable 

(read: publishable/commodified) and if our process of conveying the knowledge (read: 

teaching) was rendered unimportant? (np) 

It serves the interests of academic communities (and publishing, media, and arts communities as 

well) to maintain hierarchies of knowledge and knowledge production because it ensures that our 

expertise remains lucrative and in demand. As Philip Altbach argues in The Knowledge Context: 

Comparative Perspectives on the Distribution of Knowledge, “The fact that the universities hold 

something close to a monopoly on the validation of knowledge gives them enormous 

power” (78). By labeling experiential, digital, and collaborative knowledges “unreliable” or 

“amateur” (never mind calling creators “monkeys”), scholars and critics imply that knowledge 
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and cultural production that has been sanctioned has greater worth. This excludes many groups 

who struggle for access — not just youth . 27

 However, there are other reasons to be suspicious of informal modes of knowledge 

sharing and wary of experiential knowledges; personal experience does not always reflect reality, 

and without regulation or intervention beliefs, ideologies, and experiences posing as knowledge 

can be used to silence inequities and maintain the status quo. Treating experience (or “anecdotal 

evidence,” as it is often called in scholarly communities) and facts as synonymous, or treating all 

forms of knowledge equally, risks allowing dominant discourses to overtake important truths. 

For every #YesAllWomen movement that seeks to give voice to marginalized knowledges and 

experiences, there is a movement such as the Men’s Rights Movement, which uses men’s 

experiential knowledges as evidence that feminism disadvantages, discriminates against, and 

oppresses men. While the Men’s Rights Movement may be grounded in the honest experiences 

of men who have been disadvantaged by systems that seek to support women, it denies other 

experiences and overlooks longstanding and well-documented research about gender-based 

inequity, violence, and discrimination. Such uses of experiential are an important reminder that, 

while experiential knowledges can be a tool for challenging common narratives, they can also be 

  Scholars and activists have struggled for decades to expand higher education’s canon of art and 27

knowledge in order to make room for marginalized and forgotten perspectives. Feminist, Gender, Queer, 
(dis)Ability, Post/Colonial, Transnational, Critical Race, Indigenous, Ecocritical, Marxist, and 
Globalization Studies are examples of fields that have emerged in order to address absent and silenced 
stories, methodologies, and knowledges. As these fields have developed, scholars have engaged in 
ongoing dialogue and debate in order to develop critical methodologies that acknowledge histories of 
repression, examine new voices with both rigour and respect, and apply knowledge in ways that can make 
meaningful social, political, economic, and cultural interventions. Each of these movements has faced 
resistance, and all are ongoing. 
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used to maintain and support dominant power structures. For this reason, they must be 

approached carefully. 

 The line between too little and too much gatekeeping is not always clear, and both carry 

the risk of further engraining inequities and silencing important voices. Engaging with youth-

generated digital cultural content reminds us that looking beyond traditional, institutionally 

sanctioned means of cultural production can be fruitful. However, it also reminds us that this 

work must be guided by a keen awareness of the ways that bias and ideology can be embedded in 

cultural materials, both on and offline. Acknowledging the merit of collaborative or experiential 

knowledges does not mean that we do not also require rigorous checks and balances. For this 

reason, I advocate throughout this dissertation for acknowledging new storytellers, employing 

new methodologies, and recognizing new systems of knowledge in addition to — not in lieu of 

— more traditional methodologies. For example, the content from Another Slice suggests that 

community and identity are important aspects of health and happiness for homeless and street-

entrenched youth, and that Downtown Eastside can be a site of support, comfort, and safety. 

However, this acknowledgement is accompanied by an awareness of the fact that the content 

reflects the experiences of certain youth within a specific place, time, and community. Similarly, 

these young people’s experiential knowledges are understood most fully with contextual 

awareness of youth poverty and homelessness, and for this reason I incorporate into my work 

numerous studies on health, poverty, and social services in the Downtown Eastside.  

 This dissertation explores youth knowledge and creativity, but it also examines the 

different ways that young people make use of digital technology in order to facilitate and 

disseminate their work. As mentioned in the Introduction, the discourses surrounding youth and 
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technology have typically been polemical. Digital technology has alternately been lauded as 

utopian or vilified as apocalyptic, and youth have been located as both leaders and victims of the 

new digital age. I argue that discourses which position youth solely as victims of technology fail 

to acknowledge young people’s agency. As Kathryn Montgomery and Barbara Gottlieb-Robles 

argue,  

Much of the public debate over the internet and youth has been dominated by concern 

about the darker side of online behaviour… This public obsession over internet harms has 

spawned a spectrum of protective software and technologies including filtering and 

blocking services, as well as labeling and rating systems, all aimed at shielding children 

and youth from harmful online content. (132) 

On the other end of the spectrum, discourses which uniformly celebrate young people’s 

technological knowledge fail to account for discrepancies in skills and access. Scholars like Don 

Trapscott, John Palfrey, Marc Prensky, and Urs Glasser have championed the story of “digital 

natives” and “generation net,” implying that youth have a unique and nearly innate 

understanding of technology that has provided a foundation for new values and behaviours — a 

propensity for collaboration, a belief in inclusivity, and an investment in globalization are 

commonly cited, for example — that will change politics, commerce, culture, education, and 
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society . Both of these narratives assume homogeneity among youth and fail to account for the 28

different ways that young people approach technology. 

