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Introduction 

A feared an d seemingly ineradicable stereotype , the urban teen — 
pregnant, drug-addicted , violent , fatherless , welfar e dependent , poor , 
black, and uneducated—i s aliv e and wel l in the public' s mind . Th e oppo -
site side of this cliche is the somewhat rare though equall y reductive urba n 
teen who has risen up against the greatest of odds to become a  highly suc-
cessful entertainer , athlete , doctor, or lawyer. These contrasting images re-
side in our imagination , ou r dail y newspapers, weekly magazines, popula r 
books, and professional journals , and ar e accepted a s the totalit y of urban 
teenage experience. This book, however, is about neither of these stark im-
ages. I t i s neither abou t adolescent s who kil l for cash , smoke crack , roa m 
the streets, and wreak havoc on the world, nor about those who have over-
come tremendous adversit y to reach grea t height s o f success. Instead, thi s 
book i s abou t th e urba n poo r an d urba n working-clas s adolescents 1 w e 
rarely hear about—those wh o live under oppressiv e condition s yet do no t 
necessarily provide titillating stories for fiction writers or journalists. These 
teenagers do, however, offer u s critical insights into what it means to be an 
adolescent in the 1990s . This book is about the 95 to 98 percent of urban 
teens who are neither murderers nor superheroes, and are not typically fea-
tured on th e evening news. 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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Among the adolescents described in this book, some do eventually drop 
out o f school or become teenage parents , while others are honor student s 
or stars on the high school basketbal l team. All of them, however, are per-
severing, striving, trying to mak e the bes t o f their difficul t circumstances . 
They are not necessaril y invulnerable o r particularly remarkable—they ar e 
ordinary and courageous teenagers growing up in urban areas of America, 
and they have a  lot to tel l us. 

This boo k i s abou t th e everyda y courag e o f girl s lik e Eva , a n Africa n 
American girl , who says in her sophomore yea r in high school : 

I'm not like normal people. If you see a pencil—if you put this pencil on the 
table, you'll see a pencil and accept it. I'll go around and say, "Yeah, I see a 
pencil, but why is the pencil there and who put it there." Most people would 
just see a pencil: "So what? A pencil," like that. That's how I go about solv-
ing problems, too. You know, that's it. 

This boo k i s about th e storie s tha t urba n teen s tel l abou t themselve s an d 
about thei r relationships , beliefs, values, experiences, and lives . It i s abou t 
the mundan e a s well a s the exciting . I t i s about adoptin g Eva' s curiosit y 
about th e world an d investigating what i t is like to b e a  poor o r working -
class teenager growin g up in urban America in the 1990s . 

This boo k i s also about Sonia , a  Puerto Rica n girl , who reflect s a s fol -
lows in her junior year of high school : 

I feel I always have an image to put up because I think a lot of people have 
talked so bad about Spanish people. You know, that they get pregnant too 
soon, they're all on welfare .  . . and that's where I come in. It's like I don't 
want people to think that abou t me. 'Cause, you know, I am gonna make 
it far and I'm not gonna let anything stop me. 'Cause if I do, then I'd get , 
"Oh look , what we al l talked abou t was true." I' m gonn a g o to college . 
I'm gonn a have a career set for mysel f and then I'l l thin k about making a 
family. 

It is about th e oppression tha t ethni c minority youth fac e o n a  daily basis, 
the stereotype s tha t pervad e thei r lives , and thei r motivatio n an d persis -
tence to overcome suc h obstacles . 

But haven' t w e hear d enoug h abou t urba n teens ? Fro m Jonatha n 
Kozol's acclaimed Amazing Grace  to Alex Kodowitz's There  Are No  Chil-
dren Here,  ther e ha s bee n a n outpourin g o f journalistic account s o f th e 
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lives of urban childre n an d adolescents. 2 Michael Massing noted thi s phe-
nomenon recentl y in the New  Yorker. 

The inner city, a subject long neglected by journalists, is suddenly in vogue. 
So many writers, photographers, and documentary film makers are heading 
out to housing projects and street corners that it's a wonder they don't trip 
over one another. Their output from the last year alone would fill a small de-
pository.3 

These reports "fro m th e front" hav e documented th e trial s of growing u p 
poor i n desolate , devastated , urba n neighborhoods , an d o f being a n eth -
nic minority in a  racist, classist , and uncaring society . Such account s pow -
erfully revea l th e trauma s experience d b y urba n youth . However , b y fo -
cusing o n th e harrowin g an d th e shocking , the y commonl y ignor e o r 
downplay the regularity o f these teens ' daily lives. These account s are no t 
concerned wit h ho w urban poo r o r working-class adolescent s understan d 
their world s ove r time : how the y perceiv e themselves , thei r relationship s 
with parent s an d peers , their futures , thei r school , an d th e large r society , 
and ho w thes e perception s chang e o r sta y th e sam e a s the y g o throug h 
adolescence. The researc h upo n whic h thi s boo k i s based addresse s thes e 
gaps in our knowledge o f urban teenagers . I  sought t o learn about adoles-
cence by listening to urban youth spea k about thei r lives. 

As a  developmenta l psychologis t counselin g an d conductin g researc h 
with urban teenagers in the Boston and New York City public schools over 
the past eleven years, I have listened to hundreds of adolescents from  poo r 
or working-class families speak about thei r worlds. As I listened, it became 
clear tha t thei r perspective s canno t b e neatl y summarize d i n th e way s of -
fered b y eithe r journalist s o r academics . Adjective s o r categorie s lik e 
"hopeless," "optimistic, " "presen t oriented, " "violent, " o r "impulsive " 
simply do no t suffice . A s Eva suggests , the live s of urban teen s ar e intri -
cate, subtle, and rich, filled with contradictions, ambiguities, and continu -
ities. Their stories, like all of our stories, are messy and out of control, and , 
at the same time, carefully gauged , in control, passionate, and provocative. 
There ar e no definitiv e boundarie s within which thei r perspectives or sto -
ries neatly fit. I  als o bega n t o understand , whil e listenin g t o thes e teens , 
that they do no t spen d ever y waking minute confrontin g violence , drugs, 
teenage pregnancy , welfare , gangs , an d single-heade d households . Thei r 
lives are as complex and multilayered a s their views. Their bigges t concer n 
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on a  give n da y may  be , a s i t i s perhaps fo r thei r suburba n counterparts , 
whether the y will go to the prom, or whether thei r math tes t will be diffi -
cult. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, I  began to understand that , in 
contrast t o wha t man y developmenta l psychologist s hav e suggested , th e 
stories of urban adolescents are as important to our theories of adolescence 
as ar e th e storie s fro m thei r mostl y white , middle-class , suburba n peers . 
There ar e few studies, however, that elici t from urba n teen s their persona l 
worldviews, an d rarel y hav e researcher s examine d thei r perspective s ove r 
time. This boo k present s findings fro m a  three-year longitudina l researc h 
study of twenty-four urba n adolescent s from low-incom e families . Durin g 
this period , I  systematicall y investigate d ho w the y perceive d thei r world s 
over time—in thei r own words and on thei r own terms . 

More tha n a  decade afte r Caro l Gilliga n note d i n In  a  Different Voice 
that girl s and women ha d bee n exclude d fro m studie s o f human develop -
ment,4 social scientists are now beginning to take note that urban poor an d 
working-class an d ethnic-minorit y adolescent s hav e als o bee n exclude d 
from developmenta l studies . Almost 40 percent of all adolescents are fro m 
poor o r working-class families, 5 one-fift h liv e below the poverty line, 6 and 
the majorit y o f these poor o r working-class youth liv e in urban areas . It is 
clear from thes e numbers that the worldview of this population will have a 
significant impac t o n ou r collectiv e future . Ye t a s a  recen t articl e i n th e 
American Psychologist  noted: "Neithe r researc h no r theor y i n th e adoles -
cent field  ha s ha d muc h t o sa y abou t youn g peopl e growin g u p i n 
poverty."7 And th e editor s o f a  comprehensive boo k o n adolescen t devel -
opment remarked : "Perhap s th e mos t strikin g observatio n acros s al l th e 
chapters i n thi s volume i s the degre e t o which researc h o n norma l devel -
opment has been restricted to middle-class whites."8 Anthropologist Lind a 
Burton an d he r colleagues likewise deplore tha t " a systematic exploratio n 
of what constitute s norma l developmen t amon g inner-city , economicall y 
disadvantaged, ethnic/racia l minorit y teen s ha s yet t o appea r i n th e ado -
lescent development literature." 9 While interest in and research on adoles -
cent development bega n a t the beginning of the twentieth century , we are 
approaching th e new millennium wit h littl e understanding o f a  large por -
tion o f the adolescen t population . 

The research on urban adolescents over the past two decades has focused 
almost exclusivel y o n high-ris k behavio r suc h a s tee n pregnancy , schoo l 
dropouts, drug use , gangs, violent an d crimina l behavior , o r o n relate d is-
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sues suc h a s sexua l attitude s o r behavior s (e.g. , contraceptiv e us e o r fre -
quency of sexual activity). As with mos t o f the research o n ethnic-minorit y 
adolescents,10 the research examining urban adolescents has centered almos t 
exclusively on individual deviancy or social problems. Urban poor and work-
ing-class, and ethnic-minority adolescents have been and continue to be de-
scribed as "deprived, disadvantaged, deviant , disturbed, [and ] or dumb." 11 

Over the past decade, however, psychologists and educators have begun 
challenging thes e pathologica l representation s o f low-incom e popula -
tions,12 ethnic-minorit y childre n an d adolescents, 13 an d o f urba n adoles -
cents.14 Disputing th e negativ e image s o f black adolescents , Patrici a Bell -
Scott and Ronald L. Taylor point out that "the majority of black youth stay 
in school, avoid drugs, premature marriage , childbearing, are not involve d 
in crim e o r othe r form s o f self-destructive behavio r an d gro w u p t o lea d 
normal an d productiv e lives , i n spit e o f socia l an d economi c disadvan -
tages."15 A  simila r assertio n ca n b e mad e abou t urba n poo r o r working -
class youth . Th e statistic s repeatedl y indicat e tha t th e majorit y o f urba n 
adolescents ar e not  involve d i n high-ris k behavior . Nationwid e survey s 
compiled b y the Children' s Defens e Fun d indicat e tha t approximatel y 7 0 
percent o f twenty t o twenty-five-year-old s fro m poo r familie s (o f variou s 
ethnicities) graduat e fro m hig h school. 16 This percentag e i s much highe r 
than wha t man y imagin e afte r readin g th e man y newspape r article s o n 
urban dropouts . The percentage o f those who are poor an d who drop ou t 
of school i s almost exactly the sam e as the percentage o f poor adolescent s 
who g o on t o college : in 1987 , it was 27.7 percen t an d 27. 6 percent , re -
spectively.17 Yet we hear much abou t the former an d littl e about th e latter . 
If we do hea r abou t th e latter , they are described a s the exceptions to th e 
norm—the dropout s are never given such descriptions. These surveys also 
indicate that fewer than 20 percent of white, black, o r Latino adolescents 18 

under the age of eighteen report using marijuana (whit e females report th e 
highest and black females repor t the lowest percentage o f use); fewe r tha n 
5 percen t o f white, black , o r Latino yout h repor t usin g cocain e (Latino s 
report th e highes t an d black s repor t th e lowes t percentag e o f use) ; fewe r 
than 30 percent of white, black, or Latinos report using alcohol (whites re-
port th e highes t an d blacks , particularly blac k females , repor t th e lowes t 
percentage o f use) ; an d fewe r tha n 3  percen t o f white , black , or  Latino 
adolescents reporte d "serious " alcoho l us e (fiv e o r mor e drink s pe r occa -
sion o n five  o r mor e day s i n th e pas t month). 19 Furthermore , th e 199 0 
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national birthrat e statistic s for fifteen-  t o seventeen-year-ol d girl s indicat e 
that twenty-thre e i n on e thousan d whites , eighty-fou r i n on e thousan d 
blacks, an d sixty-fiv e i n on e thousan d Hispanic s gav e birth. 20 I n othe r 
words, for ever y thousand girl s in thi s age group , 977 white , 916 blacks , 
and 935 Hispanics did not  become adolescen t mothers . And yet the expe-
riences of those nine ou t ofte n girl s are not reflecte d i n the developmen -
tal research. High-risk behaviors, furthermore, frequentl y overlap : an illicit 
drug use r i s more likel y to dro p ou t o f school tha n he r o r hi s non-usin g 
peers, just a s a young mothe r i s more likel y to dro p ou t o f school tha n a 
girl who doe s no t ge t pregnant. 21 Thes e percentage s an d th e overla p be -
tween the m sugges t tha t fa r fewe r tha n hal f of the entir e inner-cit y poo r 
and working-class, or black, Hispanic, or white adolescent population, ar e 
actively involved in high-risk behavior. 22 I n focusing almos t exclusivel y o n 
high-risk behavior, then, social scientists neglect the lives of over half of the 
adolescent population . Whil e th e researc h o n high-ris k behavio r i s un -
doubtedly important, there is a dearth of research on normative issues such 
as parent and peer relationships among urban youth—including those who 
are and those who are not involved in high risk behaviors.23 If we are truly 
interested in understanding adolescents , improving their lives, and helping 
them gro w into productive an d health y adults , as the multitud e o f book s 
and article s on teenager s sugges t we are , then we must no t onl y continu e 
to examine the lives of middle-class adolescents from th e suburbs bu t als o 
begin t o investigat e th e wide-ranging an d disparat e experience s o f ethni -
cally diverse, poor an d working-class urban youth . 

An additiona l limitatio n o f th e researc h o n urba n adolescents , an d i n 
fact o n al l adolescents , spring s from  th e dominan t methodolog y use d t o 
gather it . Researc h project s o n adolescent s hav e not , fo r th e mos t part , 
asked thei r participant s t o describ e thei r experience s i n thei r ow n words . 
There ha s bee n a n overrelianc e o n method s tha t impos e predetermine d 
definitions an d categories . True/fals e o r multiple-choic e questionnaire s 
are useful i n obtaining information a s to how well the respondents fit  into 
the categorie s se t up b y the scale ; they are of less use in exploring th e in -
tricacies an d subtletie s o f ho w individual s perceive , assig n valu e to , an d 
speak abou t differen t part s o f thei r lives . Renowne d developmenta l psy -
chologists Uri e Bronfenbrenne r an d Kur t Lewi n asser t tha t wha t matter s 
in development is not only what exists in "objective reality " (i.e. , concrete 
material an d environmenta l conditions) , but als o how the environmen t i s 
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perceived an d constructe d b y th e individual s i n tha t environment. 24 Al -
though researchers may presume to know how urban adolescent s perceive 
their worlds given the "objectiv e reality " (e.g. , a high crime, violence, and 
poverty rate) o r developmental phas e (i.e. , adolescence), our assumption s 
may no t reflec t ho w thi s realit y i s actuall y perceive d b y th e adolescent s 
themselves. Certai n assumption s abou t adolescent s an d "th e adolescen t 
experience" (e.g., the desire for separation from parents ) pervade both th e 
media and more academic representations o f them. Yet, for the mos t part , 
we hav e neglecte d t o chec k ou t man y o f thes e assumption s and , conse -
quently, continu e t o perpetuat e wha t ma y b e myth s abou t adolescent s 
rather than knowledge base d on thei r lived experiences. Listening to ado -
lescents provides a n essentia l window int o thei r experienc e an d allow s u s 
to buil d theorie s tha t ar e more reflectiv e o f their lives. Once we begin lis -
tening, ou r theorie s abou t adolescents—al l adolescents—wil l likel y b e 
challenged an d w e wil l b e force d t o revis e an d expan d wha t w e thin k w e 
know about them . 

Recognizing th e limitation s i n mor e quantitativ e approache s t o re -
search, anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists have recendy bee n 
listening t o adolescents , including thos e who ar e poor o r working class. 25 

These qualitativ e researcher s hav e gon e t o grea t length s t o avoi d overl y 
simplistic o r reductionis t portrait s o f th e adolescent s the y study . Never -
theless, like the mor e quantitativ e studies , the majorit y o f the qualitativ e 
studies on urba n poo r o r working-class adolescent s hav e concentrated ei -
ther primarily or exclusively on populations involved in high-risk behavio r 
or have focused o n only one or two components o f an adolescent's world . 
Furthermore, few have taken a  developmental approach. 26 Studies such as 
Anne Campbell's compelling exploration of gangs among adolescent girls, 
or Jay MacLeod's wonderfully descriptiv e account of two groups of work-
ing-class boys , provid e u s wit h much-neede d informatio n abou t th e 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of their participants and about the struc-
tural barriers that prevent them fro m reachin g thei r dreams.27 These stud -
ies, however , d o no t provid e u s with a n accoun t o f how adolescent s per -
ceive their worlds as they grow older , or o f the nature o f their intellectua l 
and emotional evolution . Listening to a  wide spectrum o f adolescent girl s 
and boys , as well as discerning ho w the y perceive a  wide variety o f topic s 
relevant t o thei r dail y live s (e.g. , themselves , thei r relationships , thei r 
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school, the large r society , etc.) ove r time, is critical for a  rich an d ful l un -
derstanding o f adolescence . 

In my  three-yea r longitudinal , qualitativ e stud y o f twenty-fou r urba n 
adolescents, I sought to explore their perspectives about many different as -
pects o f their lives , to revea l th e multifacete d natur e o f their lives , and t o 
add their diverse voices to the research literature on adolescents . My ques-
tions were threefold : (1 ) What ar e the variou s ways in which urba n ado -
lescents perceiv e thei r worlds ? (2 ) Ho w d o thei r perception s chang e a s 
they go through adolescence ? an d (3 ) Ho w d o thei r voices affect ou r un -
derstanding of adolescence as a critical phase in human development? I  was 
intent o n explorin g area s tha t hav e rarel y bee n examine d b y researcher s 
studying urban youth in particular, and human psychological developmen t 
in general . 

Bronfenbrenner's ide a of what constitute s one' s world (one' s "ecolog -
ical environment" ) include s no t onl y th e home , school , an d workplace , 
but als o th e large r societ y (th e "overarchin g institutiona l pattern s o f th e 
culture") i n which a  person lives. 281 have incorporated thi s definition int o 
my understanding o f what make s u p a n adolescent' s world . I  als o ow e a 
debt to Karsten Harries's interpretation o f Martin Heidegger's conceptio n 
of "world" : 

"World" cannot mean the totality of facts. Think rather what we mean when 
we speak of the "world of the baseball player." "World" here means not just 
bases and balls, ball parks and hotels, players and umpires .  . . but first of all 
a mode of existing, a way in which the baseball player relates to things and 
persons and to himself.29 

I aime d t o liste n t o urba n adolescents ' perception s o f how the y relat e t o 
themselves, to famil y members , t o peers , to importan t others , t o institu -
tions (such as school), and to the larger culture. I was less interested in the 
actual existenc e o f certai n condition s suc h a s urban violenc e o r povert y 
(which are the "totalit y of facts") a s I was in the adolescents' "mode of ex-
isting" or "way s of relating" within thes e structura l constraints . I  investi -
gated th e way s in which a  group o f adolescent s spea k abou t thei r values ; 
about what makes their lives worth living; about thei r futures; and , finally, 
about ho w they experience schoo l an d th e societ y a t large.301 did no t at -
tempt to produce separate findings with respect to each of these topics, but 
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rather t o detec t theme s tha t aros e whe n thes e adolescent s spok e abou t a 
range of their experiences . 

My research was driven by my desire to go beyond what Toni Morriso n 
has calle d "th e panorami c view" 31—the vie w put fort h b y the medi a an d 
social science research . I  wanted t o lear n mor e tha n wha t I  ha d see n an d 
been taught (e.g. , that living in the inner city is dangerous and depressing). 
I wante d t o liste n t o th e voice s an d hea r th e experience s o f adolescent s 
growing up in poor, urban area s so that I  might come to understand wha t 
their worlds "fee l lik e and what the y mean personally." 32 With thi s under -
standing, I  hope d I  woul d b e bette r equippe d t o hel p thes e teenager s 
thrive. 

The boo k i s organized int o eleve n chapters . Th e firs t chapter , divide d 
into tw o parts , presents th e theorie s tha t infor m m y study . The firs t par t 
focuses o n th e various philosophical , psychological , an d feminis t theorie s 
that have shaped both the research process and the outcomes of my study. 
The secon d par t o f the chapte r discusse s how thes e theorie s have create d 
a practice o f research. I t i s this practice o f research tha t I  have adopted i n 
my own work. The secon d chapte r provides detail s of the study : the teen s 
involved i n the study , the settin g o f the study , and th e data-analyti c tech -
niques use d t o detec t theme s i n thei r interviews . I n th e thir d chapter , I 
open th e discussion o f my findings wit h a  case study of Malcolm, an ado-
lescent boy . I devote a  full chapte r to Malcolm to establish and emphasiz e 
the individuality of the adolescents in the study before I  discuss, in the later 
chapters, th e commo n theme s hear d amon g them . I n th e followin g si x 
chapters, I  presen t commo n theme s tha t I  detecte d i n th e teens ' inter -
views. These theme s ar e no t alway s present acros s o r within thei r stories ; 
they surfaced i n some interviews and were notably absen t in others. Trac-
ing each theme and its absence led me to identify smalle r subthemes, trib-
utaries tha t furthe r complicate d th e overarchin g themes . Thes e theme s 
and subtheme s ar e discusse d a t lengt h i n thes e si x chapters . I n th e tent h 
chapter, I offer anothe r story of a life in progress. This case study is of Eva, 
an adolescen t girl . Once again , I  attempt t o underscor e th e singularit y o f 
the stories that the adolescents told me and my colleagues. In the epilogue, 
I discus s how th e theme s intersec t an d wha t question s the y rais e fo r ou r 
understanding o f urban adolescents , adolescence , an d mor e generall y fo r 
the field o f social science as a whole. 
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Before continuing , I  wan t briefl y t o not e wha t m y boo k wil l no t ad -
dress. It does not provide an overview of the growing body of research o n 
urban poor , working-class , o r ethnic-minorit y adolescent s o r an y othe r 
group o f adolescents . Numerou s book s an d researc h report s hav e bee n 
written ove r th e pas t decad e tha t hav e summarize d th e researc h finding s 
on thes e populations. 331 only make references t o previou s researc h whe n 
it relates directly to the themes that I  detected i n the interviews . Further -
more, my book does not present an overview of the cultural beliefs and at -
titudes amon g differen t ethni c groups excep t a s they relate to th e theme s 
detected i n the data . A problem wit h insertin g homogenizin g statement s 
about "Puert o Rica n families " o r "Africa n Americans " i s that suc h asser -
tions typicall y ignore the tremendous variations within ethnic and cultura l 
groups. The history , immigrant status , family structure , economic oppor -
tunities, political orientation , an d eve n individua l personalitie s within th e 
family wil l likel y influence , fo r example , th e cultura l value s o f a  Puert o 
Rican family . Ye t th e curren t fashio n i n th e socia l science s i s t o presen t 
global, undifferentiate d statement s abou t "Hispani c families " o r "blac k 
families." I  wil l cautiousl y dra w o n suc h cultura l stereotypes , fo r tha t i s 
what they are, when I  believe they add insight to a  particular theme bein g 
discussed. In addition , due to the smal l number o f teens from  eac h ethni c 
group (e.g. , only two Irish American students) , I do not attemp t to locat e 
ethnic/race differences  i n th e interviews . Whil e ethnic/rac e difference s 
were rarely suggested , i t i s impossible t o determin e whethe r tha t wa s th e 
result o f smal l number s o r a  reflection o f broade r patterns . Also , I  focu s 
only o n th e adolescents'  perceptions. M y stud y i s no t a n ethnograph y o f 
urban adolescent life.34 It simply explores the narratives of a group of urban 
youth ove r time.  Finally , not al l topics discussed in the interviews ar e pre-
sented i n th e book . Whil e th e adolescent s spok e abou t thei r siblings , fo r 
example, these relationships are discussed only when they relate to the cen-
tral themes . Thi s boo k present s th e theme s tha t I  discerne d i n th e inter -
view data rathe r tha n al l the component s o f an adolescent' s lif e tha t ma y 
be important . Undoubtedly , th e reade r wil l note additiona l omission s o r 
topics that are not adequately addressed in this book. However, I  chose t o 
address those topics that seemed most pressing when the teens in the study 
spoke about thei r worlds. 
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Interpreting Narrative s 

AS I  RODE the subwa y eac h wee k t o th e schoo l durin g th e firs t 
year o f th e study , my  min d wa s fille d wit h question s abou t th e validity , 
motivation, an d limit s o f my  project . Wha t a m I  doin g studyin g urba n 
youth? Wh o a m I  t o stud y them ? Wha t ar e the y tellin g me ? Ho w wil l I 
represent thei r stories ? Wil l I  ge t i t "right, " an d wha t i s the truth ? Dur -
ing th e sam e time , I  wa s a  doctora l studen t i n psychology , passionatel y 
immersed i n th e academi c world s o f feminist , postmodernist , an d 
hermeneutic theory . Th e perspective s advance d i n thes e theories , loosel y 
representing wha t Pau l Rabino w an d Willia m Sulliva n ter m "th e inter -
pretive tur n i n th e socia l sciences," 1 allowed m e t o eventuall y answe r m y 
gnawing questions . The y offere d m e a  window o f clarit y i n th e mids t o f 
my confusion . Feminis t theor y an d postmoder n thought , i n particular , 
provided m e wit h way s t o mak e sens e o f m y researc h projec t tha t res -
onated with my own perspectives on th e world. They influenced no t onl y 
how I  conceived th e project , bu t als o how I  analyze d th e intervie w data , 
and ultimately , depicted th e teen s in thi s book . Fo r thi s reason , i t i s crit-
ical fo r m e t o describe , ove r th e nex t fe w pages , th e belief s hel d withi n 
this interpretive tur n tha t shape d bot h th e for m an d conten t o f my study. 
Laying ou t th e theoretica l framewor k o f my stud y i s essential fo r under -
standing th e teens ' storie s tha t follow . 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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Form 

Objectivity? 

Criticizing the objective idea l in the socia l sciences, Rabinow and Sulliva n 
write: 

There is no outside, detached standpoint from which to gather and present 
brute data . When we try to understand th e cultural world, we are dealing 
with interpretations , an d interpretation s o f interpretations . Culture—th e 
shared meanings, practices, and symbols that constitute the human world— 
does not present itself neutrally or with one voice, it is always multi-vocal. . . 
and both the observer and the observed are always enmeshed in it. . . . There 
is no privileged position, no absolute perspective, no final recounting.2 

Like al l other researchers , I  came into m y research o n urba n teen s with a 
set of expectations and beliefs—a history , a gender, a  race, a language, and 
a culture—that influenced ho w I understood an d interpreted thei r stories . 
My stance as a researcher could not have been objective becaus e I  was no t 
able to withdraw from m y own perspective. In contrast to the belief s char -
acteristic o f a  more positivisti c scientifi c tradition , th e belief s maintaine d 
within th e interpretiv e tur n asser t tha t realit y i s not fixed  an d canno t b e 
observed uninfluence d b y the observer. 3 

Beginning with Schleiermacher in the early nineteenth century , various 
philosophers an d psychologist s hav e pu t fort h theorie s makin g referenc e 
to a  "hermeneuti c circle. " This "hermeneuti c circle " center s o n th e ide a 
that "understandin g inevitabl y involves reference t o tha t whic h i s already 
known."4 M y study rest s on th e assumption , fo r bette r o r worse, that w e 
can never escape such a circle of interpretation. When we try to understan d 
a new phenomenon , w e ar e alway s coming int o i t with expectation s an d 
preconceptions. Furthermore , wha t w e alread y know , o r ou r pre-under -
standing, is itself not an unmediated knowledge of the empirical world bu t 
determined b y the traditions and symbolic codes within which we live and 
which shape our lives and ways of making sense of it. Once this dialectica l 
nature o f understanding ha s been recognized, the illusion of a  completel y 
detached stanc e a s a  researche r i s expose d a s such . Th e belie f i n a n ab -
solutely blank mind—a mind without any biases, prejudices, or pre-under -
standings—is a  powerful trop e o r figure  fo r scientifi c researc h bu t a n un -
tenable research tool . 
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One outcom e o f thi s questionin g o f objectivity i s that generalization s 
and universal s tha t surpas s th e boundarie s o f culture , time , an d regio n 
become suspect . As the feminis t psychologist s Caro l Gilligan , Ly n Mike l 
Brown, an d Anni e Roger s hav e pointe d out : "Ho w ca n se x [o r class , 
race, o r culture ] b e a  difference tha t make s n o difference?" 5 Experience , 
perception, o r way s o f speakin g canno t b e decontextualized , take n ou t 
of culture , time , an d place . T o discus s ho w a  perso n speak s abou t he r 
or hi s worl d mean s t o tak e int o accoun t an d understan d tha t thes e ex -
periences ar e intimatel y connecte d t o he r o r hi s specifi c locatio n i n th e 
world. 

One o f the problems in the existin g research literatur e o n various pop-
ulations of adolescents is that researchers frequentiy infe r or explicitly state 
that what they have discovered from thei r data is the "objective truth" an d 
that their findings can, therefore, be generalized to larger populations. The 
implicit an d explici t denial s b y researchers o f their lenses and biase s ofte n 
lead to distorted and misguided conclusions about the researched popula -
tion. A  strikin g exampl e o f suc h problemati c conclusion s i s th e "defici t 
model" of development use d b y many social scientists, which assume s de-
ficiency or pathology whe n a  particular populatio n i s different fro m wha t 
is typically a middle-class norm. 6 For example , ethnic-minority parent s ar e 
often blame d fo r no t instillin g i n thei r childre n th e "right " (i.e. , white , 
middle-class) educationa l values. 7 Thi s defici t belie f system , however , i s 
rarely mad e explici t i n th e actua l descriptio n o f th e research , an d conse -
quently th e finding s appea r "objective. " Employin g thi s stanc e o f objec -
tivity, social science researchers have been able to maintain that urban pop-
ulations are  deficient o r pathological becaus e these populations appear  de-
ficient o r pathologica l accordin g t o thes e unacknowledge d biases . Th e 
alternative hypothesi s ha s onl y recentl y begu n t o b e explored—namely , 
that researcher s hav e obtaine d certai n result s becaus e the y hav e worke d 
within a  deficit framework  rathe r tha n withi n a  culturally specifi c norma -
tive framework . 

Biases and Expectations:  What  Do  We  Do with  Them  ? 

Recognizing tha t researc h alway s reflects th e perspectives , ideals , and bi -
ases of the researcher s nee d no t lea d t o chao s o r nihilisti c indeterminacy . 
Biases allow researchers to maintain order and structure an d gain access to 
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meaning. In short , they allow us to avoid  chaos. Prejudices ar e commonl y 
perceived to inhibit truth-finding rathe r than to enhance it. 8 However, bi -
ases and prejudices ar e necessary for understanding. They allow us to tak e 
in and engage with the world.9 Biases offer a  perspective, and only through 
having a perspective can we see and possibly understand the vantage points 
of others. 

But what ar e the implication s o f such beliefs ? Sinc e we always have bi -
ases, and, in fact, need biase s to perceive different perspectives , what doe s 
this mean for researchers? I  believe , along with many feminist researchers , 
that researcher s should constand y evaluat e an d reevaluate thei r biases , as-
sumptions, an d expectations. 10 I t i s whe n prejudice s ar e no t reflecte d 
upon, an d a s far a s possible, acknowledge d i n researc h tha t on e i s likely 
to end u p with finding s tha t do no t accuratel y represent th e research par -
ticipants' view s o r perspectives. 11 Hans-Geor g Gadamer , holdin g simila r 
views, states : "Ever y textua l interpretatio n mus t begi n the n wit h th e in -
terpreter's reflectio n o n th e preconception s whic h resul t fro m th e 
'hermeneutical situation ' i n whic h h e find s himself . H e mus t legitimat e 
them, tha t is , look, fo r thei r origi n an d adequacy." 12 Instea d o f trying t o 
"forget" one' s biases , prejudices , o r expectations , on e shoul d engag e 
with an d challeng e suc h biase s an d assumption s an d determin e thei r va -
lidity an d limitations . I n orde r t o asses s th e "adequacy " o f one' s biases , 
it i s critical t o maintai n a n opennes s towar d th e views held b y the partic -
ipants. Such a n openness involves raising questions suc h as : Are the views 
held b y the interviewe e consisten t o r inconsisten t wit h m y expectations ? 
If the y ar e inconsistent , wha t ar e th e implication s fo r m y ow n precon -
ceptions o r understandings ? Gadame r warn s us : 

When we listen to someone or read a  text, we discriminate from our own 
standpoint, among the different possibl e meanings—namely, what we con-
sider possible—and we reject the remainder which seems to us unquestion-
ably absurd. .  . . We are naturally tempted to sacrifice, in the name of "im-
possibility," everything that we totally fail to integrate into our system of an-
ticipations. . . . [However] the essence of questioning is to lay bare and keep 
alert for possibilities.13 

For soun d an d meaningfu l interpretations , i t i s necessary fo r th e "open " 
reader to remain receptive to interpretations tha t a t first glanc e seem "im -
possible," "absurd, " o r unexpected . 
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In m y own research , I  attempte d t o remai n aler t t o th e unexpected . I 
took note when I  was quick to dismiss an element of an interview as unim-
portant, uninformative , o r "wrong, " o r when I  was confused b y an inter -
viewee's statement . I  sough t t o recognize , question , an d challeng e m y 
own expectations and assumptions . The purpose of such a process is, once 
again, not t o ri d mysel f of such expectation s o r pretend tha t the y ca n b e 
left behin d onc e the y have bee n acknowledged , bu t t o com e t o th e edg e 
of my own knowledge—to as k myself what di d I  know that , in fact , I  di d 
not know? What did I expect that did not appear in the interview? How fa r 
does the interview take me into territory tha t I  have not ye t charted ? 

Examples o f m y ow n biase s includ e thos e tha t ste m from my  experi -
ences of being a white, middle-class woman in the United States. These bi-
ases have led me to perceive the world a s one in which power differential s 
exist between men and women, white people and people of color, and rich 
and poor people ; in each case, the former ha s more power than th e latter . 
Because of these power differentials , I  believ e that white women struggl e 
more tha n whit e me n o n bot h a  professiona l an d persona l level ; tha t 
women of color struggle more than white women; and that poor or work-
ing-class people, especially those who are women o f color, have a  particu-
larly difficul t tim e survivin g i n th e worl d relativ e t o thos e wh o ar e mor e 
affluent. Nevertheless , a s I  listene d t o urba n poo r an d working-clas s 
teenagers speak about their lives and the ways in which they do and do no t 
struggle, I  realize d tha t m y vision o f the worl d di d no t includ e man y o f 
their views. Indeed, my understanding o f surviving was challenged b y var-
ious adolescents who had contrasting ideas of what i t means to "survive. " 
Some o f the adolescent s tol d m e the y do struggl e bu t i n ways in which I 
did no t expect ; other s state d tha t the y d o no t find  themselve s strugglin g 
either i n o r ou t o f school . Some di d no t eve n kno w why I  would expec t 
them t o b e "struggling. " M y expectation s tha t th e adolescent s i n thi s 
study, particularl y th e ethnic-minorit y adolescents , woul d spea k abou t 
struggling t o survive , abou t havin g t o mak e consciou s an d strenuou s ef -
forts to simply get through each day, were simplistic. Their lives were more 
varied than I  predicted—my biase s were not "adequate. " 

Throughout m y analyses, I reflected upo n m y expectations an d m y in-
terpretations. What was I not  hearing? What was I not takin g into consid -
eration as I made an interpretation? I  tried to maintain this reflective stanc e 
during m y analyses to kee p mysel f open t o wha t I  di d no t kno w o r wha t 
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my expectations prevented me from seeing . Having an awareness of and an 
openness t o "th e possibilit y tha t th e situatio n ma y no t fi t an y pattern o f 
understanding i n [my ] repertoire" 14 le d m e t o mor e perceptiv e researc h 
findings tha n woul d hav e resulte d i f I  ha d limite d m y understandin g t o 
those theorie s an d idea s that were familia r t o me . This process o f contin -
ual reflection , I  believe , enhance d my  abilit y t o understan d mor e full y 
those to whom I  was listening. 

Biases in Developmental  Psychology 

Although biase s based on one' s history , lived experiences, and present sit -
uation diffe r fro m researche r t o researcher , ther e ar e certai n biase s or as -
sumptions share d b y many in the field o f developmental psychology—th e 
field i n which I  have been trained. In my study, I responded t o three type s 
of "professional " biases : (1 ) towar d theor y testing ; (2 ) towar d universa l 
theories; an d (3 ) towar d specifi c theorie s o f adolescence . M y response s 
were, once again , influenced b y the values  maintained b y the interpretiv e 
turn tha t I  have been describing . Because these biase s were both incorpo -
rated int o my  stud y an d implicitl y an d explicitl y challenged , I  wil l elabo -
rate briefly thei r content . 

Theory Testin g 
The developmenta l theorie s o f Sigmund Freud , Jea n Piaget , Harr y Stac k 
Sullivan, John Bowlby , Mary Ainsworth , an d Eri k Erikso n for m th e ver y 
meaning o f "development " i n th e fiel d o f psychology. I t i s largely withi n 
these particula r theoretica l framework s o r severa l other s dependin g o n 
one's questio n o r populatio n o f interes t tha t researcher s ar e expecte d t o 
work whe n the y conduc t developmenta l research. 15 Developmenta l re -
searchers are expected b y others in the fiel d t o use a  preestablished devel -
opmental theory—a theory that has been validated as representing a "real" 
phenomenon i n development—t o fram e thei r researc h question s o r t o 
make sense of their data. To proceed without such a theoretical framewor k 
is frequently regarde d a s "unscientific, " "atheoretical, " o r "no t theoreti -
cally grounded. " 

While social scientists over the past thirty years have emphasized the im-
portance o f data-drive n o r grounde d theory—theor y tha t i s buil t upo n 
what i s perceived in the dat a rather than theor y tha t drive s the interpreta -
tion of the data—developmenta l psychologist s have typically continued t o 
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believe tha t th e onl y valid knowledg e i s knowledge generate d b y testin g 
theories. Ther e ha s bee n a  genera l neglec t o f "discover y research"—re -
search that aim s to discover rather than t o test , prove, or explain . I f one' s 
intention i s t o tes t a  specifi c theory , usin g a  particula r theor y t o fram e 
one's research is clearly the appropriate path to take. However, if one's in-
tention i s to listen for developmenta l patterns , especially among a  popula-
tion that has rarely been studied b y researchers, using a preestablished de -
velopmental theor y to examine one' s data does not mak e sense. 16 

Theory o r hypothesi s testin g hinder s researchers ' abilitie s t o perceiv e 
the unique experiences of those in their study and makes it harder for the m 
to see the complexities and contradictions in lived experience. A researcher 
may, in fact, become al l but blin d to such complexities by looking only fo r 
data that fit a theory rather than a  theory that fits the data. In a compelling 
and convincing critique of the social sciences, Albert Hirschman lashes out 
at the "the compulsive and mindless" theorizing. He emphasizes that con-
nections mus t com e fro m th e materia l itsel f and no t fro m a  presuppose d 
theory o f explanation : 

[I recommend] a little more reverence for life, a little less strait jacketing of 
the future, a little more allowance for the unexpected—and a  little less wish-
ful thinking.... I am of course not unaware that without models, paradigms, 
ideal types and similar abstractions we cannot eve n star t to think . Bu t the 
kinds of paradigms we search for, the way we put them together, and the am-
bitions we nurture for their powers—all this can make a great deal of differ-
ence.17 

While I sought, in my own study, to create theories from m y data, I do no t 
claim, following Hirschman, to begin my research from a n atheoretical po-
sition. Give n tha t my  position a s a researcher i s bound u p with th e theo -
ries of my particular field,  t o clai m suc h a  starting poin t woul d clearl y b e 
naive. However, instead o f deciding in advance which developmenta l the -
ory would b e mos t useful , I  adop t a  stance o f theoretica l openness . I  a m 
not lookin g fo r a n assumption-free discovery , nor a m I  rejecting th e use -
fulness of theory or hypothesis testing research; I am attempting to expand 
our theorie s t o includ e context-sensitiv e an d data-drive n model s o f ado -
lescent processes . 

Martin Heidegger , whos e wor k ha s gread y influence d an d provoke d 
much o f the curren t interes t i n the interpretive turn , writes: 



18 I  Interpretin g Narrative s 

[The hermeneutic circle] is not to be reduced to the level of a vicious circle 
or even a circle which is merely tolerated. In the circle is hidden a  positive 
possibility of the most primordial kind of knowing. To be sure, we genuinely 
take hold of this possibility when, in our interpretation, we have understood 
that our first, last, and constant task is never to allow our fore-having, fore-
sight, and fore-conceptions to be presented to us by fancies and popular con-
ceptions, but rather to make the scientific theme secure by working out these 
fore-structures in terms of the things themselves.18 

I interpre t Heidegge r a s warnin g agains t th e adherenc e t o a  theor y o r 
"popular conception " tha t i s out o f relationship wit h wha t o r whom on e 
is studying. My "constant task" as a developmental researcher is to base my 
theories on the data themselves as opposed to basing my understanding o f 
the dat a o n wha t I  hav e bee n tol d i s knowledge o r "valid " theory . Thi s 
phenomenological proces s will lead, I  believe , to a  deeper understandin g 
of th e experience s t o whic h I  a m listening—" a mos t primordia l kin d o f 
knowing." 

Universal Theorie s 
A second bia s found i n developmental psycholog y tha t I  tried t o resis t re-
lates to what Jean-Francois Lyotar d ha s called "metanarratives. " Lyotard , 
who has written extensively about postmodernism in literature and philos-
ophy, presents a critique of metanarratives which he defines a s attempts t o 
explain a  particular process by making reference t o a  "grand narrative " o r 
overarching theoretical framework (e.g. , Marxism or psychoanalysis).19 Ly-
otard claims that by relying on metanarratives, we tend to overlook the lo-
calized, shifting , an d contextualize d meanin g tha t i s present i n everyda y 
life. Accordin g t o Lyotard , ther e ar e onl y loca l base s o f understanding ; 
there is no grand scheme or narrative tha t can explain i t all . This rejectio n 
of metanarratives "refine s ou r sensitivit y to differences  an d reinforces ou r 
ability to tolerate the incommensurable."20 Lyotard calls for the aim of sci-
ence to b e not fo r consensus bu t for "instabilities " or for "differences." 21 

In my view, many developmental theories are similar to Lyotard's meta -
narratives. Developmental metanarratives , as I will call those developmen -
tal theorie s tha t presen t a  predominantly linear , universal , invariate , an d 
progressive mode l o f development, typicall y attempt t o explai n th e whys , 
hows, and whens of human development across the lifespan or across a pe-
riod within th e lifespan . The y creat e a  story o f development tha t trie s t o 
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explain at the "meta " level the stages or sequences of development. Thes e 
theories focu s o n describin g underlyin g structure s o r theme s i n develop -
ment tha t ar e purportedl y universal . B y definition , the y attemp t t o de -
scribe a developmental process that is decontextualized, take n ou t o f time 
and culture . Give n th e impac t o f contex t o n bot h developmen t an d ou r 
understanding o f it , th e us e o f these metatheorie s t o fram e developmen t 
for al l people i s problematic a t best . The metanarrative s o f developmenta l 
psychology inevitably claim more tha n the y actually provide. 

My questions , as I com e t o understan d thes e developmenta l metanar -
ratives, are: What i s left ou t o f or missing in these theories? What types o f 
experiences an d complexitie s ar e neglecte d o r obscured ? Wha t i s not ye t 
understood? Unlik e Lyotard , I  a m no t arguin g fo r th e rejectio n o f thes e 
metanarratives, fo r the y hav e clearl y detecte d importan t developmenta l 
processes. Rather, I seek to expand our capacity to conceptualize valid the-
ories and to determine goo d developmenta l research . 

Sandra Harding, a  feminist philosopher , tell s us: 

What we took to be humanly inclusive problematics, concepts, theories, ob-
jective methodologies, and transcendental truths are in fact far less than that. 
Indeed these products of thought bear the mark of their collective and indi-
vidual creators and the creators in turn have been distinctively marked as to 
gender, class, race and culture.22 

The metanarratives in developmental psychology cannot b e challenged o n 
the ground s tha t the y ar e "marked " b y such factor s a s gender, race , an d 
class; al l theorie s ar e marked . Instead , the y ca n b e conteste d o n th e 
grounds tha t no t onl y do they deny their marked status , but the y also in-
herently discourage "sensitivit y t o difference " i n development . Consider -
ing Gadamer's and Heidegger's suggestions that all interpretive efforts op -
erate withi n a  hermeneuti c circle , an d combinin g thei r idea s wit h Ly -
otard's an d Harding's , i t become s clea r tha t a n opennes s t o th e 
unexpected and the unfamiliar canno t be maintained i f one listens only for 
what i s expected theoretically . Ho w ca n on e hea r differences i f one's ear s 
are attuned onl y to tha t which is familiar o r seemingly universal ? 

In my own work, I have been acutely aware of the professional demand s 
to position my study within the rubric of a validated developmenta l meta -
narrative. Using such a  universal framework t o ground m y research, how-
ever, was at odds with th e purpos e o f my investigation. Ho w coul d I  pu t 
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the storie s of a  sample o f adolescents who hav e rarely been studie d int o a 
framework tha t had bee n develope d i n a  different contex t an d time? Why 
would I  use a theory that either bears no relationship to these adolescents ' 
realities, or specifically denie s their realities in its search fo r universals ? Al-
though existin g developmental theorie s are fundamental t o ou r very defi -
nitions o f development , an d d o successfully , a t times , identify wha t see m 
to be common experience s within and across certain groups , I resisted lis-
tening with onl y one ear . I  listened with bot h ears—th e on e familia r wit h 
existing "developmenta l metanarratives " and the othe r attentiv e t o some -
thing ne w an d unexpected . I  liste n wit h wha t Kierkegaar d i n th e nine -
teenth centur y called a  "passion fo r what i s possible." 

Theories o f Adolescenc e 
A third professional bia s that influenced m y study relates to particular the-
ories o f adolescence . Unlik e th e othe r tw o biases , however , I  engage d 
rather than resisted this prejudice. While there exists an abundance o f the-
oretical an d empirica l work o n adolescen t development , ther e ha s been a 
preference amon g socia l scientists , teachers , an d othe r professional s fo r 
specific theories of adolescence. Certain theorists have dominated the ado-
lescent scene for many decades (e.g., Erik Erikson, Peter Bios, Harry Stack 
Sullivan) o r ove r th e pas t decad e (e.g. , Caro l Gilligan , Rober t Selman) , 
and thei r idea s have profoundly affecte d th e ways we think abou t adoles -
cent development. The core beliefs of these theories are critical to spell out 
because they reside in our psyche and in the culture a t large; and they de-
termine, to a  great extent , what i s considered soun d an d accurat e dat a o n 
adolescents. 