 By focusing on technology as an agent of change and homogenizing or overlooking 

communities of users, scholars and pundits miss the opportunity to understand what actually 

informs technology use — human behaviour. This dissertation seeks to show that, while 

technology can enable action and creation thereby altering beliefs and behaviours, it does so only 

through human intervention. Certain individuals and groups (of all ages) work to learn about and 

develop technologies (digital and otherwise) so that they can use them to their own ends. In this 

way, technology both informs and is informed by youth (and other) cultures. The relationship 

between technology and youth is not a simple one-way flow of information, but a series of 

complex, continuous, and mutually affecting interactions. “Emerging Voices” has sought to 

nuance the dialogue about youth and technology by critically engaging with digital cultural 

content produced by diverse communities of young people.  

 Examining digital content, digital communities, and digital behaviours brings with it a 

host of methodological possibilities and challenges. Since beginning my studies in this field 

during my MA six years ago, every site and movement I have examined has changed — Our 

Story: Aboriginal Writing Challenge became Our Story: Aboriginal Arts & Stories and has 

 Don Tapscott’s Growing Up Digital and Grown Up Digital are perhaps the best examples of this 28

narrative. In Grown Up Digital, Tapscott argues that “Net Geners are smarter, quicker, and more tolerant 
of diversity than their predecessors […] With their reflexes tuned to speed and freedom, these empowered 
young people are beginning to transform every institution of modern life” (6). Marc Prensky’s famous 
2001 article “Digital Natives and Digital Immigrants” popularized the term and the idea that Digital 
Natives “think and process fundamentally differently than their predecessors” (1). Glasser and Prensky 
have expanded this Prensky’s theorization, arguing that Digital Natives are “connected to one another by 
a common culture” (2) and that they “have every chance of propelling society further forward in myriad 
ways” towards a “digital revolution” (7).
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shifted judging strategies and created a category for visual art; Echoksr and other Another Slice 

content creators have updated and edited works that are included in Chapter Three; and the 

#YesAllWomen and #MMIW movements have continued to expand and evolve on Twitter. 

Literary studies typically focuses on static and stable texts, which enables certain forms of 

cultural criticism. Scholars have traditionally been able to engage in prolonged analysis of a text 

and then publish their findings to an audience that has access to that text unchanged. The pace 

and impermanence of digital media demands a different approach. I have had to accept that my 

analysis, much like the texts themselves, can be neither complete nor entirely stable. This creates 

challenges for scholarly writing and publishing, which require a great deal of time and often take 

several years. However, it also allows for a dynamic form of scholarship that encourages 

ongoing relationships with communities and texts. 

 As Ruth Page and Bronwen Thomas argue in New Narratives: Stories and Storytelling in 

the Digital Age, “The development of new narrative forms continues to expand as fast as 

technological innovation, and faster than can be documented by scholars and reviewers” (3). In 

order to keep up with these changes the scholarly community will need to think about new 

modes of scholarly dissemination, which address both the speed and process of contemporary 

cultural production. We will need to make room for scholarship that is an ongoing process, and 

find ways to begin dialogues and share research findings without the extensive delays associated 

with peer-review and academic publishing. Conferences, digital publishing, blogging, and other 

venues have begun to address this need, and I have benefited from each of these platforms at 

various stages of my work. While dissertations require a finished project (usually in the form of a 

textual object), I consider mine a continuous work in-progress, and I have been pleased to see 
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scholars like Cathy Davidson, Jesse Stommel, and Gregory Donovan engage in conversation 

about ways to make space for new dissertation formats that meet the needs of digital 

scholarship . 29

 In addition to challenging and expanding scholarly timelines and frameworks, the study 

of digital culture also challenges scholarly vocabulary. Those who study digital materials and 

cultures have struggled to find terminology that adequately and succinctly describes the objects 

of study and the methodologies employed. It is clear, as Page and Thomas have argued, that there 

is a need “to move beyond fixed categories and boundaries [in order] to respond to the ever-

shifting and evolving practices and affordances facilitated by new technologies” (7). However, 

this need must be balanced with the need to be specific about what and who we are talking about. 

The shifting boundaries of terminology can be both problematic and generative; there is a danger 

that “minor differences in terminological nuance continue to perpetuate a sense of divide, even 

where the object being scrutinized is similar” (Page and Thomas 7), but there is also room for 

greater creativity and debate.  

 Examples of such perils and possibilities appear throughout this dissertation. I have 

struggled to find appropriate terminology that clearly defines the communities and materials with 

which I engage while doing justice to their fluidity and complexity. This is of particular 

importance because much of this dissertation speaks against the use of labels and terms that 

promote generalizations. In order to balance the simultaneous need for fluidity and specificity, I 

have sought to redefine terms depending on the materials and communities with which I am 

 See Jesse Stommel’s “Dissertations, Theses and Other Pedagogical Monstrosities,” Cathy Davidson’s 29

panel and blog posts on “What is a Dissertation? New Models, Methods, Media” and the #remixthisdiss 
Twitter discussions.
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engaging. I have referred to the cultural material I analyze as “content,” “stories,” “texts,” and 

“multimedia”; I have defined and redefined “youth”; and I have described the young people 

whose work I examine as “writers,” “artists,” “content creators” and “storytellers.” I have also 

struggled to find a vocabulary for my own methodology. I have characterized my approach as a 

form of interdisciplinary literary studies, but it could also fall under other categories. Indeed, 

similar methodologies have been employed in cultural studies, sociology, gender studies, and 

other fields. The terms I have used are not always as specific as I would like, but it is my hope 

that they encourage an awareness of the fact that we have not, as Lev Manovich argues, “yet 

developed a language to describe these strange new [digital] objects” (qtd in Page and Thomas 8) 

or to delineate our processes for engaging with them.  

What’s Next?: Stories, Community, and Scholarship 

 This dissertation begins and ends with community. It was conceived out my relationships 

with young writers and artists in my hometown, and it has been informed and enriched by 

communities of youth, educators, community practitioners, and scholars both online and offline. 

I have worked to write with these communities in mind at all times and to be vigilantly aware of 

the ethical obligations I have to the knowledges and lived experiences of the young authors 

whose works I study. As George Wood and Juan Judikis point out in their book Conversations on 

Community Theory, communities can take many forms and be defined many ways. Traditionally, 

communities have been associated with physical places such as towns, educational institutions, 

or places of worship, but in recent years our understanding has expanded and changed. Wood and 

Judikis note that community has been defined as a process of social structure and cultural 
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behaviour, a set of common ideas and beliefs, a system of shared decision-making, and a sense of 

belonging (9-11). All of these elements, and others — such as common goals and shared 

experiences — can be seen in the communities upon which this dissertation focuses.  

 My intent has been to show how different systems of relationality, both in the digital and 

non-digital realms, can interact with, inform, and encourage artistic creation and dissemination 

for young people, and that these processes both nurture and create community. While the 

communities studied in this dissertation are vastly different — at times intersecting, challenging, 

and contradicting one another — they are all built around stories. These stories are how 

community members come to know each other, to communicate, and to find commonality. They 

are how shared experiences and values are found and shared goals are articulated. As such, 

another definition of community emerges from this dissertation: community as a collection of 

interacting and mutually interdependent stories. Digital media has been crucial to providing 

opportunities for storytelling and community-building, particularly for groups whose access to 

public dissemination has been historically restricted. While literary scholars have always 

acknowledged that readers and audience member engage with and interpret cultural materials, 

this process has occurred predominantly in private contexts without direct dialogue or 

communication. Digital media has facilitated a new form of storytelling that allows for re-telling 

and re-writing, interaction and change. Like oral traditions, this form of storytelling demands a 

relationship between the storyteller and the audience, even if it is temporary. These digital stories 

are, much like communities, a process rather than a product. 

 Community is not only a theoretic point of interest in this dissertation; it is an important 

scholarly tool and a methodological approach. Community has served as a way to acknowledge 
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the shared contexts, goals, and stories of groups of youth while remaining attentive to 

discrepancies. As a concept, community is specific enough to avoid the generalizations that have 

often characterized discussions of young people, and it is comprehensive enough to allow for 

commonalities and broad connections between individuals and groups. Additionally, community 

is a useful conceptual framework for speaking about interaction, including solidarity and 

conflict, among young people and those with whom they chose to align themselves. Unlike many 

other ways of categorizing people, communities are malleable and the product of self- and 

group-identification rather than categorical rules or guidelines. This is important to youth 

identities and youth cultural production, particularly in the digital age. As seen throughout this 

dissertation, youth do not form bonds or pursue projects based on any single factor; their 

influences are multiple and changing. Community is one of the few concepts that is able to 

encompass the complex ways that young people engage with those around them. It is my hope 

that this dissertation sheds light on the dynamic ways that communities take shape and organize 

in order to address issues that are important to them. I also hope that it highlights the central role 

that stories play in forming and maintaining communities, and in coming to understand them. 