One o f the mos t pervasiv e belief s abou t adolescent s initiall y propose d 
by psychoanalysts and neo-psychoanalysts that has been fiercely adhered t o 
since its introduction i s the idea that adolescent s are struggling t o find  a n 
identity.23 The aim of this struggle is to find a  sense of self that is stable and 
continuous—adolescents want to answer the question, "Who am I?"24 The 
identity struggl e o f adolescents , the topi c o f hundreds o f articles , novels, 
and movies , forms th e core of how we define adolescence . Closely related 
to thi s concep t o f identit y ar e th e concept s o f autonom y an d indepen -
dence. Adolescent s ar e strivin g fo r autonomy , freedom , an d indepen -
dence.25 Indeed , adolescenc e ha s becom e synonymou s wit h th e arduou s 
struggle fo r a n independent selfhoo d o r fo r a n autonomou s sens e o f self. 
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Adolescents ar e movin g awa y fro m thei r parent s emotionall y an d physi -
cally—"trying t o free  [themselves ] from  parent s wh o mad e an d partiall y 
determined [them]," 26—and ar e relying more o n thei r peers fo r guidanc e 
and support. 27 Thi s vision o f adolescenc e perceive s thi s perio d i n th e lif e 
span a s a  tim e o f searching , separating , an d distinguishin g onesel f fro m 
others. It is also a model that is primarily based on studie s of boys and has 
been criticized by numerous psychologist s as being a "male model" of de -
velopment.28 

Responding t o th e absenc e o f girl s an d wome n i n developmenta l re -
search, Caro l Gilliga n an d he r colleague s bega n t o investigat e th e experi -
ences of girls and women. Gilliga n an d he r colleagues found tha t girl s are 
struggling t o sta y connecte d t o themselve s an d t o other s durin g adoles -
cence. Adolescent girl s typicall y find  i t difficul t t o b e themselves—t o b e 
authentic—and t o be in relationships with others . The research of Gilligan 
and her colleagues indicates that adolescen t girl s often fee l the need t o si-
lence thei r real thoughts an d feeling s i n order t o b e cared fo r b y others.29 

Their work, alon g with simila r research o n girl s and th e researc h o n ado -
lescent boys, have reinforced th e widely held belief that adolescent girls are 
more relationship oriented and adolescent boys are more interested in sep-
aration, independence, and autonomy.30 For example, adolescent girls have 
intimate an d self-disclosin g friendships , wherea s adolescen t boy s hav e 
competitive relationship s wit h thei r mal e peer s tha t focu s o n sport s an d 
playing games. 31 Whil e thes e assertion s hav e frequend y bee n base d o n 
comparisons acros s studie s usin g entirel y differen t researc h methodolo -
gies,32 they ar e firmly  maintained an d repeate d frequentl y i n th e researc h 
and popular literature o n adolescents . 

These concept s an d belief s abou t adolescen t boy s an d girl s pervad e 
our understandin g o f what i t mean s t o b e a n adolescen t an d hav e signif -
icantly affecte d m y study . Whil e I  hav e attempte d t o generat e theor y 
from th e data , I  hav e neve r bee n theor y neutra l o r absent . I  hav e bee n 
responding to the theories I  have been taught . I  was struck b y and draw n 
to storie s in th e teens ' interview s tha t tel l a  different stor y fro m wha t w e 
have heard . Yet , I  was also pulled t o storie s tha t tel l a  similar story . And , 
as the reade r wil l hea r shortly , bot h type s o f stories ar e presen t i n th e in -
terviews. Whil e I  sough t t o deriv e data-drive n themes , thes e theme s ar e 
always implicitly an d explicitl y a  reaction t o ou r popula r theorie s o f ado-
lescence. 
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The Decentered  Experience 

Following feminist theory , I resisted framing m y project within the unitary 
truths implied in many developmental theories , and refrained fro m creat -
ing my own unitary and totalizing truths as I listened to and analyzed the 
interviews. I  tried t o avoid creatin g theorie s tha t exclud e o r do not con -
sider the fragmented, contradictory , ambiguou s natur e o f human experi -
ence. 

Recent feminist writers have emphasized the need to question and even 
break apar t notion s suc h as the unitary self . The "self," feminis t theorist s 
such as Linda Nicholson and Susan Suleiman have argued, is not a unified 
concept bu t ha s many conflictin g sides—side s tha t ar e a t time s incom -
mensurable and contradictory. Like the self, one's experience in the world 
also ha s many sides . Jan e Fla x encourage s u s to "tolerat e an d interpre t 
[such] ambivalence and multiplicity. If we do our work well, reality will ap-
pear eve n mor e unstable , comple x an d disorderly tha n i t doe s now." 33 I 
would add that developmenta l psychologist s would als o benefi t fro m em-
bracing a  psychology, espouse d b y many psychoanalysts , tha t recognize s 
the multipl e and contradictory ways in which the people we study experi -
ence their worlds, along with the numerous and conflicting ways we study 
and listen to people's experiences . 

A problem eviden t in much o f the research on urban adolescent s fro m 
low-income familie s i s that thes e adolescent s ar e often portraye d a s one-
dimensional an d static . The y ar e frequend y describe d b y researcher s a s 
"hopeless," "present-oriented," or having low or high self-esteem withou t 
any acknowledgment tha t these adjectives o r phrases may only be true for 
some o f these adolescent s par t o f the time . As suggested i n my study, an 
adolescent may be "hopeless" when speaking about the state of the world , 
but optimisti c whe n speakin g abou t he r or his own future; "presen t ori -
ented" whe n speakin g abou t a n abstrac t future , bu t "futur e oriented " 
when discussin g he r o r hi s own life ; havin g lo w self-estee m whe n dis -
cussing relationship s wit h friends  i n general , bu t having hig h self-estee m 
when speakin g about a  best friend . 

In th e present study , I  listened fo r the shifts an d conflicting aspect s of 
the adolescents ' perspective s o r worldviews . Th e "sens e o f sel f amon g 
these adolescents was not static but moving in many different direction s at 
once. I n my analyses, I aime d t o capture som e o f this movement . I , as a 
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reader, was also going in many different direction s and, therefore, I  note d 
in my analyses the various interpretations or experiences I had as I read the 
adolescents' interviews . 

Although my findings are centered on various themes that I  detected in 
the interviews, none of the themes I  discuss are neat and compact. For ex-
ample, one of the themes concerns the outspoken voices  of the girls in the 
study. What th e girls ' interviews als o suggest , however , i s that thes e out -
spoken voices  are only evident i n certain context s an d relationships . Rep -
resenting their voices as exclusively outspoken oversimplifie s an d thus dis-
torts their stories. In my analyses, I note the nuances within each theme so 
that thei r storie s d o no t ge t reduce d t o a  simple se t o f patterns. Further -
more, ther e was , a t times , a  lac k o f clarit y i n th e narrative s (min e an d 
theirs) and , therefore, my  discussions often reflec t thes e tensions: Was the 
theme really there? Was I only seeing i t because I  wanted t o se e it? When 
and why was it not there ? 

While I  argu e fo r heightene d awarenes s o f complexity , Susa n Bord o 
warns us , and I  concur, tha t ther e i s always a limit to thi s "dance " of am-
biguity.34 At some point , there ar e patterns i n the ways in which we expe-
rience or see our worlds, and these patterns may exist across or within spe-
cific class , race , gender , an d regiona l categories . Thes e pattern s ar e not , 
however, evidence o f a  unitary sel f or story , rathe r the y ar e evidence tha t 
experience i s always traversed b y consistency a s well a s inconsistency, am -
biguity as well as clarity. The focus o f my study is on capturing difference s 
as well as commonalities in the ways in which the adolescent s speak abou t 
their worlds over time. 

My Purpose,  Given  My  Form 

What doe s i t mea n t o adop t thes e "interpretiv e turn " belief s i n my  re -
search? What is the aim of such ambiguous, nuanced, and patterned inter -
pretations? I  do not seek to provide an "objective" or "subjective" accoun t 
of th e adolescents ' narratives , bu t rathe r on e tha t i s engage d an d con -
cerned—an accoun t tha t contextualize s thei r voices  an d min e withi n th e 
culture tha t we share and that separate s us. I aim to expand the repertoir e 
of possible descriptions of adolescents rather than to find the single "right " 
description for al l adolescents or for al l urban poor and working-class ado-
lescents. I want to offer my  perspective on some of the ways urban adoles -
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cents spea k abou t thei r worlds . To us e Richar d Rorty' s words , my inten -
tion i s t o continu e a  "conversatio n rathe r tha n [to ] discove r Truth." 35 I 
want to add to the ongoing discussion about what adolescents think abou t 
as thei r bodie s an d mind s underg o decisiv e change s an d thei r live s 
progress: What is important to them? How do they speak about their lives 
as they grow older? 

Practice 

The practic e o r methodology o f my research i s embedded i n the belief s I 
have just outlined, and more specifically, in the work of researchers such as 
Michelle Fine , Joyce Ladner , an d Caro l Gilligan , who hav e pu t thes e in -
sights associated with the interpretive tur n int o practice in their studies o f 
human lives. 36 Although no t al l of these researchers have examined the ex-
periences o f urban adolescent s i n particular , al l have bee n deepl y influen -
tial in the formulation o f my questions, my choice of methodology, and the 
general process o f my research. They have provided insigh t int o th e ways 
or methods of exploring and understanding the richness and complexity of 
life. 

Robert White , during th e 1950s , was one o f the firs t socia l science re-
searchers t o stres s th e importanc e o f studyin g live s i n progress . H e be -
lieved that personality is a constantly evolving system: Both the person an d 
the environmen t affec t eac h othe r an d underg o continuou s change. 37 

Tracking this change an d evolution i s critical, according to White, for un -
derstanding human development . Furthermore, he asserts that personalit y 
is inherently comple x an d tha t th e metho d use d fo r studyin g live s ough t 
to reflec t tha t complexity . H e chos e th e case-stud y approac h ove r surve y 
methods becaus e he believe d tha t throug h cas e studies the intricacies of a 
person's personality can bes t be revealed. 38 

More recently, Carol Gilligan has underscored the importance of study-
ing lives in progress, and has emphasized, in particular, the importance o f 
listening t o individuals speak about thei r lives. Gilligan and her colleague s 
at th e Harvar d Projec t o n Women' s Psycholog y an d Girls ' Developmen t 
have bee n a  primary sourc e o f inspiration an d guidanc e fo r thi s study . By 
paying clos e attentio n t o thei r empirica l studies , I  wa s abl e t o formulat e 
ways to address the gaps in our knowledge about urban adolescents . Gilli-
gan and her colleagues have spent almost two decades conducting research 
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on th e live s o f adolescen t girl s an d wome n and , lik e th e previousl y cite d 
studies, thei r approac h emphasize s th e importanc e o f live d experience . 
They also focus on coming into relationship with the girls they are studying 
rather tha n simpl y observing an d recordin g th e participants ' behavior s o r 
responses. Gilligan and he r colleagues perceive th e researc h process as in-
herently relational—the researcher is as much a part of the "findings" as the 
research participant. Consequendy, discussions of the relationship betwee n 
the researcher and the researched form a  significant part of their analyses. 

Through thei r method s o f analysis , they underscore th e complexit y o f 
development, the "nonlinear , nontransparent orchestration o f feelings an d 
thoughts."39 And in order to reveal such complexity, they concentrate bot h 
on what  was said (b y the interviewe e a s well a s the interviewer ) an d how 
the person expressed herself or himself. Their method, furthermore , i s ex-
plicitly attentive t o societa l an d cultura l contexts . They believ e the word s 
of adolescents canno t b e separated fro m th e cultur e an d th e societa l con -
text in which they are spoken . 

Psychology has lost an awareness of voice and vision, and with it the recog-
nition that a story can be told from more than one angle and a situation seen 
in different lights . In the absence of voice and vision, the ability to render 
differences fade s int o th e star k alternative s o f a  universal standpoint—th e 
presumption of a God's eye position—or the abandonment to riotous rela-
tivism—the claims to have no perspective or terms. We propose to solve our 
conundrum—to embed psyche and to speak about difference—by recover -
ing voice and vision as concepts that link psyche with body , with relation-
ship, and with culture.40 

Psychological theory , and developmenta l theor y in particular, has priv-
ileged onl y certai n type s o f metaphors ; namely , th e metaphor s o f stages , 
steps, positions, and levels . These type s of metaphors, found i n many de-
velopmental metanarratives referred t o earlier, have missed the polyphoni c 
nature of human experience. 41 Gilligan and her colleagues call for a  change 
in the language of psychology from one of stages, sequences, and linear de-
velopment t o on e o f musical metaphors suc h a s "point/counterpoint" o r 
"fugue." Th e metaphor o f a fugue suggest s a  way to listen to many voices 
"as themes , an d variation s o n themes " hear d i n th e narrative s o f peopl e 
speaking abou t thei r lives . Thes e musica l metaphors , the y assert , bette r 
capture the varied nature o f human interactio n an d experiences . 
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Gilligan an d he r colleague s hav e take n th e belief s tha t characteriz e 
the interpretiv e tur n an d create d a  method o f listening calle d "Th e Lis -
tening Guide " (describe d i n th e nex t chapter) . Thei r metho d o f listen -
ing underscore s th e relationa l natur e o f research , th e possibilitie s fo r 
both understandin g an d misunderstandin g withi n thi s relationship , an d 
the abilitie s o f peopl e t o spea k abou t thei r world s i n mor e tha n on e 
way. 

They warn thei r reader s abou t th e danger s o f "strivin g fo r safet y [or ] 
clarity . . . a t the expense o f voice or vision and thus of oversimplifying o r 
reducing the experience of conflict."42 M y own study was motivated by the 
wish to recognize an d retain the potential fo r comple x self-awareness tha t 
is usually sacrificed i n accounts of urban adolescent s for the sake of clarity. 
Gilligan and her colleagues' approach treats the research participants as au-
thorities in their own experiences by revealing their voices in the text rather 
than replacing them with summaries of their stories or interpretations tha t 
cannot b e questione d b y the reader . The y ar e als o wary o f psychologica l 
theories tha t attemp t t o explai n developmen t befor e the y hav e "listene d 
to" development . Throug h "Th e Listenin g Guide, " Gilliga n and he r col -
leagues encourag e th e listene r t o hea r th e ambiguities , th e subtleties , 
and—in orde r t o avoi d th e "riotou s relativism " o f nihilisti c indetermi -
nacy—the patterns in each person's interview . 

Questions about  Power 

This relational , voice-centere d researc h approac h compelle d m e t o rais e 
questions abou t wha t i t mean s t o b e a  white , middle-clas s femal e re -
searcher studying poor and working-class adolescents who are primarily of 
color. Wa s I  perpetuatin g a  historica l inequit y tha t place s th e whit e re -
searcher in charge o f conveying the words of those with less power? Gilli -
gan raises similar questions: "Who is observing whom an d from wha t van-
tage point? Who is speaking about whom an d in whose terms?" 43 

In relationship with the adolescents I interviewed, I  find myself in a dif-
ferent positio n fro m researcher s who com e int o thei r respectiv e environ -
ments intending to stand outside o f the research relationship in the nam e 
of objectivity, to study their "subjects," and to depart with "truths" to dis-
seminate to their colleagues, the interested public , and eventually the pol-
icymakers who shap e thei r subjects ' lives . I understand th e proces s o f th e 
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interview to b e a process of jointly constructed meaning . I  listened to th e 
adolescents knowing that I listen to how they respond to my  questions and 
to my  interests concerning thei r experiences o f their worlds. I  am not ob -
jective an d th e adolescent s d o no t respon d objectivel y o r neutrall y abou t 
their experiences . Eac h o f m y question s an d eac h o f thei r response s wa s 
filled with our own assumptions, expectations, and desires. Although I  had 
the powe r t o choos e th e question s an d t o interpre t thei r responses , th e 
adolescents i n turn ha d th e power o f knowing thei r ow n experience s an d 
deciding what to tell me and what not to tell me or the other interviewers . 
Even if we are socially constructed being s largely shaped by the cultures in 
which w e exist , we ar e engage d i n a  relationship i n which eac h o f us ha s 
power ove r what we say and how we say it.44 

I do, however, have power in these research relationships: power to de-
cide what to include in my analysis and what to exclude; power to take the 
words o f th e adolescent s an d creat e meaning s t o whic h the y canno t re -
spond becaus e I  di d no t as k for thei r responses . Bu t I  assum e thi s powe r 
with great care and trepidation, realizing throughout my analysis that I can 
misunderstand o r misrepresen t wha t the y ar e saying . Thi s knowledg e 
makes me especially careful to "stick close" to the interview texts.451 quote 
from thei r interview transcripts, often a t length, so that their voices can be 
heard throughout my  interpretation. A common criticism of qualitative re-
search ha s bee n tha t researcher s paraphrase th e narrative s to o muc h and , 
consequendy, d o no t provid e enoug h textua l evidenc e fo r th e theme s 
being discussed. Broad strokes are made about human experience , and lit -
tle detai l i s provided concernin g th e narrative(s ) tha t provoke d thes e as -
sertions. I  was mindfu l o f suc h criticis m a s I  analyze d an d presente d m y 
findings. I  paid particula r attentio n t o ensurin g tha t m y reader coul d se e 
the narrative to which I  was responding. I  made interpretations onl y afte r 
I had reread eac h section o f each interview repeatedly an d believe d tha t I 
could provid e evidenc e i n th e interview s o f a  particular interpretation . I 
was wary of my own leaps of inference tha t take me away from th e adoles -
cents' actua l storie s an d int o th e tunne l o f my own expectations . As I in -
terpreted thei r interviews , I  wa s continuousl y engage d i n self-reflection : 
How have I  found thi s theme? Where doe s this theme come from ? 

The critica l questio n o f what i t mean s t o stud y a  population differen t 
from my own racial/ethnic and social class background becomes less prob-
lematic when I  acknowledge tha t my research is about relationships—rela -
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tionships between me, as reader, interviewer, and a former counselor in the 
school, and the adolescent s in the study . My power is limited b y these re-
lationships. This research projec t i s about what th e adolescent s were will-
ing to tel l me and the team of interviewers (wh o will be introduced i n th e 
next chapter ) in response t o ou r questions . My analysis is not abou t wha t 
the adolescent s said , but what they said to  us. 

But Were  They  Honest? 

Since I  am not abl e to stand outside o f the research relationship, I canno t 
claim tha t wha t th e adolescent s tol d u s is what the y truly feel . However , 
three of the four interviewers (including myself) had worked as counselors 
in th e schoo l chose n fo r thi s stud y an d wer e thu s a  familiar, an d perhap s 
more trustworthy, presence to a number of adolescents. A consistent pres-
ence and extended relationship with many of the student s in the school — 
although not with those who were interviewed—made i t easier for my col-
leagues an d m e t o engag e wit h th e adolescent s we interviewed an d mos t 
likely made i t easie r for the m t o relat e t o us . Our statu s a s both outsider s 
and insiders , I believe , enhanced th e students ' candor an d forthrightness . 
Had we been fully integrated member s of this community, we might hav e 
been perceived as too risky since we could have spread their stories to oth -
ers i n thei r community . O n th e othe r hand , ha d w e bee n complet e 
strangers w e migh t hav e bee n perceive d a s untrustworthy . Ove r severa l 
years of interviewing, I  cam e t o believ e tha t th e adolescent s were sincer e 
with us since most o f them appeare d t o speak candidly about man y sensi-
tive issues, including thei r frustrations a t home, with thei r romanti c part -
ners, with thei r teachers , and eve n with ou r question s a t times . I t i s also 
significant, I  believe , that we spoke with th e adolescent s ove r a  period o f 
three years and thus created continuin g relationship s within which i t ma y 
have become safe r t o speak . 

The tenets of the interpretive turn have significantly influenced th e ways 
in which I  conceiv e o f and conduc t thi s study . They have led m e t o rais e 
questions abou t power ; challenge, reflect upon , and engage with my own 
biases, expectations, and prejudices; and reframe th e research endeavo r a s 
a relational process. These beliefs are firmly integrated into the specifics o f 
my research project t o which I  will now turn . 
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A Study of Urban Yout h 

WHEN I FIRST decided t o stud y urban adolescents ' perceptions o f 
their worlds, I  had alread y been working fo r tw o years at the hig h schoo l 
that would be my research site. I was a mental health counselor in training 
with ten assigne d cases a semester—pretty plus h circumstance s give n tha t 
the school' s full-time guidanc e counselors each had more than three hun -
dred cases . While ther e wa s a  tremendous nee d fo r m e t o tak e o n mor e 
cases, my  school-base d superviso r protecte d m e fro m bein g overloade d 
because I was there to be trained. Since few of my peers in training wanted 
to work in thi s school (give n th e rati o o f need t o th e resource s provide d 
and the fac t tha t we were not paid) , my supervisor feare d I  would leav e if 
the work load becam e unmanageable . I  stayed on afte r my  practicum wa s 
over t o counse l student s fo r anothe r fe w years ; to hel p procur e a  federa l 
grant to set up and codirect a five-year prevention/intervention projec t fo r 
at-risk youth i n this school; and to follow , fo r m y research study , a  grou p 
of adolescents over three years.1 None o f the student s whom I  counseled , 
however, were involved in my study. 

The Sampl e 

Because my  intention wa s to conduc t a n in-dept h investigatio n o f urba n 
youth i n thei r passag e throug h adolescenc e rathe r tha n t o generaliz e t o 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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larger populations , I  chos e t o investigat e a  smal l sampl e o f teenagers . 
Twelve girl s an d twelv e boy s fro m th e urba n schoo l i n whic h I  worke d 
were selecte d fro m a  large r poo l o f student s wh o ha d participate d i n a 
cross-sectional study in which I  was also involved.2 In order to recruit stu -
dents, the research team from th e cross-sectiona l stud y (including myself ) 
announced th e project t o al l the students in ten academically diverse class-
rooms. Eight y percen t o f those wh o wer e tol d abou t th e cross-sectiona l 
project volunteere d t o participate , an d 9 3 percen t o f those student s wh o 
were eligibl e fo r m y smaller , longitudina l projec t wer e willin g t o partici -
pate i n my  project . Th e adolescent s i n m y stud y identified themselve s a s 
African American (12) , Puerto Rican (3), Dominican (3) , West Indian (2) , 
Bolivian (1) , El Salvadoran (1) , Irish American (1) , or half Irish American 
and half Puerto Rican (l). 3 Those who participated hav e spent most o r al l 
of their lives in the United States and speak English fluently. All came fro m 
poor o r working-class families 4 an d lived in the neighborhoods surround -
ing the schoo l in which the interviews took place. 

The Settin g 

The school in which I  conducted m y research had been a fairly prestigiou s 
boys' schoo l wit h a  predominantly whit e studen t bod y i n th e 1960 s bu t 
has graduall y transforme d int o a  coeducational, almos t exclusivel y ethni c 
minority schoo l wit h a  poor reputation . Th e mostl y whit e teacher s typi -
cally blame the students for the school' s decline; and the students , for th e 
most part , also blame themselves , as will be seen in a  later chapter . At th e 
time o f th e study , th e schoo l ha d a n approximatel y 3 3 percen t dropou t 
rate, among the highest in this northeastern city . About 25 percent o f the 
students (girl s and boys) became parents by the time  the y graduated fro m 
or left high school. The city's primary newspaper has called this school "vi-
olent and dangerous" : the principal has been held hostage b y a student a t 
gunpoint, bot h teacher s an d student s have bee n attacke d i n the hallways , 
and student s have been sho t a t the subwa y stop nex t to th e school . Black 
as well as white security guards roam the hallways, stand a t the doors , and 
interrogate an y "suspicious-looking" persons . I  rarely got stoppe d b y th e 
guards while I  searche d fo r kid s to interview , while m y partner, Stacy , an 
African America n middle-clas s man , wa s stoppe d repeatedly . Durin g th e 
last year of the study, metal detectors were installed at the front doors , bu t 
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this novelty was quickly criticized fo r slowin g down th e morning surge t o 
classes, and for its lack of success in preventing weapons from comin g into 
the building. The suspension rate was high during the first two years of the 
study. However, when the principal was reprimanded b y the school super -
intendent fo r suc h a  hig h suspensio n rate , effort s wer e quickl y imple -
mented t o cu t it down . 

The school' s physica l buildin g i s i n fairl y goo d condition . Ther e ar e 
only a  fe w seriousl y damage d sections , an d pain t peel s i n onl y a  fe w o f 
the rooms . Th e greates t proble m i s lack o f space . Th e buildin g i s muc h 
too smal l fo r th e twelv e hundre d student s wh o attend . Betwee n classes , 
students push an d shov e a s they try to mak e i t to th e nex t clas s in the al -
lotted thre e minutes . Fight s ofte n erup t betwee n classe s becaus e a  stu -
dent ha s pushed anothe r on e int o th e wal l an d on e o r bot h o f them ar e 
angry. Like so many other public school buildings , this building was orig-
inally designed fo r a  much smalle r studen t body . Designe d t o b e a  junior 
high school , i t was transformed int o a  high schoo l when th e hig h schoo l 
was move d fro m it s forme r locatio n i n a n affluen t neighborhoo d i n an -
other par t o f th e city . Th e buildin g look s lik e a  factory , wit h n o "real " 
windows, onl y larg e pane s o f scratche d plasti c "safety " window s dull y 
covering th e gap s i n th e walls . O n sunn y day s th e room s fee l dar k an d 
dirty, with th e smudge d window s preventing th e ligh t an d ai r from com -
ing in. Students, many of them sufferin g fro m asthma , complain tha t i t is 
difficult t o breath e i n thi s building . I  fel t similarl y whenever I  spen t an y 
time there . Th e circulatio n i n th e buildin g i s poo r an d must y smell s o f 
sweat an d stal e scienc e project s floa t throug h th e air . Thi s lac k o f circu -
lation ma y be , i n part , a  reason wh y student s ar e see n sleepin g i n virtu -
ally every classroom . 

The schoo l i s considere d a n "okay " schoo l academicall y bu t sinc e a 
more academicall y demandin g "schoo l withi n a  school" lef t th e buildin g 
(it used to b e located o n th e top floor an d recruited som e of the bes t stu -
dents in the city) , many have complained tha t al l the goo d student s hav e 
left. Th e schoo l i s now divided int o tw o programs o r houses—"the bilin -
gual program" an d "th e traditiona l program. " Eac h progra m ha s its ow n 
floor. Th e bilingua l progra m consist s primaril y o f Puert o Rica n an d Do -
minican students . A  goo d par t o f th e school' s resource s goe s int o th e 
bilingual progra m an d th e mor e inspire d teacher s ar e likel y t o b e foun d 
teaching here rathe r tha n i n the traditiona l program . Student s an d teach -
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ers i n bot h program s ar e acutel y awar e o f thi s discrepancy , creatin g a n 
obvious tensio n betwee n programs . Th e traditiona l progra m i s made u p 
primarily o f African America n student s an d house s man y o f th e teacher s 
who have been teaching a t the schoo l for ove r twenty years. The student s 
who participate d i n m y stud y cam e predominantl y fro m th e traditiona l 
program. 

During th e tim e o f th e study , eight y percen t o f th e student s i n th e 
school wer e o n th e city' s reduce d o r fre e lunc h plan , which mean s thei r 
families' income s wer e clos e t o o r belo w th e nationa l povert y line . Dot -
ted wit h empt y lot s an d boarded-u p buildings , th e neighborhood s sur -
rounding th e schoo l ar e considere d th e city' s mos t dilapidate d an d des -
olate an d testif y t o a  genera l reluctanc e bot h b y cit y official s an d th e 
business communit y t o inves t here . A  subwa y sto p i s locate d a  bloc k 
away fro m th e school , a  working-clas s Iris h pub/restauran t sit s acros s 
the street , an d a  smal l luncheonett e i s dow n th e street . Whil e man y 
students bu y lunc h a t th e luncheonette , n o student s ar e eve r see n i n 
the pub/restauran t tha t i s close r t o th e schoo l an d ha s foo d a s chea p 
as th e luncheonette . Tension s betwee n whit e ethni c group s an d peopl e 
of colo r aboun d i n thi s neighborhoo d an d ar e practicall y palpabl e whe n 
students skir t pas t thi s Iris h working-clas s establishmen t befor e an d afte r 
school. 

When I  arrived a t the schoo l from th e subwa y stop down th e street , as 
I did every week for five years, I was often greete d b y small groups of stu-
dents hanging out in the parking lot or on the steps of the school , cuttin g 
classes o r bein g denie d acces s t o thei r classe s becaus e the y wer e lat e t o 
school. On a  daily basis the front door s are locked and students are not al-
lowed into the building after the second-period bel l rings. However, ther e 
are many secret routes into the school, and students seem to go in and ou t 
of the buildin g throughou t th e day . School securit y is not a s thorough a s 
the administrator s clai m i t t o be . Th e schoo l i s a  place wher e som e kid s 
want to be because, they told us, it is better than bein g at home o r out o n 
the streets. For many others, however, it is a place of frustration, boredom , 
and, a t times , humiliation. Nevertheless , thi s schoo l i s the plac e in whic h 
the teen s i n thi s stud y spen t mos t o f their days , and i t i s the plac e wher e 
the students told u s their stories . 
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Strategies 

My colleagues an d I  conducted semistructure d interview s a s our metho d 
of inquiry. The adolescent s were firs t interviewe d whe n the y were i n th e 
ninth or tenth grade and then twice more in the two succeeding years. My 
colleague Helena Stauber and I interviewed al l of the girls and some of the 
boys, whil e Mik e Nakkula , Stac y Scott , an d Jami e Aronso n interviewe d 
most o f the boys. 5 We tried to matc h interviewe e an d interviewer b y gen-
der i n th e belie f tha t thi s would enhanc e th e possibilit y o f eliciting ope n 
and honest responses from th e adolescents. Our experience eventually sug-
gested, however , tha t thi s was not necessaril y th e case . Some o f the boy s 
specifically state d tha t the y woul d fee l mor e comfortabl e bein g inter -
viewed b y a  woman and , subsequently , w e accommodate d thei r prefer -
ence. Given my belief that continuity over time would enhance the qualit y 
of the interviews , I  als o tried t o hav e eac h adolescen t interviewe d b y th e 
same interviewer each year. Due t o scheduling difficulties , onl y ten o f the 
adolescents wer e interviewe d b y the sam e interviewe r durin g al l three o f 
their interviews . The remainin g interviewee s typically had th e sam e inter -
viewer in a t least two of their three interviews . 

The interview s wer e open-ende d an d laste d fro m on e t o tw o hours ; 
during th e third-yea r interviews , the y typicall y laste d betwee n tw o an d 
three hours . The interview s took plac e in the school—an y availabl e spac e 
we could find—during  lunc h periods , class periods, after school , and, in a 
few cases , during th e weekends . Th e weeken d interview s too k plac e i n a 
community-based healt h clini c dow n th e stree t fro m th e school . Th e in -
terview protoco l include d question s concernin g self-perspectives ; th e fu -
ture; dru g an d alcoho l use ; relationship s wit h parents , siblings , bes t 
friends, romantic partners, and role models; and perspectives about schoo l 
as well as the larger surrounding community (see Appendix A for interview 
protocol). Although eac h interview included a  standard se t of initial ques-
tions, follow-up question s were open-ende d i n orde r t o captur e th e ado -
lescents' own ways of describing their lives. I wanted to find out how, why, 
and when these adolescents think, feel, or act with respect to the topics we 
were exploring . 

To provide incentiv e fo r th e student s t o participate , we paid the m te n 
dollars fo r eac h interview . However , w e realize d afte r th e first  yea r o f in-
terviews tha t a  greater incentiv e fo r som e o f the student s wa s the oppor -
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tunity t o mis s classes . Whil e w e trie d t o avoi d havin g the m mis s cor e 
classes, inevitably the y ende d u p missin g al l types—from gy m t o science . 
Teachers occasionally balked at our intrusiveness and were understandabl y 
unhappy abou t thei r students ' absences. To thank teachers for thei r coop-
eration an d t o giv e something bac k to them , we devoted tim e eac h week 
to helpin g the m wit h difficul t students . We ende d u p havin g goo d rela -
tionships with a  small group o f teachers who helpe d u s find  student s an d 
spaces fo r u s t o conduc t th e interviews . An ongoin g difficult y wit h con -
ducting school-based research studies is finding time to conduct interviews 
with student s whe n th e student s ar e willin g t o d o the m an d whe n th e 
teachers will allow them to be done. In the end, however, we were able t o 
interview al l but on e o f the adolescent s ove r three years (one studen t wa s 
only interviewe d ove r tw o years) . All interviews wer e tape-recorde d an d 
transcribed b y a  professional transcriber . Onc e th e interview s wer e tran -
scribed, the analyti c process began . 

In orde r t o begi n t o mak e sens e o f wha t amounte d eventually , afte r 
three years , to seventy-on e interviews—eac h approximatel y fort y t o fifty 
pages i n length— I sough t immediat e hel p fro m othe r qualitativ e re -
searchers. While there is some consistency in the ways in which qualitativ e 
researchers collec t interview data , there i s little consistency in the ways in 
which they analyze it. After spending considerable time in the vast amount 
of literature on analyzing qualitative data, I decided to apply three data-an -
alytic methods . Thes e method s seeme d th e mos t effectiv e i n helpin g m e 
sort, categorize , thematize , and understan d th e pile s o f data lyin g on m y 
office floor.  Th e methods , which I  will describe below , were "Th e Listen -
ing Guide"; 6 narrative summaries; 7 and a  content analysi s using conceptu -
ally clustere d matrices. 8 A s mos t qualitativ e researcher s do , I  revise d 
slighdy each method t o fit this particular project. Th e integration o f three 
revised methods , eac h emphasizin g differen t aspect s o f the text , allowe d 
me a  detailed examinatio n o f the interview data . 

"The Listening  Guide" 

"The Listenin g Guide, " a  metho d create d b y Ly n Mike l Brown , Caro l 
Gilligan, an d thei r colleagues , highlights th e multilayere d natur e o f peo-
ple's experiences of self and thei r relationships as conveyed through inter -
views.9 Thi s metho d underscore s an d draw s ou t th e complexit y o f voic e 
and of relationships b y paying close attention t o the language used b y the 
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interviewees. It attunes the reader's ear to what is being said and also, per-
haps, to what i s not bein g said . Moreover, i t stresses the relationa l natur e 
of interviewing, analyzing, and interpreting narratives . 

"The Listenin g Guide " involve s a  sequence o f four readings , each fo -
cusing on a  different them e o r voice. In the first part o f my analysis, I un -
dertook the first two readings, and in the latter part, after I  created the nar-
rative summarie s an d th e conceptuall y clustere d matrices , I  conducte d a 
revised version o f the latte r readings . The first  reading i n "Th e Listenin g 
Guide" focuses o n ho w the narrato r tell s her o r hi s story. As the reader , I 
sought t o understand th e stor y bein g told b y the interviewee b y listening 
for the "who, what, when, where and why of the story."10 In this first read-
ing, I  als o listene d fo r an d recorde d contradiction s o r inconsistencie s a s 
well a s repeated word s o r images . I  looke d fo r place s i n which ther e ap -
peared to b e absences or revisions. I also recorded th e ways in which I  re-
sponded to the narrator and the story being told, and I  thought abou t th e 
ways these responses affected m y interpretations an d understanding o f the 
person bein g interviewed . 

In th e secon d reading , I  listened to , examined, an d recorde d th e ways 
in which th e narrator s spok e abou t themselves . I  becam e attune d t o "th e 
voice o f the T  speakin g i n th e story" 11 b y locating th e reference s t o sel f 
throughout th e adolescents ' storie s (e.g. , " I a m outspoken " o r " I a m al -
ways worrying abou t my  mother") . Without usin g preexisting categorie s 
to determine self-perspective , th e secon d readin g invites the reade r t o lis -
ten t o th e narrator s o n thei r ow n terms : What ar e they sayin g when the y 
refer t o themselves? Ho w ar e they describing themselves? Together , thes e 
first two readings enabled me to listen and respond to the adolescents' sto-
ries of self and relationship . 

Narrative Summaries 

After thes e first  two readings , I  created narrativ e summarie s o f each topi c 
within th e interviews . Barbar a Miller , i n he r stud y o f adolescen t friend -
ships, created thi s method a s a way to preserv e th e natura l storylin e an d 
the context of the adolescents' relationships.12 According to Miller, the two 
most importan t feature s o f th e metho d ar e tha t i t accentuate s "th e ele -
ments b y which w e understand somethin g a s a story," an d i t reduces th e 
data t o a  more manageabl e quantity. 13 Narrative summarie s involv e thre e 
steps: (1) the determination of a narrative; (2) a summary of that narrative; 
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and (3 ) the exploration o f all the gathered narrative summaries to find  ev-
idence of similar themes . 

Miller defines a narrative as a story based on an adolescent's personal ex-
perience, such as a relationship o r a particular event . The story may have a 
beginning, a  middle, an d a n end , o r i t ma y b e a  history o f a  relationshi p 
without a  clearly definable beginning , middle, or end. The summary of the 
narrative is meant to b e a condensation o f the story . Miller suggests usin g 
direct quotes in the summary in order to maintain the "flavor of the story." 
There may be many narrative summaries created from a  single interview or 
only a few, depending on the number o f stories the adolescent tells the in-
terviewer. Whe n explorin g commo n theme s acros s th e narrativ e sum -
maries, one ca n loo k withi n a n interview , acros s interview s (i f longitudi -
nal), an d across individuals. 

For my analyses, I created narrative summaries for eac h topic discusse d 
during the interviews (e.g. , self-perspective, relationships with bes t friend , 
mothers, fathers , etc.) . For example , when Ev a spoke abou t he r relation -
ship wit h he r mother , sh e tol d m e tha t sh e an d he r mothe r d o no t ge t 
along, and sh e provided various explanations fo r thes e difficulties . I  sum -
marized the entire discussion of her relationship with her mother, quotin g 
her as much as possible in my narrative summary of this topic (see Appen-
dixes for a n example of a  narrative summary) . 

Conceptually Clustered  Matrices 

After narrativ e summarie s wer e create d fo r eac h topi c i n th e seventy-on e 
interviews, I  create d conceptuall y clustere d matrice s i n orde r t o detec t 
themes across and within narrative summaries . Miles and Huberma n sug -
gest thi s matrix techniqu e a s a way to consolidat e an d presen t th e data. 14 

The conceptuall y clustere d matri x ha s a  simpl e responden t b y topi c (o r 
variable) format. Al l the topics in a matrix are conceptually related to eac h 
other. For example, I created a  matrix for the general conceptual categor y 
"relationships with peers" ; within thi s matrix the topic s were relationshi p 
with bes t or close friend(s), and with boyfriend o r girlfriend. Beneat h eac h 
topic, I placed the three narrative summaries for that particular topic (rep-
resenting each year of the interview) to the right of each adolescent's pseu-
donym. For example, next to Marie's name and under the topic "relation -
ship with best friend," on e would find  three entries summarizing her rela-
tionship wit h he r bes t friend  fo r eac h yea r sh e wa s interviewe d (se e 
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Appendix B for an example). I created separate matrices for each of the five 
general conceptua l categories : (1 ) self-perspectives ; (2 ) relationship s wit h 
family members ; (3 ) relationship s wit h peers ; (4) perspective s o n school ; 
and (5 ) views on the larger society . 

From thes e matrices , I  detecte d theme s acros s narrativ e summaries . 
Themes were repeated phrases , terms, or concepts that I  heard within an d 
across narrative summaries. For instance, when the adolescents spoke each 
year abou t thei r fear s o f betraya l b y close friends , I  considere d betraya l a 
theme within  th e topic "relationships with close or best friends." When the 
girls spok e abou t bein g outspoke n i n thei r relationship s i n an d ou t o f 
school, I  considere d thi s a  them e across  the topic s o f relationship s wit h 
friends, famil y members , and school . I n addition , I  als o went bac k to my 
notes taken during the initial two readings of each interview (the firs t tw o 
readings i n th e analysi s base d o n "Th e Listenin g Guide") . I  use d thes e 
notes along with the conceptually clustered matrices to determine the cen-
tral themes in the data . Those themes that were evident in half or more o f 
the interview s i n an y on e yea r wer e considere d commo n themes . I  the n 
searched fo r evidenc e o f eac h commo n them e i n th e origina l intervie w 
transcript o f each participant . 

"The Listening  Guide"  Revisited 

Reading fo r specifi c theme s i s an approach base d loosely on "Th e Listen -
ing Guide"' s thir d an d fourt h readings . I n th e origina l versio n o f th e 
Guide, the third and fourth reading s consist of reading for voices of justice 
and care . However , my  analysi s wa s dat a rathe r tha n theor y drive n and , 
therefore, I  di d no t rea d fo r suc h voices . Instead, I  read fo r th e commo n 
themes detecte d i n th e conceptuall y clustere d matrice s an d th e first  tw o 
readings o f the intervie w texts . I  read th e interview s searching fo r th e lo -
cation o f where an d how frequently eac h common them e emerge d i n th e 
adolescents' interviews . Th e conceptuall y clustere d matrice s offe r onl y a 
rough oudine of this information. Unlik e the two previous methods, "Th e 
Listening Guide" focuses on both the narratives' content or what  was said, 
and o n th e for m o r how  it was said . Readin g become s a  process whereb y 
the reade r listen s no t onl y fo r evidenc e o f a  theme , bu t als o fo r point s 
where th e them e i s revised, drop s away , o r i s conspicuously absent . Th e 
reader highlight s eac h them e wit h a  colored pen , creatin g a  trai l o f evi -
dence indicating where and how frequendy a  particular theme emerges in 
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the text . I, as the reader , look for the nuances in the theme an d the places 
where th e them e i s not a s clear a s it i s in the othe r part s o f the text . As I 
discussed i n th e previous chapter , I  attempte d t o remai n awar e o f the in -
terplay betwee n who I  am , what m y expectations are , and what I  see an d 
hear i n th e adolescents ' interviews . I n eac h readin g o f a n interview , I 
sought to "hol d an d represent the sense of tension tha t people often con -
vey . . . i n orde r t o captur e th e situational , the personal , an d th e cultura l 
dimensions of psychic life."151 attempted to track the common themes that 
weave throughou t eac h person' s narratives . Th e theme s I  followe d wer e 
clear a t some moment s an d difficul t t o detec t a t others. I  aimed to incor -
porate these tensions into my analysis of the interviews . 

My three methods of data analysis—the revised version of "The Listen -
ing Guide, " narrativ e summaries , an d th e conceptuall y clustere d matri -
ces—helped m e to hear the veritable pitch o f a  given theme a s it rises and 
falls throughout th e narrative s I  follow. The y encouraged m e t o b e sensi -
tive to difference , variation , and contradiction whil e a t the sam e time en -
abling me t o perceive patterns an d continuities . Mos t important , the y al-
lowed me to begin to understand an d make sense of the masses of data we 
collected ove r three years. 

These methods , furthermore, helpe d m e mee t a  central goa l o f my re-
search; namely , t o describ e an d interpre t wha t th e adolescent s sai d an d 
how the y sai d it . Give n th e lac k o f knowledge an d th e stubbornl y main -
tained prejudice s abou t thi s particula r grou p o f adolescents , I  wante d t o 
simply listen closely to their stories. I wanted to resist the immediate temp-
tation to explai n why they told suc h stories (althoug h I  do provide expla -
nations a t times). Explanation, though necessary , involves distancing one -
self from th e actua l words o f the participants , and I  wanted t o stic k clos e 
to thei r words. In future studies , I can begin to explain more thoroughly , 
and these explanations will, by that time, be firmly grounded i n the teens ' 
perceptions. 
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In thi s book , I  present tw o cas e studies o f adolescents who wer e 
interviewed ove r the three years of the project. Malcol m an d Ev a inspired 
and provoked me . As I listened t o thei r stories , I  was compelled t o focu s 
on the m fo r m y cas e studies . Malcolm , firs t interviewe d b y Mik e i n th e 
spring o f his freshman year , is presented i n the firs t par t o f the book , an d 
Eva, firs t interviewe d b y Helen a i n th e sprin g o f he r sophomor e year , i s 
presented i n the latter part o f the book . 

In these case studies, I describe what Malcolm and Eva said about them-
selves, thei r futures , thei r relationship s t o thei r mothers , fathers , sisters , 
brothers, friends, lovers , and rol e models , their school , and th e large r so-
ciety. I n som e respects , Malcolm an d Ev a ar e similar : bot h ar e blac k an d 
live in the same neighborhood; both g o to the same school; both live with 
their mothers ; and bot h struggle d academicall y a t th e beginnin g o f hig h 
school onl y to finis h o n th e hono r roll . However , the y ar e als o different : 
Malcolm is African American and Eva, though raise d in the United States , 
was born i n the West Indies ; Malcolm i s relatively isolated fro m hi s peers 
while Ev a is extremely popular ; Malcol m i s not involve d i n an y extracur -
ricular activitie s while Ev a takes part i n many . Their perspective s o n thei r 
worlds, furthermore, diffe r a s dramatically a s the qualit y of their relation -
ships. 

In presenting these two case studies, I want to remind the reader of the 
complexity o f each individua l life . While th e focu s o f this boo k i s on th e 
patterns detected acros s adolescent lives, it is important t o remember tha t 
each adolescen t ha d a  different stor y to tell , and a  different wa y of telling 
his or he r story . I  also want th e reade r t o hea r how the specifi c pattern s I 
focus o n in chapters 4 through 9  ar e a part o f larger stories—the tw o case 
studies provide a context for the patterns. And finally, I  want the reader t o 
hear the wide-ranging and deeply moving stories that two adolescents tol d 
us when we asked them abou t their lives. Michelle Fine and Lois Weis em-
phasize th e importanc e o f representing th e "mundane " o r th e "ritual s o f 
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daily living." They note tha t a s socially responsible researcher s we shoul d 
"recognize ho w carefull y w e nee d no t t o construc t lif e narrative s spike d 
only with th e ho t spot s .  . .  like surfing ou r dat a fo r se x and violence." 1 I 
present th e detail s o f tw o individua l lives , in part , t o avoi d representin g 
only the patterns , or th e "ho t spots, " in th e data . I n thes e cas e studies , I 
want to present th e regularity an d textur e o f everyday living. 

Throughout th e cas e studies , I  frequend y provid e a  verbatim accoun t 
of Malcolm' s o r Eva' s response s t o ou r particula r questions . Although I 
offer interpretation s o f their responses, my primary aim here is to have the 
reader hea r th e detail s o f th e live s o f thes e tw o adolescents . Chapter s 4 
through 9  ar e structure d aroun d th e pattern s tha t I  detecte d amon g th e 
adolescents and the interpretations I  have of these patterns. Consequendy , 
these chapter s leav e litde roo m fo r listenin g freel y t o thei r stories . I  hav e 
chosen, therefore, to present the case studies in a format tha t is more con -
ducive to open listening—listening tha t is less constrained b y a specific in -
terpretation, that lets itself be guided by the rhythms of the stories. I begin 
and end thi s book with a  story of a  life in progress. 



3 

Malcolm's Story 

MALCOLM, a  tall , lanky , light-skinne d Africa n America n studen t 
walks int o th e roo m tha t ha s bee n se t asid e fo r interviews . Thi s closet -
sized, ho t an d sleep y alcov e i s the onl y roo m i n th e schoo l wher e on e i s 
guaranteed no t t o b e interrupte d b y students o r teacher s wanting t o us e 
the space . Formerl y a  pian o practic e room , i t ha s th e adde d benefi t o f 
being one o f the few soundproof room s in the school—th e intervie w ca n 
proceed undisturbed an d confidentially. Sportin g a  flat-top  haircut , bagg y 
pants hung low around his hips, a colorful shirt , and untied sneakers , Mal-
colm look s like a  typical urban teenager . Although h e ha s volunteered t o 
be interviewed, he seems shy and self-consciou s wit h Mike , his freshman-
year interviewer . H e shift s i n hi s sea t a s his eye s explore th e smal l room . 
On th e room's lone poster hanging next to him, which offer s th e only vi-
sual distraction from the white cork walls, a Hispanic young man proclaims 
that becoming a teenage father "isn' t cool." Malcolm briefly glances at the 
poster, and without reacting (his gaze indicates that he has seen the poste r 
many times before) , turns to Mike . He i s ready to begin the interview. 1 

Malcolm's Freshma n Year 

Malcolm live s wit h hi s mother , a  secretar y a t a  beaut y salon , an d hi s 
younger siste r i n a  part o f th e cit y plagued b y " a lo t o f violence" i n th e 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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streets. He doesn' t belong to a gang but the scars on his face and back (he 
shows them t o Mike) provide evidenc e o f his involvement i n stree t fights 
where he "backe d up " friends wh o were being attacked . H e claims , how-
ever, tha t h e ha s bee n involve d i n onl y tw o fights  an d tha t h e generall y 
avoids them altogether . Malcol m ha s a  knife a t home fo r protection , bu t 
says that he does not typicall y carry it on him unless he should "d o some-
thing stupi d lik e g o outside , you know , way lat e a t nigh t i n som e are a I 
don't know . You know?" He keep s the knif e becaus e he is worried some -
one will break into his house. He seems more threatened b y an intruder a t 
home tha n in the streets . 

Malcolm has no memory of his father, who lef t th e family when he was 
two years old . Hi s mother' s ex-boyfrien d live d with the m fo r a  few year s 
when Malcol m wa s younge r bu t move d ou t severa l year s ago . Malcol m 
says hi s famil y ha s move d a  lot—the y hav e live d i n Florida , California , 
and in the Northeast—an d b y moving the y have frequendy lef t extende d 
family behind . Unlik e man y o f th e othe r boy s i n th e study , Malcol m 
claims that hi s extended famil y member s have played only a minor rol e in 
his life . 

Mike begins the interview by asking Malcolm about his family relation -
ships: 

Tell me about your relationship with your mother. 
We get along pretty cool most of the time when we do see each other. She 

gets home about eight most of the time. And then I'm stil l probably not in 
the house. So then when I get in the house, I'm like, "Hi, how you doing? 
Good night." And just make sure I've done my [house] work. If I ain't 
done my work, then I might get fussed at . That's it. 

Malcolm's relationship with hi s mother appear s to be relatively uncompli -
cated an d no t particularly intimate . At home, Malcolm says , he i s respon-
sible for taking care of his cat, dog, and bird , cleaning his room, and, gen-
erally, keepin g th e hous e i n order . Hi s mothe r wil l as k hi m abou t hi s 
schoolwork, but she doesn't check it: "She only waits for the report card. " 
Malcolm says he does not tel l his mother much abou t his personal life. H e 
prefers t o tal k t o a  friend, o r "figur e thing s out " b y himself . Ther e hav e 
been no me n in his life whom h e has considered a  father figure.  Malcol m 
explains that since his mother has provided him and his sister with "every -
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thing we have needed," hi s mother ha s served a s both fathe r an d mothe r 
in his family : 

Was there ever a male that  you looked to as a father figure? 
Myself mostly. I never really—I just looked at my mother as strong, you know, 

'cause she kept me and my sister and she raised us both. It wasn't really my 
mother's boyfriend paying a lot of attention to us. He did help out money-
wise. But she was there when we needed her, so she's mostly if anything 
the father figure. 

While describin g wh y h e see s hi s mothe r a s a  father figure,  Malcol m re -
peats a  them e tha t i s heard amon g man y o f th e teen s i n th e stud y wh o 
did no t hav e father s i n thei r lives . Mother s wer e typicall y considere d 
"strong" peopl e wh o wer e "there " fo r thei r childre n an d wer e ofte n 
deemed bot h mothe r an d fathe r figures  becaus e the y provided emotiona l 
and financial  support . Althoug h th e teen s di d expres s anger , a t times , a t 
their fathers ' neglect , the y rarel y spok e explicid y o f yearnin g fo r a  mal e 
father figure  an d seemed generall y content with thei r mothers ' abilitie s t o 
fulfill bot h roles . 

Malcolm believe s tha t hi s mothe r listen s t o hi m an d tha t the y tal k t o 
each other "a s equals." 

She'll respect what I—what I ask or something. 
How do  you think you've grown into  that  position where you've earned  that  kind 

of respect from her? 
Just by being able to listen and not really getting into trouble. Stay in 

school. Do my work. You know, I also have a few jobs. Like when she 
was in the hospital, I was working. And that was when I  was paying the 
rent. 

Malcolm suggest s tha t hi s mother no t onl y takes care o f him bu t tha t h e 
takes car e o f he r an d hi s siste r a s well . Durin g th e perio d i n whic h hi s 
mother wa s i n th e hospita l t o hav e a  benig n tumo r removed , Malcol m 
worked a t a convenience stor e during the week and at a gas station on th e 
weekends. I  was immediately struck , while listening t o thi s interview o f a 
freshman, b y Malcolm's sens e of commitment t o hi s family. While hi s ap-
pearance fits  th e stereotyp e o f a n adolescent , hi s action s clearl y d o not . 
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Malcolm is sensitive to the needs of others and willing to assume adul t re-
sponsibilities. 

Malcolm identifie s hi s relationship wit h hi s mother a s most importan t 
for hi m a t this point i n his life: "'Caus e lik e with her , al l these years we' d 
be a t each other' s back . Jus t like that, s o that's th e mos t importan t one. " 
As will become evident, Malcolm's relationship with his mother is not only 
mutually supportive and most important for Malcolm, it is also the only re-
lationship abou t whic h h e feel s good . Malcol m an d hi s siste r ge t alon g 
"okay" bu t the y argue ofte n becaus e sh e takes his tapes and clothe s fro m 
his room withou t askin g him. This , Malcolm says , is the mai n problem i n 
their relationship . Ove r th e thre e year s Malcolm i s interviewed, hi s siste r 
will play an increasingly important rol e in his life. 

When asked about close or best friends, Malcolm mentions close friend s 
from hi s childhoo d wh o n o longe r liv e i n hi s city . Currendy , h e ha s n o 
close friends wh o live nearby : 

So you really don't have a closest friend here at school? 
Oh no, nobody. Not even around my way. It's like everybody else is just asso-

ciating, you know. No. . . . 
Why do you think you don't have closer friends? 
Nah, it's just like things like friendships take time. Just like a relationship. You 

can't really, you know, rush into that. You have to just take it slow and be 
able to know for true who's your friend, who's not. 

Malcolm begin s to sugges t what wil l emerge a s a common them e i n eac h 
of his interviews. He i s wary of close relationships with hi s peers and wor -
ries abou t "rushing " int o relationship s befor e h e know s h e ca n trus t th e 
person. By referring t o his peers as "associates," Malcolm is distinguishing 
between casua l friend s an d thos e "peopl e tha t [you ] reall y ge t int o dee p 
depth conversation." 2 Malcol m say s he "hang s out " wit h hi s "associates " 
but doe s no t shar e persona l thought s an d feeling s wit h them . I n eac h o f 
his interviews , Malcol m claim s t o hav e onl y "associates " bu t n o clos e o r 
best friends. I t is not until his junior year, however, that he begins to clearly 
articulate why he does not have close or bes t friends . 

In thi s freshman-yea r interview , Malcol m mention s tha t h e ha s ha d a 
few girlfriend s "her e an d there " bu t ha s neve r bee n involve d i n a  long -
term relationship. At this point in his life, Malcolm says , he has no interes t 
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in stayin g wit h "onl y on e girl. " " I jus t wann a expan d mostly , yo u know ? 
When I  se e somethin g I  like , I  tr y fo r it , yo u know. " Durin g thi s sectio n 
of th e interview , Malcol m an d Mik e bon d a s the y laug h togethe r abou t 
Malcolm's reluctanc e t o mak e a  commitment t o on e girl . 

What's your thinking  behind  that? That  you would prefer not  to get involved  in  a 
relationship but be  available to  get involved  with whatever  [sic]  comes along? 

It's mostly just testing, testing to see how good you are , really. 'Cause like 
you know sometimes you migh t no t really like the girl . You might no t 
even want to talk to her . But sometimes something abou t he r that you 
want to talk to her for . .  .  . You know, that's where me and my boy Pau l 
differ like . 'Cause he got one gir l and he's been with her for a  while now — 
well a few months. But like, see I be thinking to myself—I eve n told hi m 
sometime, "That' s crazy . I can' t do that , man." I  mean just for one girl . I 
get tired  o f her. 

While describin g th e subtletie s o f affectio n an d desire , Malcol m speak s 
about hi s unwillingnes s t o ente r int o a  stead y relationshi p wit h a  girl . Al -
though "hi s bo y Paul" 3 maintain s suc h a  relationship, Malcol m ha s n o in -
terest. Malcolm' s response , unlik e hi s earlie r responses , sound s stereotyp -
ically adolescen t an d male . 

When aske d i f he think s hi s opinion s abou t girl s wil l chang e i n th e fu -
ture, Malcol m says : 

So I don' t kno w if I'm gonn a b e able to qui t o r i f I'm, you know, just goin g 
to keep going the way I am [seein g many girls at one time]. 

Do you mind if  it  just continues  to stay this way? 
Well, I do mind i n a  way because I' d rathe r have a  girl that's trustful , that' s 

faithful, an d trustfu l an d I  want t o be the same way to her . And have a  kid 
so he can look up to me like that. Bu t then when I  be thinking abou t hav -
ing a little son. I  want him to b e able to do the same [a s me], but I  don' t 
want him seein g me do tha t t o hi s mother, though , you know ? 

Malcolm describe s a  complex relationa l dilemma . H e understand s tha t h e 
has separat e desires , an d i n orde r fo r on e se t o f desire s t o b e fulfille d h e 
may hav e t o sacrific e th e other . Althoug h ther e i s a  "youthful " qualit y t o 
Malcolm's perspective , ther e i s also a  certain sophistication : th e answe r t o 
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Mike's question is not simply "yes" or "no." Malcolm engages with Mike's 
question, tosses it around, weighs the pros and cons of following differen t 
paths of action and ends on an unresolved note . Malcolm seems reflective , 
forthcoming, an d honest durin g thi s freshman-year interview . 

When aske d abou t hi s feeling s abou t sex , Malcol m move s int o wha t 
sounds like a "cool" voice: 

What is sex for you ? 
Well, I don't really know how to put it but like . .. i t makes you feel more re-

laxed so after a  while you can't really—I can't really say that I put all my 
feelings into it. But like when I do it, it's like it's mostly like an accom-
plishment. Where like, I, in my mind, I be like, "Yeah, I got that." You 
know I won't go around telling. But sometimes like, if a dude asks you, 
you know, I be like, "Yeah, I been with her," and stuff like that. You know 
certain girls—I mean certain dudes'll look up to you like if you got a real 
fine girl . And you know for yourself that'd be an accomplishment because 
you want it. But see they'll look up to you, be like, "Yeah, he must be 
good because he got her." 

Similar to hi s relationships with hi s "associates, " Malcolm say s he doesn' t 
"put al l [his ] feelings " int o hi s sexua l relations . Eve n whe n h e admit s t o 
getting emotionally involved in sex, his focus immediatel y shift s t o speak -
ing about se x as an achievement . H e perceive s "gettin g certai n girls " as a 
route towar d gainin g bot h self-respec t an d respec t fro m hi s peers , al -
though th e respec t fro m hi s peer s doe s no t see m t o enhanc e o r lea d t o 
close male friendships. H e wants his peers' approval even though h e keeps 
his distance from them . 

Malcolm claim s tha t h e use s condom s mos t o f the time  becaus e h e i s 
afraid o f gettin g AID S bu t doe s no t us e condom s wit h girl s wh o h e 
"knows ar e faithful. " Wit h thos e particula r girls , however , h e worrie s 
about gettin g the m pregnant . Yet , if that happened , h e say s he would le t 
the gir l choose whether to have an abortion : 

It sounds like pregnancy's not that much of an issue because you wouldn't mind 
really being a father. 

Yeah, it's not like I'm trying to get one 'cause, you know, if that happens, you 
know. I'm there. 
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So it wouldn't be the worst thing in the world for you? 
So, I wouldn't really—so, what I'm saying, I wouldn't mess around with 

somebody, you know, and try and mess up and make that mistake with 
somebody I don't even really care about, or don't really like. 

Malcolm's ambivalence about having a child is palpable as he states in on e 
moment tha t while he is not trying to have a child, he would "b e there" if 
he wer e t o becom e a  father ; an d i n anothe r moment , tha t althoug h i t 
would b e a  "mistake" to have a  child, he would no t want t o mak e such a 
"mistake" wit h someon e fo r who m h e di d no t care . Give n suc h uncer -
tainty, Malcolm seems more likely to become a father a t a younger age than 
his male peers in the stud y who, like the Hispani c bo y in the poster, were 
unambivalent abou t no t wantin g t o hav e children . Malcol m will , in fact , 
become a  father b y his junior year . 

When asked  abou t high-ris k behavio r suc h a s dru g an d alcoho l use , 
Malcolm say s that h e currentl y smoke s marijuana an d occasionall y drink s 
alcohol because , like sex, it relaxes him. He would never try drugs such as 
cocaine o r crack because he has seen the "statistics " and knows how dan -
gerous those drugs can be . He has , nonetheless, sold drugs a  few times in 
the past and admits to having stolen coats, pants, hats, and gloves and then 
selling them to make money. He has recently stopped these illegal dealings 
because h e gre w too worried abou t gettin g caugh t an d becaus e h e foun d 
a job. What seems particularly noteworthy abou t Malcolm's confessions i s 
that despit e hi s past an d curren t involvemen t i n risky behavior , h e i s also 
an adolescen t bo y who take s care o f his family an d works tw o jobs whe n 
necessary. 

Among hi s curren t rol e models , Malcolm mention s ra p artist s suc h a s 
Public Enem y becaus e the y "ge t positiv e message s across. " Unlik e man y 
of the role models of the teens interviewed, Malcolm's role models are not 
his immediate o r extende d famil y members , bu t rathe r peopl e who m h e 
admires becaus e the y pu t "knowledg e int o word s tha t flow."  H e think s 
that ra p i s a n importan t wa y t o ge t message s acros s tha t "tel l th e trut h 
about ho w thing s reall y are" : "Eve n thoug h som e peopl e us e profanity , 
they're still telling the truth. Some adults, black, white, whatever it may be, 
they don't eve n understand that . They just think they're kickin g out pro -
fanity. That' s al l they pick up. " Malcolm strongl y believe s tha t ra p musi c 
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can offer peopl e much mor e tha n mos t adult s are willing or able to grasp . 
He hopes to be able to become a rap artist in the future t o convey his own 
messages in a powerful medium . He wants to speak out about the realitie s 
of his world. Malcolm's passion and intent t o express himself in the worl d 
and t o mak e a  differenc e throug h hi s musi c i s manifes t throughou t hi s 
freshman-year interview . 

In school , Malcolm feel s "somewhat " satisfie d wit h hi s grades , whic h 
are mosdy B's and C's . He emphasizes to Mike that he firmly believes that 
his grades are important and admits that he hopes to get better grades next 
year: 

I used to think to myself, like, "This quarter, I can mess up." But now I'm 
thinking, you know, mostly it's just better to do good all quarters and try 
to like, you know, it's really a thing trying to impress. You know what I'm 
saying? So they know who you are. They recognize you better. 

Who's they? 
Like upper people that be looking down at the schools or children. Like, 

"Yeah, have him work for me." When you go out and try to get a summer 
job, you be able to show them that you can back up your word. 

Malcolm's wish fo r recognitio n b y the "uppe r people " i s evident i n eac h 
of hi s interviews and , i n fact , i s met i n hi s junior yea r whe n hi s teacher s 
place him o n th e hono r roll . His belie f in the importanc e o f good grade s 
and his search for recognitio n eventuall y appear to pay off . 

When Mik e ask s Malcol m abou t hi s plan s afte r hig h school , h e says : 
"Well, I'm tryin g t o ge t thi s rap thin g started . Bu t I' m jus t gonn a g o t o 
school a s long a s I  can . Jus t kee p thinkin g positive—tr y t o ge t a s muc h 
info a s I  can—expan d my  vocabulary." Malcol m repeatedl y discusse s hi s 
desire t o "thin k positively " an d t o lear n ne w words t o effectivel y conve y 
positive messages . " I fee l a s long a s I  expan d m y vocabulary, I' m abl e t o 
get a  positive messag e across. " Developin g hi s abilit y t o expres s himsel f 
is a  critica l componen t o f ho w Malcol m see s himsel f gainin g powe r o r 
making a  difference i n th e world . 

WTien aske d wha t h e fear s mos t abou t th e future , Malcol m say s hi s 
mother's deat h a s wel l a s th e consequence s o f hi s ow n deat h fo r hi s 
mother: 
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Do you fear your own death? 
Not really. . .. I  just be thinking how, I want to leave them. And then I be 

thinking, you know, if—if I ever die before my mother, you know, that 
hurt her a lot. That's why I try to just not really think about that. 

In keeping with hi s positive outlook , Malcolm avoid s thinking abou t tha t 
which he most fears . Fearing death an d the death of one's parents or fam -
ily members, and maintaining a  positive attitude, was a theme in all of the 
adolescents' interviews and is the focus o f chapter 7 . 

Asked about whether "lif e i s worth living, " Malcolm states : 

I like to live because I feel like I want to be able to experience a lot of things, 
you know. And be able to give back what I've received. 

So getting a lot out of life and then giving something back? 
Yeah, like from where I've grown up. 'Cause times are hard for some people. 

And I'd rather be a—I ain't gonna try to be no, um, whatcha call him— 
Martin Luther King—nothing like that. But I'm gonna try, myself, to do 
anything I can. 

What would you like to give back? 
Well, you know, I just like if I make it big—if I have dough—I'd rather be 

able to start some kind of scholarship or something like that. I would like 
to just help in the community. Start up, you know, new gangs, help with 
clubs or something like that, you know, parks and stuff. 

Malcolm's determination t o spread his "positive messages" is, once again , 
evident. Although he is quick to point out that he does not have grandiose 
dreams fo r himself , he does have dreams , and the y include "givin g back " 
to his community . 

I am drawn to Malcolm's reflectiveness, sensitivity , and intelligence a s I 
listen t o hi s freshman-year  interview . Hi s perspective s soun d "young " a t 
times, bu t als o sophisticated. H e think s abou t hi s life endin g bu t worrie s 
about the effect s o f his death on hi s mother. H e doe s not hav e close peer 
relationships but seems aware of the complexities of close relationships. H e 
uses marijuana an d has a history of delinquent behavior but remains mind-
ful of gradations of risk and is responsible a t home and at school. Malcolm 
represents himsel f a s resisting simplisti c classification s an d i n nee d o f re -
spect: 
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Okay, anything else about you that I didn't ask that would be important to know 
in knowing who you are7. 

Just, you know, as long as you can respect me and I respect you and, after 
that, everything comes. We be cool. 

So respect is a big thing for you7. 
Yeah. 

Malcolm's Sophomor e Yea r 

In Malcolm' s sophomor e year , h e i s agai n interviewe d b y Mik e i n th e 
"piano" room . Malcol m stil l ha s th e sam e appearanc e a s in th e previou s 
year, only his hair is now cu t i n a  "fade" i n keeping with curren t fashion . 
Malcolm seem s mor e confiden t thi s yea r a s h e virtuall y strut s int o th e 
room an d sit s down i n a  chair he has nearly outgrown. H e begin s the in -
terview by telling Mike that he stil l lives with his mother an d younger sis-
ter an d "nothin g particularly " ha s changed ove r the pas t year except tha t 
his mother now works as a receptionist a t a  local hospital . 

When Mik e ask s Malcolm abou t hi s relationshi p wit h hi s mothe r thi s 
year, Malcolm says: 

We, like , respec t eac h other . W e don' t communicat e to o muc h o n cer -
tain things . Som e thing s yo u kno w we—I tal k with m y friends o r who-
ever. But we talk about certai n things , you know, like she communicates . 
She's sic k o f something , sh e tell s me . And sh e tell s m y siste r to o 'caus e 
she doesn' t wan t nothin g t o b e a  surprise. Sh e goe s t o work . That' s re -
ally influenced m e 'caus e sh e prove s t o m e tha t she' s strong . Sh e does-
n't hav e th e bes t o f health , bu t sh e feel s tha t she' s strong . Sh e goe s t o 
work, get s up , like that . 

Malcolm's respons e convey s a  closenes s t o hi s mothe r althoug h h e stil l 
maintains certai n boundarie s within thi s relationship. H e admire s an d re -
spects her strength, worries about he r health , and seems to appreciat e he r 
frankness. I t i s unclear , however , whethe r Malcol m reciprocate s thi s di -
rectness. Malcolm onc e agai n say s his relationship wit h hi s mothe r i s the 
most important o f all of his relationships: "It's just my mother 'caus e she' s 
the one really supporting me and stuff, you know. None o f [my friends o r 
girlfriend] are. " 



52 I  Malcolm' s Story 

Malcolm's mother , however , doesn' t always  support him : 

Last night I cooked for everybody—my mother and I ate and my—my 
mother's friend came over 'cause he was watching my little nephew. So 
then he ate, you know. Then my sister comes in with McDonald's almost 
every night and stuff. Eating that nasty stuff too much. 

So she doesn't really eat at home that much? 
No, like she keeps getting stuff to drink, bringing it up to her room, leaving it 

there. And she don't clean up and then when my mother argues about no 
one cleaning, that's not true and that's what gets me mad. That's really the 
only thing. Because you know I clean because I see my mother working 
and sometimes she like works three to eleven and then sometimes she 
works a double shift so she don't get off until seven in the morning. So 
then, you know, I be trying to clean up, but I can't be all cleaning, plus 
doing my schoolwork. Then I have the responsibility of the dog . . . I  walk 
her myself and stuff like that. 

Malcolm's frustratio n wit h hi s sister' s behavio r an d hi s mother' s accusa -
tions, a s well a s his desire t o tak e car e o f his mother , an d perhap s hi s sis-
ter, ar e immediatel y apparent . Th e variabilit y o f Malcolm' s relationshi p 
with hi s mothe r i s evident i n hi s stories—he admires , respects , an d care s 
for hi s mothe r an d i s also angr y an d frustrate d wit h her . Perhap s h e als o 
feels a  bi t guilt y tha t h e doe s no t hel p he r a s much a s she needs . Unlik e 
many o f hi s mal e peer s i n th e stud y (se e chapte r 6) , Malcol m i s consis -
tently willing to spea k abou t th e rang e o f his feelings fo r hi s mother . H e 
seems comfortable wit h Mike's questions and willing to reflect o n th e de -
tails o f his relationships . 

Speaking abou t hi s sister, Malcolm doe s not sugges t a  similar range o f 
feelings. H e i s angr y a t he r irresponsibilit y an d outrage d that , thoug h 
younger tha n Malcolm , she expects to enjo y th e sam e privileges. Becaus e 
she is not doing as well in school as Malcolm, however, his sister is not al -
lowed to stay out late, go to movies, or attend concerts , and Malcolm says 
this causes a lot of tension in their relationship : 

Okay, does that come into play between the two of you [that his sister is not doing 
as well in school as he is J? 
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Well, not really . My mother doesn' t brin g tha t up 'caus e she doesn't tr y t o 
compare us . I just try to prove—show my mother tha t I' m capabl e o f 
doing good . You know, being responsible an d stuff . 'Caus e I  slept late thi s 
morning an d she woke me up and i t was 7:00. Suppose d t o be here [a t 
school] a t 7:30. I  got here on time . 

You were here even though you slept in late? 
Yeah. Washed up , ironed m y clothes, everything . 

Moving swiftl y fro m a  discussion o f hi s siste r t o a  discussion o f th e exten t 
to whic h h e i s responsible , Malcol m demonstrate s th e intensit y o f hi s de -
sire t o "prove " t o hi s mother , an d perhap s t o Mike , tha t h e ca n tak e car e 
of himself . H e clearl y want s t o continu e havin g th e privilege s hi s mothe r 
gives him an d t o b e respecte d b y her . H e i s also , perhaps, competin g wit h 
his siste r fo r hi s mother ' s prais e an d attention . 

Malcolm say s tha t althoug h h e ha d n o interes t i n seein g hi s natura l fa -
ther, hi s fathe r recentl y visite d hi m a t home : 

To me he's just a  stranger, really . When h e came over , I  didn' t kno w who h e 
was. I  had like the door open , screen door locked . He knocke d o n th e 
door, he was all talking about—He didn' t eve n say "Hi," that' s how muc h 
communication w e got . H e didn' t eve n say, "Hi." 

Did he  know you? 
Yeah, he know s m e 'caus e h e sai d h e walke d in , he was all—h e wa s like, 

"Can I  us e th e bathroom? " Lik e who ar e you? H e wa s like , "I' m you r fa -
ther." 

Wow, what was  it like seeing him after  so  many years? 
Didn't d o nothing t o me. I t just made m e mad th e way he came to the doo r 

and stuff . You know, all talking about , "Ca n I  use your bathroom? " 
It must  have  felt kind  of  weird or strange in  some way. 
It didn' t reall y faze me . I  just saw him a s a stranger. 

The " I " statement s i n Malcolm' s stor y (" I didn ' t kno w wh o h e was . .  .  . 
Didn ' t d o nothin g t o me . I t jus t mad e m e mad . . . . I t d idn ' t reall y faz e 
me") sugges t tha t h e i s denying hi s anger while feelin g angry . H e doe s no t 
want t o b e "fazed " b y th e presenc e o f hi s father , bu t hi s shak y ton e indi -
cates otherwis e (thi s wa s th e first  tim e tha t h e ca n remembe r meetin g hi s 
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father). Whil e hi s siste r wil l occasionall y hav e contac t wit h thei r father , 
Malcolm prefers not to have any. 

As you're getting older, do you ever think that you want to talk to your father 
about anything? I don't mean about problems that you have, but about any 
feelings you have toward him not being around when you were growing up? 

No, 'cause I feel I turned out pretty good, so you know. It probably wouldVe 
been more better. I would've had an easier view. I'm not saying that I had 
it hard, 'cause I had plenty of time to play and all, but I'm just saying, you 
know, I don't feel nothing. 

In hi s shift s from saying  h e "turne d ou t prett y good " t o "i t probabl y 
would've bee n more better " to "I don't fee l nothing," Malcolm suggests , 
once again , that he is trying to ward of f feelings o f hurt and anger. " I just 
try to , like, grow up, take thing s a s they come . I  don' t tr y to be like '[I ] 
depend on nobody' or 'you're not here, now we're having all this trouble.' 
You know, I feel we can do for ourselves." The absence of his father, Mal -
colm maintains , has made hi m neither war y nor desirous o f dependency . 
He seem s resolute not to be affected b y his father's absence . 

When Mike repeats the previous year's questions about having any adult 
males who he looks up to, Malcolm says: 

Not really , 'cause there wasn't really nobody around beside s my mother's 
boyfriend. H e was, you know, cool and all. He liked to tell us things. He 
used to play with me and my sister. But besides that there was nobody else 
because [my mother] was always trying to do for us. She'd like come home, 
clean, and all that stuff. And then after a  while, I just like—somehow she— 
I just took over that role really. I started cleaning and stuff. Trying to keep 
things in shape, whatever. Keep my room neat so everything would be de-
cent. 

Malcolm's repeated stories to Mike of his duties at home suggest pride but 
also, perhaps , a  sense o f feeling overwhelme d (hi s frequent referenc e t o 
needing "to relax" also suggest a sense of burden). The roles at home have 
changed sinc e last year so that now Malcolm appear s to feel more like the 
mother and/o r fathe r figure  in the household. I t is not clear from hi s dis-
cussions whether , fo r Malcolm , thi s apparen t shif t i n role s (" I jus t too k 
over tha t role" ) i s frustrating , enjoyable , overwhelming , or , perhaps , a 
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mixture o f al l these emotions . However , h e ha s taken o n th e caretake r rol e 
and h e want s Mik e t o kno w this . 

In respons e t o a  questio n abou t whethe r o r no t h e ha s a  bes t o r clos e 
friend thi s year , Malcol m says : 

Just my girlfriend really . I be chilling with her , but beside s that I' m gettin g 
tired o f being crowded really . I like hanging ou t bu t i t just get s borin g 
when you, like, do the same things so much. So when, like, people say , you 
know, "Why don't you com e ou t anymore, " I  don't fee l like just goin g 
out, sitting on the corne r o r nothing . 

What exactly  do you mean by  being crowded? 
Well, it could just be one person. Bu t sometimes , that one person just ge t ag -

gravating. Not what he says and stuff , it' s just that he' s being—that he' s 
there. 'Cause it' s just most o f the time I  like to b e alone, you know, just 
me and my dark side. I like music a lot. So I just buy a lot of albums an d 
stuff, bu t I  don't lik e people alway s around m e and stuf f 

While Mik e ask s Malcolm abou t "friends, " Malcol m respond s b y refer -
ring eithe r t o hi s girlfrien d o r t o "people " (las t yea r i t wa s "associates") . 
Like last year, Malcolm i s seemingly frustrated wit h hi s male peers and doe s 
not believ e h e ha s a  close mal e friend . 

Malcolm mentions , a t a  late r poin t i n hi s interview , tha t spendin g tim e 
with hi s mal e peer s ma y no t onl y b e "aggravating " bu t als o dangerous : 

So like I' d rathe r jus t g o [out ] b y mysel f if anything's goin g t o happe n it' s 
gonna happen with me alone . Therefore, I  won't hav e to bring nobody else 
into it . You know, 'cause when you're hangin g with a  gang, there migh t b e 
a dude that' s hanging with you tha t go t a  beef with thes e people ove r here . 
And the n al l of a  sudden you gettin g stabbe d u p o r you in a  fight o r some -
thing or arrested ove r that . 

Remarkably, Malcolm' s peer s d o no t provid e hi m wit h a  sens e o f securit y 
but rathe r with a  grave sense o f peril. Keeping t o himself , however , has no t 
protected Malcol m fro m al l threats o f violence. H e wa s recently sho t a t b y 
a gan g o f boy s whil e walkin g hi s dog . Sinc e thes e situation s frighte n him , 
he trie s t o sta y "ou t o f t rouble " an d no t mak e an y "enemies. " Fo r Mal -
colm, ther e ar e danger s t o bein g alon e a s well a s bein g wit h hi s peers . H e 
is caught i n a n environmen t tha t ha s n o clea r rout e towar d safety . 
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Malcolm prefer s t o spen d time  wit h hi s girlfrien d rathe r tha n wit h hi s 
male friends : 

We could talk , you know, we go out, we go to the movies. But we could do 
certain thing s tha t yo u can't—yo u don't—wel l yo u ca n d o i t [wit h mal e 
friends], bu t it is just no t the same feeling lik e when you'r e walkin g with a 
girl because with a girl you can express certain feelings and stuff. Like , say if 
you don't really want to spend no money, you just go for a walk on the river, 
whatever. You know, you can do that with a girl. And you can talk about cer -
tain things , you know, be laughing, hav e fun. That's th e kind o f stuff I  do 
with he r and stuff. Yo u know, m e and her, we went t o the park an d stuff , 
chill, walk, too k pictures . .  .  .  [Wit h boys ] it' s just harde r t o like—'caus e 
some of the things you may [want to do] make you seem as if you're gay or 
something. You know, .  . . it's more relaxing when you're with a  girl so you 
can just chill . Seems like you have more to talk about . 

In dramati c contras t t o hi s dismissive attitud e abou t girl s i n hi s freshma n 
year, Malcolm tell s Mike tha t he finds  girl s more relaxin g and easier to tal k 
with tha n boys . Interestingly , Malcol m discusse s "certai n feelings " wit h 
Mike while , a t the same time,  claimin g tha t h e can only expres s suc h feel -
ings wit h girls . Malcol m ma y feel tha t hi s male peer s ar e les s trustworth y 
than a n adul t male—eve n a n adul t mal e wh o i s a  strange r t o him . How -
ever, a s suggeste d b y som e o f hi s peers , Malcol m ma y fee l comfortabl e 
with Mik e precisel y becaus e h e is a stranger: ther e i s no ris k tha t Mik e wil l 
spread hi s stories t o other s an d tarnish hi s reputation. 4 

About hi s feelings fo r his girlfriend, Malcol m says : 

I don' t fee l mysel f falling in love or nothing like that becaus e you know—I 
feel i f she lef t me , it would leav e a  little emptines s bu t after a  while I  coul d 
fill tha t with a  different gir l . . . s o I feel like if she left me , I feel empt y be-
cause I  ain' t go t a  girl there . Bu t see, once I  do have a  girl there , the n al l 
thought o f her is gone. [My girlfriend] claim s she's in love with me, but you 
know, I just, you know, don't let myself—I don' t even think like that. There-
fore, I  won't fal l in love, I guess, because i t ain't the right time in my life. I 
gotta be handling things for myself right now. 

Describing ho w h e woul d kno w i f h e wer e i n lov e (" I fee l i f sh e lef t 
me .  . . " ), Malcolm make s i t clear to Mike that , al thoug h h e enjoys spend -
ing time  wit h hi s girlfriend o f two month s an d considers her a close friend , 
he i s not in love with her . Like las t year , Malcol m seem s cautiou s o f bein g 
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intimate wit h others . H e als o explain s tha t whil e hi s girlfrien d i s a  clos e 
friend, she is not a best friend becaus e "if you have a best friend, you know, 
you expres s yourself more an d .  . .  you, like , feel los t without them. " Ar -
ticulating th e subdetie s o f relationships , Malcol m vividl y convey s a  per -
sonal understanding o f love and friendships . 

Malcolm explains to Mike that he likes his girlfriend becaus e she has en-
couraged him to do things tha t he has never done before : 

That's helping me really to expand like when you learn a new word in your 
vocabulary. You open up more vocabulary words. She's just like expanding 
in a different variet y of things you can do instead of just going to the park, 
playing ball, hanging on the corner you know. . . . But she was like, "Let's 
go take some pictures," And while you're actually taking pictures, when 
you're done with that, you go get some ice cream, then go chill in the 
park, you know, go ride the [boats] or whatever, you know, and just chill. 
And that's really things that girls like. 

Do you like doing those things7. 
Well, yeah, they're cool. 

Despite hi s previous concern s abou t soundin g "gay, " Malcol m describe s 
the pleasure h e takes in doing thing s tha t ar e no t stereotypicall y mal e ac-
tivities. I n fact , h e perceive s suc h "girl " activities  a s mind expandin g an d 
as "cool. " Malcolm' s comfor t i n communicatin g thes e potentiall y risk y 
thoughts an d feeling s attest s no t onl y t o Mike' s skil l a s a n interviewe r 
(Malcolm seem s to trus t Mike) , but also , perhaps, to Malcolm' s growin g 
self-confidence an d prid e i n hi s abilit y t o transcen d hi s peers ' expecta -
tions. 

Malcolm says that bot h he and his girlfriend consistenti y use birth con -
trol, but if she got pregnant he would support her in whatever decision she 
would make: "I want her to do what's right for her. Whatever she feels she 
could do." Once again, Malcolm seems uncertain about whether or not he 
wants a  child. H e claims , however, tha t h e i s more cautiou s tha n h e wa s 
last year: 

[Everything is] more of a struggle. So you gotta make—I gotta make sure my 
life's right first before anything surprising happens. 

When you say it seems more like a struggle, what do you mean? 
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You know, it's like—'cause it's now the time when I'm in the tenth grade and 
stuff and this year's ending so I'll be in the eleventh grade. So therefore, 
I'm growing up, you know, I'm about to get out of school. I gotta figure 
out everything. If I'm going to college right away or whatever. 

So you try to be especially safe so nothing gets in the way. 
So I won't have this responsibility that holds me off from that, you know. 

Malcolm seem s particularly focuse d o n "figurin g thing s out " for himsel f 
this year. His sense of "growing up" has heightened his concerns about his 
future an d has made him more careful . 

When Mike inquires about Malcolm's role models , Malcolm says , as in 
the previous year, that he likes certain rap stars such a s Public Enemy be-
cause they "tal k knowledge" : 

They speak of the history and stuff. Certain stuff that could help you so you 
can fill that confidence inside you. 'Cause if you just know what's going on 
now, sometimes you might hear the wrong things and you feel like you can't 
do nothing, you can't get out. But that's not always true because when you 
see other peopl e don e it , there ar e just certai n way s you gotta g o about 
things. You can't always go about things with your fist. You gotta go about 
it with your mind. 

"Filling" hi s confidence , dispellin g feeling s o f hopelessness an d despair , 
and providing him with positive messages on "how to get out," rap music 
plays an important rol e i n Malcolm's life . While he never explain s an d is 
never asked  what h e means b y "getting out, " Malcolm suggest s in othe r 
parts o f his interview tha t h e wants to "ge t out" of living a  life i n which 
both bein g a t home an d in the street s o f his communit y i s fraught wit h 
danger. 

Malcolm wants to be a rapper who speaks 

clear and stuff, not all hard. But you know [I want] everything to sound nice. 
You know, I want it to be like a memory song—a song that people play 
after a  while. 

What are some of the messages you want to get across? 
Like I said be confident, you know, try your hardest, don't look back too 

much. Just 'cause you done wrong then, just look forward to what you can 
do now. Stuff like that. 
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A strong bu t no t mindles s sens e o f optimism, tryin g hard , an d "lookin g 
forward" ar e themes tha t ar e evident in each of Malcolm's interviews an d 
summarize well his strategy for living . 

Asked to describe himself, Malcolm says: 

Somewhat mature. I'm sort of caring. I could say I'm caring. You know, un-
derstanding at some level. I'm responsible, I feel. That's really it. I won't 
try to get all conceited or nothing 'cause I don't really try to judge myself. 
I just try to be who I am and go for what I want. 

Anything you don't like about yourself! 
No, I feel that I'm fine. You know, I'm not gonna try to say I wish I was like 

this or like that because I just have to accept myself for who I am now. I 
can't say I'm all good. I can't say I'm al l bad. I just try to do my best. If 
you try to be all good, sometimes you just—what you think is good might 
not always be right. 

Malcolm agai n reveal s a  capacit y t o understan d th e variatio n o f hi s per -
sonality an d o f his relationships. Malcolm' s self-descriptio n seem s hones t 
("I'm sort  0/caring") an d astute . 

Does anything stand out for you [over the past year] as having been especially 
good or bad! 

Just [my] grades. It shows people feel that I'm good, but then I take it as like, 
you know, I can go out and be in a gang or whatever, come to school and 
do my best. You know, so, therefore, those grades don't mean I'm good . 
But then it's just when I'm in the gang they think I'm bad. So it's really 
odd. 

Malcolm's critiqu e o f one-sided perception s i s unique amon g th e ado -
lescents w e interviewed . H e i s cognizant—perhap s du e t o hi s ow n ex -
periences (althoug h h e currend y doe s no t belon g t o a  gang)—tha t on e 
can b e bot h "good " an d "bad " a t th e sam e momen t an d i s baffle d b y 
the fac t tha t mos t peopl e refus e t o allo w fo r suc h complexity . Offerin g 
evidence o f hi s differen t sides , Malcol m tells  Mik e o f hi s arres t las t 
month fo r bein g i n a  stolen ca r (h e receive d a  shor t probation) , an d o f 
his recen t academi c achievement s tha t includ e makin g th e honorabl e 
mention list . 
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Malcolm is quite proud of being on the honorable mention list . He tell s 
Mike that he received a  "little medal" for tha t honor, bu t immediately ex-
plains that he is not o n th e more prestigious honors lis t because he is get-
ting a  C in one o f his classes. He i s pleased with himself for improving hi s 
grades from las t year, bu t believe s he i s capable o f doing eve n better . H e 
has done wel l in schoo l becaus e fo r "th e firs t time " he "reall y tries to lis -
ten" when he is in class. Relying exclusively on homework to help him un-
derstand th e clas s material doe s not wor k fo r Malcol m becaus e " I d o ge t 
lazy whe n i t come s t o lik e readin g th e whol e sectio n lik e I  said , I  d o 
[homework] while I'm a t school. I'll say I'll do it at home, then when I  get 
home, I  jus t ge t lazy. " Malcol m speak s abou t hi s ow n "laziness " i n th e 
midst o f tellin g Mik e o f hi s academi c achievements . Whil e h e listen s i n 
class and is doing better in school, he admits to not completing his home-
work. When I  listen t o Malcolm spea k abou t hi s school performance, m y 
professional trainin g lead s m e t o wan t t o categoriz e hi s schoo l perfor -
mance as "good," "average, " or, perhaps, "lazy." Malcolm's perception o f 
himself in school, however, resists these flat categories. He is a student who 
is doing well and who is struggling t o do better . 

Reflecting o n hi s high school , Malcolm consider s the onl y problem t o 
be th e absenc e o f a  Black Histor y cours e "becaus e i t coul d hel p [black ] 
students realiz e tha t the y ca n b e somebody. " Learnin g fo r Malcol m i s an 
experience direcd y linked t o hi s life. Through education , an d particularl y 
education abou t the past and present lives of his ancestors, he believes that 
he and hi s black peers would realiz e thei r potential. I n a  school where al -
most hal f of the studen t bod y is black, Malcolm is , I think , justifiably dis -
tressed a t the lack of such a  course. 

Aside from thi s gap in the curriculum, Malcolm, to my surprise, likes his 
high school. Because his junior high school did not enforce the rules or en-
courage learning, he says he did not do as well in school as he does now in 
high schoo l (h e say s he was also spending tim e with th e "wron g people " 
in junior high) . He appreciate s tha t th e administrator s an d teacher s a t hi s 
high school are strict because their actions , he believes , create an environ -
ment tha t i s conducive t o learning . 

When asked about his plans for college, Malcolm responds affirmativel y 
but sound s unsure whethe r h e wil l really go. After hig h school , Malcol m 
says he would like to b e an entertainer o r an engineer . 
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When you think of  the future, what  do  you think of? 
I just think of me growing up. I  just wanna b e well-set even if I gotta work . 

'Cause I  rather b e an entertainer, therefore , I  can, you know, have fun a t 
what I' m doing , at what I  like to do . But like if I gotta work, I  just wanna 
have a well-set job where I' m gettin g paid a  good amoun t o f money where 
I could sav e stuff. Being—doin g goo d fo r me . I'm standin g on m y own 
feet, no t askin g people. Even i f I do gott a ask , I wanna make sure , I'm abl e 
to—I go t the right thing s in my head, so I could pay it back , give it back . 

How likely  does it seem to you that that  will  happen ? 
Well, I feel like there's a  great possibility 'caus e it' s just that I  gotta ge t ou t o f 

this lazy mood. 'Caus e like getting in shape, that seem s so hard. So far I 
been doing that . So I think that' s like my first ste p to doing anythin g 
'cause once I  got everything in order, then I  feel I  could do i t even thoug h 
I might need a  break once in a  while. 

Malcolm's standard s fo r himsel f ar e clear : h e want s independenc e ye t al -
lows himsel f t o as k fo r hel p whe n neede d a s lon g a s h e return s th e favor . 
H e "ca n d o it " eve n thoug h h e ma y need a  "break onc e i n a  while." B y re-
peatedly stating , throughou t hi s interview , tha t h e need s t o "ge t every -
thing i n shape, " an d mak e "thing s neat " o r "decent " befor e h e ca n "d o 
anything," Malcol m implie s tha t h e doe s no t fee l tha t hi s life i s in orde r o r 
"neat." H e is , however, inten t o n finding  suc h order . 

When Mik e ask s Malcolm , "Whe n i s the future? " Malcol m answers : 

Everyday. I  just , you know , take i t a s a new day because I  don' t eve r kno w 
what might pop up, you know. Therefore, I  don't try thinking too far ahead 
'cause th e wa y things ar e today . I  don' t tr y t o thin k to o negative , bu t yo u 
gotta think in the right perspective where you're at , you know, where you're 
living. You know a  lot o f people gettin g killed , especiall y innocen t people , 
for no reason. You gotta think like, "Well, I could be one of those people so 
why shoul d I  si t her e an d jus t wai t fo r thi s t o happen. " Mak e a  name fo r 
yourself while you're here . So, therefore, peopl e ca n remember you fo r no t 
being lazy, drinking beer all the time. They could think that you were trying 
to do fo r yourself, trying to make a  name, trying to ge t out . 

One reaso n fo r Malcolm' s concer n wit h hi s ow n lazines s become s clea r i n 
this passage . H e want s t o b e remembere d a s self-relian t an d a s someon e 
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who "go t out. " Strikingly , his awareness o f death pushe s hi m t o wan t t o 
"be somebody." He tries not to think "negatively," but believes that he has 
to think realistically, and this "right perspective" seems to enhance his per-
severance. 

When you think about the future, is  there anything that you're afraid of? 
Death, really. I'm not really afraid to die. I'm really afraid of the outcome 

after I  die. If I died before my mother or my sister, I just think about how 
hard it would hit them. .  . .I'm not saying they couldn't go on, but I 
know it'd be very hard. Even when like me and my mother argue, all of a 
sudden she be like, "I don't wanna argue like that." She always wants to 
settle things and stuff. 

Malcolm speaks each year about his worries concerning the effects hi s own 
death would have on his mother and sister . He knows that given "the way 
things ar e today .  .  .  where you'r e living, " hi s life i s constantly i n dange r 
and this knowledge seem s to haunt bot h him and his mother . 

When Malcolm i s asked what makes his life worth living , he tells Mike: 

Just the fact that I  feel I  know I can make it. That I have the strength and 
the whateve r i t take s to succeed . Really , that's reall y what make s me fee l 
like "yeah, my life is worth living." 'Cause if I was doing bad in school and 
I fel t ther e wa s nothing I  coul d d o abou t it , I  fee l tha t ther e woul d b e 
nothing else really going for me. You know, I would probably be drinking 
more, whatever. 

A sense of optimism pervades Malcolm's interviews. Knowing that he has 
the strength and ability to do what he wants and the control to change his 
life makes him want to live his life. 

His optimism i s evident a s well in his response t o a  question abou t po-
tential discrimination: 5 

How do you see being black having an effect on what you would do in the future? 
Well, it depends on how the person sees me—if they see me as black and 

therefore won't speak to me at all, I feel that it's just gonna make things 
even more difficult. Bu t if they see me as black but don't like me too much 
. .  . but if they speak to me, I feel like I can influence them in some way to 
make them understand I got the quality, I could do the job, I give it my 
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best. You know, I'm gonna be here on time. If you wanna put it all hard 
on me, you know . . . I'll prove myself, that's what I'm saying. 

Keenly aware o f the racis t stereotype s tha t wil l follow hi m int o th e wor k 
world, Malcolm i s intent o n provin g the m wrong . Yet he understand s h e 
will only be able to challenge such beliefs if his future bosse s are willing t o 
give him a chance. His determination t o defy his bosses' negative expecta -
tions reminds me of his conviction to "prove" to his mother that he can be 
responsible. Whil e i t i s impossible t o kno w wha t i s no t bein g sai d here , 
since Malcolm may feel that he is, in fact, speaking to one of those "bosses" 
("If you  wanna put i t all hard o n m e you know .  . ."), Malcolm appear s t o 
believe he can prove his potential t o others. This confidence, hopefulness , 
and persistence ar e typical of Malcolm's outloo k o n hi s world. 