 Just as the study of digital cultures and youth can shift scholarly practice, so can 

community-focused scholarship. Ideally, engagement with communities should be mutually 

beneficial for the researcher and the communities that are the subject of scholarly attention. In 

order to ensure this, researchers need to avoid causing harm through extractive practices that use 

intellectual and creative property for scholarly gain. As noted in Chapter 4, such practices are 

unfortunately common, particularly when the communities involved are marginalized. Larisa 

Kingston Mann notes, for example, that many women and girls of colour who post online have 
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faced “moments when they saw their words recontextualized in ways that countered their goals 

of writing in the first place, or of moments when exposure to a wider audience — including that 

of academics — led to harassment, gaslighting, insults, or demands for further intellectual labor 

to serve others’ needs” (295).  The dangers described by Kingston Mann are exacerbated in the 

digital realm because online materials are commonly believed to be “public” and therefore 

useable in scholarship, journalism, and other forms of media. However, as this dissertation has 

shown, there are varying levels of “public.” A youth publishing a story as part of Our Story, for 

example, likely expects publicity in a way that a youth posting to Twitter may not. While both 

sites are digital and public, one was started with the expectation of a wide audience, while the 

other is often used for more private conversations. As I have written this dissertation, I have 

worked hard to be mindful of these differences and to approach communities and their stories 

according to their particular contexts. 

 To avoid the unethical and extractive use of stories, relationships are essential. Typically 

these relationships occur face to face, but they can also occur online. Dorothy Kim, for example, 

argues that Twitter should be treated much like a conversation, and that if you are going to use 

someone’s words you should “introduce yourself and ask politely if you can join in the 

discussion because you are very interested in x and y topic. Also, make sure you know what the 

conversation has actually been about before just jumping in. Be informed, be polite, and 

listen” (np). Building relationships (online or in person) takes time, effort, and resources, and as 

a result it can be challenging to sustain them in a scholarly system that privileges productivity 

and publishing over the development and maintenance of social bonds. While mutually 

beneficial community-focused scholarship has been my goal, there have been numerous barriers; 
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factors such as securing ethics approval to meet with young people, travel, and the deadlines 

associated with publishing and program completion led me to interview only one community of 

youth — those involved in Another Slice. Additionally, the communities I have engaged with 

have evolved, changed, and moved, and because of the nature of digital content, some 

community members are entirely inaccessible or unknown. As a result, I have had to make 

difficult choices about whether to use stories (including multimedia and tweets) without authorial 

consent, and I continue to re-evaluate these decisions on an ongoing basis as my research 

material is made public through conference presentations, academic journal articles, and other 

venues. These factors can be challenging, but I consider my relationships, much like the texts 

and the scholarship, a work in progress. 

 Ultimately this dissertation calls attention to shifting boundaries in the scholarly, literary, 

and creative worlds. It suggests a need to re-think the ways we engage with knowledge and 

cultural content, and it seeks to nuance understandings of young people and technology. The 

world is changing quickly and the scholarly world needs to change with it. In order to do so, we 

need to continue think beyond traditional scholarship, which as Sean Michael Morris and Jesse 

Stommel point out, has typically been “private and gradual, deliberate and uninterrupted by the 

memes and news of the day” (np). Instead, they argue for a form of scholarly engagement that is 

“concerned as much with the writer as her words, as much with the online as with the on-ground, 

as much with the person as with the tech, and as much with rigor as with imagination” (np). The 

form of collaborative, interdisciplinary, and community-focused scholarship described by Morris 

and Stommel — which has been growing steadily within and beyond the academy for years — is 

the foundation for this dissertation, and it speaks to the type of work I hope it inspires. 
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  It is not a coincidence that this form of scholarship is closely aligned with the creative 

work that young writers, artists, and content producers have been engaged in for over a decade. 

The youth whose voices appear in this dissertation model the kinds of creation, knowledge 

sharing, collaboration, and social engagement that scholars such as Stommel and Morris 

envision. Their stories and artistic processes highlight the generative power of embracing the 

new pace of digital technology, of making room for experimental and informal knowledges, of 

viewing the work we do as an extension of our identities and communities, and of allowing 

creation to be a process rather than a fixed product.
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Appendix B - Artwork Accompanying “Budget Comfort Inn”  30

 While the image title is spelled ‘budget Comfert Inn” the title of the poem is “Budget Comfort Inn30
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