Malcolm speaks about fearing an early death and about having hope fo r 
the future; he speaks about being responsible and about being arrested fo r 
being in a  stolen car ; he speak s abou t bein g laz y and abou t bein g o n th e 
honorable mention list at school; he says he does not want a committed re-
lationship wit h a  girl an d claim s tha t th e closes t relationshi p h e ha s righ t 
now i s wit h hi s girlfriend . Malcol m seem s carin g an d reflectiv e and , a t 
other times , tentative an d disengaged . 

His presentation o f himself and his life in his freshman an d sophomor e 
years is typical o f the adolescent s we interviewed. Whil e ther e wer e a  few 
students wh o presente d themselve s a s one-dimensiona l (e.g. , thos e wh o 
were seemingly the most depressed), the stories of the majority o f students 
were three-dimensional , alive , and fille d wit h ambiguities , contradictions , 
and continuities . 

Malcolm's Junio r Yea r 

Because of scheduling difficulties, I  am Malcolm's interviewer in his junior 
year. Malcolm doe s not see m bothere d b y the switch . He i s much a s I ex-
pect him t o b e from Mike' s descriptions— a tall , lanky, handsome Africa n 
American youn g man . H e wear s th e lates t "hi p hop " fashions , a  brightl y 
colored sweatshirt and baggy pants riding low enough on his hips to reveal 
the wais t ban d o f his boxe r shorts . I  intervie w hi m i n th e "piano " roo m 
where he was interviewed in the previous years. The small , claustrophobic, 
soundproof close t seems to ge t smalle r with each passing year. When I  g o 
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to Malcolm's classroom t o ask him i f he is willing to b e interviewed agai n 
this year, he and a  friend (who is also a participant in the study) enthusias -
tically agree . They tel l me tha t the y like getting ou t o f their clas s for on e 
period, and I  suspect , judging from thei r enthusiasm, tha t the y also enjo y 
speaking to someone who wants to listen to thei r stories . 

Malcolm and I  begin the interview by going over the past year and dis-
cussing the changes that occurred in his life. His fifteen-year-old siste r has 
been diagnose d wit h malignan t cance r an d ha s bee n give n si x months t o 
live. Also, he ha s recentl y becom e a  father t o a  child bor n thre e month s 
premature ( a few weeks before th e interview). Malcolm ha s had a n event -
ful an d difficul t year . 

Malcolm tell s me tha t h e an d hi s mother d o no t hav e time t o b e clos e 
with each other thi s year because most of their time is spent trying to car e 
for hi s sister . Hi s mothe r stay s home becaus e the y canno t affor d a  hom e 
nurse, and his sister is too ill to be by herself. He or his mother is constantiy 
with his sister "because it's really scary like, you know, how she [hi s sister] 
can go to slee p and no t wake up o r something. " Becaus e his mother's at -
tention i s directed towar d hi s sister, he says he has been mosdy by himself 
this year: " I don' t fee l tha t m y mother' s neglectin g m e becaus e I  under -
stand th e situation . Bu t it' s just tha t it' s not lik e she's around al l the tim e 
or anything" (she goes to the hospital frequently wit h his sister). Malcolm 
sounds an d look s depresse d an d scared . H e tell s me tha t hi s siste r i s un -
dergoing chemotherapy and spends most of the time in the hospital. When 
she i s home , sh e hardl y eats : "It' s rea l har d 'cause , yo u ge t he r a  plat e 
like—a regular mea l from McDonald' s o r something , sh e won't eve n fin -
ish a  whole Happ y Meal . Sometimes she'l l jus t thro w i t up. " Malcol m i s 
clearly struggling with his sister's illness. 

When I  as k hi m direcd y ho w h e i s doing , Malcol m replies : " I reall y 
take i t fro m wha t m y siste r tell s me . I f she' s havin g a  real ba d day , the n 
that's whe n I  star t feelin g bad . I f she' s feelin g good , the n I  fee l good . I 
don't fee l ba d whe n she' s feelin g goo d t o mak e he r fee l bad , you know . 
You know , I  jus t g o wit h ho w sh e reacts. " As Malcolm explain s ho w h e 
carefully monitor s hi s own feeling s t o mak e sur e the y are consonan t wit h 
his sister's, his concern fo r he r is unmistakable. Briefl y looking away fro m 
me, Malcol m say s that h e an d hi s mother ar e "jus t barel y keeping thing s 
together," an d tha t h e an d hi s mother tr y no t t o sho w thei r feeling s to o 
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much "s o tha t way it won't affec t u s in our abilit y to d o what we have t o 
get done. " 

Growing increasingl y concerne d abou t Malcolm' s well-being , I  as k 
him: 

Are you able to really talk with  somebody about your fears with  your sister? 
I don't really talk about it with anybody. . . . People thought I needed to have 

somebody to talk to and they tried to like—well, when I did speak to 
them, they said that I'm handling it pretty well on my own 'cause like I'm 
on the honor roll in school and I'm stil l working and all. 

While "people " have told Malcolm tha t he is doing well (based on hi s be-
havior), i t i s not clea r fro m hi s respons e whethe r h e himsel f think s h e i s 
okay. When I  ask him again if there is anybody with whom h e could shar e 
his feelings, he says "there ain' t nobody there" and he is "tired" of people 
telling hi m tha t h e shoul d tal k t o somebody . Malcol m sound s defensive , 
predicting, perhaps , that I  to o wil l recommend speakin g with somebody . 
His willingness t o b e interviewed , however , suggest s tha t whil e h e i s no t 
interested in counseling per se, he is interested in telling his story to some-
one. 

Malcolm does not really have time, he states, to think about what is hap-
pening at the moment becaus e he is so busy with schoolwork, going to the 
hospital, or going to work: "There' s s o much goin g on, it' s really hard t o 
let myself get down. You know, I know it's good a t times to, like, feel sym-
pathy, which I  do . It' s just tha t I  don' t wan t i t to affec t m e rea l bad, the n 
it affect s m y schoolwork an d I  hav e t o wor k a t m y job." Hi s schoo l an d 
work responsibilities may  be important fo r Malcol m becaus e they provide 
him with some sense of control over the events in his life. Although in th e 
previous yea r h e als o spok e abou t "maintainin g order " an d "keepin g 
things decent " an d "neat, " thi s year these themes return wit h a  new kin d 
of urgency. 

How are you able to be so strong? It's not  like you're surrounded by  people that 
are supportive. 

Well it's not peopl e supportin g me , but people showing the same strength . 
And so  they inspired you ? 
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Yeah. Not in school, but people that I've seen as I grew up. You know, like 
my mother, she has some real hard times. But she is always doing her best. 
She always tried, you know. She never gave up. To keep myself from the 
same struggle that she went through and to keep my girlfriend an d my 
child now, I'm doing what I can. I wanna make something of myself. I 
don't think it's just that I got this way like it just happened to be. It's just 
that from what I've seen . . . my own sight, you know, what I hear and 
stuff. How people act. 

Notably, Malcolm refuses to believe that his resilience is an inborn trai t (" I 
don't think it's just that I got this way") or the outcome o f overt support . 
He perceive s i t a s a product o f watching an d bein g i n relationshi p wit h 
others, especially with his mother. Observin g an d listening to his mother 
has given him clues of how to persist an d thrive in the midst o f ongoin g 
adversity. 

This year, Malcolm is not only dealing with a sister who has been give n 
a limited tim e to live, but he has also recently becom e a  father t o a  child 
born three months early . He says he is very happy to be a father, bu t he is 
unsure what it is going to be like since his child is still in the hospital. When 
I ask him if it was scary to have his child bor n prematurely , he says with a 
pained expression on his face, that while it was difficult, h e was happy tha t 
his sister got to see his child before sh e died. His daughter, he says, is giv-
ing him the courage to carry on during thi s difficult period . 

Over the past year Malcolm and his girlfriend hav e grown closer and, in 
a shift fro m th e previous year , he "thinks" he loves her. He stil l wants t o 
take things slowl y with her , however, becaus e he does not want anythin g 
to go wrong in their relationship, especially now that they have a child to-
gether. Althoug h hi s girlfriend's jealous y an d possessiveness irritat e him, 
he seem s committe d t o he r in his discussion o f "lovin g her " and hope s 
their relationship will last a long time. Yet, he does not feel ready to marry 
her: "I wanna make sure that's what we want because we're going throug h 
so many stages now. Before we like move into the same house and stuff, I 
wanna mak e sur e tha t we can happen." Malcolm' s hesitatio n abou t mar -
riage ma y be connecte d t o hi s feeling tha t h e was not cautiou s enoug h 
when he and his girlfriend ha d a child. 

Although Malcolm' s thought s an d feeling s abou t hi s girlfrien d hav e 
changed from the previous year, they have not changed regarding his male 
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peers. Whe n I  encourag e hi m t o tel l m e wh y h e doesn ' t discus s hi s trou -
bles with hi s mal e peers , Malcolm says : 

Like 'caus e I  fee l tha t wha t I  go t t o say , everybody can' t handl e i t o r reall y 
wouldn't understan d it , you know. They'll si t there—they'll tak e it as if I' m 
talking about the sports game or something. Like, if I were to talk about my 
sister, and they'l l just chang e i t up . Like , "Yeah , how ar e the Bull s doing?" 
You know? 

Malcolm's thought s abou t communicatin g wit h hi s peer s thi s yea r ar e 
more complicate d tha n h e ha d indicate d t o m e earlie r i n hi s interview. H e 
wants to talk to other s abou t what i s happening i n his life, but onl y to thos e 
people wh o wil l listen an d understan d him . While h e seem s t o believ e tha t 
I, a s his interviewer, ca n "handl e it , " h e doesn ' t hol d suc h fait h i n hi s mal e 
peers. 

Malcolm states , a s he di d i n previou s interviews , tha t h e doesn' t hav e a 
best o r clos e frien d thi s year : 

I had a couple [o f friends] lik e once when I  was real young, around ten , and 
then whe n I  live d out—an d the n m e an d thi s dud e go t rea l close , we wa s 
cool. Bu t right  now , nobody reall y 'caus e i t seem s tha t a s I've grown , yo u 
know, everybody just talk behind your back and stuff, you know. So I just let 
it go because it seems like no people that can hold—well, not no people, but 
the peopl e tha t I'v e bee n meetin g ca n hol d u p t o thei r actions . Lik e yo u 
know .  . .  somethin g might'v e happene d lik e betwee n m e an d a  perso n 
where othe r people fel t tha t we shouldn' t eve n b e friends n o more . So they 
sit ther e an d tal k abou t m e t o tha t perso n whil e I' m no t aroun d o r some -
thing. And then that person will just talk about me too, you know, whatever, 
'cause you know all throughout m y neighborhood, I  always hear, "He talk s 
about you, he says this or he says that." . . . S o I just don't really bother with 
it, you know, trying to make bes t friends . 

Although h e had a  close friend  whe n h e was young, Malcolm currend y be -
lieves, like mos t o f the othe r boy s i n th e study , tha t hi s mal e peer s wil l be -
tray hi s trust . H e , consequendy , doe s no t hav e a  clos e o r bes t frien d an d 
has give n u p o n tryin g t o find  on e (chapte r 5  i s focused o n thi s them e i n 
the boys ' interviews) . 

Malcolm explicid y tell s me tha t h e doe s no t tel l hi s male peer s when h e 
is angry : 
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Why don't you  confront your friends when  you are angry with  them? 
I don' t know . . . . I  guess it's sometimes like it could b e just thei r family o r 

something like they're nic e or something. You know, I don't reall y wanna 
cause no conflict . I  just leave it at that an d just avoid them . 

Malcolm's reservation s abou t "causing " conflic t see m t o lea d hi m t o ne -
glect hi s desir e fo r clos e friends . H e doe s no t ge t angr y wit h hi s peer s be -
cause he believe s that maintainin g friendship s entail s avoiding conflict ; yet , 
when h e i s angry h e remove s himsel f from hi s peer relationship s ("[I ] jus t 
avoid them") . His strategies with hi s peers fai l to maintai n th e relationship . 

Do you feel like  you have any friends? 
I feel , well, sometimes I  be thinking they'r e jealous or somewhat . Becaus e I 

hang with them an d all , but they'r e gettin g C' s an d D's . .  . .  I'm gettin g 
A's and B's . Like in the program I' m i n [a n advanced placement program] , 
I've bee n the studen t o f the month . 

Oh wow! 
And like when something' s goin g on, yesterday, they [th e teachers ] wanted t o 

use me, my image like to represent th e program. Lik e if there's an inter -
view of how—what th e program's abou t o r something , they ask me to d o 
the interview. And I  hang with them [hi s friends]. Bu t I'm gettin g al l this 
attention. Sometime s I  do the same things a s them, like I might ski p a class 
or go to the store o r just cut schoo l one day . But it's like, see, I do al l that , 
knowing tha t what I  gotta ge t done i s gonna ge t done .  .  . and I  notic e 
that when they do it , they're no t carin g about like getting i t done. The y 
just saying forget school , you know. So then when tha t repor t car d come s 
in, I go t A's and B' s and they got C' s an d D' s an d they wonder ho w you 
do this and why I  got thi s because even though I  did that—skipped tha t 
day, I stil l went bac k and go t my schoolwork done . 

Malcolm's abilit y t o b e bot h responsibl e an d irresponsibl e i s causing env y 
and resentmen t amon g hi s friends . Fur thermore , th e attentio n h e receive s 
for hi s ability to b e responsibl e (bein g chose n a s the studen t o f the month ) 
may als o caus e hi s peers ' jealousy . I n a  school wher e ver y fe w student s re -
ceive individua l attention , t o b e favorabl y single d ou t ma y no t onl y en -
courage a  student , suc h a s Malcolm , t o complet e hi s schoolwork—eve n 
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when he skips classes—but may also prompt those who do not receive such 
notice to put littl e effor t int o thei r own schoolwork . 

In Malcolm's junior year, he is on the honor roll all year: "I feel that I' m 
pretty well focused a t my age and stuff so that's really gonna help me." H e 
claims t o fee l fairl y sur e o f hi s intellectua l abilities , an d thi s confidenc e 
seems t o ste m primaril y fro m hi s performanc e i n school . Hi s schoo l 
achievements, he tells  me, make hi s life "wort h living. " Malcolm's grade s 
may not only prove to him that he has potential, but may also provide him 
with a n adult suppor t networ k beyon d tha t o f his mother . At times, how-
ever, he feels insecure in school : 

Most of the time I try to open myself up to learning. Because like if I go into 
something new I always like get that attitude where [I think], uOh, man, I 
don't think so." Instead of saying, "Well, maybe I can do it, let me try, you 
know." I found mysel f doing that. 

So you sort of slip into this  insecurity. 
Yeah. Even though I still try most of the time . 

While Malcol m i s proud o f his school performance , h e als o finds  him -
self doubting his capabilities. Yet he typically does not allow himself to give 
up because , as he explain s in a  later par t o f the interview , he need s t o d o 
well in schoo l i n orde r t o b e "somebody. " Education , learning , an d "ex -
panding [his ] vocabulary" are critically tied to opportunity and success for 
Malcolm. He doe s not want hi s self-doubts t o prevent him fro m reachin g 
his goals. 

When aske d to describe himself , he says: 

Intelligent, responsible, independent to a point where you know I've done 
things on my own. . . . I  could be forgetful a t times. Irresponsibleness, but 
that—everybody you know has some faults, so I can't  b e perfect [giggle] . 
You know, I can't just be mature, responsible, and all this. I feel tha t I  do 
have matureness but I'm also immature. 

In matter-of-fac t tone , Malcol m describe s himsel f precisely a s I  ha d per -
ceived hi m i n hi s earlie r interviews . As suggested i n al l his interviews, h e 
clearly appreciates who h e i s and bot h understand s an d seek s to maintai n 
his three-dimensionality : 
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When you say you're independent to a point, what's the point? 
I feel that I still find myself not all the way saying, no, I don't need nobody 

else, I don't need my mother 'cause I always find myself doing so much on 
my own, but I still have to come back and ask her to help me. 

Do you think you'll probably stay that way, or do you think you'll change? 
Hopefully [I'l l stay the same] 'cause that's something I wanna teach my child. 
What do you want to teach her? 
To be independent, you know—don't be afraid to ask for help but you know, 

try your hardest, you know. 

Malcolm sees himself as both dependent on and independent from others , 
and h e expect s to sta y this way throughout hi s life. Hi s understanding o f 
independence as not excluding the need to depend on others is not uniqu e 
among hi s peers, for who m independenc e an d dependenc e wer e typicall y 
seen as equally important an d necessary. Malcolm assert s that people wh o 
deny tha t the y ar e dependen t o n other s have a  problematic "typ e o f atti -
tude" and he simply "does not believe" them. Following this conversation, 
however, h e warns m e tha t i t i s hard t o b e dependen t o n someon e fo r a 
long tim e becaus e "nobod y live s forever." Wit h hi s mother havin g ha d a 
benign tumo r (mentione d i n hi s freshman-yea r interview ) an d hi s siste r 
currently afflicted wit h a malignant tumor, Malcolm has every reason to be 
wary. 

When I  asked  hi m t o explai n wh y h e consider s himsel f irresponsible , 
Malcolm refer s t o hi s and hi s girlfriend' s decisio n t o hav e a  child a t suc h 
an earl y age . H e state s tha t althoug h h e loves  hi s child , the y wer e "no t 
thinking clearly " when the y mad e thi s decision . Despit e thi s momentar y 
lapse, Malcolm make s clear to me that he is also responsible: 

You know, I act a little crazy sometimes. I may do things that you're not sup-
posed to do, but I'm stil l doing the things that gotta be done. So, no mat-
ter how much I do on the side, everything else is still getting done that needs 
to be done to keep me where I need to be going. . .. I  always think that hav-
ing so much responsibility at such a young age has made me more self-disci-
plined where I could be acting real stupid. 

In eac h o f Malcolm' s interviews , self-disciplin e i s a  centra l theme . H e 
wants t o b e an d consider s himsel f focused o n wha t h e ha s to do . I n fact , 
Malcolm state s that, instead o f leading to feelings o f being overwhelmed , 
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as I had interpreted hi s statements earlier , the responsibilities of his young 
life have enhanced his ability to be self-disciplined. While he readily admits 
that he has been an d can be irresponsible o r "crazy, " he also believes tha t 
he has and will accomplish hi s goals. 

Malcolm tell s me, not surprisingly , tha t what he mos t likes about him -
self is hi s determination, an d wha t h e mos t dislike s is his tendency t o be -
come violent when upset . H e ha s been tol d b y his mother tha t hi s fathe r 
used to get violent when angry. Although he does not want to replicate his 
father's behavior , he finds himself doing so at times. He has taught people, 
however, how to respond t o hi s "fits" : "Eve n thoug h rea l inside I' m rag -
ing like but somehow [when people say certain things to me] it works, you 
know [ I cal m down]. " I  a m surprise d b y Malcolm's confessio n abou t hi s 
potential for violence, and I  find  mysel f questioning what other aspect s of 
Malcolm's way of being I have failed to understand or ask about. Although 
Malcolm has clearly discussed many layers of his world, his unexpected ad -
mission o f violence an d o f "raging" reminds m e tha t I  a m bein g expose d 
to only a small part o f his world . 

When Malcol m think s of the future , h e say s he think s o f going t o col -
lege and being a rap artist. However, since he has to make sure his child is 
"comfortable," h e may  choose colleg e ove r becomin g a  rapper t o ensur e 
her well-being. Having a child has led Malcolm to reassess his future goal s 
and become more intent on following a  traditional path. For the first time, 
Malcolm discusse s going to college a s a real alternative rathe r than a n ab-
stract concept . 

Malcolm, however , i s stil l interested i n ra p musi c an d expect s t o con -
tinue t o write ra p musi c eve n i f he goe s t o college . When I  as k Malcol m 
again what kinds of messages he wants to convey in his music, he responds 
by telling me: 

[In my rap music] I try to tell people they gotta—you know, if you want 
something done, do it yourself. You know, 'cause like the killing and the 
deaths within the area are not caused by the white person or the other 
color, whatever they want to call it. Like yeah, the Colombians, they bring 
drugs in, but we gotta take it upon ourselves not to use them. You know, 
gotta get—push them back out. And certain people got to take it upon 
themselves not to sell them. You see all that money, but you got to take it 
upon yourself to think differendy. It' s a poison, it's really not helping no-
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body. You know, so if they could take it upon themselves to realize that 
what they're doing is killing, then that could help get rid of it. We can al-
ways get rid of it no matter how much they bring in, they would have 
nowhere to put it. You see? 

So there needs to be a buyer. 
Yeah, and there's always somebody there forcing it [on others]. So the people 

just need to get smart. There's rehabilitations if they really work and then 
maybe those people that were once on the drugs will realize and just help. 
. .  . It's an individual effort. .  . but it also takes the whole to make it all 
work. 

In a passionate and angry voice, Malcolm tells me about the importance o f 
individual obligatio n an d effor t i n creatin g societa l change . Although h e 
briefly mentions the importance of collective effort, h e is primarily focuse d 
on th e individual . As with mos t o f the adolescent s i n the study , Malcol m 
firmly maintain s individualisti c value s whil e bein g deepl y engage d wit h 
others. 

When I  ask him what makes his life worth living , Malcolm says: 

Because I'm doing well in school. . . . There's so much positive coming out of 
what I been doing. That makes me feel good. To be alive and stuff, to be 
around. 

So that makes you feel good, thatyou 3re doing so well? 
Yeah, to show the others. Yeah, even my friends you know . . . they be like, 

"Yo, you're real smart you know, that'd be stupid, if you dropped outta 
school," or something and I like be hearing them say that. I just be like, 
"Yeah, no, I ain't planning on dropping out, anything like that." So that 
makes me feel good. 

His academi c achievement s see m t o ancho r Malcolm' s confidence , 
which, i n turn , i s the ke y to hi s positive attitude . Eve n thoug h Malcol m 
has gone through a  particularly difficul t year , he has found a  way to main -
tain his hope an d perseverance . 

Throughout hi s junior-year interview , Malcol m ha s direc t ey e contac t 
with m e an d speak s wit h eas e abou t hi s thought s an d feeling s an d hi s 
strengths an d weaknesses . Malcolm seem s more reflectiv e an d vulnerabl e 
this year than in previous years, most likely the resul t o f his difficult expe -
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riences over the past year. The depths of his introspection may  also be th e 
result of speaking with a woman, given his ease in speaking with girls about 
"certain things. " 

As in each of his previou s interviews, Malcolm's interview is filled with 
surprising as well as expected responses. He speaks about his responsibility 
and hi s irresponsibility ; hi s confidenc e an d lac k o f confidence ; hi s futur e 
and presen t orientation ; an d hi s independence fro m an d dependenc e o n 
his mother . H e als o tell s m e abou t th e sensitiv e way s h e interact s wit h 
those abou t who m h e care s an d hi s violent attack s whe n h e i s "raging. " 
Malcolm is in control, out o f control, passionate, and provocative . 

At th e en d o f Malcolm's senio r year , I  hea r fro m on e o f his peers tha t 
he wil l begi n takin g classe s a t a  local colleg e i n th e fal l an d i s excited t o 
begin hi s new life . Malcolm' s siste r die d a  few month s afte r ou r final  in -
terview. I  am profoundly saddene d b y his loss. He nonetheles s graduate d 
with honors and continues to be a proud an d caring father o f his baby girl. 
I hope to contac t him again to hear more abou t his life—the lif e of an or -
dinary and extraordinary young man . 





PATTERNS 

• • • • • • •  •  • 



I starte d th e boo k with th e stor y o f an individual . I  no w tur n t o 
the patterns or themes that I  detected afte r reading , sorting, categorizing , 
and rereadin g th e intervie w dat a o f twenty-fou r adolescent s ove r thre e 
years. While in qualitative researc h i t often seem s as if the researche r sim -
ply read th e interview s an d immediatel y detecte d themes , thi s i s typically 
not th e case . The theme s presente d i n thi s boo k ar e the outcom e o f tw o 
years of sifting throug h an d analyzing over three thousand page s of inter-
view transcripts an d listening repeatedly t o ove r 12 0 hours o f audiotapes . 
My goa l i n thi s lon g proces s was , onc e again , no t t o determin e theme s 
within each  topic addressed in the interview protocol (e.g. , self- and futur e 
perspectives, dru g an d alcoho l use , relationship s wit h eac h famil y mem -
ber), but t o detect themes when the adolescent s spoke about thei r world s 
(which includes all of these topics). I listened to their interviews in a holis-
tic way, trying t o captur e th e mos t prevalen t themes . Therefore, som e o f 
the topics addressed in the interview protocol are discussed (e.g. , relation-
ships with friends an d mothers) , and some are not (e.g. , drug an d alcoho l 
use). When a  topic i s discussed, i t i s because I  detecte d a  pattern regard -
ing this particular topic . 

Listening t o seventy-on e interview s (twenty-thre e adolescent s ove r 
three year s an d on e adolescen t ove r tw o years) , I  detecte d si x commo n 
themes—and numerou s subthemes—i n th e data . Som e o f th e theme s 
overlap acros s chapter s whil e other s stan d alone . The locatio n o f each o f 
the themes varied from bein g topic-specific t o bein g evident acros s topics 
in the interviews. For example, those discussed in chapter 4—speaking ou t 
or bein g silence d i n relationships—wer e eviden t whe n th e adolescent s 
spoke abou t thei r friends , parents , rol e models , school , an d societ y (i.e. , 
across topics) . O n th e othe r hand , th e theme s discusse d i n chapte r 5 — 
themes of betrayal and distrus t in peer relations—were eviden t only when 
the adolescent s were asked  abou t friendship s (i.e. , within on e topic) . Th e 
theme discusse d i n chapte r 6—th e importanc e o f mothers—wa s eviden t 
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throughout eac h interview , no t onl y whe n th e adolescent s wer e aske d 
about their mothers. The themes discussed in chapters 7, 8, and 9 were ei-
ther eviden t acros s o r withi n individua l topics . A consequence o f suc h a 
theme-centered discussio n i s tha t no t al l o f th e adolescent s wil l b e dis -
cussed i n eac h chapter . Th e chapter s focu s onl y o n thos e teen s who sug -
gested the particular theme being discussed. In addition , in some chapter s 
where gender differences ar e discussed, the boys ' and girls ' stories are pre-
sented separatel y while in other chapter s they are presented together . 



4 

• • • • • • •  •  • 

Voice an d Silenc e 

I have a voice. I mean I like to be heard. 
Are you heard? 
In most of my classes, yeah. They look to me for answers. 'Cause, you 

know, I'm always trying to make a point or a statement. . . . I  ex-
press myself no matter what, I mean I've always made a strong state-
ment. .  . . I'm sensitive to people's feelings, but if you're not sensi-
tive to my feelings, I'll come straight out and say it. 

—Eva, a West Indian student 
in her senior year 

SPEAKING ONE'S MIND, expressing one' s opinions , darin g t o dis -
agree, and speakin g th e trut h i n relationships were values emphasized b y 
the majorit y o f girl s i n th e study . Thi s outspoke n group , consistin g o f 
African American, Dominican, Puerto Rican, West Indian, and Irish Amer-
ican adolescen t girls , either specifically state d tha t the y were "outspoken " 
or underscored thei r ability to be candid about their anger and affection i n 
their relationships . Their voices exemplified wha t Annie Roger s call s "or -
dinary courage " o r th e abilit y "t o spea k one' s min d b y tellin g al l one' s 
heart."1 The girl s discussed open conflic t an d honest speakin g not onl y as 
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an ideal but as a necessity; they needed to tell people what they thought o r 
felt becaus e i f they didn't , they would "explode. " The boys , on th e othe r 
hand, reported bein g silent in or silenced b y their relationships , especially 
with their male peers. Speaking out, for the boys, was associated with being 
angry an d frustrate d an d the y feare d tha t suc h candi d expression s woul d 
threaten thei r relationship s o r would simpl y be "rude. " While outspoke n 
voices were occasionall y eviden t amon g th e boys , they neve r spok e wit h 
such passion a s the girl s about thei r abilitie s to express themselves . 

Girls' Voice s 

Speaking Out  over  Time 

The girl s were mos t willin g t o spea k ou t whe n the y wer e junior s o r se -
niors.2 As they went throug h hig h school , they gre w increasingly abl e t o 
speak thei r mind s an d "tel l thei r hearts. " They typicall y referre d t o a  pe-
riod when they kept quiet followed b y a time in which they began to speak 
openly. 

Mary, an Irish American girl , suggests such a  pattern when sh e is asked 
to describe herself over the three years she is interviewed.3 As a sophomore, 
Mary say s t o Helena : "[Laughs. ] I' m no t goo d a t describin g myself . I 
don't know , oh , I  don' t know , I  jus t can't— I neve r ca n .  .  .  I'm patien t 
[laughs]." In her junior year, Mary says to Helena : 

I don't know. Well, I don't like that question 'cause I can't describe myself. 
I don't know how I am. My boyfriend say s I'm too , like, overprotective of 
people. Not overprotective o f people, but that I' m very caring about, you 
know—there's certain things that I care about with other people. 

In he r third-yea r intervie w (sh e ha s dropped ou t o f school b y this time) , 
Mary describes herself by saying: "I will listen to people's ideas but I'm stil l 
gonna say what I  have to say and tel l them th e way I feel abou t it. " When 
I as k her what sh e likes about hersel f this year, Mary mention s he r open -
ness and "th e fac t tha t I  don't le t people walk all over me." In othe r part s 
of the interview, she tells me: 

I used to be, like, anything [would happen] and I would just let it keep on 
passing and passing, and just get over it. But I only made myself aggravated 
and I became a royal pain in the witch and I was taking it out on everybody 
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dose to me and not the person that's really being the source of my aggrava-
tion. So, you know, I can't do that to people that haven't done nothing to 
me, so I have to tell people that do i t . . .. Now 'cause I speak up about every-
thing that bothers me I'm just gonna say it. I'm not gonna hold anything in 
no more. Now I always say what I believe, especially if I think what they are 
saying is wrong. .  . . Finally now I can open my mouth and say what I feel. 

In previou s years , Mary ha d neithe r mentione d he r desir e no r he r abilit y 
to "ope n [her ] mouth." I n her third-year interview, this is clearly a central 
theme. Although sh e continues in this interview to tel l me tha t sh e is car-
ing an d protectiv e o f others,  Mary's self-descriptio n i s no t dominate d b y 
this characterization. Instead, her focus is on her ability to give voice to her 
opinions, thoughts , an d feelings , an d t o tak e car e o f herself 'by not bein g 
"somebody's bridge. " 

Mary discusses her willingness to speak out with her sisters, brothers, fa-
ther (he r mothe r die d whe n sh e was younger), peers , teachers , an d wit h 
her boyfriend. Unlik e many of her female counterparts in the study, Mary's 
self-described outspoke n abilit y seems to exis t across her relationships : 

My father's olde r son, he's the one that always wants to like walk over my 
father an d see , I haven' t see n him in a  while. So, I haven' t sai d anything, 
but I know next time I see him like I'm gonna say something 'cause finally 
now I can open my mouth an d say what I  feel . And, you know, he hasn' t 
been there in a while and .  . . my father seen him the other day—and thank 
God I  wasn't there , 'cause I  would've ha d a  mouthful fo r him , but when 
he does come, his time will come and I'll just tell him. .  . .  Because befor e 
I couldn't— I couldn' t jus t lik e speak ou t [with ] anybody— I wouldn't . I 
just le t people walk and I  wouldn' t sa y nothing. No w I  can' t se e people 
doing that . 

Mary feels the need to use her voice not only to protect herself from  bein g 
"walked on " bu t als o to protec t he r father . He r tendenc y t o car e for oth -
ers exhibit s itsel f in he r newl y acquire d candor . I n thi s discussio n o f he r 
"father's olde r son," however, there are hints that she may find it more dif-
ficult to articulate her anger than she is willing to admit to me. When Mar y 
says: "My father see n him the other day—and than k Go d I  wasn't there, " 
she ma y b e suggestin g tha t sh e wa s trul y relieve d no t t o hav e fel t calle d 
upon to express her anger at her "father' s son. " While speaking honestly is 
possible for Mary this year, it may still be difficult fo r her . 
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When I  as k Mary , who recentl y passe d th e GE D exa m (an d thu s re -
ceived her high schoo l equivalency diploma) , why she was able to chang e 
so dramatically over the past year, she says: 

Well, when I went to my GED program, I met a lot of new people and I got 
along, you know. I don't know. I found mysel f feeling mor e freely t o talk 
and, you know, it was like we were all coming from the same boat. You know, 
none of us could stand the high schools and it just—I ended up—like I ma-
tured a lot in the few months getting my GED. It's like since then, there's 
been the change in things. 

Mary learned t o voice he r ow n thought s an d feeling s i n a  space i n which 
she found a  common community and in which she felt a  sense of freedom . 
Strikingly, it was only after Mar y left  school tha t sh e was able to find  suc h 
a "home." 4 

Aside from he r sheer exuberance and energy, there are other indication s 
that Mary feels more self-confident i n her third-year interview than she has 
in th e past . Durin g he r first-  an d second-yea r interviews , Mar y rarel y 
looked a t Helen a an d giggle d nervousl y throughout . Durin g he r entir e 
third-year interview , however , sh e maintain s direc t ey e contac t wit h m e 
and tells  m e wit h obviou s prid e tha t sh e i s pleased t o hav e "finally " los t 
forty pounds as a result of working with a  nutritionist (sh e had bee n over -
weight i n previous years). There i s a calmness and convictio n i n her voice 
that I  had no t hear d previously . 

Shakira, an African America n studen t o n th e honorabl e mentio n lis t a t 
school, also emphasizes her outspokenness during her third-year interview. 
In the first two years, Shakira suggests a willingness to speak her mind, bu t 
it is not until her senior year that this becomes a core theme. In her sopho-
more year , she tells me about he r relationships with her teachers : 

You know, I snap—I get—I yell at the teachers sometimes. When they get 
on my nerves, I'll yell back. But most of the time I just listen. But sometimes 
I get so nauseated, I just say, "Leave me alone." When they call me out of 
all people in the class just makes me just want to say, "Okay, everybody else 
talking and you gonna call me?" I always say that when they call me out of 

. everybody, but that's not most of the time. 

Despite he r occasiona l challenges , Shakira seem s ambivalen t o r uncertai n 
about he r willingness t o expres s her feeling s t o he r teache r ("mos t o f th e 
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time I  just listen," "[it ] just makes me want  t o say . . . ," " I always say that 
when they call me ou t. .  . but that' s not  most o f the time").  I t is not clea r 
just what she is telling me. She may want  t o say something t o the teache r 
when sh e believe s he r teache r i s acting unfairl y bu t typicall y choose s no t 
to. He r assertion that most of the time she just listens may have been made 
for m y approva l (a s the adul t listener ) o r becaus e i t trul y reflect s he r be -
havior with her teachers—sometimes she is able to articulate her anger bu t 
most o f the time  sh e is not. Whether o r no t "yelling " a t the teacher i s an 
effective o r eve n appropriat e mean s o f expression , he r desir e t o respon d 
verbally to her teachers ' accusations are clear here. This is the only time  in 
her sophomore year , however, that sh e mentions her desire to speak out . 

In he r junior year , Shakir a suggest s tha t sh e speak s openl y i n som e o f 
her relationships, but i t is neither a  part of her self-description no r a  focus 
of her interviews. She describes herself as "a modern teen—an average stu-
dent. I' m a  modern teenager . I  like to ge t out sometimes . I  like to stay in 
the house. I  like what the average teen likes." 

When I  ask Shakira to describe hersel f in her senior year, she says: 

[I am] outgoing, outspoken, and out everything. Yeah, out everything. If I 
had something to say I'm jus t gonna say it. Some case it'd b e rude and I 
know it'd be rude, but, you know, when you're not listening to me, sorry, 
I'm rude. I'm rude. So I never let anyone intimidate me. . .. I  learned that, 
you know, just moving [here] . I had an accent out of this world, everyone 
was bothering me. I  used to cry. Then I was like forget this, you know, I can't 
be crying for something that's mine. I can't help it if I got it, you know. So 
after that I guess everything turned. 

There wa s a  time  whe n Shakira , lik e Mary , fel t sh e coul d no t spea k 
openly. However , sh e eventuall y overcome s he r silence , and , quit e liter -
ally, recognize s tha t sh e ha s t o b e prou d o f he r voice —its "ou t o f thi s 
world" accent , it s absolute uniqueness . I n contras t t o he r previou s inter -
views, this year' s intervie w i s filled with storie s abou t directl y expressin g 
her ange r an d frustratio n i n an d ou t o f school . Sh e say s sh e i s a  "ver y 
bold" perso n an d wil l "always " spea k he r mind . A s a n example , Shakir a 
tells a  stor y abou t a  school-sponsore d "Latin o Expressio n Night. " Sh e 
was enrage d becaus e th e organizer s chos e t o exclud e peopl e fro m th e 
"Black Islands" and Shakir a fel t tha t thi s discriminated agains t her "blac k 
West India n friends. " Sh e circulate d a  petitio n i n th e schoo l an d spok e 
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with teacher s unti l th e teacher s an d administrator s agree d t o includ e 
black Wes t India n students . Shakir a tells  me : "Peopl e kno w me . The y 
know I' m outspoken. " Accordin g t o developmenta l researchers , bein g 
able t o disagre e openl y i n one' s relationship s i s a  sig n o f strength. 5 B y 
their third-yea r interviews , Shakir a an d Mar y ar e bot h speakin g thei r 
minds with peer s an d wit h adults . 

Shakira's outspokenness is not only focused on expressions of anger and 
frustration, bu t als o on lov e an d loyalty . After sh e performed a  song i n a 
talent show, Shakira ran to the fron t o f the stage , saw that her bes t frien d 
was sitting in the packed audience, and yelled: "I love you, Nina!" Havin g 
attended tha t talent show, I remember bein g impressed an d moved by her 
expression o f such stron g feeling s o f affection fo r a  female frien d i n front 
of virtually the entir e studen t body . When sh e is asked to describ e he r re-
lationships wit h he r tw o bes t friends , Shakir a begin s b y saying : "Well , I 
love them." Unlik e in her sophomor e an d junior years , Shakira in her se-
nior yea r i s not onl y ope n an d hones t i n he r relationship s bu t als o quit e 
passionate. 

The Variations  of  Voice 

The outspoken voices of the girls in the study did not simply fit the stereo-
type o f typically loud, bold , an d brass y inner-city girls. 6 The voice s hear d 
among these ethnically diverse adolescent s were more complicated . Thei r 
motivation t o speak out depended upo n th e immediate situation , the sur -
rounding circumstances , an d th e typ e o f relationship s t o whic h the y re -
ferred. Speaking out was seen as serving various purposes at different time s 
and in different situations . 

Expressing Anger an d Frustratio n 
Chantel, a n African America n adolescent , claim s tha t sh e i s very outspo -
ken—even with her teachers . In he r junior year, Helena ask s her: 

So you think you are the type of student who will say something in class and 
speak up? 

Yep. Plenty of times, 'cause . . . I  know in one discussion that my teacher, my 
English teacher, he's like strictly against abortion and he was like, "That's 
wrong and I think they should make it illegal." I said, "Well, I'm not say-
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ing that I'm for abortion or anything, but, you know, you're only one per-
son and it's like I feel though you all shouldn't take the right from othe r 
people—to tell people they can't have abortions." I was like, "Who are 
you? You don't have to deal with that kid when that kid comes here." We 
had a big old discussion in class and he was like, "Okay, Chantel, we both 
made our point." I was like, "Yeah, bu t . . ." H e was like, "I still think it's 
wrong." I was like, "Well, that's your opinion, but I don't feel as though 
you should put your opinion on everybody else's life." He was mad at me, 
so I was mad with him. 

Chantel is insistent on speaking out on issues about which she feels partic-
ularly ardent. Sh e refuses t o b e silenced. She expresses her contrary opin -
ion, riskin g he r teacher' s displeasure . Moreover , sh e resist s hi s effor t t o 
"put [his ] opinions on everybody else's life." In this instance, Chantel rep-
resents hersel f not merel y disagreeing with thi s teacher , bu t speakin g ou t 
for the common righ t to self-expression . 

Marie, a Dominican American studen t i n her sophomore year , tells me 
about he r classroo m behavior : " I alway s speak my mind . Like , some stu -
dents can' t reall y g o u p t o th e teache r an d tal k about , lik e i f the y hav e 
problems. I'm usuall y the one in the class that's always like we believe tha t 
we should get this and that and we should be treated that way and not thi s 
way." Whe n I  as k he r t o describ e hersel f i n he r sophomor e year , Mari e 
once again discusses her need to respond verbally to unfai r treatment : 

I can't stay shush on anything. Like my father, he'd always be like, "You did 
this and you did that." My brother'll be just standing there like, and he don't 
answer, he don't say nothing. I can't be like that, I can't keep it in myself. I 
gotta talk back, you know, speak my mind, tell him my side of the story even 
though you're gonn a lose . My brother's like , "You're gonn a lose anyway. 
They ain't gonna listen to you so why talk back." Like I just can't, I try but 
I can't . 

Even whe n sh e i s told b y he r brothe r tha t "speakin g [her ] mind " i s no t 
going to mak e a  difference, an d when other s "don' t sa y nothing," Mari e 
speaks up. 

When asked  about her relationships with her parents in her junior year , 
Christine, an African American student, suggests a similar pattern with he r 
father: 
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[My father and I] have discussions every once in a while. But then I  don' t 
agree with his view so when he says something, you know, I try to challenge 
it. You know, find out why he thinks that way. An d he'll get mad, 'cause he 
doesn't lik e when people try to challenge him . I'm reall y the onl y person 
that will stand up to him. Talk to him word for word. . . . I  get it from him. 
He doesn't back down either. He likes to be his own boss. And I'm the same 
way 'cause he always taught me never to let people take advantage of you or 
take control of you. You should always speak up, talk for yourself. And that's 
what I do. It just so happens I do it with him. 

Christine feel s comfortabl e challengin g he r father . Sh e see s hersel f a s 
uniquely direc t an d attribute s thi s abilit y t o he r father . Sh e won' t "bu g 
down" t o hi m becaus e h e ha s taugh t he r t o b e self-assertive , an d sh e 
is, t o he r fathers ' dismay , usin g thes e skill s with him . Strikingly , th e girl s 
in th e study , lik e Christine , wer e mor e ap t t o indicat e tha t thei r ex -
pressive abilitie s cam e fro m watchin g thei r father s tha n thei r mothers . 
Fathers wer e th e one s wh o wer e eithe r directl y o r indirectl y teachin g 
their daughter s t o spea k thei r minds , an d thei r daughter s wer e follow -
ing suit . 

Christine also speaks about her directness with her mother in her junior 
year: "My mother would try to put me in my place. But I  wouldn't buckl e 
down, so I guess now she realizes I'm no t trying to be grown o r anythin g 
but I  have my own opinions. " While the girl s commonly provided storie s 
of being outspoken with their fathers an d mothers, their discussions abou t 
being expressive with thei r mothers were never a s frequent, lengthy , or as 
intense a s their discussion s o f thei r fathers . I t i s unclear wha t th e reason s 
are for this difference. Whe n daughter s have more daily contact with thei r 
mothers than their fathers, as is the case with most of these girls, being can-
did with thei r mother s abou t thei r thought s an d feeling s may  seem mor e 
commonplace, and less worthy of discussion, than thei r outspoken experi -
ences with thei r fathers . Girl s may also feel mor e pride in their abilitie s t o 
be outspoken with their fathers—the paren t who may hold more power in 
their familie s an d who doe s hol d mor e powe r i n th e large r society—tha n 
with their mothers. And, of course, girls may also feel less angry with and , 
perhaps, have more respect for their mothers than for their fathers (a s sug-
gested i n chapte r 6) . Consequently , the y may  be les s willing t o challeng e 
their mothers. As Milagro suggests below, they may also feel more protec-
tive of their mothers . 
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Milagro, a  Dominica n America n student , tell s m e i n he r junio r yea r 
about he r nee d t o spea k u p whe n sh e believe s he r fathe r mistreat s he r 
mother: 

Sometimes my dad makes my mother cry and I don't like that and every time 
he does that I go up to his face and tell him that I , you know, that I really 
love my mother and he shouldn't be doing that to her. . . . And I always get 
on his case real bad 'cause I remember he's going to be getting on every-
body's case but I told him not on mine, you know, 'cause I've taken a lot of 
stuff, you know. I'm up to my head already with all of this stuff 

Sometimes, a s Mari e indicates , th e motivatio n t o spea k u p come s fro m 
wanting t o shield oneself, and othe r times , as Mary and Milagro indicate , 
the motivatio n come s fro m wantin g t o protec t others . Thes e girls , how -
ever, seem to stan d alon e within thei r familie s i n thei r courage t o b e out -
spoken. 

Gabriela, a  half Irish American an d hal f Puerto Rica n student , als o in -
dicates in all three years of interviews that she is the only one in her famil y 
who is willing to stand up to her father : 

He expects me just to keep my mouth shut but I don't. I'm not gonna keep 
my mouth shut. .  . . He'll yell at me for nothing and he expects me to keep 
quiet and take it. I ain't taking it from him. . . . I've been quiet for too long. 
My brothers and sisters just tell me, "Just be quiet with him." My sister went 
through the same thing, you know. But I'm the only one that's spoke out to 
him. Like he gets mad when I'm like this, but he gave me [my outspoken 
voice]. 

Like Shakira and Mary, Gabriela discusses her previous silence ("I've bee n 
quiet fo r to o long" ) an d he r newfound voic e in her relationshi p wit h he r 
father. Unlike the other girls in the study, however, Gabriela expresses only 
her anger and frustration i n her relationships and not her pain and vulner -
ability. Gabriel a doe s not tel l any stories o f affection, loyalty , or love . She 
was one o f only tw o girl s in th e sampl e who begin s sayin g in he r junior -
year interview that there is nobody she can really be close with while telling 
me abou t he r direc t expressions o f anger with her father , mother , friends , 
and teachers. In al l three of her interviews, but particularly in her third in -
terview, Gabriela seem s lonely and depressed . Gabriel a say s "a lot o f peo-
ple sa y [t o me] , 'Oh , yo u go t courage, ' it' s no t courage , it' s jus t tha t I 
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don't care. " Gabriela expresses her anger because she does not care  about 
the consequences . I n contras t t o thos e adolescen t girl s wh o discusse d 
being outspoke n precisel y becaus e the y care d abou t themselve s an d oth -
ers, Gabriel a asserts that she does not car e about either : '"Cause the thin g 
about m e i s like lif e t o m e mean s nothing . Yo u kno w wha t F m saying ? 
. .  .  Like I  don' t kno w .  .  .  when they'r e saying , like , I' m ver y negativ e 
about things now. Like I don't care about nothing no more." Gabriela may 
be claiming not to care to protect hersel f from deepl y caring or caring to o 
much. I f she cared, I  suspect , she might trul y fee l th e depth s o f her lone -
liness. Worried abou t he r psychologica l wel l being , I  referre d Gabriel a t o 
counseling a t the end o f her third-year interview . 

Marie, Milagro , an d Gabriel a wer e remarkabl e i n thei r willingnes s t o 
voice thei r thought s an d feeling s i n situation s i n whic h the y readil y ac -
knowledged tha t the y wer e no t bein g heard . The y persiste d i n speakin g 
out even when other s told them t o keep quiet . They insisted on breakin g 
silence wit h th e hope , perhaps , tha t the y woul d eventuall y b e heard . I n 
contrast t o Gabriela' s personal assessment , th e determinatio n reveale d b y 
Marie, Milagro, and Gabriel a suggest s tremendous courage . 

Unlike th e othe r girl s i n th e study , however , Mari e begin s unexpect -
edly to silence herself with he r father b y her junior year : " I don' t respon d 
[to m y father ] .  .  .  because whe n I  do , it' s lik e i t get s worse becaus e h e 
always says, 'Oh, you alway s talking bac k a t me. ' So , I  just ignor e him . I 
just b e quiet , I  don' t sa y nothing. I' m tire d o f it . I'v e hear d it , so what' s 
the use . I  don' t ge t nowher e b y saying  anything. " Mari e ha s apparentl y 
lost he r hop e tha t sh e wil l mak e a  difference wit h he r fathe r b y speakin g 
her mind . B y he r junio r year , sh e ha s chose n t o remai n silen t wit h hi m 
although sh e continues t o b e outspoken i n other relationships . While sh e 
has give n in , perhaps , t o th e stricture s o f he r father , sh e ha s als o seem -
ingly devised a  way to protec t hersel f from furthe r frustratio n and , possi -
bly, further harassment . Bein g outspoken ma y be an effective strateg y fo r 
responding t o injustice , rudeness , o r difference s o f opinion . However , i t 
may not alway s be the bes t way of protecting onesel f from psychologica l 
or physica l harm. 7 

For th e Sak e o f Connectio n 
The girl s spoke ou t abou t ange r an d frustratio n no t jus t fo r it s own sake , 
but als o fo r th e sak e o f maintainin g connection . The y di d no t typicall y 
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speak of fearing isolatio n o r alienation fro m other s i f they spoke honestly , 
but rathe r o f havin g close r relationships . Ev a tell s Helen a i n he r junio r 
year: "Yo u kno w you alway s argu e wit h you r famil y an d friend s bu t tha t 
don't mea n you don' t car e about them. So it's always, you gott a have dis-
agreements i n a  relationship an d the n happines s come s alon g wit h it . I n 
order t o hav e happines s yo u als o hav e t o hav e quarrels. " I n he r junior -
and senior-yea r interviews , Ev a repeatedly tells  storie s i n which sh e "ha d 
to" spea k he r min d i n he r relationship s wit h he r friend s becaus e sh e be -
lieves honest y i s necessar y in , an d for , a  goo d o r "happy " relationship : 
"My friend s an d I  alway s argu e bu t that' s oka y becaus e that' s wha t 
friends do. " 

When I  ask Chantel, in her junior year, about what has changed i n he r 
relationship with her bes t friend, sh e says that her bes t friend use d to tak e 
advantage o f her "niceness " b y talking "fo r hours " abou t he r problems . 
This year , however , Chante l tol d thi s friend tha t sh e wanted he r t o stop . 
Her bes t frien d di d indee d chang e he r behavio r and , consequently , 
Chantel says , their relationshi p improved . Chante l suggest s tha t express -
ing her frustration preserve d th e relationship . She could no t hav e contin -
ued the friendship withou t openl y articulating her feelings . 

Chantel's self-description i n her junior year also emphasizes the impor -
tance of honesty in her relationships : 

How would you describe yourself? 
I don't know, I try and be honest with people. . .. I f I feel like somebody's 

doing something, and they ask me, they want my honest opinion, even if I 
think it's gonna hurt them some, I just have to tell them 'cause it'll bother 
me if I say, "Oh you look fine," and then I'll leave. So I just answer them, 
"No, you look awful. Please go do something with yourself." I feel as 
though I have to say it regardless [even] if I'm gonna hurt somebody's 
feelings or not, I'll say it. But I think before I  speak. I be like, "Oh, this 
person might get their feelings hurt," so I'll put it nicely. I will tell people 
what I'm thinking, but I'll say it nicely. 

Voicing one' s thought s an d feeling s i n relationships , fo r bot h Chante l 
and Eva and most o f their female peers , involves both takin g care of one' s 
own needs and the needs of others—it is deeply embedded i n relationship. 
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With "Attitude " 
Occasionally th e girl s frame d thei r outspoke n voice s a s havin g "a n atti -
tude." Whe n Florence , a n Africa n America n adolescent , tells  m e i n he r 
junior year that he r "attitude " has become worse over the years, I ask her 
why sh e believe s thi s i s true : "I t let s peopl e kno w tha t I' m serious , tha t 
I'm no t playin g an d it' s a  good wa y for , yo u know , fo r peopl e t o listen , 
to kno w tha t I' m tryin g t o ge t a  point across. " Christin e say s in he r se -
nior-year interview: " I ge t an attitude. My mother say s I have an attitude . 
Sometimes I  don't wanna b e bothered an d I  let her know. She says I have 
an attitude. I  don' t thin k it' s an attitude . I  just don' t wann a b e bothered , 
you know , s o sh e doesn' t bothe r m e anymore. " Gabriel a say s in he r ju -
nior-year interview: " I hav e a n attitud e wit h peopl e sometimes . You have 
to have an attitude nowadays , you know what I'm saying ? Like somebod y 
says something [bad] , I  sna p bac k a t them. " Shakir a als o tells  m e i n he r 
senior-year intervie w abou t he r attitude : "Yo u coul d d o just a  little thin g 
like ste p o n m y feet , an d I  jus t b e like , 'Yo u steppe d o n my  feet. ' Espe -
cially if I don' t lik e you, you reall y gonna ge t it . I  b e like unbelievable . I f 
it's somebody I  don' t like , I'm like , 'You stupid, don' t b e stepping on m y 
feet.'" 

"Having a n attitude, " fo r thes e girls , i s a  way o f forcefully expressin g 
themselves. While i t may be considered inappropriate , ineffective, o r rud e 
at times, such confiden t articulation s forc e peopl e t o liste n an d tak e thei r 
thoughts an d feeling s seriously . Christin e want s people to  know when sh e 
does not want to be bothered. Felici a says her "attitude " encourages peo-
ple to acknowledge and listen to her. Shakira wants those she does not like 
to kno w it . Thes e girl s implie d o r direcd y state d tha t the y ha d a n "atti -
tude" when they wanted to convey criticism, their need for privacy, or their 
negative o r hostil e feelings . While man y o f these girl s initially state d tha t 
they neede d t o "chang e thei r attitude, " whe n thei r interviewer s aske d 
whether they liked having an "attitude," most of the girls stated that ther e 
was "something positive" about suc h a  stance. They fully recognize d tha t 
adults and many of their peers thought "havin g an attitude" was problem-
atic (e.g., Christine's reference t o her mother), but, at the same time, they 
found thi s posture "sometime s necessary. " 
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The Complexities  of  Voice 

Variations acros s Relationship s 
When Christin e i s asked to describe hersel f in her senior year, she says: 

There goes that question. I don't know. I'm sensitive, but outspoken, you 
know. 

How are  you outspoken ? 
I don't tolerate anybody disrespecting me. Or putting me down or saying 

something derogatory. I don't, you know, I have to speak up. 

However, she also states: 

I have a low self-esteem. I'm not—I'm not low self-esteemed. I' m self-con -
scious. I don't know. 'Cause see when I  was growing up people called me 
ugly and naturally I believed them .  . . and then like some of the boys will 
try to talk to me, you know, I wonder why. What do they see? I don't like 
speaking up to people I don't know. Well, not speak, I'll say, "Hi," but you 
know, you see somebody on the street you go, "Hi, how you doin'?" I can't 
do that, I don't know why, unles s it's someone I know really well. 

While Christin e describe s hersel f a s outspoke n with people when the y ar e 
impertinent, sh e struggles to speak with people whom sh e does not kno w 
well, but who are , in fact, no t "disrespecting " her . Christine' s storie s sug-
gest that being able to speak up when someone "put s you down" may no t 
indicate complete or unconditional self-confidence o r an ability or willing-
ness to express oneself in all situations. Christine's stories also suggest tha t 
experiences tha t lea d to "lo w self-esteem" ma y not onl y inhibit on e fro m 
speaking out ("peopl e calle d me ugly. . . . I  don't lik e speaking up to peo-
ple"), bu t ma y also motivate on e t o spea k up . When I  as k Christine wh y 
she thinks her father i s able to be so outspoken (sh e mentions this early in 
her senior-year interview), she tells me of his struggles a s a child: "Every -
body thought he was dumb and even his own cousin picked him last in this 
kickball game." Because of his earlier experiences, her father "wouldn' t le t 
anybody tell him what to do or try to take control of him or try to take ad-
vantage o f him [a s he gre w older ] . . . h e would alway s speak up." Chris -
tine, wh o hersel f was calle d "ugly " whe n sh e wa s younger , ma y identif y 
with her father an d consequently be intent on responding when others in-
sult her. Her "lo w self-esteem" seem s to overwhelm her when casua l con-



Voice and Silence I  9 1 

versation is called for, bu t when someone i s "putting [her ] down" she has 
learned from he r father tha t sh e must speak her mind . 

Chantel, who spok e s o fervently abou t he r desir e an d abilit y t o spea k 
honestly with he r friends , discusse s her frustratio n tha t sh e is occasionally 
"too nice" to people. She expresses anger a t herself for letting people tak e 
advantage of her by lending them money although she knows they will not 
pay he r back . Sh e doe s no t kno w wh y sh e resist s "sayin g something " t o 
them. Chante l an d Christin e sugges t tha t bein g abl e t o spea k one' s 
thoughts an d feeling s ca n var y within an d acros s relationships . Th e typ e 
and meanin g o f the relationship , th e specifi c ac t o r reques t (e.g. , to bor -
row money) , a s well a s the girls ' ow n self-imag e an d pas t histor y deter -
mines when, where, and with whom the y will bring forth thei r voices. 

Silencing i n the Mids t o f Voice 
Although mos t of the adolescent girl s explicitly discussed thei r willingness 
to spea k ou t wit h thei r friends , teachers , and famil y members , these out -
spoken voices  faltere d whe n the y discusse d thei r relationship s wit h boys . 
Most o f th e girls 8 spoke o f no t trustin g boy s an d o f feelin g war y o f be -
coming involved with boys because they were not certai n they could pro -
tect thei r own feelings o r listen to themselves in these relationships . 

Milagro, who s o boldl y articulate d he r willingnes s t o spea k he r min d 
with her father , say s in her junior year : 

What I don't like about myself is that I'm so light on guys. After they do 
something really bad, like they call me, I talk to them and I'm kind of like, 
you know, a couple of days later I just forgive them. 

Why do you forgive so  easily? 
Because I fear that the guys might hate me. 

Milagro's fea r o f losin g he r relationship s wit h boy s inhibit s he r fro m 
communicating he r anger even when they do "somethin g really bad." Fo r 
girls such as Milagro, honestly expressing themselves with male peers may 
feel more risky ("because .  . .  the guys might hate me") tha n speaking ou t 
with their fathers. While boys may "hate" or abandon these girls as a result 
of their outspokenness , fathers, a t least theoretically, will not . 

Gayle, an African America n student , finds  speaking with boy s and me n 
in genera l to o "dangerous, " an d ha s consequentl y cu t hersel f of f fro m 
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most boys and me n i n her sophomor e an d junior years . She believe s tha t 
they wil l inevitabl y betra y o r manipulat e he r an d conclude s tha t "yo u 
should jus t stay quiet" with them : " I don' t tal k to male s about an y prob-
lems I  have , rather kee p i t t o myself. " I n he r senio r year , Gayl e say s tha t 
she has a boyfriend whom she thinks she loves. She is not going to tell him, 
however, because she believes he may take advantage of her if he knew how 
she felt . Sh e say s she may  tel l him i n " a year o r so " when sh e feel s mor e 
certain about the relationship. Although Gayle says that she is not afraid t o 
talk to he r boyfrien d abou t certai n things (asid e from love) , she stil l doe s 
not trus t olde r me n an d avoid s speakin g t o them : "The y star t lookin g a t 
you strangel y an d I  jus t don' t lik e peopl e lookin g a t m e strangely . I  fee l 
like, 'DagT what did I  do?' . . . I  watch TV, and I  see the shows about ho w 
older men moles t litde kids and I  try to avoid anything that could b e haz-
ardous." 

Shakira, who claims to be "outspoken an d out everything," is unwilling 
to spea k openl y wit h boy s becaus e " I don' t fee l lik e dealin g wit h thei r 
problems and things." Shakira tells me about her anger at boys who hither 
and who pressure he r t o hav e sex with them . Suc h experience s ar e exam-
ples, she says, of why she finds boy s unworthy o f her trus t and , therefore , 
undeserving o f hearing he r "real " thought s an d feelings . When I  as k he r 
in her senior year to describe how she sees herself in relation to boys in the 
future, Shakir a says : " I don' t know . Mayb e mor e open , I  don' t know . I 
don't shar e o r anything with the m what , you know , what I  want them t o 
hear, want the m t o know . O h I  don' t know , maybe I'l l meet somebod y I 
could ope n u p to. " Shakir a speak s he r min d wit h people , suc h a s friend s 
and family , who m sh e doe s no t conside r dangerous , an d silence s hersel f 
with those whom sh e deems unsafe . 

While most o f the girl s seemed silenced b y the action s and reactions o f 
boys, ther e wer e variation s i n th e kind s o f silence s thes e girl s described . 
Gayle an d Shakir a activel y choos e no t t o spea k honesd y t o boy s becaus e 
they believ e tha t thi s i s their safes t strategy . Milagro , o n th e othe r hand , 
doesn't see m t o mak e a n activ e choic e ("wha t I  don' t lik e abou t my -
self .  .  ."); she seems more silence d by  boys than silen t with  boys . In addi -
tion, unlike Gayle and Shakira, she does not remove herself from her rela-
tionships with boy s in response t o how they have treated her . Because her 
silence seems more passive than active, Milagro may be more "a t risk" psy-
chologically tha n Gayl e o r Shakira . Silencin g onesel f ma y b e a n effectiv e 
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way o f protecting onesel f i n certai n circumstances . However , th e conse -
quences will likely be determined b y the amount o f agency experienced i n 
one's silence . 

Silencing with N o Voic e 
Two of the girls in the sample seemed to silence themselves in most, if not 
all, o f their relationships . The y rarel y told storie s o f speaking thei r mind s 
or sayin g what the y fel t o r thought . I  hear d n o distinctions , typically , i n 
how they spoke, or rather did not speak , to thei r friends , family members , 
or boys . To avoi d replicatin g th e girls ' silence s b y silencin g the m i n thi s 
chapter, I will describe one of these two girls as she speaks to me about her -
self and her relationships over three years. 

Tyiesha, an African American girl, seems confident i n her freshman year . 
There i s a clarity and honesty to her stories as she speaks to me about car -
ing for her friends and family. When asked to describe herself, Tyiesha says: 

I describe myself sometimes nice and sometimes mean, most of the times I'm 
nice but sometimes when I don't get what I want I get mad . .. I'm not hon-
est all the time.... I'm sort of mean sometimes because when I was younger, 
I used to have to walk—walk in the streets because me and my mother and 
my sister didn't have nowhere to stay so I guess that's why I'm so mean now 
and because when I was younger, my father used to try to hit my mother and 
I guess that's what also makes me mean now, too. 

Tyiesha is reflective an d direct with me as she describes herself and her dif-
ficult life . Thi s honesty , however , diminishe s ove r th e cours e o f th e nex t 
two years , and b y her junior yea r sh e seem s profoundly troubled . I n he r 
sophomore year , th e frequenc y wit h whic h Tyiesh a say s " I don' t know " 
sharply increases from he r firs t interview ; she appears not t o know what is 
happening t o he r o r wh y sh e finds  i t difficul t t o expres s hersel f with he r 
friends an d famil y members . B y her junior year , Tyiesha ha s almos t com -
pletely shut herself off from other s who care for her . When I  interview her 
this year, she has just returned hom e fro m a n adolescen t shelte r t o whic h 
she was sent afte r sh e ran awa y from hom e fo r five days. She say s she ra n 
away because she wanted t o spend time  wit h friends , althoug h sh e admit s 
they were not "reall y friends." He r decisio n to run away , she explains, did 
not hav e anythin g t o d o wit h he r mothe r o r siste r (th e tw o peopl e wit h 
whom she lives), and, furthermore, sh e "did not mind" staying in the shel-
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ter. The only reason she came home, she says, is because her mother aske d 
her to return . Tyiesha sounds acutely disconnected fro m he r own feeling s 
and confuse d i n thi s interview (sh e di d no t remembe r bein g interviewe d 
in the previous two years).9 

When asked  whether she will voice disagreement with the people in her 
family, Tyiesha says in her junior year : 

Fll keep quiet. 
my? 
I don' t know. I don't—it's none of my business. Like if my stepfather [wh o 

does not live with them] touched me or something, I'll say something. 
Well, I don't know. I don't know if I would say something. I  don' t 
know. Probably scared that it would hurt my mother 'caus e she really 
loves him. 

Tyiesha wants to believe that she would say something to her mother, an d 
thereby protect herself, if her stepfather molested her, but she also feels the 
need to protect her mother. I f she found out , however, that her stepfathe r 
was having an affair with another woman, she says she would definitely tel l 
her mother "caus e that's my mother he' s hurting." While she is willing t o 
protect he r mother , Tyiesh a i s uncertain abou t he r abilit y to protec t her -
self. Her recen t runnin g awa y suggests, however, tha t ther e ar e even lim-
its to her willingness to take care of her mother . 

Tyiesha's apparent silence  becomes more obvious when sh e speaks of a 
male frien d wit h who m sh e would lik e to becom e romanticall y involved . 
Tyiesha say s she has had se x with thi s boy for man y month s i n the hope s 
that i t wil l turn int o a  steady, monogamous relationship . Yet she has no t 
told hi m direcd y of her desire s because she fears he will leave her an d sh e 
does not want t o risk such a  consequence. I n th e meantime , Tyiesha says 
with a n angry voice tha t thi s boy is also having sex with othe r girls . Even 
though sh e is upset, sh e will not expres s this to hi m fo r th e sam e reason s 
she will not spea k to him abou t her desires . 

When I  ask her to describe hersel f later in this interview, Tyiesha says: 

Vulnerable .  . . 'cause I know that this girl's having sex with [him] and I'm 
not gonna say nothing about i t . .. I  don't know. 

How else  are you vulnerable? 
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Like when my friend asked me to go somewhere and I can't go and they keep 
asking me and asking me, "Come on." I just say, "Yeah." And people ask 
me for stuff and I let them use it and they mess it up and I don't say noth-
ing. 

How come? 
I don't know. 

When aske d to define th e ter m "vulnerable, " Tyiesha says : u[W]hen peo -
ple walk ove r you . Tellin g you wha t t o do . When peopl e us e you , whe n 
sometimes I  le t my  friends tel l m e what t o d o an d stuff . I  don' t liste n t o 
myself." Seemingly afrai d o f the consequence s o f "listening t o [her]self, " 
Tyiesha choose s no t t o an d end s u p feelin g like , i n th e word s o f Mary , 
"somebody's bridge. " Tyiesha' s silenc e an d depressio n ar e readil y appar -
ent thi s year. As with Gabriela , I  refe r he r t o counselin g a t the en d o f her 
junior-year interview . 

While Tyiesha and on e o f her female peer s in the stud y appeared t o b e 
silenced b y and silen t in mos t i f not al l of their relationships , mos t o f th e 
other girl s were not . They related numerou s stories , especially in their ju-
nior and senior years, of directly expressing their feelings o f anger, frustra -
tion, love, and affection. Thes e tales of outspokenness, however, were fre -
quently intersperse d wit h storie s o f bein g silen t in , bein g silence d by , o r 
entirely avoidin g relationship s wit h boys . Th e girl s indicate d tha t bein g 
able t o voic e one' s thought s an d feeling s i n som e relationship s neithe r 
generalizes to all relationships, nor suggests an earlier ability to do so, and, 
finally, doe s no t necessaril y impl y self-confidenc e o r feeling s o f bein g 
heard. 

Boys' Voices 

In contras t t o th e girls , fe w boy s identifie d wit h bein g "outspoken " o r 
being abl e t o "spea k one' s mind. " Furthermore , non e o f th e boy s dis -
cussed "havin g a n attitude. " The boy s spoke, instead, o f retreating o r re -
maining silen t whe n the y wer e angr y o r upset. 10 The y wer e fearful , the y 
said, tha t i f they directl y expresse d thei r angr y feelings , particularl y wit h 
their mal e peers , these relationship s woul d "mos t definitely " end . Speak -
ing one' s min d wa s typicall y frame d b y th e boy s a s "disrespectful, " dis -
ruptive, and dangerous . 
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Silencing in  Relationships 

Marvin, an African American student , speaks in a soft voice and has a hard 
time lookin g directl y a t hi s interviewe r i n eac h o f hi s thre e interviews . 
When Mik e ask s him i n hi s sophomore yea r t o describ e himself , h e con -
trasts himself to a n outspoken olde r sister : "Lik e m y older sister , she get s 
in there . Like she don' t b e lying, she be telling the truth . Lik e whoever' s 
right, she be on their side . . . I  try to not even get in it." Concerned abou t 
openly expressin g himsel f with hi s mother, h e says : "I se e my older siste r 
talk back and it just makes my mother upset." While Marvin recognizes the 
risks o f outspokennes s an d ma y wan t t o spar e hi s mothe r frustratio n o r 
anger, h e nevertheles s seem s t o admir e hi s siste r fo r he r "trut h telling " 
abilities. 

Marvin expresses his frustrations t o his mother o n occasion , but is hes-
itant to do so: "Like sometimes like she'll aggravate me and I be telling her 
how I  fee l sometimes , lik e I  don' t b e meanin g t o b e rud e o r anything. " 
Surprisingly, Marvin' s perspective an d cautiou s attitud e was typical o f the 
boys in the study. They indicated that speaking directly in relationships was 
admirable bu t potentially rude and risky and, therefore, undesirable unles s 
one wanted t o b e disrespectful . 

In his senior year, Marvin tells  me: 

When I'm ma d I  usually keep it to myself, 'cause I'm no t outspoken . I' m 
kind of shy. Like some of my friends they could just come out and say it with 
no problem. Me, I'm like I never say it. Mostiy just with girls, I don't know, 
like I do it with boys too—they ask my opinion, like if something looks ugly, 
like they really like it so I probably be like, "It looks okay," but I really think 
it looks terrible. But I don't know. I think different, I  guess. . . . Like they 
probably won' t lik e you n o mor e becaus e you sai d something tha t mad e 
them mad. 

Marvin views speaking out as an act of courage that would endanger rathe r 
than enhance relationships. When asked about his closest friendship, Mar -
vin say s he i s able t o ge t ma d a t thi s perso n sometime s bu t "no t all-ou t 
mad." Whe n I  as k him why , h e says : " I don' t know . I  gues s becaus e w e 
know eac h othe r an d lik e grew up together. " Sinc e friend s ma y not "lik e 
you anymore" if opinions are expressed, Marvin may feel particularly wary 
of speaking up in , and therefore losing , a long-term relationship . 
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Albert, a  Puerto Rica n teenager , als o seem s t o silenc e himsel f i n hi s re -
lationships. Lik e Marvin , Alber t reveal s thes e difficultie s i n a  discussion i n 
which h e contrast s hi s ow n behavio r t o th e fearless , and , perhaps , danger -
ous action s o f hi s younger sister : 

[When m y father use d to hi t my mother when I  was younger] I  would hid e 
under the bed , but my little sister used to ge t in the way of my father. Sh e 
used to . get in the middle o f my mother an d father , just push, push, she 
would scream . .  . .  She would neve r be scared. .  . .  She is real strong. She 
gets mad very fast, you know. She has an attitude, you know, like you can' t 
bother her too much , she'll ge t mad . . . I  am not like that . 

Do you have any of  her willingness to fight back? 
Not a s much, bu t sometimes I  will, but she' s more, you know—she ha s mor e 

guts. Even though she' s eleven and a  half, she still  has mor e guts , I thin k 
than me . 

Albert's ton e o f voic e suggest s a  desir e t o hav e hi s sister' s courage . H e 
seems impresse d wit h he r fearles s way s o f protectin g he r mothe r despit e 
the fac t tha t hi s siste r ma y b e putt in g hersel f a t grea t risk . 

In hi s senior-yea r interview , Alber t say s t o m e tha t wha t h e dislike s 
about himsel f i s that h e i s " to o nice " sometimes : 

Some people d o take advantage o f me. Som e of my friends, you know, like I 
would leave them alon e in my room, they would tak e things. But I  would 
let 'e m an d I  would b e like, "Oh lemm e see if they do brin g i t back." The y 
would neve r bring i t back , so whenever I  used to go over to thei r house , I 
used to take it back . 

Why didn't you  say anything when  you noticed tapes were missing? 
I would tr y to convince mysel f that th e tap e was just lost bu t the n I  would se e 

it in their house . I  also thought i f I say anything they would tel l me the y 
didn't tak e i t . .. I  don't trus t friends n o more , when they go to my roo m 
I'll b e there, you know . 

Instead o f directly confrontin g hi s friends , Alber t ha s chose n a  strategy o f 
silence an d disconnection . Althoug h som e o f th e adolescen t girl s als o 
spoke abou t bein g " to o nice, " thei r discussion s wer e intersperse d wit h ex -
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amples o f speaking unabashedl y abou t thei r feelings . Alber t an d Marvin , 
in contrast , speak only of people takin g advantage o f them, of being "to o 
nice," or o f not bein g abl e to expres s their ange r o r frustration wit h thei r 
parents and friends . When I  as k Albert in his senior year how he typicall y 
responds when h e is upset with his friends, he says: 

I would keep it to myself sometimes, you know, sometimes I would tell 'em, 
"Don't do that, 'cause I'm getting mad already," but sometimes I won't, 
you know, I'll just laugh with them but it's hard because I'm getting mad. 

Why will you choose not to  say anything? 
So I won't create no problems, so they won't get mad at me and then break 

up. 

Although he occasionally expresses his irritation direcdy , Albert, like Mar-
vin, generally avoids communicating suc h feelings for fear o f a "breakup. " 
The irony of Albert's situation i s that he avoids conflict wit h his friends i n 
order to protect the relationship, but, in the process, he also concludes tha t 
he can' t "trus t friend s n o more. " 

Malcolm suggests a similar dilemma. In his junior year, when I  ask Mal-
colm why he doe s no t confron t hi s friends whe n h e knows the y have be -
trayed him, he responds : 

I don't know how to put it besides we're friends like, you know, if he wants 
to talk go ahead but he don't say nothing to my face. I guess I think of it as 
that's how they have to let their steam off or whatever, you know. They have 
to just say something bad about somebody, so, I don't talk to him about it 
because I don't want to occupy my mind with little stuff. I guess it's some-
times lik e it could be just their family or something like their family is nice 
or something. You know, I don't really wanna cause no conflict . 

Malcolm continues by saying that as a result of his experiences of betrayal, 
he doe s no t hav e clos e friends . H e remain s silen t becaus e hi s ange r ma y 
lead to conflict and , at the same time, he distances himself from hi s friend s 
because of his anger. Albert and Malcolm us e the same strategy and expe-
rience th e sam e outcome : the y avoi d conflic t wit h thei r peer s when the y 
are angry in order t o protect thes e relationships , but sinc e thei r ange r re -
mains unexpressed an d their problems unresolved, they trust fewer friend s 
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and distance themselves from thei r male peers. They diminish the intimacy 
of their relationships in order to preserve them. 11 

Albert's avoidanc e o f conflict an d disagreemen t wit h hi s friends i s also 
evident i n hi s relationship s wit h hi s teachers . I n hi s senio r year , Alber t 
speaks about his hesitation to say something when he disagrees in class be-
cause he has "too much respect" for his teacher. Like Marvin, he connect s 
speaking openl y an d honestl y wit h bein g rude : " I wann a tel l 'e m [th e 
teachers] it' s no t true . I  just respec t othe r people . I' m lik e that , insid e o f 
me, jus t respect other people. I won't argue with other people. They might 
keep on arguing and it'd neve r stop." Although Alber t avoids disagreein g 
with his teachers for fea r o f being rude, he also implies that the possibilit y 
of a n ongoin g conflic t i s s o uncomfortabl e fo r hi m tha t h e avoid s dis -
agreements altogether . Whil e th e issu e o f respec t may  b e on e reaso n fo r 
not speaking out with his teacher, his aversion to or fear of conflict emerge s 
as another. 

Albert also retreats in his relationships with girlfriends when he is angry. 
In his senior year, he tells Mike why he broke up with his girlfriend: "Lik e 
every time she used to go out someplace, she used to go and she never told 
me nuthin'. .  . . She never told me like she would make up something and I 
knew something was going on , so I said I  would lik e to end thi s relation -
ship." Instead of confronting hi s girlfriend with his suspicions and allowing 
her to respond, Albert terminates the relationship as his sign of protest. 

Like Albert an d Marvin , Victor , a n African America n teen , als o strug -
gles to speak openly in his relationships. When I  ask Victor, a  senior, what 
he would lik e to teach hi s two-and-a-half-year-old son , he says : "Numbe r 
one, t o be a very outspoken person 'caus e that's a key element that I  never 
had. . . . I  woul d wan t hi m t o expres s hi s opinions , yo u know , whethe r 
good or bad, at least express them. I  was never able to do that." During all 
three years of his interviews, Victor speaks about his desire to be more out -
spoken: 

When I look at other people and like they're so upfront an d forward an d stuff 
like that, right, I'm not that type of person. 

Why aren't you more upfront? 
I feel I'm gonna say something wrong, I'm gonna say something out of con-

text that I shouldn't have said. . .. I  really don't like talking that much. .  . . 



100 I  Voic e and Silenc e 

It's not really to do with trusting other people, I just don't really—I don't 
really have no confidence to even, you know, come to a person and share. 
It's hard. It's hard for me 'cause I never really had any confidence. . . . I 
think that's gonna hurt me down the road the slower it comes. 

In contras t t o Christine , who indicate d tha t eve n though sh e lacked con -
fidence sh e remaine d outspoken , Victo r equate s bein g ope n an d hones t 
with having confidence. Without such confidence, Victor feels he is unable 
to "share. " Victor's opennes s with me , and hi s willingness t o revea l wha t 
he perceives as a problem, is striking in the context of his struggles to speak 
with others . H e ma y perceive les s risk o f being "wrong " o r "ou t o f con -
text" within the structur e o f an interview than with his friends an d famil y 
members. In addition, I may have created a  safe space within which Victor 
feels free t o expres s himself. 

In al l three o f his interviews , Victor struggle s to voice his anger a s well 
as his opinions. In his senior year, Victor tells  me a  story about hi s friend s 
throwing foo d a t him i n the cafeteri a an d no t lettin g hi m play  basketbal l 
with the m onc e h e starte d becomin g like d by , o r "gettin g in " with , th e 
teachers. He says : " I didn' t reall y hate the m fo r it . .  .  . 1 fee l mor e lik e a 
man becaus e I  wil l stil l help the m i f they nee d i t eve n thoug h the y hur t 
me." H e seem s to equat e bein g "lik e a  man" wit h maintainin g hi s equa -
nimity an d carin g fo r hi s "friends " eve n whe n the y d o no t car e fo r him . 
When aske d why he did no t reall y "hat e the m fo r it, " he says : "I hav e n o 
room in my heart to be angry 'cause life's too shor t . .. 'caus e I feel a whole 
lot better being happy." While Victor may wish to believe this, his agitated 
voice suggest s otherwise . H e may  b e tryin g no t t o hat e hi s friends whil e 
he harbor s stron g feeling s o f resentmen t towar d them . Victo r ma y no t 
want to admit to himself the intensity of his anger or may not be willing to 
speak openly with me about these seemingly humiliating experiences . 

The boy s in the study commonly indicated tha t they were unwilling t o 
speak ou t wit h thei r peers , teachers , an d famil y members . The y spok e 
about being silenced by and silencing themselves in their relationships and , 
unlike th e girls , about wantin g t o avoi d conflicts  o r retreatin g fro m thei r 
relationships when there were disagreements or conflicts. Some of the boys 
were fearfu l tha t thei r experience , i f openl y expressed , woul d endange r 
their relationships . Othe r boy s were no t willing to disagre e o r argu e wit h 
others because they would be perceived as rude or disrespectful. Th e boys ' 
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avoidance o f conflic t di d no t sugges t a  lack o f interes t i n opennes s an d 
honesty wit h others , bu t rathe r a  fear o f the potentia l interpretatio n an d 
consequences o f such behavior . 

The Variations of Voice 

There were a  few boys , however, who discusse d bein g outspoke n i n thei r 
relationships, particularly as they got older. For these boys, as for the silent 
ones, speaking ou t wa s typically frame d a s stemming fro m ange r o r frus -
tration and was rarely described as an act of care or love. Tyrone, an African 
American student , tells Helena in his freshman yea r about a  time in which 
he had to speak up with his mother : 

[I told her] I'm old enough that I can be talked to instead of someone try-
ing to beat on me. I said, "Well, listen you're not going to beat me, for one. 
I stil l have my respect for you but you're not going to beat me, I'm olde r 
than that. I'm above all that. It's time for you to open your eyes and notice 
that." 

After sayin g this to his mother, Tyrone lef t hi s mother's house to live with 
his father . Whil e Tyrone' s verba l directnes s resemble s th e outspokennes s 
of the girls' , his subsequen t actio n i s similar t o man y o f the boys : he re -
treats or leaves when conflict s arise . 

Tyrone tell s Helen a i n hi s freshma n yea r tha t h e an d hi s mothe r hav e 
many argument s becaus e h e was the firs t amon g hi s siblings t o challeng e 
her "strict" religious beliefs. He could not abide by his mother's dogmati c 
religious rule s which would hav e prevented hi m fro m playin g sports . Hi s 
rejection o f his mother's religio n ha s caused sever e difficulties i n thei r re-
lationship. Tyrone say s he expresse s hi s anger directi y t o bot h hi s parent s 
for no t bein g responsibl e parents . With hi s voice shakin g wit h anger , h e 
tells Helen a tha t h e recend y discovere d tha t hi s fathe r wa s buyin g crac k 
from on e o f his friends. As a way of "getting back " a t his parents, Tyrone 
has decide d no t t o d o wel l i n schoo l s o hi s parents wil l "suffer. " Tyron e 
seems, at this point, to disconnec t fro m hi s own needs and develop a  self-
destructive strategy , which he readily admits is not goin g to "really " make 
him fee l better . While Tyron e openl y communicate s wit h hi s parents, hi s 
needs, feelings , an d desire s ar e no t bein g hear d b y the m an d are , eve n 
more seriously , barely audible to himself . 
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In his second-year interview (he is still a freshman), Tyrone, once again , 
speaks t o Helen a o f bein g direc t wit h hi s fathe r an d mothe r abou t hi s 
anger. Speaking of the shame and ange r his father cause d him, he says: 

You know he wasn't giving up nothing. Like we didn't know right from left. 
I was like, you know, "I'm above all that, and you're treating me as if I was 
just like a bum off the street and was just uneducated." And I was like, "You 
didn't raise me to be that way. You always told me to fight for what I believe 
in and this is what I believe in." [These days] I tell him straight out how I 
feel and you know all the time I couldn't do that, but it's like [now] I say it 
in front of him. I don't fear him or nothing like that. .  . . When I found out 
[about my father buying crack], I lost respect for him, you know, I say what 
I want to say when I want to say it and I have no remorse in what I say. 

As this angry and disturbing passage suggests, speaking out for Tyrone was 
not abou t maintainin g connections . Rather , i t was a  tactic an d las t resor t 
in a  relationship with little or no respect . Tyrone speaks out with bot h hi s 
parents because , h e implies , he ha s littl e regar d fo r eithe r o f them . Per -
ceiving the ac t of speaking out t o b e a  way of disconnecting rathe r tha n a 
way of connecting may  begin to explain why the boys appeared more hes-
itant and resistant than the girl s to being outspoken . 

Speaking ou t fo r th e boys , however, was not consistentl y abou t disre -
spect, just a s speaking ou t fo r th e girl s was no t consistentl y abou t main -
taining connections. For girl s and boys in the study , speaking out was also 
a response to injustice. I n his third-year interview, Tyrone describes an ar-
gument he had with school administrators who accused him of stabbing a 
peer in the bathroom . Claimin g innocence, Tyrone explains : 

I'm lik e I ain't gonna take this lying down. I'm gettin g transferred here , I 
haven't don e nothing . So I'm gonn a fight it a s much a s I can . Because I 
know I'm innocent . I f I was guilty, I'd hav e no cause to fight it .  . .  but if 
you're i n the right , you know you'll fight it to any degree, to any extent. 
. .  . You won't care what others say because you know now you're right. 

Like many of his mal e and female peers , Tyrone believe s that when on e is 
"right," on e shoul d expres s oneself . Self-expressio n i s necessary fo r self -
protection. 

When Helen a ask s Tyrone t o describ e himsel f i n hi s third-yea r inter -
view, he responds : 
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Determined and outspoken. .  . .  Outspoken for the fact that if I see some-
thing I dislike, I know I only live once, I'm not gonna sit down and just say 
nothing about it , I'll speak upon it . .  . . I'm quic k to point out something 
that's wrong or something I don't understand. And, you know, people'll be 
like, "Well, you got a good head on your shoulders, you can go somewhere," 
and stuff like that. 

Here Tyrone , as in the previous passage, conveys a sense of urgency in his 
outspoken ways that i s similar to tha t expressed b y many of the girls . This 
is the first time that Tyrone describes himself as outspoken an d he was the 
only bo y wh o describe d himsel f i n thi s way . Hi s experienc e o f bein g 
wrongly accused of a crime may have enhanced hi s determination t o speak 
up. 

Notably, Tyrone also tells Helena that people are telling him that he has 
"a goo d hea d o n hi s shoulders " an d tha t h e coul d "g o somewhere " be -
cause he is outspoken about his beliefs. Jamal, a peer of Tyrone's, indicates 
in his interviews that he, too, is frequently tol d by teachers that because he 
speaks his mind he could b e a "leader" in the future . Thi s type of encour-
agement was remarkably absen t fro m th e girls ' interviews. There were n o 
stories of girls being told they could b e leaders because they were outspo -
ken. I n fact , girls ' outspokenness wa s more likel y to b e perceived b y oth -
ers an d b y themselves a s having "a n attitude. " Th e boy s an d girl s in thi s 
study appea r t o receiv e quit e differen t message s fro m thei r teachers , par -
ents, and, perhaps, from thei r peers about bein g outspoken . 

"Speaking Out" through  Violence 

Three o f the boy s in the stud y implied tha t the y expressed thei r thought s 
and feelings primarily through physica l aggression. While physical and ver-
bal expression s an d response s ar e clearl y different , th e desire d effect s ar e 
similar. Those wh o ar e outspoken eithe r throug h thei r voices  o r throug h 
physical aggressio n wan t t o b e heard , noticed , an d take n seriously , an d 
they ar e willin g t o le t peopl e kno w o f thei r desires . Guillerm o spok e a t 
length in all of his interviews about his violent impulses when angry . In his 
senior year, Guillermo said to me : 

Like this person who really hurt my mother when I was in Miami. She took 
my mother to court and made a lot of problems for her. So I really got mad 
when I found out that. . . . Most of the time I am a calm person, okay? Kind, 
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I don't bother anyone. But when somebody really gets on my nerves, I just 
lost my head. . . . I f I had a chance to get up to grab a gun I'd just use it, 
that's one thing about me. My temper, it's too strong and when I get mad 
that give s me a  headache too . Lik e when I  ge t ma d abou t somethin g i n 
school I just go home and sleep. But when somebody special like bothers me 
a lot, just gets on my nerves, talks a lot of things about me, I just don't know 
how to control myself. 

When Guillerm o i s angry , h e eithe r strike s ou t violentl y o r retreat s int o 
sleep. Using hi s voice a s a way to expres s himsel f i s no t a n option . Whe n 
he gets angry or mad a t his mother o r sister, he will "just be quiet. I  don' t 
say nothing. Jus t g o to m y room o r ge t ou t o f the house. " He has , how-
ever, hit his sister because his sister "was being really disrespectful o f [his ] 
mother." Guillerm o claim s not t o lik e his shor t tempe r bu t whe n peopl e 
are "rude" to him or his family members, he feels he cannot control his vi-
olent impulses . He suggest s tha t "bein g rude"—a s man y of the boy s de -
scribed th e ac t o f speakin g out—ca n b e physicall y dangerous . Boy s lik e 
Guillermo ca n becom e dangerou s a s a  resul t o f thei r peers ' outspoke n 
ways. 

In contrast to the girls , the boys typically had difficulty communicatin g 
their angr y thought s an d feelings . The y interprete d suc h act s a s disre -
spectful, i f sometime s necessary . Speakin g out , fo r th e boys , wa s com -
monly perceive d t o b e a n aggressiv e act , a  perception bolstere d b y thei r 
physically aggressiv e peers . They rarel y discussed bein g openl y expressiv e 
with other s about love , care, and affection . Speakin g out involved makin g 
oneself vulnerable, and thes e boys , for th e mos t part , were no t willing t o 
allow themselves to experience suc h vulnerability . 

Reflections 

Over the past ten years, several important research projects have indicated 
that adolescen t girls and women "silenc e themselves o r are silenced in re-
lationships rathe r tha n ris k open conflic t an d disagreement." 12 Fro m po p 
psychology13 t o mor e scholarl y book s base d o n empirica l research, 14 w e 
have learned tha t a s young girl s reach adolescence , they begin to struggl e 
to speak out in their relationships about thei r anger, frustration, an d pain . 
Luise Eichenbau m an d Susa n Orbac h foun d tha t fo r man y women, "th e 
mere idea o f mentioning a  hurt, expressin g a  grievance, showing a  frien d 
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that she has made one angry .  . .  can make a  woman very nervous."15 Fur-
thermore, they claim that "wome n rarel y develop the facility of talking di-
rectly t o on e anothe r abou t difficultie s betwee n them." 16 Accordin g t o 
these popula r an d mor e academi c reports , which hav e almos t exclusivel y 
focused o n whit e middle - an d upper-clas s females , man y adolescen t girl s 
and women struggl e t o express their real thoughts an d feelings directl y in 
their relationships. 17 

In the present study , however, the willingness "t o spea k one's mind b y 
telling all one's heart"18—to speak out about anger and pain as well as love 
and loyalty—was expressed b y the majorit y o f the adolescen t girl s in thei r 
junior- an d senior-yea r interviews . This theme wa s heard amon g th e girl s 
who wer e strugglin g a s well a s th e girl s wh o excelle d i n school; 19 i t wa s 
heard amon g girl s fro m differen t ethni c communities ; an d i t wa s hear d 
most frequently whe n the adolescents spoke about thei r relationships with 
female friends , parents , an d teachers . I n contras t t o studie s o f primaril y 
white, middle-class , adolescen t girl s an d women , thes e urba n poo r an d 
working-class, ethnically diverse adolescent girls were willing to speak their 
minds in many of their relationships. 20 

These girls , however, also suggested tha t they were silent in or silence d 
by their relationships with boys . They spok e abou t fearin g an d no t want -
ing to cope with boys ' reactions a s the reason s fo r thei r silences . Some o f 
the girls appeared to be silenced by their relationships with boys but main -
tain them , whil e other s chos e t o silenc e themselve s and , consequently , 
avoid relationships with boy s altogether . 

The boys , in contrast , commonl y spok e o f struggling t o spea k openl y 
and honestly in many of their relationships. While some of the boy s spoke 
of being direct and open, many feared tha t if they spoke candidly, particu-
larly with thei r mal e peers , thes e relationship s woul d end . Th e boys ' re -
luctance to directly express their thoughts and feelings with their peers and 
family member s stoo d i n star k contras t t o th e girls ' ope n an d hones t ex -
pressions in similar relationships . 

Questions raise d a s a result o f these findings  include : (1 ) Wh y d o th e 
girls in this study have the courag e an d strengt h t o spea k out i n relation -
ships whe n man y white , adolescen t girl s an d wome n fro m middle - o r 
upper-income families appear to have great difficulties doin g this? (2) Why 
are the girl s more likely to openly express themselves in their relationship s 
(although no t wit h boys ) tha n th e boys ? (3 ) Why do bot h boy s and girl s 
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have difficulty speakin g out with boys ? and (4 ) Why does the capacit y fo r 
speaking ou t increas e fo r man y of the girl s and a  few o f the boy s by thei r 
junior and senio r years? 

There ar e various reason s tha t may  explai n th e first  question . Adoles -
cent girl s growing up in urban America may  not b e raised to b e as passive 
and quie t a s girl s growin g u p i n suburban , whit e middle - o r upper-clas s 
environments. Glori a Wade-Gayles suggest s tha t black  mother s (and , ac -
cording to the curren t data , black fathers a s well) 

do not socialize their daughters to be passive. . . .  Quite the contrary, they 
socialize thei r daughter s t o b e independent , strong , an d self-confident . 
Black mother s ar e suffocatingl y protectiv e an d domineerin g precisel y be-
cause they are determined to mold their daughters into whole and self-actu-
alizing persons in a society that devalues black women.21 

Joyce Ladner similarly writes that "black females are socialized by adult fig-
ures in earl y life t o becom e strong , independent women , who becaus e o f 
precarious circumstance s growin g ou t o f poverty an d racism , migh t hav e 
to eventuall y becom e head s o f their ow n households." 22 I n keepin g wit h 
these findings,  Lourde s Torres asserts that Puert o Rica n girl s and wome n 
are less passive and more outspoken tha n they are commonly portrayed i n 
the socia l scienc e literature. 23 While thes e researcher s ar e no t specificall y 
addressing urban poo r o r working-class girl s and women, i t i s possible t o 
draw hypothese s concernin g suc h population s fro m thei r observation s 
given the prevalence o f black and Puert o Rica n girl s and women i n poor , 
urban environments . Low-incom e black  an d Puert o Rica n parent s an d 
parents from othe r ethnic minority communities living in urban area s may 
want t o socializ e thei r daughter s t o b e outspoke n an d strong . The y ma y 
realize that if their daughters are passive and quiet, they may simply disap-
pear i n a  society in which the y an d thei r daughter s ar e alread y pushed t o 
the margins. 24 

Urban poo r an d working-class adolescen t girl s may, furthermore, real -
ize that to surviv e in a  world tha t routinely marginalize s them , they mus t 
speak up. Jennifer Pasto r and her colleagues note that "urban girl s of color 
must lear n ho w t o asser t themselves within white , often male-dominate d 
institutions, becaus e the y kno w tha t thes e institution s ar e ofte n no t de -
signed t o protec t the m o r promot e thei r interests." 25 Whit e middle - o r 
upper-class adolescen t girl s and women ma y understand tha t eve n i f they 
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remain silent (or , perhaps, especially if they remain silent) , they will still be 
granted certain , albei t limited , opportunities . Thei r rac e an d clas s almos t 
ensure thes e opportunitie s despit e th e prevailin g sexis m i n ou r society . 
Adolescent girls, especially girls of color from low-income families, may re-
alize that they will be offered little , if anything, if they do not ask for or de-
mand it . Eve n then , thei r opportunitie s wil l b e slight , althoug h greate r 
than ha d the y remaine d silent . Som e o f the outspoke n girl s in thi s stud y 
may also be learning suc h skill s by watching thei r femal e peers . If , fo r ex -
ample, black mothers and fathers ar e socializing their daughters to be out -
spoken, perhaps Latina and white girls are learning from thei r black female 
peers. This may be especially true in a  school such as the one in this stud y 
where the majority o f the studen t bod y is black. 

Finally, sinc e man y o f th e girl s i n th e stud y seeme d mor e willin g t o 
speak openl y i n thei r junio r an d senio r year s tha n i n thei r freshma n an d 
sophomore years , i t i s possibl e tha t girl s fro m differen t socioeconomic , 
racial, and ethni c background s find  i t particularly difficul t t o spea k out i n 
early adolescence. Hormona l changes , school transitions , and othe r shift s 
in thei r lives , includin g thei r growin g cognitiv e capacit y t o understan d 
cultural expectations , may silence mos t girl s during thi s period. 26 Th e ca -
pacity fo r ope n expressio n may  increase a s girls ' lives stabilize whe n the y 
reach lat e adolescence . Previou s studie s focusin g o n th e silence s amon g 
primarily whit e middle - an d upper-clas s adolescen t girl s have focuse d o n 
those wh o ar e i n earl y t o midadolescence . Ha d w e interviewe d th e girl s 
only i n thei r first  tw o year s o f hig h school , outspokennes s woul d hav e 
been a  barely detectable tren d rathe r than a  pervasive theme . Researcher s 
have, however , detecte d suc h silence s amon g adul t whit e middle-clas s 
women27 a s well, which suggest s tha t ther e may  b e difference s acros s so-
cial class , race, and ethnicit y i n th e willingnes s an d abilit y t o spea k one' s 
mind. 

Answers t o th e secon d questio n regardin g th e gende r difference s i n 
outspokenness li e with th e cultur e an d societ y in which thes e adolescent s 
are raised.28 I n a  society in which girls , particularly those who ar e poor o r 
working class, are neither heard nor taken seriously, girls may learn quickly 
that they will have to speak up for themselves if their needs are going to be 
addressed. Boys , even poor an d working-clas s ethnic-minorit y boys , may 
believe that thei r wants and needs will, to some extent , be addressed eve n 
if they do no t spea k up; or, perhaps, they believ e tha t the y may lose wha t 
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little privilege the y hav e i f they spea k out . Thos e wit h th e leas t power i n 
society—poor girl s an d wome n o f color—ma y experienc e mor e interna l 
pressure t o spea k ou t i n thei r relationship s tha n thos e wit h eve n slightl y 
more power. Speaking out may be more fundamental fo r survival for thos e 
lowest o n th e proverbia l tote m pole . I f they do no t spea k for themselves , 
they wil l surely be "somebody' s bridge. " "B y necessity, not choice , blac k 
women hav e ha d t o b e resourceful , assertive , an d self-relian t i n orde r t o 
survive."29 

Furthermore, th e girl s i n thi s stud y liv e i n a  societ y tha t encourage s 
them to express themselves in their relationships. Boys, on the other hand , 
are commonl y discourage d fro m doin g s o on th e ground s tha t i t i s "un -
manly" o r effeminat e t o expos e one' s vulnerabilitie s (thi s belie f was ex -
pressed directly by some of the boys in the study). These mainstream mes -
sages, however, are conditional: girl s are encouraged t o express only thei r 
feelings, particularly their sentimental feelings, and boys are encouraged t o 
express their thoughts or opinions—particularly their intellectual ideas. Yet 
most boy s in the present study had difficultie s expressin g their sentiment s 
as well as their thought s an d opinions , and th e girl s were willing to com -
municate bot h emotion s an d opinions . Whil e socializatio n pressure s re -
garding the appropriat e gender-specifi c behavio r may partially explain th e 
present findings , these pressures clearly do not full y explai n them . 

The gende r difference s i n th e adolescents ' narrative s ma y als o sprin g 
from th e idea that boys do not think of being outspoken a s a distinct qual -
ity and, therefore, particularly noteworthy . While this was clearly not tru e 
for the boys who explicitly discussed their silence in relationships, this may 
have been true for the remaining boys in the sample. Jamal rarely discusses 
his outspokenness, but speaks frequently abou t his potential for leadership. 
Perhaps for Jamal , outspokenness i s something tha t i s assumed an d henc e 
not necessary to articulate. In a  world where men's voices are heard every -
where and women are still struggling to be heard, boys may not think tha t 
"having a voice" is a unique quality , whereas girls may perceive being out -
spoken a s a n accomplishmen t an d a s something definitel y wort h talkin g 
about. 

The cultur e i n which thes e adolescent s liv e ma y als o explai n th e thir d 
question regarding the silences among the girl s and boys in their relation -
ships wit h boys . Th e girls , lik e Milagro , ma y b e respondin g t o cultura l 
pressures to maintai n relationship s with boy s and men . I n orde r t o main -
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tain eve n tenuou s relationship s wit h boys , girls may  believ e tha t th e bes t 
strategy is to remain silent , especially when they know, as many indicated , 
that som e boy s perceiv e outspokennes s a s ground s fo r terminatin g rela -
tionships. Th e girl s ar e cognizan t o f th e risk s o f speakin g ou t wit h thei r 
male peers. Elizabeth Debold suggests that girls may adhere to mainstream 
expectations regarding male/femal e relationship s with the hopes of expe-
riencing the securit y an d safet y offere d t o thos e who mos t closel y resem -
ble the cultural ideal.30 A few of the girls, however, appear to resist such ex-
pectations b y removing themselve s entirel y fro m thei r relationship s wit h 
boys. Thes e girl s appea r t o believ e tha t i t i s simply to o dangerous . The y 
want safety an d security but they are not willing to have such safety a t th e 
expense of their voices and, in fact , d o no t believ e that safet y an d securit y 
are offered withi n male/femal e relationships . 

The boys may also be responding to cultural pressures when they silence 
themselves with thei r mal e peers . While havin g mal e friendship s fo r boy s 
and men is highly regarded in our culture (maintaining the "old boys ' net-
work"), having suc h relationships , especially i f they ar e intimate an d self -
disclosing, is also considered od d an d unnatura l i n our homophobic soci -
ety.31 Th e tensio n o f thes e opposin g cultura l demand s i s eviden t i n th e 
boys' stories of maintaining connection with other boys despite anger, and 
of disconnecting fro m o r terminatin g thes e relationship s despit e a  desire 
for companionship . Th e boys , like th e girls , may b e sharpl y awar e o f th e 
risks of speaking ou t wit h othe r boy s and  hav e ambivalen t feeling s abou t 
the extent to which they want to maintain close friendships with their male 
peers. Th e consequenc e o f suc h awarenes s an d ambivalenc e ma y b e tha t 
they silence themselves in and remove themselves from thes e relationships. 

The fourt h questio n concernin g th e increas e i n outspoke n voice s ove r 
time ca n b e addresse d b y examinin g developmenta l changes . A s adoles -
cents prepare t o ente r th e worl d o f college o r wor k an d som e prepar e t o 
leave thei r families ' homes , the y ma y becom e increasingl y awar e o f th e 
need to communicate thei r needs , wants, opinions, and expectations . Re-
searchers have also noted that the self-esteem o f adolescent girls appears to 
increase following a  sharp decrease i n early adolescence.32 This increase i n 
self-esteem ma y enhance th e girls ' abilities to b e outspoken. Although, a s 
Christine suggested , lo w self-estee m i s no t necessaril y associate d wit h 
being unable to speak out in relationships, it may make it more difficult . I t 
is likely that adolescents who feel good about themselves will be more out -
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spoken tha n adolescent s who d o not . I n addition , Mary , the Iris h Ameri-
can young woman who only "found [her ] voice" after sh e dropped ou t o f 
school, suggests that becoming outspoken is possible only within the con -
text of a safe environment. Michelle Fine and Lois Weis describe these safe 
spaces as places that "offe r recuperation , resistance , and th e making s o f a 
home."33 For Mary, her GE D clas s provided he r with such a  space. In thi s 
setting, she was able t o spea k freely an d challeng e widely . Finding suc h a 
space o r a  "home" ma y be more possibl e when adolescent s ar e olde r an d 
have more autonomy to make their own choices and find their own spaces. 

Eva reminds us, however, that while many of the adolescent s were out -
spoken i n their relationships , they did no t necessaril y fee l heard . I n Talk-
ing Back,  bel l hooks describes this phenomenon : 

This emphasis on woman's silence may be an accurate remembering of what 
has taken place in the households of women from WASP backgrounds in the 
United States, but in black communities (and diverse ethnic communities), 
women have not been silent. Their voices can be heard. Certainly for black 
women, our struggle has not been to emerge from silence into speech bu t 
to chang e th e natur e an d directio n o f our speech , to mak e a  speech tha t 
compels listeners, one that is heard.34 

When Eva , th e studen t wh o sai d " I expres s mysel f n o matte r what, " i s 
asked what she fears mos t in the future , sh e says: 

I fear becoming someone that is not heard. 
Why? 
'Cause I believe too many people, black people mainly, are not being heard. 

You know, they're turning the "well nobody's listening to me" into "I 
must be a nobody." You know, turning to crack, drugs or whatever. I don't 
want to be like that. 

Eva, aware that she lives in a society that listens only rarely to black  people 
(and eve n les s ofte n t o poo r o r working-clas s blac k girl s an d women) , 
knows tha t speakin g ou t wil l not guarante e he r a  listening audience . Fe w 
of th e girl s o r boy s i n th e stud y seeme d confiden t tha t the y wer e bein g 
heard b y those to whom the y were expressing themselves . 

The presen t findings  sugges t tha t urba n teenagers—boy s an d girls — 
need help in developing or maintaining their ability to listen to themselve s 
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and to speak their minds . They also may need hel p learning how to spea k 
in voices  tha t ca n an d wil l b e heard . Thi s task , however , wil l b e realize d 
only when adults begin to listen to them. Their voices can be strengthene d 
only if adults take these adolescents seriously. Such a response is a first ste p 
toward increasing the number o f poor an d working-class adolescent s wh o 
grow up to b e resistant, healthy, and confiden t adults . 



5 

Desire and Betrayal 
in Friendships 

GUILLERMO, a  Bolivia n America n adolescen t wit h jet-blac k hai r 
pushed behin d hi s ears , watches m e closel y a s I  prepar e t o intervie w hi m 
for th e firs t tim e durin g hi s junio r year . Onc e w e begin , h e immediatel y 
reveals wha t wil l b e a  ke y them e fo r hi m ove r th e tw o year s h e i s inter -
viewed.1 

Do you have a close or best friend this year? 
Not really . I think myself . The frien d I  had, I  lost it . .  . .  That was the onl y 

person tha t I  could trus t an d we talked abou t everything . When I  was 
down, he used to help me feel better . The sam e I  did to him. So, I fee l 
pretty lonely and sometimes depressed .  . .  because I  don't hav e no one t o 
go out with, no one to speak on the phone, no on e to tel l my secrets, no 
one for m e to solve my problems. 

Why don't you think you have someone? 
Because I  think tha t i t will never be the same , you know. I  diink tha t whe n 

you have a real friend an d you lose it , I  don't thin k you fin d anothe r on e 
like him. That's the point o f view that I  have . . . I  tried to look for a  per-
son, you know, but it' s not tha t easy . 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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A "real friend" fo r Guillerm o i s someone wit h whom h e could "g o out, " 
talk about everything, and to whom he could entrust his "secrets." Unable 
to find  anothe r suc h friend , Guillerm o speak s abou t hi s lonelines s an d 
depression. Intimat e an d emotionall y supportiv e mal e friendships — 
"chumships" according t o Sullivan 2—are what Guillerm o appear s to hav e 
"lost." What wil l become increasingl y clea r as the adolescents ' storie s un -
fold i n thi s chapte r i s tha t Guillermo' s discussion s o f having n o clos e o r 
best friends and his yearning for the type of friendship h e had at a younger 
age are not isolated sentiments expressed by an exceptionally sensitive boy. 
Instead, the y ar e emblemati c o f many o f the adolescents , particularly th e 
boys. These boy s and girl s told u s that while they wanted  t o have close o r 
best friends, the y no  longer did. 

The followin g year , I  as k Guillermo onc e agai n abou t hi s close friend -
ships. He says that he has a friend thi s year but he sounds uncertain, if not 
ambivalent: 

Do you have a close or best friend? 
If you could call it that. Because I don't tell him my secrets, right, you know. 

I told you that I have a very good friend in Miami and with him it was very 
different. I  used to tell him a lot of things. But this guy, I don't trust him 
that much. Even though I hang around with him all day, all that, and we 
talk about things. Maybe he considers me his best friend an d tells me 
things. I tell some things, but not all of them. 

Lacking trust in his current friend, Guillerm o limits the extent to which he 
will revea l hi s intimat e lif e t o him . Whil e h e use d t o hav e a  friend wit h 
whom he saw no need for such limits, his current friendship i s "different. " 
Guillermo, however, seems to have an easie r time trusting girls . In hi s se-
nior year, he has fallen in love with a girl whom he trusts and who has made 
him feel good abou t himself: "Well, I remember tha t I  told you that I  was 
never goin g t o find a  good friend , right , an d th e onl y goo d frien d tha t I 
have foun d i s my  girl . Beside s m y girlfriend , yo u know , is , um , beside s 
being my girlfriend sh e is my good friend." While he has not found a  close 
male friend, Guillerm o has  found a  close friend. 3 

Along with Guillermo , almos t al l the adolescen t boy s an d girl s in th e 
study4 discusse d thei r difficultie s trustin g thei r same-se x peers. 5 Lik e th e 
theme o f outspokennes s amon g th e girls , thes e feeling s o f distrus t wer e 
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particularly eviden t in the teens ' junior- an d senior-yea r interviews . Man y 
of the boys also told us, by their junior or senior years, that this lack of trust 
prevented the m from havin g close or best friends. I n contrast , the girls in-
dicated that although they too did not trust their same-sex peers, they still 
had clos e o r bes t girlfriends . No t havin g clos e o r bes t friend s becaus e o f 
distrust or having close friends despite distrust, yearning for intimate same-
sex friendships, an d articulatin g a  relational languag e filled  wit h vulnera -
bility and passion were the commo n thread s tha t wove togethe r th e ado -
lescents' narratives of friendships . 

Listening t o Boy s 

Maintaining Distrust 

Malcolm 
Malcolm, whose case study I  presented earlier , tells a story that resemble s 
Guillermo's. Sensitive and introspective , Malcolm doe s not trus t hi s male 
peers, is not close to other boys, and, by his junior year, trusts his girlfrien d 
the most . Whe n Mik e ask s Malcolm whethe r h e ha s a  bes t frien d durin g 
his freshman year , Malcolm says he used to have a best friend whe n he was 
in middle schoo l bu t he no longer has such a friend (th e following quota -
tion an d som e o f th e quotation s fro m Malcol m ove r th e nex t fe w page s 
were also heard in the case study): 

So you really  don't have a closest friend here at school? 
Oh no, nobody. Not even around my way. It' s like everybody else is just asso-

ciating, you know. No . . . it's just like things like friendships take time. Just 
like a relationship. You can't really, you know, rush into that. You have to 
just take it slow and be able to know for true who's your friend, who's not. 

Malcolm i s cautiou s abou t who m h e call s a  friend , callin g thos e h e 
knows "associates" until he is more certain. Although h e does not direcd y 
state that he is wary of trusting his peers, he implies this in his phrase "yo u 
have t o tak e i t slow. " When asked  t o explai n wha t h e mean s b y "associ -
ates," Malcolm says : 

Yeah, like they're not the people that you really get into deep-depth conver-
sation, you just be like you talk about such and such things. You know, you 
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go places , yeah, bu t they'r e no t th e one s tha t you reall y be like : "I wan t t o 
go do something , you know, I'l l cal l up," you know ? 

With hi s "associates " Malcol m keep s th e relationshi p superficia l bot h i n 
conversation an d i n hi s day-to-da y contact . Th e boy s commonl y referre d 
to havin g "associates, " an d thes e "associates " wer e commonl y give n suc h 
titles becaus e the y wer e no t considere d trustworth y enoug h t o b e calle d 
"friends." 

In hi s sophomor e year , Malcol m say s i n respons e t o Mike' s question s 
concerning whethe r o r no t h e ha s a  close o r bes t friend : 

No, righ t now, I don't know , I don't lik e to b e crowded to o much . No .  .  . 
just my girlfriend really . I be chilling with her , bu t beside s that I' m gettin g 
tired o f being crowded really . .  . . 

What exactly  do you mean be  being crowded? 
Well, it could just b e one person. Bu t sometimes tha t one person just ge t ag -

gravating. Not what he says and stuff , it' s just tha t he' s being—that he' s 
there. 'Cause it' s just most o f the tim e I  like to be alone, you know, just 
me and my dark side .  . .  but I  don't lik e people alway s around m e an d 
stuff. 

With no t muc h affec t i n hi s voice, Malcolm expresse s littl e interes t i n hav -
ing a  clos e o r bes t mal e frien d and , i n fact , claim s t o fee l uncomfortabl e 
with hi s mal e peers . When h e discusse s hi s girlfriend , however , hi s desire s 
concerning mal e friendship s becom e mor e complicate d tha n thi s dismis -
sive attitud e initiall y suggests : 

With m y girlfriend , I  coul d rela x . . . w e coul d d o certai n thing s tha t yo u 
can't—you don't—wel l you can do it [with male friends] bu t it's just not th e 
same feeling like when you're walking with a  girl because with a  girl you can 
express certain feelings , an d stuff . .  . you ca n talk about certai n things . .  . . 
[With boys ] it' s jus t harde r t o lik e .  . .  'cause som e o f the thing s yo u ma y 
[want to do] make you seem as if you're ga y or something. .  . . It's more re-
laxing when you're with a girl so you can just chill. Seems like you have more 
to talk about . 

Although Malcol m ma y desir e intimat e mal e friendship s ("wher e yo u ca n 
express certain things") , he seems to find the m to o risk y ("makes yo u see m 
as if you're gay") . Instead , h e choose s t o spen d intimat e tim e wit h hi s girl -
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friend with whom he does not have to fear breaking social norms. He feel s 
safer and , perhaps, more accepte d with her than with his male peers. 

Malcolm point s out , with a  vulnerability apparen t i n his hushed tones , 
that while he expresses himself freely to his girlfriend, h e does not think o f 
her as his best friend: "'Caus e i f you have a best friend yo u know, you ex-
press yourself more an d you're like—you , like, feel lost without them . So , 
you know , with he r it' s reall y just w e hav e a  close relationshi p wher e w e 
can expres s things. " Distinguishin g betwee n clos e friendship s an d thos e 
that one feels "los t without," Malcolm describe s the complexity of friend -
ships. Accordin g t o Malcolm , bein g clos e wit h anothe r perso n "wher e 
[you] ca n expres s things " doe s no t necessaril y indicat e tha t on e feel s 
deeply attached t o tha t person . 

Such carefu l distinction s betwee n clos e an d bes t friend s occu r repeat -
edly in the adolescents ' interviews . They were consistentl y attune d t o th e 
layers o f friendships , an d thei r understanding s revolve d aroun d th e con -
cept of trust, betrayal, and loss. Boys and girls carefully describe d why cer-
tain friend s wer e onl y "associates " an d no t clos e friends , an d wh y othe r 
friends were only close friends an d not best friends. Best friends were those 
whom one could trust, and "associates" were those with whom one spends 
time bu t doe s not "really " trust . 

During hi s junior-year intervie w wit h me , Malcolm articulate s specifi -
cally why he finds i t difficult t o have close or bes t male friends : 

I might talk with people but it won't get real deep .  . . there is nobody there 
to talk to. 

Do you think  you have a close or best friend in your life right now? 
Right now, no. I had a couple [of friends] like once when I was real young, 

around ten. .  . . But right now, nobody really 'cause it seems that as I've 
grown, you know, everybody just talk behind your back and stuff, you 
know. So I just let it go because it seems like no people .  . . that I've been 
meeting can hold up to their actions . . . something might've happened 
like between me and a person where other people felt that we shouldn't 
even be friends no more. So they sit there and talk about me to that person 
while I'm not around or something, and then that person will just talk 
about me too . . . al l throughout my neighborhood, I always hear, "He 
talks about you, he says this or he says that." . . . S o I just don't really 
bother with it, you know, trying to make best friends. Say whatever you 
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want behin d m y back, I  don't car e .  . .  whatever you do behin d m y back, I 
don't care . 

Although ther e ar e suggestion s i n Malcolm' s earlie r interview s tha t h e i s 
struggling t o trus t hi s peers, i t i s not unti l hi s junior-year intervie w tha t h e 
makes thes e difficultie s explicit . B y then , Malcol m ha s give n u p hop e o f 
having th e kin d o f close frien d h e ha d whe n h e wa s younger becaus e peo -
ple d o no t "hol d u p t o thei r actions"—the y betra y yo u "behin d you r 
back." Followin g thi s seemingl y direct , angr y statement , however , Mal -
colm seem s t o distanc e himsel f b y claiming no t t o "care " abou t hi s friend s 
betraying him . Malcol m ma y no t want  t o care , bu t h e seem s t o hav e iso -
lated himsel f from hi s friends i n respons e t o carin g precisely abou t ho w hi s 
friends ar e treatin g him . 

When Malcol m i s asked wh y h e think s h e ha s no t foun d a  friend who m 
he trusts , he says : 

I don' t kno w .  . . it's like certain area s affect the , you know, the whole. Like 
the environment lik e around [m y neighborhood], mostly there' s gang s an d 
everybody talks about everybody . I  don't kno w if there's stil l those in ther e 
that can like hold thei r own and not thin k abou t talkin g about othe r peo -
ple. A  baby's born innocen t bu t i t grows up in there an d you know i t does 
the same thing .  . . 'cause around m y area there's fe w people tha t mov e in , 
you know, from othe r places . 

So what do  you think it  is—what is it about  the  environment you  live in that 
makes—that causes  this? 

It's just the violence. .  . .  The—the arrogance . The arrogance . Most o f the 
people, you know, it's like people wanna b e number on e an d stuff . It' s like 
if somebody's downin g me behind m y back and somebody I  know is with 
him, I  might kno w both o f them, bu t t o make them bot h fee l good , I 
guess they both gott a g o along with it . 

Malcolm tell s me tha t th e problem o f "talking behin d people' s back " i s no t 
inherent i n one' s wa y o f being , bu t i s rather learne d a s a  resul t o f living i n 
a particula r community . H e locate s th e sourc e o f the proble m i n hi s com -
munity specificall y wit h peopl e wantin g t o "fee l good " abou t themselves . 
In orde r t o rais e thei r standin g amon g thei r peers , Malcolm's peer s choos e 
to denigrat e eac h other . Malcol m als o implie s a  connectio n betwee n vio -
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lence an d arroganc e when h e slips from sayin g "violence" to "arrogance " 
in respons e t o m y question . Victor , anothe r adolescen t involve d i n th e 
study, says that the reason fo r so much deat h in his community i s "peopl e 
wanting t o b e important. " Wantin g t o b e importan t (o r "numbe r one" ) 
may lead to betrayal which, in turn, may lead to distrust, and, finally, to vi-
olence (wantin g t o b e importan t ma y also lead to violence directiy) . Vio-
lence ma y no t onl y b e a  caus e o f distrus t bu t als o a  consequenc e o f i t 
among these adolescen t boys . 

The apparen t consequenc e o f distrus t fo r Malcol m i s tha t h e choose s 
not to have close or best male friends. When I  ask him if he wishes that h e 
had a  close or bes t friend, h e says: 

Somewhat because then they [his "associates"] wonder why like I don't call 
them an d stuf f o r you know. Because I  really don' t wann a b e with them . 
. .  . It's not somebody I could trust . Because like there's even times that I 
found stuf f missing. Like I try to like hang out in my room and I find that 
things are gone, you know they're gone . Certain thing s like my tapes are 
missing and stuff.6 

Malcolm wonders aloud why his friends betra y him and steal from hi m and 
speculates tha t the y ma y b e jealous o f hi s academi c achievemen t an d th e 
attention he receives from hi s teachers. In the struggle "t o be important, " 
students wh o ar e deeme d importan t b y others , includin g figures  o f au -
thority, may be particularly resented b y their peers. 

In his junior year, Malcolm has given up his search for a best friend ("S o 
I just don't reall y bother with it, trying to make, you know, best friends") . 
In Malcolm' s world , mal e peers betra y him an d stea l from hi m an d h e is , 
therefore, unwilling to consider any of them close or best friends. There is 
apparently no male friend i n Malcolm's life without whom h e would "fee l 
lost." Malcolm says that he is still able to express himself occasionally with 
his girlfrien d bu t sh e get s jealou s easil y s o h e choose s t o kee p "mos t 
things" to himself . 

Like Malcolm , man y o f the boy s i n th e stud y use d a  language o f vul-
nerability an d intimac y whe n describin g clos e o r bes t mal e friend s (e.g. , 
"you fee l los t without them" ) tha t I  di d no t anticipate . Thei r us e o f thi s 
language surprise d m e give n what I  had learne d fro m th e researc h litera -
ture abou t adolescen t boys , particularly thos e fro m th e inne r city . Eve n 
though thes e boys came into the interview office looking  "hip-hop," cool , 
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laid back , an d mach o (pant s ridin g lo w o n thei r hips , headphone s fro m 
their Walkman aroun d thei r necks , sneakers untied), they did no t speak  in 
such ways. Rather, they spoke abou t thei r pain , frustration, fear , an d loss . 
When aske d why he doesn' t hav e close o r bes t mal e friends , Shawn , wh o 
is actively involved in sports at school, explains to his interviewer in his ju-
nior year : 

I've got like a brick wall around me .  . .  gonna take a lot just to get inside 
me. .  . . 'Cause I see many people out here, they be open [with others] and 
many people could find a way to break them apart. But I don't want nobody 
knowing me and being able to break me apart and do anything they want 
with me. 

In hi s senior-year interview, Shawn claim s that he i s still struggling t o ge t 
rid o f hi s "sui t o f armor " wit h hi s mal e peer s s o tha t h e ca n hav e "rea l 
friendships." Lookin g direcd y a t me , Jamal say s in hi s junior year : " I al -
ways don't labe l people as like my best bes t friend, yo u know. I  don't put , 
you know, faith in people 'cause I don't wanna suffer." Thes e sensitive and 
vulnerable responses challenged what I saw reflected in their pose and their 
clothes. Boys who typicall y have bee n portraye d i n the researc h literatur e 
as primarily interested i n doing  things  with othe r boy s as opposed t o shar -
ing thei r thought s an d feelings 7 spok e t o u s about havin g o r yearning fo r 
male friendship s tha t "yo u fee l los t without, " "dee p depth " friendships , 
friendships withi n which you "shar e your secrets" and "tel l everything. " 

Albert 
Albert, an athletic-looking Puert o Rica n adolescent , reveal s that while h e 
has a slighdy different perspectiv e from Malcol m and Guillermo, he shares 
many of their beliefs about his male peers. During his sophomore year, Al-
bert say s matter-of-factly t o Mike : " I don' t hav e friend s becaus e I  don' t 
like walking around here , like I be hanging with people gettin g killed an d 
I tr y to play it safe an d sta y home now. " Boy s commonly dre w a  connec-
tion betwee n violenc e an d havin g friends . The y indicated tha t when the y 
are with their friends o r associates, they are more likely to get into troubl e 
than whe n the y ar e b y themselves. Thus , the bes t option , the y said , is t o 
"maintain a  distance" from thei r peers. Many types of fear prompted boy s 
to distance themselves from othe r boys : fear o f betrayal, fear of theft, and , 
presendy, as Albert made clear , fear o f violence. 
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When Albert , who ha s recentl y transferre d t o th e school , i s asked i n hi s 
sophomore yea r i f he woul d cal l anyon e a  close o r bes t friend , h e explain s 
in a  barel y audibl e voice : 

Now, no. .  . .  I'm lonel y here, but I  have to deal with it . I  was trying to find 
one but—I was going to find a  good friend , you know, like my first one tha t 
I had back in New York. I've met a friend bu t I  don't know if they do thing s 
like that becaus e I  don't tal k to them tha t much . You know, so I go to clas s 
and that's it . I  don't tal k to people, I just go to class , sit down, listen to th e 
teacher, and when th e clas s is over, go to anothe r class , all day long. I  neve r 
be talking to nobody . 

Albert clearl y feel s isolate d a s h e seeks , unsuccessfully , fo r th e typ e o f 
friendship h e ha d i n junio r hig h school . 

In hi s junior year , Albert say s t o Mike : 

I got friends an d everything, but I  don't consider them as close friends, not now. 
Why is that? 
No, 'caus e it' s like I haven't known the m tha t good . I  know them thi s year 

and a  part o f last year, you know, so I don't kno w them good . .  . .  You 
know, some friends the y show they can be good friends . You could sho w it 
but you have to see it a few more months , maybe a  year, you know, to find 
out reall y good friends . . . . I  would like a friend tha t i f I got anythin g t o 
say to him or like any problems or anything I'l l tel l him an d he'l l tel l me 
his problems. .  . .  Some friends b e your friend whe n you're no t i n trouble , 
when you hav e money or something. Onc e you don' t hav e a  lot o f money 
or something they'l l bac k off. Bu t a  real friend wil l stick right  ther e wit h 
you. He won' t bac k off . 

Albert speak s abou t bot h hi s lac k o f an d hi s desir e fo r clos e mal e friends . 
H e doe s no t clai m t o wan t friend s wit h who m t o "d o things, " bu t rathe r 
to discus s persona l problems . 

Victor, a n African America n student , suggest s a  similar them e i n hi s ju -
nior year : 

Do you have a close or best friend this  year? 
I wouldn't say . .. I  don't say I would. 'Cause I feel that a friend i s going to be 

there for you and they'll support you and stuff like that. Whether they'r e 
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good and bad times, you can share with them, you would share your feeling s 
with them, your true feelings .  . . that's why I don't think I have any real 
close friends. I  mean, things can travel around in a school and things would 
go around, and the story would change from person to person. Yeah, basi-
cally, I hate it, I hate it, 'cause you know I wouldn't mind talking to some-
body my age that I can relate to 'em on a different basis . 

The boy s i n th e study , lik e Alber t an d Victor , frequentl y discusse d thei r 
frustration a t thei r peers ' unreliabl e behavio r an d thei r longin g fo r friend s 
"that woul d reall y b e there " an d wit h who m the y coul d shar e thei r " tru e 
feelings." The y fel t betraye d b y th e gossi p o f thei r peer s an d the y sough t 
refuge fro m th e rumors . 

When I  interview Albert i n hi s senio r year , he look s tire d an d wor n out . 
H e tell s m e wit h exasperatio n tha t h e stil l doe s no t hav e a  bes t friend : 

Best friend, no . Just friends . 
Fm interested  to know what your thoughts  are on why you don}t have  a best 

friend. Like  wh—? 
You know I  can' t trust— I don' t trus t 'e m to o much . I  had a  friend an d h e 

[tried to stea l my tapes and my girlfriend] and , you know, [I ] can' t trus t 
nobody else.[ I have] kind o f friends, you know, but t o have another bes t 
friend, tha t would b e pretty hard now , can't trus t nobod y els e no more . 

Although ther e wer e alread y indication s i n hi s earlie r interview s tha t h e 
was strugglin g t o trus t hi s peers , Albert ' s curren t experienc e o f betraya l 
seems t o hav e deepene d hi s sense o f distrust . Alber t suggest s a n inflexibil -
ity tha t wa s commo n amon g th e boys . Man y o f th e boys , onc e thei r mal e 
peers ha d betraye d thei r trus t o n on e o r mor e occasions , refuse d no t onl y 
to b e clos e wit h thos e particula r individual s bu t t o trus t an y o f thei r mal e 
peers. Thus , the y effectivel y gav e u p th e possibilit y o f having a  close mal e 
friend altogether . 

Joseph, a  Dominican student , tell s me bot h i n hi s freshman an d sopho -
more year s tha t h e ha s a  best frien d wit h who m h e ha s bee n friend s fo r te n 
years. I n hi s junior year , however , th e situatio n ha s changed : 

Do you have a close or best friend? 
No. I  don't trus t nobod y 
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You don't  trust nobody? How come? 
(Pause) Can't trust nobody these days. 
Have you had bad experiences  with people? 
Yeah, especially this year. 
Can you  tell  me about one of them? 
Yeah, okay. Me and my friend got , you know, in trouble at school 'cause we 

broke the elevator. 
Oh, you did? 
Don't say nothing about it. And he went and told Mr. Talcott that I was the 

one who did it. .  . nobody knew that we did it. So he just went and told 
him. He went ahead and told and I got in trouble. I got suspended for five 
days. 

Joseph expresses anger at his friend fo r double-crossing him and hence will 
not trust anyone any longer. Experiences of betrayal do not register lightly 
for Joseph and for the other boy s in the study. The boys ' sensitivity to be -
trayal seemed acute and dramatic. Boys who are actively and implicitly dis-
couraged i n mainstrea m cultur e t o hav e intimate , clos e mal e friendships 8 

may become particularl y intoleran t o f maintaining suc h friendship s whe n 
they entail betraya l and loss. 

In hi s senior year, Albert further explicate s this theme o f distrust : 

Can't trust people no more. Before you could, but now, yo u know when you 
got a girl, and they think that she's cute, they still might go try to rap to her 
and everything. You can't trust 'em like before that they will be serious. Like 
that friend I  had in New York, my best friend [the friend he referred to in his 
sophomore year], I could trus t him with my girl, you know, and he could 
trust me with his girl. People ain't like that no more . . . back then you could 
trust. 

Albert believe s that when h e was younger, trustin g other s was easier tha n 
it i s now. H e remember s hi s forme r bes t frien d fro m junio r hig h schoo l 
(whom h e mentions eac h year) a s someone h e could trus t an d whom, h e 
says later in his interview, he could "tal k to and he would talk to me, too." 
Albert's "bac k then, " I  suspect , indicates les s the "goo d ol d days " in th e 
cliched expression tha n tim e a t a  younger age . 

About girls , Albert says: 
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You can't also trust girls, you know it's not always the friend, i t also has to 
be with the girls .  . . they have the responsibility also if they are your girl-
friend. But my girl told me about this friend that tried to pick her up. I  could 
trust her , and when she told me, I was gonna fight with him but then she 
was like, no forget it. I was reall y mad 'cause I thought I could trust him and 
when I found that out, you know, that's when I found I  couldn't trust him 
no more. 

Although he is cautious about trusting girls, Albert is ultimately more will-
ing to trus t girl s than boy s ("You can' t trus t girl s . . . I  could trus t her") . 
Albert's flexibility with girls, however, is never heard when he speaks about 
his male friendships: he cannot trust his male peers and he has made no re-
cent exceptions . 

When aske d whether h e misse s his former bes t friend , Alber t tell s me : 
"I mis s [him] a  little bit , bu t no t a s much a s before .  . .  I'm gettin g use d 
to it. " Alber t may  slowly b e distancin g himsel f no t onl y fro m hi s forme r 
friend bu t als o from hi s own longing  fo r a  close friend. Th e boy s typically 
discussed, in thei r freshma n o r sophomor e year , their desire s for intimat e 
and clos e male friends . B y their junior o r senio r years , however, the y ha d 
often give n up , or a t least almos t give n up , their searc h fo r suc h relation -
ships. The y tol d u s the y were gettin g "use d to " no t havin g suc h friend -
ships, which may  be a  sign tha t the y ar e beginnin g t o forge t thei r desire s 
for closenes s with other males—they are , perhaps, becoming "real " men . 

Learning Not  to  Trust 

A few o f the boy s claimed i n thei r freshma n an d sophomor e year s to hav e 
close o r bes t friend s an d di d no t mentio n havin g an y reservation s abou t 
trusting their peers. By their junior and senior years, however, they too began 
to indicate that they no longer had close or best friends becaus e they did not 
trust thei r peers . The shif t fro m trustin g t o no t trustin g occurre d late r fo r 
these boys than it did for boys such as Guillermo, Malcolm, and Albert. 

Marcus 
When Marcus , a shy student whose parents ar e from E l Salvador, is asked 
by his interviewer whether he has a best friend in his freshman year, he says: 
"Nah, I  go t a  lot o f bes t friends . W e foo l aroun d a  lot, sometime s we'r e 
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mischievous. Sometime s w e hav e rea l bi g conversations , arguments , al l 
that. Bu t we always come back and we talk like friends again. " Marcus ex-
plains tha t h e ca n communicate openl y with numerou s bes t friends , eve n 
if it involve s disagreements . "Talking " i s a  key componen t o f hi s friend -
ships. When asked  if there i s one bes t friend wit h whom h e spends a  little 
more time  tha n the others , he says: 

No. I  used to have one but he had to go to Florida. .  . . He was our best 
friend for like about eight years. But then he had to go to Florida last year. 

How did  you get along? 
Like if he needed something, we would give it to him, and if we needed 

something, he would give it to us. 

Marcus's us e o f plural pronouns ("we " an d "our" ) ma y indicate a  hesita-
tion o r doubt o n his part to identify thi s boy as particularly his best friend , 
or it may be a sign of a collective sense of identity. Nonetheless, the boy he 
describes wa s someon e wit h who m h e woul d spen d mor e time  tha n th e 
others, and was more of a "best friend" t o him than are his current friends . 
Marcus says , later in hi s interview, tha t h e i s more cautiou s abou t reveal -
ing hi s personal lif e wit h hi s curren t friend s tha n h e was with hi s forme r 
best friend (th e one who moved to Florida) . 

In hi s sophomore year , Marcus says to Jamie , his interviewer thi s year , 
that he is part of a group of about three o r four boy s who have been clos e 
friends since first grade (the same group of friends from th e previous year). 

What makes these friends your closest friends? 
Like they care like if one gets into trouble, they try to pull you out or they try 

to help you. They're all the same. Say they have problems at home, they 
sometimes go over, buy a pizza or something, go to the movies, try to 
relax, and help the person get that anger out. .  . . 

What kinds of things do your friends get angry about [besides problems at home]? 
'Cause I'm more the clown, sometimes I like to joke around on other people, 

but sometimes the joke goes too far and people get mad. Then they get 
hurt and other people get mad. But then we settle things out. .  . . They 
told me myself sometimes [that I was making them mad]. We don't, like— 
we don't keep anything from each other. 
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Open communicatio n an d helpin g eac h othe r wit h difficultie s ar e clearl y 
important element s o f Marcus' s friendships . Hi s choic e o f pronoun s thi s 
year, however , suggest s tha t h e ma y no t fee l a s much a  part o f his grou p o f 
friends a s he initially states ("They  car e like if one  gets into t rouble . . .  . They 
have problems . .  .  .  They  sometimes g o over , bu y a  pizza .  .  . " ) . He ma y b e 
more ambivalen t o r uncertai n abou t the m tha n h e i s willin g t o directl y 
admit t o Jamie . Any concerns abou t hi s friendships, however , ar e not mad e 
obvious unti l hi s junior-year interview . 

In hi s junior year , when I  as k Marcus abou t havin g clos e o r bes t friends , 
he says : 

No. 
No, and  why  is that the  case7. 
I don' t know . I  don't 'caus e I  guess that person migh t no t b e with you fo r th e 

rest of your life , so why bother tellin g that person . 
Huh. So  you feel like  it would  sort of be a waste of time in  a  way 'cause they 

might not  stick with you ? 
Yeah. 
Do you feel like,  I  mean  it  sounds  like,  and  I  don't  wanna  put  words  in 

your mouth,  so  you have  to  tell  me  whether  this  is  true—but it  sounds  like 
there's a trust  issue  there. I  mean  like  not  really  trusting  the  person will  be 
around. 

I mea n it' s no t tha t I  don' t trus t them—the m bein g around , bu t yo u know , 
I'll tel l the m a  couple o f little things , you know . Bu t I  hav e som e o f my 
friends mov e ou t an d stuf f lik e that , an d the n I  neve r spea k t o the m 
again. 

In contras t t o hi s previou s interviews , Marcu s indicate s her e tha t h e finds 
it to o risk y t o hav e clos e o r bes t friends . Hi s problem , h e explains , i s re -
lated no t t o trustin g other s (h e reject s m y leading question ) bu t t o no t be -
lieving that friendship s wil l be maintaine d ove r time  an d distanc e (" I neve r 
speak t o the m again") . 

Has this  made you sad a little bit  [to  lose contact with your close  friends]7 

No. Yo u know, you think abou t him , you ge t to miss him a  litde bit , but the n 
after a  while you just forge t him . 
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Along with Albert, Marcus suggests a  sequence o f coping with the loss of 
a friendship tha t first  involves "missing " the friendshi p an d the n "gettin g 
used t o it " o r "forgetting " th e friendship . Marcus' s sombe r voice , how -
ever, indicates that he has not forgotte n hi s close friends . 

Tyrone, an African America n student , als o speaks about th e difficultie s 
of close friends "leaving " him. In hi s second-year interview, Tyrone says: 

No. Nah , it's like everybody I get close to, they either go away or, you know, 
so it's just like, nah .  . . and you know I have friends that I  chill with, you 
know, hang out with from time to time. But not ones that I usually do every-
thing with. You know, how like you just have that best friend and it's always 
like—say it's like you and him? Stuff like that. Nah. I did, I really did but you 
know.. .. Me and this other kid took up for each other, everything just came 
together like, you know, it was like it was made to be . .. i f I had a problem 
I could always talk to him 'cause he knew mosdy all my family. I knew mosdy 
all his family An d everythin g jus t worked .  .  .  and the y moved and , you 
know, ever since then it's just like nobody. . . . I  don't want to get too close 
to somebody because I fear when I  get close to people—the people I  love 
have been taken away from me. And I just say, "Hey , I don't want to get too 
close to anybody 'cause I don't want to lose them." It just seems like I'm not 
supposed to have any good friend 'cause, the ones I have, they move or they 
die. I  know it's a messed-up way of like thinking but that's the way it seems 
obvious to me. I've lost so many people in the past that were real close to 
me. I  learn to take it and keep going. 

Tyrone powerfully reveal s that not only does residential mobility have ter -
rible consequence s fo r clos e mal e friendships  bu t violenc e doe s a s well.9 

Tyrone an d Marcu s als o indicate tha t "losing " friends  lead s them t o dis -
tance themselves from thei r peers in order to protect themselve s from  fur -
ther loss.10 These boys suggest a sensitivity to loss that is similar to their re-
sponse t o betraya l discusse d earlier . Onc e a  clos e o r bes t frien d betray s 
them, moves , or dies , they find  i t difficult , i f not impossible , to find a  re-
placement. Yet they have learned, in Tyrone's words, "to tak e i t and kee p 
going." 

With furthe r exploration , i t become s clea r that hi s fear o f friends  leav -
ing and not staying in contact with him is not the full explanation for Mar -
cus's isolation. When I  ask him i f he thought h e would hav e close or bes t 
friends i f I could guarante e him tha t they would no t leave , Marcus says: 



Desire and Betraya l In Friendships I  12 7 

No. 
Why not? 
I don't know. I wouldn't—I don't know—I just wouldn't. . . . I  mean if I tell 

you a secret, you have to tell someone else, you know. So I just don't. I 
just keep it to myself. 

Marcus, like the boy s discussed earlier , believes that having a close or bes t 
friend involve s trustin g hi m t o kee p hi s secret s confidentia l an d h e doe s 
not believ e he could find  suc h a  person. Marcus' s response s ar e brie f thi s 
year, which ma y b e a  consequence o f hi s believin g tha t no t onl y ar e hi s 
friends untrustworthy , bu t tha t I , hi s interviewer , a m als o untrustworth y 
("If I  tel l you a secret, you have t o tel l someone else") . He may  not wan t 
to shar e with m e i f he believe s tha t I  wil l eventually brea k confidentialit y 
just a s his friends do . 

When I  ask Marcus what his current friendships ar e like, even if they are 
not clos e relationships, he says: 

I have a friend right now who lives on my street. But I don't trust trust him, 
you know. Just joke about, you know, only tell each other what to do and 
stuff like that. .  . . 

How is  this friendship different from the  one you mentioned in your freshman 
year? [The friend who  moved to Florida.] 

'Cause they have different attitudes . One would talk about, you know, joke 
around but then he wouldn't bring it to nobody else and the other one is 
like the type of person that would tell at least one person. 

The grou p o f friend s t o who m Marcu s referre d i n previou s year s ar e n o 
longer his close friends in his junior year. Although Marcus provides no ex-
planation, his reasons are likely due to his experiences of betrayal given his 
focus on thi s particular topic . 

Near the end o f his junior-year interview , Marcus says: 

I don't trust trust nobody. You know, I just a little trust. 
Why is that? 
I don't know. I just think I always think that [my friends] won't be there 

when I probably need them a lot. 
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Confidentiality an d reliability were, in fact , th e two mos t importan t qual -
ities of close or best friendships fo r all of the adolescents in the study.11 The 
adolescents implied or directly stated that friends had to "be there for you" 
and had to keep secrets in order to be considered close . If friends faile d o n 
either account, they were demoted to an acquaintance or "associate" level. 

When I  tel l Marcus that I  find i t sad that so many of the boy s have dif-
ficulties trusting othe r boys , he tells  me with a  secretive voice: 

I believe that, I mean all I know is that, say if I was with these guys and these 
guys didn't get along with the other guys. But I'll have his back, and he'll 
have my back, you know. We know that already. If my friend was in trou-
ble, I'l l be there, backing him up, or if I was in trouble, he'll be backing 
me up. But that's not being trustful . 

Why? 
'Cause maybe the next day, he might be the one that's joking and making fun 

ofyou. 

In thi s eye-openin g descriptio n o f friendship s an d trust , Marcu s reveal s 
that someon e wh o back s you u p may  no t necessaril y b e trustworthy . H e 
implies tha t althoug h a  friend may  "b e there " when h e i s in dange r (i.e. , 
he may  protect Marcu s when h e i s physically threatened), this type o f de-
pendability may not last, or may not ensure that this friend wil l respect him 
or protect him from embarrassmen t o r feelings of vulnerability ("he migh t 
be th e on e that' s joking an d makin g fu n o f you"). Marcu s appear s t o b e 
drawing a  distinction betwee n physica l and emotiona l protection . Marcu s 
has friends who will physically protect him, but not friends who will be sen-
sitive to his feelings, which, for Marcus , is the definition o f trust . 

Near th e en d o f th e interview , whe n I  as k Marcu s i f he woul d lik e a 
trusting mal e friendship , h e says : " I don't , I  don' t reall y care. " Finding , 
perhaps, ou r conversatio n to o difficul t (give n tha t i t i s abou t hi s lac k o f 
close friendships), deciding not to trust me any longer, or simply being un-
able t o maintai n hi s opennes s an d vulnerability , Marcu s withdraw s fro m 
our conversation . H e begin s t o claim , lik e Malcolm , tha t h e doe s no t 
"care" abou t havin g clos e friendship s afte r h e ha s implied tha t h e woul d 
like suc h friend s t o "b e ther e whe n [he ] reall y needs them. " Marcu s fol -
lows his proclamation o f "not caring " with a  discussion o f why, in fact, h e 
has no interest in having a close or best friend: "Havin g a best friend woul d 
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be boring becaus e we would kno w everything abou t eac h other .  . .  there 
would b e no surprises. " While Marcus may truly believe this , I a m skepti -
cal about hi s apparent disinterest . Marcu s ma y be trying t o distanc e him -
self from hi s own desire to have close male friendships becaus e he does not 
think they ar e possible. In addition , he ma y not wan t t o continu e openl y 
communicating hi s feelings with me precisely because he "trust[s ] trust[s ] 
nobody." 

The boys ' discussions of trust an d maintainin g clos e relationships wit h 
other boys took on different shape s and forms both across and within thei r 
interviews. While mos t o f the boy s indicated tha t the y experienced a  shif t 
from trustin g to not trusting thei r male peers, the timing of this shift var -
ied.12 For boys such as Marcus, the change occurred during the high school 
years. For Guillermo , Malcolm, an d Albert , the chang e too k place befor e 
high schoo l or during the transition t o high school . By their junior o r se-
nior year in high school, however, almost all of the boys reported tha t they 
did no t trus t othe r boys . When aske d abou t friendships , th e boy s spok e 
openly abou t betrayal , pain, and loss . The boy s did no t spea k o f wantin g 
friends with whom to do things but to share their personal stories and con-
fide thei r secrets . Whil e the y claime d t o hav e ha d suc h intimat e 
"chumships" whe n the y wer e younger , thes e friendship s disappeare d a s 
they grew older. Close relationships did not vanish, however, due to a  lack 
of interes t bu t rathe r t o a  lack o f faith . Th e disappearanc e o f suc h clos e 
male friendships leave s many of the boy s acutely wary of their male peers, 
and seemingly lonely. 13 

Listening t o Girl s 

Cautious Close  Friendships 

Marie 
Marie, a  strikingly beautifu l adolescen t whos e parent s ar e fro m th e Do -
minican Republic , is interviewed fo r the first time when sh e is a freshman . 
Marie say s her bes t frien d o f si x years i s her cousin : " I ha d lik e a  lot o f 
friends bu t lik e eithe r I  ha d a  big argumen t wit h the m o r the y lik e wer e 
two-faced o r something, you know, and they were like good friends t o talk 
to bu t the n the y weren' t lik e totally good. " He r cousin , however , stand s 
apart fro m he r previous friendships—sh e i s the exception . While describ -
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ing her clos e relationship with he r cousin , Marie speak s about th e poten -
tial perils of friendships : 

We haven't had the first argument yet and she's like—she doesn't lie to me 
and she's like—she's real. I dunno, it's like I could really, really trust her and 
could be sure about her. Sometimes people be like your best friend could be 
your wors t frien d becaus e the y kno w everything , yo u know . Bu t I' d b e 
telling my mother, "Oh, she's my best friend," and my mother's like—'cause 
my mother you know she had a lot of friends who did bad things to her— 
she'd b e like, "Don't b e telling everything to your bes t friend 'caus e you 
don't know. " But it's like some people tel l me that—you know , I be like, 
"Oh, she's my best friend" [an d they say]: "Don' t really tell her everything. 
Can't really trust your best friends," and all this and that. But it's like I feel 
that I can because we've been [together] so long already. 

Warned b y her mother abou t trusting others (eve n her cousin) , Marie ex-
plains tha t ba d thing s ca n happe n whe n a  frien d "know s everything. " 
When I  ask Marie about what she has learned in the past , she says she has 
learned "no t to be so trustful" an d "no t t o believe in everybody." What is 
striking abou t Marie' s intervie w i s that , althoug h sh e i s acutely awar e o f 
the potentia l o f hurt an d betraya l with bes t friends, sh e continues to hav e 
a best friend eac h year she is interviewed. 

Unlike th e boys , the girl s in th e stud y typicall y di d no t remov e them -
selves fro m thei r relationship s wit h othe r girl s a s a  resul t o f thei r appre -
hensions or concerns. Instead, they continued each year to find  exceptions 
among thei r femal e peers. 14 The categorica l u no" tha t wa s s o commonl y 
heard amon g th e boy s whe n asked  abou t th e existenc e o f clos e o r bes t 
friends was rarely heard among the girls . There was a flexibility in the ado-
lescent girls ' perspectives and actions that was not eviden t in the boys' . 

Marie says her best friend is the same person each year. She likes her best 
friend becaus e sh e is honest an d sh e can tel l her "anything. " When sh e is 
asked in her sophomore year about the values she lives by, Marie tells me: 
"I don' t wan t t o b e abl e to walk without th e pride . Peopl e tal k anyways , 
but I  want t o walk without havin g someon e talkin g behin d m y back an d 
saying something that is not true. " Marie mentions her fear o f betrayal by 
her peers each year alongside her discussions of her close friendships . 

This fea r o f betraya l carrie s ove r int o he r relationshi p wit h he r 
boyfriend. Sh e tell s me i n he r sophomor e yea r tha t sh e doe s no t wan t t o 
"get to o man y feeling s fo r hi m an d en d u p .  .  . " (sh e doe s no t complet e 
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her sentence) . Marie say s she has never "really " truste d a  boy enoug h t o 
let herself feel for him as much as she "has wanted." She repeats this theme 
in her junior year when she tells me that she does not want to get u too se-
rious" with he r boyfrien d becaus e sh e wants t o avoi d bein g hur t b y him . 
Nonetheless, Mari e ha s th e sam e boyfrien d eac h yea r sh e i s interviewed . 
Unlike the boys , the girls ' wariness about trusting thei r peers typically ex-
tended t o thei r opposite-se x peers , includin g thei r boyfriends . Yet , lik e 
Marie, they commonly maintained relationship s with boys . 

Sonia 
In he r freshma n year , Sonia— a vivacious , energetic , Puert o Rica n stu -
dent—says to me that she has a best friend abou t whom she feels good be -
cause they are "open" with each other. She admits, however, that she does 
not tel l he r "everything " becaus e sh e finds  i t necessar y t o "hid e things " 
that are too personal . In her sophomore year , Sonia explains: 

I have a friend. Bu t I don't have a best friend. I  don't think I ever had a best 
friend. My sister, I'll always consider her. We were talking about that yes-
terday. Like you know, we thought we had so much best friends, but we 
never did. . . . I t always boiled down to the same thing. Me and her are al-
ways best friends. 

Why do you think  that you haven't? 
Because I mean, a best friend is forever. And I never had a friend that' s been 

there forever. I  have close friends. 
What makes your close friends close? 
When I talk to them, they make me feel like I can really talk to them about 

anything. And I trust 'em as well as they trust me. I just don't give any-
body my trust, but since I've known them for so long, it's like I can talk to 
them about anything. We just sit down in a group and we talk. 

Sonia perceive s bes t friendship s i n a  seemingl y idealize d way—bes t 
friends ar e "forever " and , lik e a  few o f her femal e peer s i n th e study , th e 
only person whom sh e considers a  "best friend " i s her sister . Sonia, how -
ever, is also clearly a  part o f a  trusting an d supportiv e networ k o f nonfa -
milial friends . 

When I  ask Sonia in her sophomore yea r why her bes t friends hav e no t 
been there "forever, " sh e responds b y giving a nonidealized answer : 
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See, I' m not the type of person tha t if I have a boyfriend, I' m gonna devot e 
all my time to my boyfriend. 'Caus e I need my social life too . .. i f all my at-
tention woul d g o to my boyfriend, m y friends ar e gonna b e like, "Look a t 
her. She' s leavin g us for him." I don' t lik e that , an d I have friend s tha t d o 
that. They'r e caugh t u p to o muc h wit h thei r boyfriend s an d the y forge t 
about thei r friends. .  . . I've had a lot of friends tha t do that. They don't cal l 
me. 

Believing tha t friendship s involv e loyalty , Soni a emphasize s he r ow n loy -
alty with he r friends ("see , I ' m not the type o f person t h a t . .  . " ). Sonia has 
had difficul t experience s wit h femal e friend s and , consequently, i s unwill -
ing t o conside r an y of her peers a  best friend . 

Chantel say s in her sophomore yea r tha t sh e has a best frien d bu t is sim-
ilarly wary o f her female peers : 

Diane i s my best frien d . . . I  don' t reall y know why she is my best friend . 
But, it's like—'cause she' s always going through a  lot of problems and stuf f 
and it's like, she's always calling me and complaining and stuff. I' m like the 
only person tha t wil l deal with her , because everybod y els e is like, "I don' t 
wanna hear that," and I talk to her all the time because I know if I was going 
through somethin g like that, everybody would probabl y turn thei r bac k on 
me and stuff, excep t for her. Because she' s the type of person tha t i f I nee d 
to talk , she'll be like, "Okay," no matter how boring it is or whatever, she'l l 
talk. So I know that I  can depend on her and that I can trust her . .  . . Every-
body else is like, well, I think I  can trust them, you know, but then when it 
comes dow n t o me having a  problem an d stuff, everybody' s running , you 
know, like, "Well, I ain't go t nothing to do with it." 

While sh e believes sh e has to b e toleran t o f her friend' s behavio r i n orde r 
to maintai n th e friendship, Chante l say s she finds  thi s friendship importan t 
because sh e consider s he r th e onl y on e who m sh e ca n trust—again , he r 
friend i s the exception. Chante l repeat s thi s them e i n her junior year : 

It's weir d 'caus e sh e gets on my nerves an d we argue al l the time an d she 
does things—sometimes I  don't even want to be bothered with her but she's 
the typ e of person i f I really needed somebody , she would b e there fo r me. 
You know, that's what I  call a friend 'caus e a lot of people—they—they'll b e 
with you. They're fun to hang with. But yet when you really need somebody , 
they're not there. And every time I  needed her she's there . 
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These girls seem resilient in their friendships an d also perceive their friend -
ships to b e resilient . 

In her third-year interview, Sonia echoes this pattern : 

Because, I mean, I have very close friends. I  have a best friend. .  . . She's in 
Puerto Rico. You know, she's real close to me, but like my sister—there are 
some things that you can't tell other people and you know you'd rather go 
to your sister. . . . And I go to her because I wouldn't feel comfortabl e 
telling other people, you know, like real deep personal things, I wouldn't 
wanna tell other people. 

What is it about telling people that wouldn't make you comfortable? 
I don't know, I just [coughs, silence]—I wouldn't feel right. You know, I 

just—there's something in me, I just wouldn't feel right. .  . probably be-
cause I would be embarrassed. 

What is it like with your close friends? 
It's trusting, the relationships. We're honest, you know, it's full of honesty. 

And it's like we're sisters. I'm very close to them .  . . but you know I 
would always consider my sister my best friend. I  know for a fact that if I 
was to fall, she would catch me. 

Sonia i s hesitant t o b e entirely open wit h he r clos e friends an d eve n wit h 
her bes t friend an d repeatedl y state s tha t he r siste r i s her onl y "real " bes t 
friend. Ye t sh e ha s close , trusting , an d supportiv e femal e friends . Soni a 
constantly remind s m e tha t whil e sh e ha s close friends , sh e to o ha s bee n 
hurt and betrayed b y close friends: "Yo u never know who your friends ar e 
until you really go through certain things and you look out if they're there, 
then yo u know . Sharo n forgo t m e whe n sh e me t he r boyfrien d an d yo u 
know you don' t d o that to so-called bes t friends. " 

Sonia, Marie , and Chante l an d mos t o f their femal e peer s in th e stud y 
repeatedly discussed thei r expectations an d thei r actua l experiences o f be-
trayal by their female and male peers. However, they also described the one 
or two "exceptions " with whom the y maintained clos e relationships. Th e 
girls did no t cu t themselves of f from al l close friendships afte r thei r expe -
riences o f betrayal , a s did man y o f the boys , bu t sustaine d suc h relation -
ships in the mids t of their fears and experiences. 15 
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Falling Out  of  Relationships 

A few girls , however, suggested patterns similar to those heard among th e 
boys. In thei r freshman an d sophomor e years , three girl s spoke o f having 
close friends bu t feeling wary of trusting their female peers . By their junior 
or senio r year , they spoke o f having no clos e o r bes t friend s an d o f trust -
ing neither boy s nor girls . 

Felicia 
Felicia, a  soft-spoke n Africa n America n student , say s t o Helen a i n he r 
freshman yea r that her godsiste r is her bes t friend becaus e they have com-
mon interest s an d goal s for th e future , "an d it' s like a  person I  can relat e 
to other than myself. " When aske d what makes her life worth living , Feli-
cia says : " I hav e peopl e tha t car e abou t m e an d friend s tha t I  ca n reall y 
trust." I n he r self-description , however , sh e indicate s tha t no t al l o f he r 
friends ca n be trusted : 

How would you describe yourself? 
I don't like for people to—I don't like to get back-stabbed. Like, if you're 

helping somebody and then they turn around and they back-stab you, I 
don't like that. 

Can you give me an example? 
Like, when I was in the eighth grade. I had this friend and it was like she 

would talk to me about somebody else and then she would go back to the 
same person and then talk about me to that person. Then she would come 
to me and talk about that person to me. And it's like she would smile in 
my face, but behind my back it was a different story . 

Unlike many of the girls who told such stories only when asked specificall y 
about thei r friendships , Felici a spok e o f bein g "back-stabbed " a s part o f 
her self-description—a n indication , perhaps , o f th e depth s t o whic h thi s 
experience ha s affecte d her . Felicia , like Sonia , Marie , an d Chantel , sug -
gests in her freshman yea r that she has a best friend bu t she is wary of other 
friends betrayin g her . In he r sophomore year , Felicia says confidently tha t 
she has a best friend (wh o is different fro m las t year) an d they do "every -
thing together. " Felici a tell s m e tha t he r bes t frien d "understand s th e 
things that I  understand. .  . . We're kind of like the same person .  . . some-
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times we don't agre e on everything bu t most o f the time we do." Felicia's 
relationship with he r bes t frien d thi s year seems , like las t year , bot h inti -
mate and supportive . 

In he r junior year , however, when I  ask Felicia whether sh e has a  close 
or bes t friend, sh e says with frustratio n eviden t in her voice: "No, I  don' t 
have bes t friends . I  jus t hav e friends . That' s it . .  .  .  Nowadays yo u can' t 
trust anybody." The wariness concerning trust heard in her freshman-year 
interview has been transforme d int o a  general wariness abou t havin g bes t 
friends. As with many of the boys in the study, Felicia has moved from hav-
ing a best friend t o not having one because "nowadays" 16 she cannot trus t 
people. Although Sonia had no best friends, she did have close friends. Fe-
licia has neither . 

When I  ask Felicia about her best friends from he r freshman an d sopho-
more years , she respond s onl y b y saying tha t the y ar e no longe r he r bes t 
friends. Felici a speak s abou t he r inabilit y t o trus t peopl e throughou t he r 
junior-year interview: "You can't trust nobody . . . I  know not to trust any-
one no matter , you know, no matte r who they are." Her repeated expres -
sions of not trustin g other s "n o matte r who they are" suggest tha t Felici a 
may also feel distrustfu l o f me and , therefore, les s willing than i n her ear -
lier interview s t o expos e th e intricacie s o f he r thought s an d feeling s re -
garding friendships . Felici a mention s tha t sh e ha s friends , bu t sh e woul d 
have to trus t the m muc h mor e t o b e considered clos e or bes t friends. Sh e 
trusts he r cousi n " a littl e bi t becaus e sh e i s family," bu t the n say s to me : 
"Well, then again , family do , you know , let you down , bu t you wouldn' t 
expect it from you r family. " 

With a deep sigh, Felicia says in her junior year that she not only has no 
close or best friends, she doesn't have a boyfriend thi s year either: "I'm no t 
gonna sa y all boys , but boy s ar e liars . They're unfaithful . Yo u can' t trus t 
nobody. .  .  .  Men ar e al l the same . They ar e liars. " Like mos t o f the girl s 
interviewed, Felicia' s feeling s o f distrus t exten d t o he r relationship s wit h 
boys. Felicia says that while she may trust her peers in the future , sh e cur -
rently does not . 

Tyiesha 
Tyiesha also spoke about close or best friendships i n her first- an d second -
year interview s an d then , i n he r thir d interview , state s tha t sh e doe s no t 
have close friends because she cannot "trus t anybody." When I  ask Tyiesha 



136 I  Desir e and Betraya l in Friendships 

in her freshman yea r why she considers her friend o f three years to b e he r 
best friend, she says: "I could tell her something and she won't tell nobody 
else. Like if it's real important o r something an d sh e tells me things and I 
don't tel l nobody." Tyiesh a say s that althoug h sh e and he r frien d "some -
times argue " with eac h other , the y are usually friends agai n shortl y after -
wards. 

While apparend y abl e t o trus t he r bes t frien d i n he r freshma n year , 
Tyiesha is more uncertain about trusting her boyfriend. B y her sophomor e 
and junior years, Tyiesha says she does not have a boyfriend becaus e "boy s 
are dogs." While Tyiesha suggests a shift in her feelings abou t trusting he r 
female peers (as will be heard by her junior year), her distrust of boys stays 
the same each year. 

In tenth grade , Tyiesha, once again, tells me about a  best friend (differ -
ent from the one mentioned in the previous year) whom she is able to trus t 
and "tel l her stuff and she doesn't tel l nobody else. " 

Why is this best friend closer than the others? 
She is more trustworthy. I really don't trust anybody that lives around my 

way. They're phony. 
What does phony mean? 
If you tell them something, soon as you turn around somebody's coming 

back telling you what somebody told you .  . . when my friend tell s me 
something I don't go around telling everybody. 

Although sh e has a best friend thi s year, Tyiesha finds i t difficult t o locat e 
reliable friends. B y her junior year, she has no close or bes t friends. Whe n 
asked t o explai n why , she says : "You can' t reall y trust peopl e thes e days 17 

. .  . 'cause they're suppose d to b e your bes t friend an d you tel l her not t o 
say something and she go back and say something." As in her previous in-
terviews, Tyiesha continues to sugges t tha t girl s cannot keep secrets . This 
year, however, this sense of distrust has led to a lack of close friends: "Righ t 
now, I don' t cal l nobody nothing. " 

In he r junio r year , Tyiesh a explain s tha t he r curren t friend s ar e peo -
ple wit h who m sh e ha s fu n bu t the y ar e no t clos e o r bes t friends . I n 
fact, sh e adds , she has never me t someon e whom sh e could trus t enoug h 
to b e he r bes t friend . Thi s respons e raise s question s concernin g th e in -
timacy o f her previous bes t friendships . Tyiesha' s apparen t lonelines s thi s 
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year may  hav e le d he r t o describ e he r relationa l histor y i n way s tha t d o 
not reflec t ho w sh e fel t a t th e time,  o r sh e ma y hav e misrepresente d 
her friendship s i n he r earlie r interviews . Tyiesh a say s tha t presentl y sh e 
feels clos e t o n o one . 

Reflections 

Repeatedly and consistently, the adolescents in this study spoke about hav-
ing difficulties trustin g their same-sex peers. By the third year of the study, 
twenty-one ou t o f twenty-fou r o f th e participant s spok e a t lengt h abou t 
their feelings o f distrust. The y wanted t o trus t thei r peers bu t fel t unabl e 
to do so . Although th e boys ' expressions o f distrust were often mor e cat -
egorical (e.g. , "I don' t trus t anybody" ) an d more frequen t tha n the girls' , 
the boys and girl s were equally likely to voice feelings o f distrust.18 A gen-
der differenc e i n th e dat a wa s evident , however , i n th e adolescents ' re-
sponses to thei r lack of trust. Almost al l of the boy s stated tha t the y strug -
gled to trust their male peers and were unable, consequently, to have close 
or bes t friends . I n contrast , onl y a  few o f the girl s suggested thi s patter n 
and, even then, only in their junior- or senior-year interviews. The girls de-
scribed close , intimate friendship s wit h othe r girl s even thoug h they , too , 
struggled t o trus t thei r same-se x peers . Violations o f trust i n male friend -
ships frequently resulte d i n the terminatio n o f close friendships a s well as 
the possibl e preclusio n o f futur e clos e friendships . Th e boy s seeme d t o 
avoid intimacy in response t o betraya l b y their peers , whereas most o f the 
girls appeared t o pursue intimacy with friends despit e thei r experiences o f 
betrayal.19 

Similar to previous research findings  regardin g adolescen t friendships, 20 

two important qualitie s in close or bes t male an d femal e friendship s wer e 
that one' s friend woul d "b e there" and would kee p one' s "secrets " confi -
dential. Furthermore, clear distinctions were made b y most of the adoles -
cents amon g associates , friends, clos e friends , an d bes t friends , an d thes e 
distinctions were primarily based on the extent of trust in the relationship . 
In contras t t o research findings  tha t indicate tha t adolescen t boys ' friend -
ships ar e focuse d o n activities , autonomy , an d leadershi p rathe r tha n o n 
connection, intimacy, and shared stories, 21 the boys in this study describe d 
both current and hoped-for clos e male friendships a s involving open com -
munication an d mutua l sharin g of thoughts an d feelings . I n thei r descrip-
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tions o f friendships, onl y two of the boys and none of the girls emphasized 
the activities  the y "do " wit h thei r friend s rathe r tha n wha t the y "share " 
with thei r friends . Th e adolescen t girl s were more likel y to repor t havin g 
close o r bes t friend s ove r th e thre e year s o f interviews , bu t whe n clos e 
friends wer e described , th e boy s were almos t a s likely a s the girl s t o de -
scribe their friendships i n intimate an d emotionally supportive terms . 

The boys, furthermore, state d that they had experienced intimate same-
sex friendships a t a younger age (primarily in junior high school) , and tha t 
they now longed for those earlier types of relationships. Although i t is un-
clear just what those friendships wer e really like for these boys , they all re-
membered the m t o includ e ope n communication , mutua l support , an d 
nurturance.22 None o f the girl s expressed a  similar sor t o f yearning fo r a n 
earlier friendship . Eve n th e girl s who distance d themselve s fro m thei r fe -
male peers by their third-year interviews did not express a desire for an ear-
lier type of friendship.  Whil e much o f the research o n friendships,  includ -
ing the findings  o f this study, indicate tha t adolescent girl s are more likely 
than adolescen t boy s t o have  intimate , self-disclosing , an d emotionall y 
supportive friendships, 23 m y findings  als o suggest tha t bot h girl s and boy s 
have equall y stron g desires  for suc h relationship s an d ma y have had thes e 
types of friendships earlie r in thei r lives . The girl s have simply bee n mor e 
successful, skilled, or fortunate i n finding and maintaining such friendship s 
over time. When my analysis shifted fro m lookin g a t what teens had  (e.g. , 
casual friendship s tha t ar e no t intimate ) t o wha t the y wanted  (e.g. , inti -
mate friendships), I  discovere d unexpecte d theme s an d pattern s i n thei r 
narratives. 

Notably, almos t al l of the girl s spoke abou t no t trustin g boy s and onl y 
a few o f the boy s spoke abou t no t trustin g girls . Girls voiced man y mor e 
fears about bein g in relationships with boy s than boy s voiced about bein g 
in relationship s wit h girls . Bonni e Leadbeater , Joann a Batgos , an d Jud y 
Lin have suggested similar patterns in their research on young adult friend -
ships.24 In thei r stud y o f 11 5 colleg e undergraduates , male s reported les s 
open communicatio n an d emotiona l suppor t wit h thei r same-se x friends 
than did females. When they examined opposite-sex friendships , however , 
the me n wer e mor e likel y t o repor t havin g emotionall y supportiv e an d 
trusting relationship s with young women tha n young women wer e t o re -
port having such relationships with young men. While in the present study 
only two boy s spoke of difficulties havin g close , intimate friendship s wit h 
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girls, twenty-two o f the girl s and boy s reported havin g difficultie s attain -
ing or maintaining emotionally supportive an d trusting relationships with 
boys. 

After listenin g t o thes e adolescent s spea k abou t thei r friendships , I  a m 
left wit h thre e centra l questions : (1 ) Wh y di d th e boy s hav e mor e diffi -
culty tha n th e girl s maintainin g clos e friendships , especiall y give n tha t 
many o f thes e boy s desire d suc h friendships ? (2 ) Wh y di d th e them e o f 
distrust o f one' s peer s becom e mor e prominen t a s man y o f th e adoles -
cents reache d mid - t o lat e adolescence ? an d (3 ) Why di d th e majorit y o f 
adolescents i n th e stud y repor t tha t the y struggle d t o o r wer e unabl e t o 
trust thei r peers ? 

In orde r t o addres s the first  question, the large r culture i n which thes e 
adolescents were raised a s well as their individua l experience s must b e ex-
amined. Girls who grow up in a culture that encourages and validates emo-
tionally close relationships with other girl s (or at least does not discourag e 
them from  suc h relationships ) ma y b e mor e willin g an d motivate d tha n 
boys to sustain close and trusting relationships even  when the y have expe-
rienced betrayals and other violations in their friendships. I n addition, girls 
may learn to forgive other s quickly in the name o f being a  good, nice , or , 
what Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan call a "perfect girl." 25 Girls may 
learn t o b e more flexible  in thei r relationship s a s a result o f cultural pres -
sures to be nice, kind, and good. While this flexibility or willingness to for -
give may ultimately lead to positive social behavior such as intimate friend -
ships, it may also undermine thes e girls ' ability to terminat e relationship s 
in which they are not bein g cared for properly—a pattern suggeste d whe n 
some of the girl s spoke about thei r relationships with boys . 

Boys who live in a largely homophobic culture may find it hard to main-
tain suc h friendship s wit h othe r boy s especially  when the y hav e bee n be -
trayed b y their mal e peers. Diane Raymon d notes : "Indeed , homophobi a 
is so pervasive and so powerfully internalize d tha t individuals may 'volun -
tarily' abando n a  close friendship rathe r tha n ris k charges o f homosexual -
ity."26 Boys may decide tha t give n bot h society' s ambivalen t message s re -
garding close male friendships, their fear of "seeming like you're gay," and 
their individual experiences of betrayal, it is neither worthwhile nor safe fo r 
them t o pursu e suc h friendships . Th e shif t fro m havin g clos e friendships 
during junio r hig h schoo l o r th e earl y part o f high schoo l t o no t havin g 
such relationships during high school may suggest that boys fall out o f re -
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lationships with othe r boy s right at the point in their lives when message s 
about th e presumed lin k betwee n manhoo d an d heterosexuality mov e t o 
the foreground . Distrustin g and , consequently, no t havin g clos e friend -
ships may allow adolescent boys to distance themselves from thei r own cul-
turally unacceptable desire s for close, intimate mal e friendships . Further -
more, boy s may be socialized t o be less toleran t tha n girl s of betrayal o r 
acts tha t undermin e thei r self-esteem , self-worth , o r public image . All of 
these factor s ma y begin t o explai n th e seemingly acut e sensitivit y t o be-
trayal evident amon g many of the boys. 27 

Cultural an d socia l expectation s a s well a s individual experience s an d 
physical an d sexua l maturatio n may  addres s th e secon d questio n con -
cerning th e prominenc e o f distrus t o f one' s peer s durin g mid - t o lat e 
adolescence. Trusting one' s same-se x peers may become increasingl y dif -
ficult fo r both teenag e girl s and boys as they becom e involve d i n roman-
tic relationships and begin to "abandon" thei r friends fo r their boyfriend s 
or girlfriends o r "steal" each other' s romanti c partners . Some of the boy s 
and girl s specificall y state d tha t thes e wer e th e reason s the y n o longe r 
trusted thei r same-se x peers . In addition, teenagers may grow more war y 
of their same-se x peers when the y reach mid- to late adolescence becaus e 
their experience s of betrayal have multiplied. Adolescents ' feeling s o f vul-
nerability an d of self-protection may  also escalat e a s their bodie s matur e 
uncontrollably. Thi s heightene d sens e o f self-protection ma y cause the m 
to becom e increasingl y cautiou s abou t trustin g thei r peer s wh o are also 
physically and sexually maturing , an d becoming, perhaps , als o more self -
protective. 

The third question regarding the prevalence of distrust among this par-
ticular grou p o f adolescents may be addressed b y examining the environ-
ments in which the y live. Since many researchers not e tha t trus t i s one of 
the mos t importan t ingredient s in adolescents' friendship s an d betrayal a 
commonly perceived threat to such friendships,28 i t was not surprising tha t 
a pervasiv e concer n amon g th e teen s revolve d aroun d th e potentia l fo r 
others to betray their trust. It was  surprising, however, that the adolescents 
spoke so frequendy abou t not trusting any or very few of their peers.29 Few 
previous studie s o f friendship s hav e note d suc h hig h level s o f distrus t 
among adolescents. 30 

Reasons for the high level of distrust may lie indirecdy and direcdy with 
the poverty , violence , racism, and homophobia tha t shape s an d pervades 
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these adolescents ' lives . When asked  abou t th e reason s fo r th e distrustfu l 
feelings amon g hi s male peers , Malcolm attribute s i t to hi s peers' wish t o 
be "numbe r one" : "If , like , if somebody's downin g m e behin d m y bac k 
and somebod y I  know is with hi m .  . .  but t o make them bot h fee l good , 
I gues s the y bot h gott a g o alon g wit h it. " Wantin g t o b e important , fo r 
boys such a s Malcolm an d hi s peers, may lead t o betraya l which , in turn , 
causes distrust. While this pattern o f betraying one's peers in order to fee l 
important is likely to be evident in peer cultures across all environments, it 
may be more frequen t amon g poor an d working-class adolescents . Thes e 
adolescents, bombarde d wit h implici t an d explici t message s fro m main -
stream culture concernin g thei r lack of importance i n the world, may find 
themselves having particularly strong desires to "be somebody."31 Such de-
sires may lead some to strive for importance amon g those whom the y fee l 
they can  be, namely, their peers. Their desires to feel important may  over-
ride, at times, their loyalty to their friends. However , their longing for loy-
alty from an d close bonds with thei r mal e peers is also evident in their in -
terviews. "Downing" each other may not only result in feeling important , 
it may also enhance a  bond betwee n two friends ("bu t t o make them bot h 
feel good, I guess they both gotta go along with it"). Being important an d 
having loyal friendships ar e primary wishes for these boys. Yet these wishes 
may ultimately work against one another and cause the boys neither to fee l 
important no r to have loyal friendships . 

Everyday experiences of harassment and racism may also influence thei r 
abilities t o trus t thei r peers . Th e boy s consistentl y spok e o f dail y harass -
ment fro m th e police , o f bein g watche d carefull y i n ever y store , subwa y 
station, schoo l building , an d neighborhoo d the y ente r (thi s topi c i s th e 
focus o f chapte r 9) . The y ar e watched b y adult s bot h outsid e an d insid e 
their own communities . When a n entire auditorium ful l o f students in th e 
high schoo l was asked who had eve r been stoppe d b y the police , approxi-
mately 90 percen t o f the boys ' hands went up . These predominantly eth -
nic-minority boy s repeatedly told u s stories of being strip-searched , aske d 
for identification , an d questione d b y police when the y were simpl y walk-
ing down th e street . The y receive clea r messages abou t no t bein g truste d 
by the world outside their homes. This lack of trust experienced on a  daily, 
minute-by-minute basi s is likely to have a profound effec t o n these adoles-
cents' abilitie s t o trus t on e another . A s Richar d Wrigh t suggest s i n hi s 
novel Native  Son,  it i s difficult fo r a  person t o lear n t o trus t other s i f the 
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society i n which sh e o r h e exist s systematicall y corrodes , debilitates , an d 
dismantles that trust . 

Examining th e particula r schoo l where thi s study was undertaken ma y 
further explai n the pervasiveness of distrust amon g the adolescents . All of 
the participant s i n th e stud y attende d a  particularly large , underfunded , 
and chaoti c inne r cit y school tha t lacke d an y real mean s t o creat e a  com-
munity. A s mentioned i n th e beginnin g o f thi s book , upo n enterin g th e 
school each student goe s through a  metal detector , security guards patro l 
the hallways , and th e schoo l door s ar e locked afte r secon d perio d t o pre -
vent stragglers and criminals from enterin g the building . As Joyce Epstei n 
and Nancy Karwei t note : 

Negative features in a school environment—ridicule, discrimination, low ex-
pectations, stereotypes , repressions , punishment , isolation—ma y increas e 
the dissociative quality of the setting and affect th e thought processes and 
social behaviors of the students.32 

Norris Haynes and Christin e Emmon s found tha t students ' peer relation s 
are greatly affected b y the school climate: a reproachful, negativ e environ -
ment wa s commonl y associate d wit h distrustin g an d negativ e pee r rela -
tions.33 Whil e non e o f th e student s i n th e presen t stud y specificall y dis -
cussed this issue, the social relations of the adolescents who participated i n 
the stud y ar e mos t likel y influenced b y the schoo l the y atten d an d wher e 
they attempt t o make close friends. Lik e the larger community, the schoo l 
environment in which the students spend 80 percent of their waking hours 
conveys to them that they are not trustworthy. It is not hard to understan d 
how thes e message s o f distrus t coul d see p int o thei r interpersona l rela -
tionships. 

A final explanation for the prevalence of distrust found amon g student s 
in this study may lie with th e qualit y of the teens ' relationships with thei r 
parents. Specifically , thos e wh o di d no t hav e trusting , clos e relationship s 
with thei r parent s ma y not kno w ho w t o develo p suc h relationship s wit h 
their peers . The y may  hav e ha d n o mode l fro m whic h t o learn. 34 Yet , 
among those adolescents in the study who reported distrusting their peers, 
their feelings for thei r parents (o r the adul t with whom the y resided) were 
as likely to be positive as they were to be negative. Some spoke about lack-
ing trust in their peers but trusting their parents, while others spoke abou t 
trusting neithe r thei r peers nor thei r parents.35 Some o f the parents , how-
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ever, specifically warne d thei r childre n no t t o trus t thei r peers . Such mes -
sages may reflect a  belief system—considered commo n within many close-
knit, oppressed communities—tha t thos e who are not part o f one's famil y 
or one's extended family should not be trusted.36 Shawn, an African Amer -
ican young man, says that he doesn't have close friends outsid e of the fam -
ily becaus e " I don' t trus t them . Don' t trus t othe r people . I  wa s alway s 
brought up to trus t the family first . .  . .  Family first." Suc h messages fro m 
parents an d othe r famil y member s ma y mak e i t particularl y difficul t fo r 
adolescents fro m thes e communitie s t o hav e close , trusting , nonfamilia l 
friendships. 

These storie s o f trust , betrayal , an d desir e amon g urba n adolescent s 
raise critica l developmenta l questions . What ar e the implication s fo r rela -
tionships among adolescents (both friendships an d romantic relationships ) 
if boys are more likely to terminate thei r close relationships in response t o 
betrayal whil e girl s tend t o pursu e intimac y despit e betrayal ? Thes e type s 
of gender-based response s ma y severely disrupt no t onl y male friendship s 
but als o male-femal e relationships . Furthermore , wha t doe s thi s tel l u s 
about adolescen t developmen t if , a s this study suggests , urban adolescen t 
boys desir e intimat e same-se x friendship s a s frequendy  a s thei r femal e 
peers? In addition, what are the implications for adolescent development if 
adolescents ar e no t trustin g thei r peer s an d i f boys, in particular , ar e no t 
finding th e relationships they seek? Given the critical importance of friend-
ships for adolescents, 37 these latter findings  see m particularly disturbing . 

While thes e findings may  revea l pattern s eviden t amon g adolescent s 
from al l walks of life, they may also be specifi c t o th e population studied . 
Researchers have , in fact , found significan t ethni c an d socioeconomi c dif -
ferences i n th e qualit y an d characteristic s o f adolescen t friendships. 38 I n 
their stud y o f friendships amon g 24 0 Mexica n American , African Ameri -
can, and Europea n American sixt h an d ninth grader s (socioeconomi c sta -
tus was predominandy lower-middl e t o middl e class) , Jones, Costin , an d 
Ricard found tha t African American males were more likely than the othe r 
boys in the study to revea l their personal thought s an d feeling s with thei r 
male friends.39 Furthermore, European American teens were the only ones 
who revealed significan t se x differences i n level s of self-disclosure i n thei r 
same-sex friendships . I n thei r stud y o f 29 2 blac k an d whit e junio r hig h 
school children , DuBoi s an d Hirsc h foun d tha t th e whit e boy s i n thei r 
sample were the least likely of all groups to discuss their personal problem s 
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with their school friends o r to feel that they could rely on their bes t frien d 
for help. 40 Gallaghe r an d Busch-Rossnage l found , i n thei r stud y o f 31 1 
urban lo w an d middl e socioeconomi c statu s black  an d whit e adolescen t 
girls, that middle-class white and black girls were more likely to share thei r 
beliefs and attitudes with their friends than black and white girls from low -
income families. 41 Socioeconomi c status , in thei r research , was a  stronge r 
predictor of the quality of friendships than race or ethnicity. These research 
studies an d other s sugges t tha t friendship s ma y diffe r substantiall y de -
pending on the socia l and cultura l context . 

The findings from my study indicate that adolescent boys and girls from 
all different socioeconomi c classes and ethnicities need to be listened to o n 
their ow n terms . What would white , poor, working-class , o r middle-clas s 
adolescents sa y abou t friendships  i f the y wer e interviewe d i n a n open -
ended forma t ove r time (a s few studie s o f white, middle-class youngster s 
have done)? Perhaps they, too, would reveal a desire for intimate same-se x 
friendships. M y findings  lea d m e t o wonde r i f socia l scienc e researcher s 
have assumed tha t adolescen t girl s (and women) ar e more  interested in in-
timate same-sex  relationships becaus e they are more likely than boy s (an d 
men) to have  these types of relationships. We may have a firm understand-
ing o f what kin d o f relationships white , middle-clas s adolescents , i n par -
ticular, have, but do we know what they want  o r desire;  and, at least as im-
portant, d o w e kno w wha t the y thin k the y hav e lost)  These findings  re -
garding trust , betrayal , an d friendship s underscor e th e nee d t o examin e 
such question s wit h divers e populations , usin g researc h method s tha t 
allow adolescent s t o spea k abou t wha t the y hav e an d wha t the y wan t i n 
their lives. 
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"I Never Put Anyone 
in Front of My Mother" 

What would you say makes your life worth living? 
Worth living? My mother. 'Cause she struggled. She struggled a long 

way in her lifetime to get where she's at now. . .. S o it's like, for 
right now, her achievement—it really made me think that out of, ou t 
of nothingness, you can make something out of yourself. 

—Victor, sophomore year 

LIKE VICTOR, many of the adolescents in the study spoke with pas-
sion about th e importanc e o f their mothers. 1 They spoke abou t the m no t 
only a s women wh o wer e nurturing , supportive , an d caring , bu t als o a s 
women who showed the m tha t the y could thriv e in the world despit e th e 
difficult odd s ("out o f nothingness, you can make something ou t o f your-
self). Thei r mother s mad e thei r live s "wort h living. " The boy s an d girl s 
discussed thei r mother s whe n the y wer e directl y aske d abou t suc h rela -
tionships and when aske d about themselves , their belief s an d values, their 
futures, their role models, and their relationships with fathers, siblings, and 
peers. While some of the adolescent s spoke about th e significance o f their 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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mothers and  fathers , the y typicall y believe d tha t thei r relationship s wit h 
their mother s wer e mos t important . Furthermore , thei r storie s o f the in -
fluence o f their mothers in their lives were delicately layered. Their reasons 
for an d conceptions o f their mothers ' importance varied . These variation s 
and similarities are described i n this chapter . 

Boys and Mothers 
Jamal 

Jamal lives alone with his mother. H e has no siblings and his parents hav e 
been divorce d fo r te n years . Unti l th e wee k befor e hi s firs t interview , h e 
had no t hear d from  hi s father i n si x years. At school , Jamal i s an athleti c 
and academi c sta r an d i s exceptionall y popula r amon g hi s peers . I n hi s 
sophomore year , Jama l tell s Mik e tha t hi s fathe r recend y calle d t o con -
gratulate him on a n athletic achievement : 

You know he had the courage to call me. 
Was itgood hearing from him after all this time? 
It was a good talk. Like [he said], "Do you miss me?" and all that and I said 

well, after so many years, you know, you really don't miss him. There's my 
mother and I and we're sort of like best friends so it doesn't really matter if 
he's there or he's not there, because I have everything I want with my 
mother. 

While Jama l say s he doesn' t mis s his father , h e als o suggests , a s he shift s 
from th e firs t t o th e secon d perso n ("/sai d wel l .  . .  you really don't mis s 
him"), tha t h e i s tryin g no t t o mis s hi s father . Nonetheless , Jama l feel s 
strongly about hi s mother an d the suppor t sh e offers him . 

Throughout hi s sophomore-year interview , Jamal continuall y refer s t o 
his mother an d the important rol e she plays in his life: 

How would you explain the fact that you have grown up the way you have, that you 
haven't become one of the people who is selling drugs or using drugs. .  . . That 
you've got all these things going for you? How do you explain that to yourself? 

I explain it to myself like this: My mother took time, she's not soft, so they 
say—they say women can't raise boy children, but if the woman is right, 
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she knows how to raise her children right. So she raised me right and I 
guess she said through prayer and asking God and just taking a lot of time, 
asking me questions, and being straightforward with me, I got to be the 
man I am. 

So you attribute a lot of it to her7. 
All of it, just about. 

Challenging th e belief , hel d insid e an d outsid e o f hi s ow n community , 
that singl e wome n canno t properl y rais e mal e children , Jama l attribute s 
his success almos t exclusivel y t o hi s mother . I n ligh t o f the previou s dis -
cussion o f girls ' abilit y to spea k honestl y i n thei r relationships , i t i s note-
worthy tha t Jama l identifie s hi s mother' s "straightforwardness] " a s th e 
very reaso n fo r he r succes s i n raisin g him , an d a s th e reaso n h e i s th e 
man h e i s today . Afte r speakin g abou t hi s friend s an d girlfriend , Jama l 
says tha t ou t o f al l o f hi s relationships , hi s relationshi p wit h hi s mothe r 
is the mos t important : "Yeah , I  neve r pu t anyon e i n fron t o f my mother . 
No way. " 

When Jamie , Jamal's junior-year interviewer , ask s Jamal about hi s rela-
tionship with his mother, he says: "We're real close, we're good friends, we 
talk about things . .  .  .  If I'm no t sur e o f anything I'l l jus t as k my mothe r 
and she'l l jus t giv e m e advice . No t rea l rea l persona l persona l thing s 
though." Jamal' s close feelings towar d hi s mother d o not includ e sharin g 
his most personal experiences bu t rather a  mutual commitment an d a will-
ingness to solve problems together . This type of closeness was more com -
mon amon g th e boy s tha n amon g th e girls . For th e girls , being clos e t o 
their mothers typically involved telling her "everything" or "most things." 
For the boys, the bases of their close relationships had more to do with re-
spect and admiration tha n with open communication . 

Later in his junior-year interview, Jamal identifies his mother as the per-
son he most looks up to : 

J want to get a little bit more of a sense of understanding of how and why she's 
been so important to you. 

You know—you know one-parent family. The only person around is my 
mother so I have no father. So every time I need something I go to my 
mother. So if I need something done, I gotta go to my mother. If I need 
her help, I go to my mother. She's been there for so long. 
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As in the previous year, Jamal explains that his relationship with his mother 
is important t o hi m becaus e sh e i s the onl y one o n who m h e ca n consis -
tently depend . 

In hi s senio r year , Jamal , stil l a  sta r athlet e an d studen t an d stil l ver y 
popular with his peers, is again asked by Jamie to describe his relationship 
with hi s mother : 

We're still close, good friends, we talk. We have a good relationship. 
So when you say that you're close to her, what does that mean to you? 
It just means, you know, it really does not mean—it's just like—it's important 

to me and I'm thankful tha t we are close 'cause it's always been just my 
mother and so she's really important to me. 

While Jamal strains to explain what he means by "close," he clearly values 
his relationshi p wit h hi s mother . Jamal' s sens e o f closeness , onc e again , 
seems base d primaril y o n hi s appreciatio n o f he r suppor t rathe r tha n o n 
being able to disclose personal experiences with her . 

Further i n hi s senior-yea r interview , whe n Jama l i s explaining wh y h e 
does not fight  wit h othe r boys , he say s that hi s mother ha s always taugh t 
him t o b e a  leader, s o h e neve r "follows " whe n hi s friend s star t fighting 
with other kids. As he did in his sophomore year , Jamal attributes his abil-
ity t o avoi d troubl e t o th e wa y hi s mothe r ha s raise d him . H e i s clearl y 
proud o f her: 

Who's the most important person in your life right now? 
Mom. 
Still Mom? It's been Mom every  year. Why  is she the most important person to you 

now? 
Because, like I said, she's always been there for me and that's all I ever had. 

And so she's always my role model because they usually say they need a 
man around the house to raise kids. She raised me on her own, and I re-
spect her and I thank her for that, so she's my role model. 

Jamal continue s t o challeng e th e ide a tha t childre n ar e raised properl y 
only when adul t male s ar e present i n the home . Hi s mother , h e insist s in 
his interviews, was enough t o ensur e a  good upbringing . I n th e las t sec -
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tion o f Jamal's senior-yea r interview , Jami e ask s him ho w h e ha s bee n abl e 
to b e s o successful : 

Back to the Mom thing . She grew me to b e like, you know, she always said 
the same : "Mak e you r be d hard , yo u li e dow n hard . Mak e i t easy , you li e 
down comfortable. " An d I  kno w sh e work s s o har d t o ge t he r hous e an d 
I alway s wanted t o ge t a  house. She went t o school—'cause originall y she' s 
from Trinidad—s o sh e went t o schoo l an d sh e go t a  degree an d s o I  wan t 
to g o t o schoo l an d ge t a  degree . I' m no t aroun d m y fathe r o r anythin g 
and h e doesn' t suppor t me , s o I  don' t conside r hi m a  father anyway . Jus t 
my mother, s o I  figure I' m goin g t o b e a  dad an d I  want t o have a  kid an d 
I wan t t o hav e th e closes t relationshi p wit h m y so n o r m y daughte r an d 
then I  alway s wanted a  house lik e the on e tha t m y mother worke d s o har d 
for, s o I  want t o ge t my house too . And the n sh e worked har d t o ge t a  de-
gree from  Trinida d an d the n I' m America n an d I  want t o ge t mysel f a  de-
gree too , so . 

Motivated b y hi s mother ' s har d wor k an d educationa l an d materia l ac -
complishments an d expressin g indifferenc e towar d hi s fathe r tha t onl y 
thinly cover s hi s ange r an d disappointment , Jama l aspire s t o b e lik e hi s 
mother an d unlik e hi s father (" I wan t t o hav e th e closes t relationshi p wit h 
my son") . Fo r Jamal , hi s mothe r i s an unparallele d sourc e o f suppor t an d 
inspiration throughou t hi s hig h schoo l years . 

Albert 

Albert, a  Puert o Rica n studen t wh o live s wit h hi s mothe r an d younge r 
sister, als o view s hi s mothe r a s th e mos t importan t perso n i n hi s lif e dur -
ing al l thre e year s o f hi s interviews . Albert ' s mothe r lef t hi s fathe r afte r 
many year s o f physica l an d emotiona l abuse . H e ha d no t see n hi s fathe r 
for ove r a  yea r a t th e tim e o f hi s firs t interview . Lik e Jamal , Alber t doe s 
well i n school . A t th e en d o f Albert ' s sophomor e interview , Mik e ask s 
him: 

What makes  your life worth living? 
My mother. Like , I see her like she's been through roug h time s and I  think 

about it . She's gone through al l that an d stil l she's alive . And s o I  think 
that migh t happen t o me now, I  could g o through i t too . 
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Along with th e othe r boy s in th e study , Albert i s motivated b y watchin g 
his mother endure an d takes her experience a s proof that he , too, can sur -
vive and even excel . 

In hi s junio r year , Alber t say s t o Mik e tha t hi s relationshi p wit h hi s 
mother i s slowly changing: 

Why do you think it  has changed [since last year]? 
I really can't—I don't know. . .. I  like talking to her, you know, it's like me 

and her get along a lot. It's not like as I get older I get separated. Like as I 
get older I get more—it's not like I get separated or nothing, I just get 
more closer to her. 

Both Alber t an d Jama l direcd y challeng e mainstrea m developmenta l be -
liefs about adolescents . Albert is aware of societal expectations concernin g 
the nee d fo r adolescent s t o separat e from  thei r parents , bu t unapologeti -
cally explains that a s he has grown older , he has only become close r to hi s 
mother. 

Albert emphasize s i n hi s junior yea r tha t h e wil l always depend o n hi s 
mother: 

You always will [depend  on your mother]?  Tell me in what  ways  you see yourself 
always depending on  your mother? 

Talking about our problems still, you know. If I'm married and I still got a 
problem, I'm stil l going to call my mother to let her know what's happen-
ing. And to let her see what she thinks about it, what should I do about it. 

Marvin, an African America n student , says in his junior year: "My secon d 
sister, she' s lik e independen t an d sh e doesn' t nee d nobody . I  fee l I  nee d 
my mother . I  don' t kno w abou t nobod y else . I  jus t nee d he r around. " 
While th e adolescent s i n th e stud y occasionally spok e abou t feelin g inde -
pendent from thei r parents, they typically described growing closer to an d 
feeling mor e dependen t o n thei r mothers a s they grew older . 

When Albert is asked in his junior year if there is any adult that he looks 
up to , he says: 

My mother. 
Why do you look up to her? 
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It's lik e tha t sam e thin g I  sai d las t year.  She' s bee n throug h a  lot an d stil l 
she'll kee p o n takin g goo d car e o f us , not lik e othe r peopl e who'v e bee n 
through a  lot an d it' s lik e the y can' t handl e i t anymor e [and ] leav e o r d o 
something stupid , you know . Sh e jus t kep t o n righ t ther e takin g goo d 
care o f us. 

Do you think that  you'd like  to be like her7. 
Yeah. 

To explai n wh y hi s mothe r i s the mos t importan t perso n i n hi s life , Alber t 
says: "I se e the wa y she suffere d s o much befor e like , you know , like al l th e 
stuff tha t sh e di d befor e [throwin g he r husban d ou t becaus e h e wa s abus -
ing her ] tha t sh e stil l keep s o n righ t there , happy , alway s a  happ y life. " 
Watching thei r mother s ge t throug h arduou s times  ha s a  profound effec t 
on th e adolescent s i n th e study . As Victor pointe d ou t earlier , i t proved t o 
them tha t the y to o coul d b e resilient . Seeing  thei r mothe r "sta y happy " 
through difficul t times  provide d the m wit h a  mode l t o whic h the y coul d 
aspire. 

In Albert ' s senio r year , the theme s concernin g hi s mother ar e repeated . 
H e admire s hi s mother ' s abilit y t o cop e an d state s tha t sh e make s hi s "lif e 
worth living. " Alber t add s thi s yea r tha t h e consider s himsel f t o b e ver y 
much lik e hi s mother : 

In what  ways  do you think you're  similar to  your Mom ? 
My character . 
How is  your character  similar? 
You know, I take it easy. I wouldn't ge t mad fo r everything . I  control m y 

emotions, you know. Not gonn a po p i t out t o everybody . 
Tou don't or  you do? 
No, I  don't. I  just stay, you know how it is . . . I  stay calm. I  don't ge t tha t 

hyper, you know, for anything . Like she does—something migh t happen , 
she takes it cool. I  think I  take i t off my mother, you know. Same way my 
mother is , that's the way I am. 

The eas e with which Alber t a t eighteen year s old identifie s wit h hi s mothe r 
surprises me . Lackin g an y self-consciousnes s an d sportin g a  Laker s base -
ball ca p an d a  matching oversize d T-shirt , Alber t proudl y tell s me : "Sam e 
way m y mothe r is , that 's th e wa y I  am. " 
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When I  ask Albert in his senior year what made it possible for him to d o 
well in school , he says his reasons have to do with his mother : 

In what ways? 
Like she could have been a mean mother, too, you know. Seeing things that 

were happening. Some mothers do become that way. Like , the husband'll 
beat her and then the son'll try to bother her and she'll beat on the son, 
you know, to get her anger off. Sh e wasn't like that even though she 
would be angry sometimes, she would never take it out on us. 

Having watched his mother being beaten by his father, Albert is clearly ap-
preciative that his mother did not vent her anger on him. Albert, like Jamal 
and Malcolm , credit s hi s mother alon e fo r hi s success . Mothers wer e no t 
simply supportiv e figures  i n thes e boys ' lives , bu t thei r heroe s an d th e 
cause of their strength . 

Victor 

Victor, the African America n studen t whom I  quoted a t the beginnin g o f 
this chapter , live s alone with hi s mother (hi s father die d a t the beginnin g 
of his freshman year) . Unlike th e thre e boy s I  have just described , Victo r 
is strugglin g i n school , hi s grade s ar e poor , an d h e remain s on e grad e 
below tha t o f his age group . Lik e hi s peers, however, Victor state s i n hi s 
sophomore yea r tha t hi s mothe r i s his role model . After Victo r describe s 
his mother, girlfriend , an d friends , Helen a asks : 

What would you say is the most important relationship in your life right now? Of 
all the different ones we've talked about? 

I'd say right now, me and my mother. 'Cause right now we're we—we never 
were this close. We're sort of like hand and glove now. 'Cause whenever 
she needs something, I be there for her. And she knows that now. And, 
um, whenever I need somebody .  . . she'll be there for me. 

Victor seem s to enjo y a  mutually supportiv e relationshi p with hi s mothe r 
that is closer  than i t ever has been before . 

In hi s junior year, I ask Victor: 
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Which would you say is the most important relationship  right now? 
My mother. Me and my mother. Why is that? Because that's really the key 

to—for both of us to really, you know, stay together. 'Cause like, what's 
happening now people can't really live alone these days in our neighbor-
hood 'cause a lot of things are going on. And there really is like—I want to 
know where she be at a lot, and she wants to know where I be at a lot 
'cause that really determines what's happening. 

Victor's relationship with hi s mother is , in some ways, unique amon g th e 
boys in the study. While mothers typically supported and looked after thei r 
sons, few sons reported tha t they , in turn, provided emotiona l suppor t t o 
their mothers . Victor's and his mother's reliance on each other i s strongly 
influenced b y their awareness of the dangers in their neighborhood. WTien 
I ask Victor what hi s mother wil l do when h e eventually leaves for colleg e 
as he has planned, he explains that his aunt will take care of his mother an d 
he wil l "com e bac k a s soon, a s much a s possible." I n th e future , Victo r 
would like his mother to live with him and his girlfriend becaus e he wants 
to mak e sur e hi s mothe r i s care d fo r an d tha t sh e ha s "everythin g sh e 
needs." 

In hi s third-year interview , Victor, who i s still struggling i n school an d 
is not goin g to be able to graduate with hi s class, speaks once again abou t 
his close relationship with his mother and the support he receives from her : 

It feel s a  whole lo t bette r i n the hous e t o know that you—tha t you have 
somebody behind you supporting you . . . and my mom's making sure she'll 
be with me every step of the way. And I appreciate that, 'cause I mean, that's 
something that a  lot of moms—a lot of mothers wouldn't do . 'Cause tha t 
means that in some ways she's looking out for me. 

In spendin g th e entir e firs t thirt y minute s o f his third-year intervie w pas-
sionately discussing the ways in which he is supported b y his mother, Vic-
tor testifies t o the centra l role his mother plays in his life. 

When th e boy s spoke about thei r mothers , they commonly told storie s 
of being cared for an d supported, o f being inspired b y them, and of being 
increasingly dependen t o n an d growin g close r t o the m ove r time . The y 
saw their mothers as the source of their strength and motivation, their role 
models, and a s the mos t importan t relationshi p i n thei r lives . They ideal -
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ized their mothers but also learned concrete survival skills from them . I t is 
interesting t o note tha t while many of these boy s spoke about th e impor -
tance of their mothers, they also typically stated that they did not feel com-
fortable tellin g their mothers thei r "persona l personal" thoughts an d feel -
ings. They fel t clos e t o thei r mother s bu t also , as with thei r peers , main -
tained certai n boundarie s in these relationships . 

Girls and Their Mother s 

Marie 

Marie, a  studen t whos e parent s ar e fro m th e Dominica n Republic , live s 
with he r mother , father , brothers , an d sisters . Marie doe s wel l i n school , 
participates in many extracurricular activities, and holds an after-school job . 
She epitomizes success . When I  ask her in her freshman yea r about he r re-
lationship with her mother, Marie says they are closer than they used to be . 

What do you think has made you become closer? 
Now that I'm going through puberty, you know, it was like I need—I need 

more of her. You know she's all scared. She needs to be more secure so 
she's like talking to me more. And, you know, getting—being closer to me. 

Like the boys, the girls emphasized that they too feel closer to their moth -
ers as they grow older. For Marie and her mother a s well as for Victor an d 
his mother, the desire for intimacy appears to b e shared . 

In her sophomore year , I ask Marie: 

Of all the relationships that we've talked about so far—anybody that we've talked 
about—who do you think is the most important to you right now? 

Like if I lose a person? My mother. 
Tour mother? And why  do you think she's the most important? 
Because she has went—she has gone through a lot with me. I mean, I don't 

know what I would do without her. 

An individual's importance, for Marie and for Malcolm (a s seen in his case 
study), is determined b y remembering wh o had stuc k b y them an d imag -
ining who would be most missed if "lost." Marie states unequivocally tha t 
this person i s her mother . 
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Marie, in her sophomore year , feels more comfortabl e sharin g her per -
sonal life with he r mother tha n las t year: "it' s like , 'cause I  learned that — 
I mean my parents are the only people I have and I might have close friend s 
that I  trust , bu t my  parents ar e alway s gonna b e th e one s ther e fo r me. " 
Marie implies in this response that she is able to communicate openly with 
her mother becaus e she can b e relied upon fo r support— a belie f that was 
standard among the girls . For them, open communication was the natura l 
consequence o f support . 

When I  as k Marie whom sh e would lik e to emulat e when sh e i s older , 
she answers : "[M y mother ] jus t lik e the way she i s .  .  .  she's understand -
ing, she's funny. She's like—she has that humor, like teenager humor. I can 
go out with her and have fun, you know. Just like I could go with any other 
friend." 

In he r junior-year interview , Marie speak s a t length abou t th e passion -
ate arguments sh e has with he r mother . Sh e frequendy disagree s with he r 
mother an d wil l challeng e he r whe n sh e think s sh e i s wrong. However , 
she als o tell s m e tha t he r mothe r "understands " he r mor e tha n before . 
Understanding doe s no t impl y a  lac k o f disagreemen t fo r Mari e bu t 
rather a  sens e o f engagement . Lik e Marie , th e girl s i n th e stud y com -
monly discusse d th e conflict s and  th e clos e bond s the y hav e wit h thei r 
mothers. 

As she near s th e tim e sh e wil l leav e home , Mari e find s hersel f feelin g 
even closer to her mother tha n sh e has in previous years: 

I can speak to her now about certain things that I wasn't able to speak to her 
about before . .  . . Now I've gotten closer , you know, I'm growin g up and 
I'm doin g al l thes e differen t activitie s an d she' s lik e supportin g m e an d 
everything. And sometimes my father jus t really gets—he—um—he treat s 
me in a way that she gets mad and that's how we got closer. 

While theme s wer e no t detecte d regardin g relationship s wit h fathers , fa -
thers played a  significant rol e i n man y o f the teenagers ' lives . Frequently , 
however, thei r importanc e la y i n thei r rol e a s th e commo n "enemy " 
against whom mothers , daughters, and sons coalesced. Marie and a  few of 
her peers in the study expressed gratitude toward thei r mothers for recog -
nizing an d responding t o what the y fel t wa s unjust treatmen t b y their fa -
thers. 

Like the boys , Marie also believes that he r mother give s her courage : 
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J mean the  thing that  sticks  out for me  in your interviews  is  how you've had such 
a hard time  with  your Dad, and  in  some ways with your Mom too,  but  much 
more with your Dad. So  you haven't had  like  a really easy home life at all, 
and yet  you are doing all  these things and you're  a super achiever. You're  in-
volved in all  these activities and  I  just wonder  why that's true.  Where  have 
you gotten your  strength? 

My mother . 
How has  she given you  that strength,  do  you think? 
'Cause I  don' t wan t t o le t he r dow n becaus e sh e doesn' t ear n muc h o n he r 

job an d she' s always—sh e cam e here , she couldn' t g o t o schoo l an d finish 
because of , um , sh e ha d u s already . And sh e couldn' t ge t a  job, you kno w 
[because sh e di d no t hav e a  work permit ] .  .  .  and she' s bee n allowe d t o 
work fo r m y father' s family . An d I  just d o i t fo r he r 'caus e I  wan t t o giv e 
her a  good lif e tha t sh e couldn' t achieve . I  jus t don' t wan t t o le t he r 
down. 

Marie's desir e no t t o disappoin t he r mothe r become s th e motivatio n fo r 
her achievements . Sh e repeats , late r i n he r interview , tha t sh e want s t o 
"make it " becaus e o f he r mother . Man y student s i n th e stud y state d simi -
lar themes—the y wante d t o succee d i n thei r live s t o hono r wha t thei r 
mothers ha d don e fo r them . Thei r motivatio n fo r doin g well , o r a t leas t 
trying t o d o well , wa s no t base d o n wantin g t o rea p reward s fro m thei r 
mothers, bu t rathe r o n wantin g t o "giv e back " t o thei r mothers . Eve n th e 
adolescents wh o live d wit h bot h o f thei r parent s implie d tha t the y ha d 
more o f a  desir e t o "giv e back " t o thei r mother s tha n thei r fathers . Thei r 
reasons lay with thei r firm  belie f that thei r mother s hav e had mor e difficul t 
lives tha n thei r father s or , a t least , the y hav e mad e greate r effort s o n thei r 
behalf: 

In al l three interviews , Marie assert s tha t he r mothe r enhance s he r con -
fidence an d i s the mos t importan t relationshi p i n he r life : 

Why your mother? 
I don' t know . She's just gone through s o much fo r me . And she supports m e 

and everything . She's always there for me . I  don' t kno w what I' d d o i f 
she—without her , you know? 
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Chantel 

ChantePs interview s sugges t simila r themes . An African America n student , 
Chantel live s with he r mothe r an d sister . He r parent s hav e bee n divorce d 
for approximatel y eigh t year s an d her father i s remarried an d lives close t o 
Chantel. Chante l speak s abou t th e inspiration provide d b y her mother an d 
father an d feels comfortabl e speakin g freel y wit h bot h o f them. I n fact , she 
admits to feeling mor e comfortabl e talkin g to her father becaus e her fathe r 
is more "accepting " o f her tha n he r mother. Still , Chantel, in her freshma n 
year, say s she is close t o he r mother : 

I ca n talk to [my mother]. We're clos e and everything. I n a way we're lik e 
sisters 'cause like I talk to her like—you know mothers and everything, they 
always like, "How you doing in school?" Instead of that, I  just go up to her 
and b e like, "You know what happene d i n school today? " I like talk to her 
and it's more lik e it's just like an everyday thing. So we're mor e lik e friend s 
than mothe r and daughter . 

Chantel tell s length y storie s o f he r mother ' s interes t an d participatio n i n 
all aspect s o f her life : school , friends , an d boyfriends . He r sens e o f close -
ness wit h he r mothe r appear s t o aris e from , o r a t leas t b e enhance d by , 
their ope n communicatio n an d he r mother ' s activ e involvemen t i n he r 
life. 

In he r sophomore year , Chante l describe s he r parents a s she did in her 
previous interview . He r role mode l thi s yea r i s her mother : 

If ther e i s anybody, I' d hav e t o sa y my mother, 'caus e she' s like— I don' t 
know, she's like—she' s rea l independent . She' s just the type o f person tha t 
when everything's—lik e righ t now , she got laid of f and stuff . Bu t it's like 
when she first got laid off, I  was scared. I was like, "Oh no, we're gonna lose 
the house , we're gonn a ge t kicked out, " and all that stuf f an d she was like, 
"Don't worr y abou t it , everything's gonn a b e okay. " At first,  she' s a  littte 
grumpy i n he r own way, but sh e just keeps , like , goin g on , like , "That' s 
okay," yo u know , "I'l l b e al l right."  I  don' t know , she' s just—she' s rea l 
strong. Like anytime something like gets ready to knock her down she' s just 
standing there like , "I can take it." . .. I  don't reall y see any weak points in 
her. She can—it's like she can take anything, you know. She deals with every-
thing. It's like she's real smart and stuff. I  have to say, I probably do look up 
to her. 
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ChantePs admiratio n o f he r mother , lik e tha t o f s o man y teen s i n thi s 
study, is based on her mother's abilit y to endure during difficul t times. 

ChantePs movin g an d passionat e portrai t o f he r mother' s abilit y "t o 
stand ther e like [she ] can take it" i s echoed b y Sonia, a  Puerto Rica n stu -
dent who lives with both her parents. Sonia, in her junior year, tells me that 
her mother i s her role model : 

My mother—she hasn't given up, she's still going on. I see what, you know— 
she tells us what she went through. She dropped out of school when she 
was in the eleventh grade and now she went back to school. And now she's 
trying harder to make it up there. And that's something that I'm very 
proud of and I see her and I look up to her a lot. You know, for not just 
stopping there even though it took her this long, she still kept going. You 
know she's very determined. 

Do you think you are as determined as your Mom or  Dad? 
Even, even more because you know, like I could see what my mother went 

through. I could see it, and I know it's hard. So I could never see myself as 
giving up. 

What is striking in these stories of admiration, pride, and tenacity is that so 
many o f the adolescents , even those i n th e nint h grade , appreciated thei r 
mother's ability to cope with difficult circumstances . Directly experiencing 
their mothers' obstacles was not necessary (as I had assumed from m y own 
middle- clas s adolescence) fo r thes e adolescent s t o understan d wha t thei r 
mothers ha d accomplished . A t a  very youn g age , the y understoo d wha t 
their mothers were up agains t and what gri t i t took to cope with such ad -
versity. Remarkably, none o f the adolescents seemed to take their mother s 
for granted . 

During he r sophomor e interview , Chante l say s tha t he r relationshi p 
with he r mothe r i s the mos t important , followe d closel y b y her relation -
ship wit h he r father . Sh e repeat s thi s i n he r junio r year , bu t sh e spend s 
more time  talkin g about he r relationship with her mother : 

We still get along with each other. She's like a friend instead of like a mother. 
. . . It's like talking to a sister instead of talking to a mother. We have a good 
relationship sometimes. Well, you know, we argue like everybody else. But I 
don't know, I don't know, it's different. Everybody's like, "I wish I had your 
mother." 
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In emphasizin g tha t he r mothe r i s no t lik e " a mother , " Chante l distin -
guishes betwee n a  presumabl y distance d an d mor e authoritativ e paren t 
and he r ow n parent . Chantel , lik e Marie , describe s th e friendshi p wit h he r 
mother a s well a s the conflicts . Sh e freely , an d i n grea t detail , describes th e 
exchanges sh e an d he r mothe r hav e durin g specifi c argument s an d the n 
tells m e wha t sh e mos t admire s abou t her . 

When aske d directl y wha t sh e like s abou t he r mom , Chante l says : 

She's independent . .  .  .  It' s lik e sh e doesn' t depen d o n anybod y t o tak e 
care o f her . It' s lik e she' s o n he r own . It' s lik e everythin g sh e does , sh e 
doesn't—if she' s i n trouble , sh e neve r lean s o n anybod y else , "Ca n yo u 
help me? " It' s like—lik e whe n sh e wa s lai d off , sh e didn't , yo u know— I 
know a lot of people tha t were laid off and stuff , the y always went t o some-
body else : "Oh , I  nee d this . Ca n yo u hel p me? " And m y mother , sh e wa s 
just strugglin g b y herself . And it' s lik e sinc e it' s jus t m e an d he r together , 
it's like she doesn't nee d anybod y to take care of her. I  like the way she car-
ries hersel f I  don' t know . Everybod y tell s m e I  ac t jus t lik e m y mothe r 
. .  .  very independent . .  . .  Don't wai t fo r everybod y t o d o fo r yo u 'caus e 
you'll hav e nothing . 

Chantel no t onl y admire s he r mother ' s independenc e bu t believe s tha t sh e 
shares thi s quality . Th e girl s i n th e stud y ofte n appreciate d thei r mothers ' 
independence o r wishe d thei r mother s wer e mor e independen t (non e o f 
the boy s suggeste d thi s theme) . Repeatedl y the y suggeste d tha t the y ha d 
learned fro m thei r mother s o r othe r wome n i n thei r famil y abou t th e im -
portance o f no t dependin g o n other s fo r financial  o r emotiona l security . 
They sough t independenc e especiall y from me n an d wer e fiercely  prou d o f 
their ow n an d thei r mothers ' autonomy. 2 

Chantel end s he r junior-yea r intervie w sayin g tha t whil e he r fathe r i s 
significant i n he r life , he r mothe r i s particularly important : 

If m y mothe r lef t me , I  woul d hav e s o man y problems , I  mean , sh e lik e 
kind o f hold s m e together . Sh e keep s m e fro m havin g a  lo t o f problem s 
that I  know I  would hav e 'caus e i f my mother wasn' t there , I mean I  would 
feel like I would have nobody. Even if my father was there, it's not th e sam e 
'cause it' s like , yo u know , yo u liv e wit h you r mothe r an d tha t person' s 
gone, I  would hav e t o adap t t o a  whole ne w lifestyl e livin g with m y fathe r 
. .  .  and m y lif e wouldn' t b e possibl e i f something happene d t o her , i f she 
wasn't here . 
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While stressing her independence, Chante l believe s she needs her mother . 
Her desir e t o b e independen t doe s no t compe l he r t o distanc e hersel f 
from he r mothe r bu t is , instead, proo f o f her identificatio n an d intimat e 
relationship wit h her . Chante l feel s n o contradictio n betwee n he r val -
orization o f independenc e an d he r admiratio n an d dependenc e o n he r 
mother. 

Reflections 

The importanc e o f mothers i n th e live s of blac k an d Latin o childre n ha s 
been discusse d extensivel y ove r th e pas t tw o decades. 3 Les s researc h ha s 
been devoted to the ways in which poor or working-class adolescents fro m 
various ethni c background s spea k abou t thei r relationship s wit h thei r 
mothers. I n th e presen t study , th e adolescent s discusse d th e continuin g 
importance o f this relationshi p i n thei r lives . They di d no t describ e thei r 
mothers simpl y a s importan t figures  bu t a s the  most  important figure  i n 
their lives, as the source of strength and determination, and , for severa l of 
the teens , a s their ver y reaso n fo r living . Thei r mothers ' persistenc e an d 
fortitude mad e the m rol e models . Simila r findings  wer e als o reported b y 
Gloria Josep h i n he r stud y o f relationship s amon g black  mother s an d 
daughters. She says: 

The daughter s showe d tremendou s respect , concern , an d lov e fo r thei r 
mothers. The positive feelings that were expressed did not imply that all was 
sweet, kind and loving between them. Rather, what was expressed was an un-
deniable respec t an d admiratio n fo r thei r mothers ' accomplishment s an d 
struggles against overwhelming odds; in her economic ability to make ends 
meet; her personal relationship with men; raising her families as a single par-
ent or head of household; and encouraging them to be independent and get 
an education. The mothers were role models for their daughters.4 

Mothers in the present study were portrayed b y the girl s and boys who 
lived with bot h parent s or with only one a s deeply caring, supportive, and 
inspirational. The boy s typically felt clos e to thei r mother s an d took grea t 
care to emphasize the importance o f this relationship. They did not, how -
ever, typically share thei r personal thought s an d feeling s with thei r moth -
ers, althoug h some, like Victor, stressed that he anticipated discussing such 
topics as marital difficulties wit h his mother late r in life. The girls , in con -
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trast, typically felt both close to their mothers and comfortable talkin g with 
them abou t most , i f not all , of their concerns , experiences, and problems . 
Both the boys and girls, however, spoke about their mothers with equal in-
tensity and passion. The exten t t o which the y shared persona l storie s an d 
experiences togethe r di d no t appea r t o b e associated wit h th e strengt h o f 
their feelings fo r thei r mothers . 

The adolescen t boys ' discussions o f their mother s were more idealize d 
than th e girls . Th e girl s wer e mor e likel y tha n th e boy s t o discus s thei r 
fights an d disagreement s wit h thei r mother s an d wer e seemingl y mor e 
likely t o challeng e them . However , th e adolescen t boy s forcefull y chal -
lenged the widely held notion that male children need male role models in 
the home . The y believed , articulated , an d demonstrate d throug h thei r 
words and their achievements tha t thei r mothers had alone raised them t o 
be matur e an d carin g people . Th e girl s als o credite d thei r mother s wit h 
much o f their ow n succes s an d spok e o f their admiratio n fo r thei r moth -
ers' competence , strength , an d independence . Severa l relationship s be -
tween mothers and daughters were "like sisters" or friends and allowed the 
daughters to assume roles as support providers as well as receivers of sup-
port. The adolescents spoke freely abou t depending on their mothers cur -
rendy an d i n th e future , an d thei r increased  sense o f closeness with the m 
over time.5 They were uninhibited an d proud t o le t their mothers b e par t 
of their worlds and they actively resisted separatin g from them. 6 

Remarkably, th e adolescent s seeme d t o understan d thei r mothers ' ex -
periences and appreciate thei r contributions t o thei r own well-being. I  d o 
not remembe r havin g thi s perspective a t thei r age , nor hav e I  heard suc h 
stories fro m middle-clas s adolescents. 7 Th e middle-class , primaril y whit e 
adolescents I  hav e interviewe d i n previou s studie s wer e mor e concerne d 
with no t letting thei r lives be "ruled " b y Mom o r Dad o r bot h tha n wit h 
protecting an d "givin g back " t o them . Growin g u p unde r oppressiv e cir -
cumstances may lead adolescents to greater empathy and understanding o f 
their mothers' struggles than a  more privileged background migh t afford . 
Poverty an d racis m ma y resul t i n highl y visibl e copin g strategies , an d 
mothers, experiencin g suc h oppression , may  work har d t o le t thei r chil -
dren know of their difficulties an d their coping strategies so that their chil-
dren are better prepared fo r th e future. 8 

A reason for the importance of mothers among many of the adolescent s 
is clearl y relate d t o th e specifi c ethni c communitie s o f whic h the y ar e a 
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part. Glori a Wade-Gayles states that in black communities, "praise for ou r 
mothers i s the refrai n o f church songs , the tex t o f sermons, and th e sub -
ject o f wise saying s passe d fro m on e generatio n o f Blac k wome n t o an -
other."9 Ear l Shorris 10 claims tha t i n Latino cultures , motherhood i s hon-
ored an d respecte d an d associate d wit h strength , perseverance , an d pa -
tience. African American as well as Latino adolescents are likely conveying 
messages (t o their interviewers) an d living the lessons about mother s tha t 
they hav e absorbe d fro m thei r respectiv e communities . Th e valuin g o f 
mothers ma y als o ste m fro m th e adolescents ' socioeconomi c circum -
stances. As part of a social class where living a comfortable an d healthy life 
is not taken for granted, the person who makes such a life possible (at least 
during adolescence) wil l clearly be important. Fo r these adolescents , thei r 
mothers have not simpl y raised them, they have made i t possible for the m 
to live. 

Another plausibl e reaso n fo r thes e adolescents ' stron g feeling s towar d 
their mothers may lie with the problems many of them had in maintainin g 
close friendships wit h thei r peers . As a result o f their lack of intimate an d 
trusting friendships , thei r mother s ma y b e th e onl y one s who m the y ca n 
really trust o r who will "be there " for them . Strikingly , the tw o boy s who 
rarely mentione d havin g difficultie s trustin g thei r peer s wer e th e tw o 
whose mother s ha d die d when the y were young. Without mothers , thes e 
two boy s may have bee n mor e motivate d t o establis h clos e peer relation -
ships. O r perhap s thes e tw o boy s di d no t hav e a  trusting an d loya l rela -
tionship a t home with which to compare thei r friendships . 

Notably, th e adolescent s wh o spok e abou t th e importanc e o f thei r 
mothers wer e bette r of f academicall y an d mor e sociall y integrate d tha n 
those who fel t less passionately about them. These teens were typically o n 
the honor rolls, in extracurricular activities, and were not involved in high-
risk activities. Their relationships with thei r mothers ma y be a  critical fac -
tor i n thei r resilience . Howeve r fo r thos e fe w adolescent s wh o fel t pas -
sionately abou t thei r mother s an d wh o struggle d i n school , thei r deepl y 
connected relationshi p wit h thei r mother s ma y explain why, for example , 
they still remain in school . 

As these adolescent s describe d themselves , thei r rol e models , thei r fu -
tures, their values, their school, and their lives, I was able to hear—both i n 
form an d in content—the importanc e o f their mothers in thei r lives. Ha d 
this discussion of maternal relationships been carried on in isolation, with-
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out questions about other parts of their lives, I would not have understood 
the extent to which they perceive their mothers as part of , an d indeed fun -
damental to , their very existence. By asking about thei r worlds, I was able 
to com e close r t o understandin g wha t thei r live s "fee l lik e an d wha t the y 
mean personally." 11 



7 

Maintaining a "Positive Attitude"/ 
Fearing Death 

AS THE ADOLESCENTS spoke abou t thei r futures , abou t what the y 
want to do and be in the years to come, I heard hope, excitement, anxiety , 
and pessimism. Some told us that the only thing they live for is the future . 
Others sa w no futur e fo r the m t o anticipate . Among thes e voices I  hear d 
recurring motifs : theme s o f optimis m an d o f death , o f hope an d o f fear . 
The adolescent s believe d the y coul d reac h thei r ambitiou s goal s throug h 
hard work an d persistence . They maintaine d a  "positive attitude. " At th e 
same time, however, they were tremendously afraid o f failure and of death, 
invoking insecuritie s abou t financia l well-bein g an d basi c survival . The y 
knew only too well that they are at much greate r risk for healt h problem s 
and of an early death as a consequence of violence or poor health care than 
their suburban , middle-clas s peers . Lik e Malcol m an d Tyrone , the y hav e 
"lost" friend s an d famil y member s throug h illnesse s an d drive-b y shoot -
ings. They liv e amids t povert y an d devastatio n an d hav e numerou s peer s 
who hav e droppe d ou t o f school , hav e becom e teenag e parents , o r hav e 
joined gangs . The y ar e justifiabl y worrie d tha t th e fat e o f som e o f thei r 
peers wil l b e thei r ow n fate . Remarkably , however , thes e adolescent s ex -
pressed both  a belief in the "America n Dream" and a real fear of meeting a 
violent death . The y ha d optimisti c and  grav e expectations . Contrar y t o 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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what many social scientists have suggested,1 these adolescents were neithe r 
hopeless no r optimisti c abou t thei r futures ; the y were both . Thes e seem -
ingly contradictor y perspective s wer e a  central them e i n th e teens ' inter -
views.2 

Listening t o Mari e an d Gayl e 

Marie 

Marie, from whom we heard earlier when she spoke passionately about her 
mother, does well in school and belong s to a  singing group tha t regularl y 
rehearses and performs i n clubs around th e city. In the ninth grade , Marie 
says she admires her brother an d her godmother becaus e they "think pos-
itively about th e future. " The y encourag e he r t o thin k o f the possibilitie s 
her futur e hold s instea d o f the potentia l obstacles . While sh e i s aware o f 
such obstacles (her father repeatedly reminds her of them), she tells me she 
does not want to "dwell " on them . 

"Thinking positively," a  theme tha t emerge d i n Marie' s interviews an d 
in thos e o f her peers , had man y definition s an d consequences . Mari e ex -
plains t o m e tha t "thinkin g positively " doe s no t mea n bein g blin d o r 
naive t o th e "negativ e things " i n life . I n fact , i t i s people wit h "negativ e 
minds" who d o no t thin k realistically : "Som e peopl e tha t hav e lik e thei r 
negative mind—lik e m y uncle—he' s such—lik e a  playboy, an d he' s like , 
'I ain' t goin g t o ge t AIDS. ' The y don' t eve n thin k tha t the y coul d ge t 
it." Mari e stresse s th e importanc e o f "positiv e thinking. " Ye t thi s mind -
set doe s no t preven t he r fro m seein g an d understandin g th e realitie s o f 
her world . 

Marie's desir e t o b e "positive " i s heard whe n sh e speaks abou t he r fu -
ture, he r relationships , an d also , surprisingly , whe n sh e speak s abou t th e 
death o f a  cousin . Mari e say s she i s "really hurting" ove r the recen t mur -
der of her fifteen-year-old  cousi n who was shot over a case of beer. She says 
she "canno t help " thinking abou t him . After speakin g in detai l abou t he r 
anguish, Marie suddenly changes her tone and tries to find a  redeeming el-
ement i n this senseless murder : 

And my cousin, he probably .  . . that probably wasn't his destiny. .  . .  And 
then again they say he had—everybody has a mission on earth—and it's true 
because they say that he had a mission. He died and now everybody's like, 
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all the Spanish people and everybody, they're like real close. Like he's had— 
his death has brung unity—like a lot of unity with people. And it's made, you 
know, made people drink—think—more, um, positive and be more aware 
and be more careful. 'Cause not even in your own house you could be safe, 
you know? . . . It's brung, well it's brung unity to a lot of people. You know, 
people will be more careful what they do, how they act. 

Initially telling me tha t sh e does not believ e that he r cousin was meant t o 
die, Mari e quickl y shift s t o describin g th e positiv e impac t he r cousin' s 
death has had on her community. But in a telling slip of tongue ("i t mad e 
people drink—think—mor e positive") , Marie implie s tha t jus t a s she ca n 
understand "th e negative" while focusing o n "th e positive, " the outcom e 
of her cousin' s deat h o n he r communit y wa s bot h positiv e an d negative . 
"Thinking positively" did not necessarily involve the denial of pain or frus-
tration, bu t a  willingness to view such events through multipl e lenses . 

Marie and her peers' insistence on "thinking positively" suggests a need 
to think in this way. When Albert is asked about his fears about hi s future , 
he says : "I just fee l rea l comfortable. I  got th e positive attitud e . . . s o I'l l 
get ther e eve n though I'v e go t struggles . I'l l ge t [t o th e future]. " Main -
taining a  positiv e attitud e wa s considere d a  wa y t o overcom e o r wor k 
through difficul t situations . Som e o f the adolescent s state d tha t the y be -
lieved their "attitude" would directly affect thei r long-term fate : "thinkin g 
positively" woul d lea d t o positiv e outcome s an d "negativ e thinking " 
would have negative consequences. A few stated that if they lost their pos-
itive attitude, they would lose their reason for living. "Thinking positively" 
was not considere d a  trite clich e fo r thes e teen s bu t a  critical strategy fo r 
living. 

Marie and I  continue t o discuss her future i n her freshman year : 

When you think of your future, what  do you think of? 
[Pause.] Being successful. I  think of like having [sigh] a big house like, you 

know—not all work but not all play either. You know, like have fun in my 
life. 

What do you most hope for in your life? 
That I reach my goals. That's about it 'cause there's nothing else to life but 

the future, you know? . . . 
Whari the first feeling you have? 
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I feel I can do it. .  . . 
Okay, what are some fears about the future? 
That it might not turn out that way. Tha t my mother might pass away soon. 

That [pause] I dunno—that I  may not, you know, be able to prove my par-
ents wrong [Marie's father doubts her potential], or if something happens, 
'cause you can't really prevent things from happening sometimes. 

Marie i s not simpl y hopeful abou t he r future bu t thi s hope an d optimis m 
is the force tha t propels her life ("'cause there' s nothing else to life but th e 
future"). A t the sam e time , Marie ha s specific fear s o f being powerless t o 
chart he r ow n destiny . B y the spee d o f her replie s t o m y questions abou t 
hope and fear , Marie intimates that she is closely attuned t o both he r feel -
ings of optimism (" I fee l I  can do it" ) an d t o he r sens e o f dread ("tha t i t 
may not tur n ou t tha t way"). 

Believing tha t "yo u can' t reall y preven t thing s fro m happenin g some -
times," Mari e suggest s a  them e o f unpredictabilit y an d cautiou s realis m 
that was repeatedly heard amon g he r peers . Her fear s li e both with exter -
nal circumstances ("m y mothe r migh t pas s away soon) a s well a s interna l 
ones (" I may  not b e able to prove my parents wrong"). During his junior 
year, Joseph tells  his interviewer what he fears : 

That I take the wrong way. I  don't know, be a drug dealer and all that. Have 
no future. 

Is this a real possibility? 
I don't know. It's only a fifty-fifty, you know. I might go the right way or the 

wrong way. 

Joseph i s a good studen t who says he has never taken drugs in his life. Yet 
he worries about making destructive choice s in his future, o r about goin g 
down a path he has not chosen. Alfredo echoes Joseph's anxieties about his 
future actions : "I think the pace that you're going now, you can change a t 
any moment. You can change fro m no w 'ti l tomorrow, you ca n b e some-
body bad." Samuel voices a similar apprehension in his senior year. But his 
fears lay more with ba d things happening to  him rather than by  him: 

I've bee n u p lat e som e nights . I' m like , "What i f something goe s wrong 
here?" 'Cause the future i s so uncertain, you know. I mean sometimes the 
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best-laid plans go frustrated. S o it's like, "What if I get kicked out of school 
for some reason?" Certain things in life just happen like that, there's really 
nothing you can do about it. 

Samuel, who does well in school and is well liked by his teachers, believes 
there is a chance that he will be expelled. Samuel's, Alfredo's, Joseph's, and 
Marie's response s sugges t a  keen sens e o f not feelin g i n command . The y 
believe negative thing s ca n happen to  them (e.g. , Samuel) , by  them (e.g. , 
Joseph an d Alfredo), o r to  and by  them (e.g. , Marie). Their vulnerability , 
however, i s not associate d with feeling s o f hopelessness. They d o no t be -
lieve tha t thei r effort s wil l go unnoticed . I n th e mids t o f discussing thei r 
fears tha t "thing s ca n just happen, " thes e student s fiercely  maintain thei r 
"positive attitudes. " 

When I  ask Marie, in her freshman year , what her past experiences have 
taught her , she says: 

I have learned not to be so trustful an d to believe in everybody .  . . 'cause I 
used to have a lot of friends that would really put me down. I told them all 
about—sometimes I think that I should just live my life and forget it, 'cause 
I'm gonna—'cause, life is a child of death. You know? And it's like, in order 
to—to—to live, you have to die. And it's like you're going to die some day 
so why don't you just live your life and stuff? Som e people think the other 
way. I want to work but I want to have fun, too. 

Moving from a  discussion o f betrayal and death to having fun, Mari e sug-
gests he r stron g urg e t o thin k positively . He r sens e o f her ow n mortalit y 
("life i s a child o f death"), in fact , motivate s he r desir e "t o jus t liv e [her ] 
life an d forget. " Acutel y attune d t o th e ver y rea l possibilit y o f a n earl y 
death, the kind of death experienced b y her cousin, she wants to enjoy he r 
life. 

Marie once again insists on "thinking positively" in her sophomore year 
when sh e tells  me abou t a  friend wh o was shot i n th e foo t a t the subwa y 
station afte r school . Th e new s media , sh e says , paid n o attentio n t o th e 
brutal event . Mari e angril y contrast s thi s public disinteres t i n her friend' s 
suffering wit h the newspaper' s lengthy coverage o f an incident where th e 
principal of her school was held a t gunpoint i n school b y a student: 

Nobody really cared about what happened [to her friend who got shot]. She 
could've been gone, you know, for no reason. Maybe because she was black 
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. . . I  don't like thinking like that but maybe it is that way [however] when 
it happened to [the principal]. Yeah, it's like whoosh, it's like it was on the 
newspaper everyday. He was in the news everyday. I was like—it's true be-
cause you have to look at the positive side, you know 'cause I  don't thin k 
negatively. You have to look that he's—he's a principal and it's the first time 
that it happens in this school system that a principal got assaulted so it should 
be big , you know . So it's like—can' t reall y just say , "Oh, becaus e he was 
white." 

There i s an unsettling qualit y t o Marie' s emphasi s on "positiv e thinking " 
in the middle of her story of perceived injustice. She is clearly angry abou t 
the media's indifference t o the shooting of her friend bu t tries , in midsen-
tence, t o justif y th e attentio n give n t o th e principal' s stor y becaus e sh e 
does not want to "think negatively." She states tentatively that the media's 
lack of attention t o he r friend' s traum a ma y have bee n racially motivated , 
only t o quickl y withdra w an d den y thi s connection . I t i s possible , o f 
course, tha t he r shif t i n focu s wa s due t o no t wantin g t o offen d m e (be -
cause I am a white adul t who might feel protective of the white principal) , 
or due t o a  quick revision o f her opinio n o n th e inciden t i n midstory. Yet 
her emphasi s o n "positiv e tJiinking " throughou t he r interview s suggest s 
that her response is , at least in part, self-censored i n the name of "positiv e 
thinking." While a positive attitude may be a coping technique for Marie— 
it may help her mitigate her fury—it ma y also silence her more angr y feel-
ings. This attitude may , consequently, lead t o inaction an d passivity when 
action or reaction i s called for . 

Marie repeats this shift fro m th e "negative " to the "positive " when she 
speaks abou t he r future . Althoug h thi s shif t doe s no t see m a s double -
edged a s the one cited above , it is equally noteworthy : 

When you think of the future, what  do you think of? 
Oh, it's scary 'cause all this violence going on now. And I—and I just wonder 

if it's gonna get worse or if it's gonna be better. 'Cause I've like—I've 
gone into church now. And I mean I've really gone into it. 'Cause the 
other day, I bumped into a friend o f mine . . . she said that Satan is the one 
taking everybody away. And all these young people, you know, he's mak-
ing them do all these bad things. I think it's true that Satan is just taking 
everybody away like that. 

What do you think will happen in your future? 
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Working and getting a lot of money. I'll get married later on after I  finish col-
lege and stuff. And helping my mother. I want to—I want to buy her a 
house later, stuff like that. That's what I see. 

Within the space of two questions, Marie's outlook, the tone of her voice, 
and th e gesture s o f her bod y abruptly transfor m a s she moves from a  dis-
cussion o f the  future, tha t eve n includes Satan , to speaking abou t her  own 
future. Mari e and her peers in the study spoke about the frightening, eve n 
chilling, event s happenin g i n thei r neighborhoods—th e violenc e tha t i s 
killing thei r friends , families , an d acquaintances—an d abou t bein g suc -
cessful in the future. Their optimism openly contradicts the hopeless image 
that academics and journalists frequently attribut e t o thi s adolescent pop -
ulation. 

Victor similarly distinguishes between a  general and a personal future i n 
his sophomore year : 

When you think about the future, what  do you think about? 
The way things are going, I can't—I really don't see no future. Not really. 

Not the one I want to see—I want—I want to have. I want to see peace for 
the future, but that—that—that's one of them, like an impossible dream. 

How does  that make you feel when you think about the future? 
It makes me sad. You're gonna just be frustrated a  little bit 'cause it's like, 

there's a lot of, there's a lot of smart people out here not doing anything 
with their capabilities. 

What do you see happening in your future? 
Myself) I  see myself with a—a nice family, um, very financially set, have my 

mother living with me, and maybe she has everything she needs. . . . Make 
sure my aunt's living with me . . . and plus my wife wouldn't mind 'cause 
that's my girlfriend now . And she wouldn't mind. But I just see us all liv-
ing together just happy. 

The spli t betwee n wha t Mari e an d Victo r expec t fo r th e futur e o f thei r 
communities an d eve n th e world , an d wha t the y expec t i n thei r ow n fu -
tures, may be a  coping strategy . They realize that th e world in which the y 
live has the potential to limit their future possibilities . Yet they also under-
stand that if they are going to sustain their determination, they must main-
tain hope abou t thei r own lives. They must  believe that there will be a dif -
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ference betwee n thei r ow n future s an d th e fat e o f s o man y o f thei r famil y 
members an d peers . Wha t woul d i t mea n fo r teenager s suc h a s Victor o r 
Marie t o believ e tha t thei r futures woul d reiterat e th e one s they see aroun d 
them? 

When Mari e i s asked, in he r sophomor e year , what sh e fear s mos t abou t 
her future , sh e says : 

The violence. It' s getting ba d now. People ar e getting killed .  . .  kids can't g o 
outside. I  know my neighborhood use d to b e kind o f quiet. And no w 
across the stree t every day there's a  shoot-out. Ther e ar e shoot-outs ever y 
day. The kid s can't g o outside. They gott a sta y in their house in the ho t 
weather o r go somewhere els e because they can' t b e around thei r ow n 
neighborhood. 

Do you think your  thoughts  about the  future have  changed over the past year? 
[Pause.] Yeah , I  think , I  don' t know , I  thin k I'v e bee n lookin g a t thing s 

more positive . I  don' t thin k I'v e bee n lookin g a t thing s i n suc h a  nega -
tive way. 

Chantel share s Marie' s perspectiv e abou t th e future : 

When you think of  the future, what  do  you think of? 
Probably—no—I kno w I'm goin g to college . I  want t o g o to college and b e a 

lawyer or a  doctor. I' m no t sure . I  also want t o b e a  singer. I  think that' s 
probably my first goal . I  can see myself being successful 'caus e in a  way, I 
can't wait . I  keep saying, "Dang, I  wish I  was there righ t now. " 

What do  you hope for in  the  future? 
I just hope that , you know, everything goes good fo r me . Like I  hope nothin g 

happens to my mother, my father—especially me— I don' t want anythin g 
to happen t o me . And now—you know , you don' t kno w what's goin g t o 
happen. I  could b e dead tomorrow. That' s why I  don't argu e with m y 
mother o r nobody . I  try and keep it "okay , okay" 'caus e you know, you 
never know if you're goin g to see them again . .  .  . And a  lot o f people tha t 
died an d stuf f ar e m y friends. You know, I turn around : "Oh , shoot , loo k 
at all my friends dyin g and everything. " 

Contrary t o m y expectation s tha t discussion s o f violence an d deat h woul d 
be accompanie d b y feeling s o f hopelessnes s or , a t th e ver y least , a  tenta -
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tiveness abou t one' s ow n future , th e teens ' storie s o f violence an d deat h 
were hear d i n concer t wit h "positive " visions o f their futur e possibilities . 
Although som e o f th e adolescents , suc h a s Chantel , fel t tha t death 3 wa s 
more o f a n immediat e threa t tha n others , the y di d no t allo w thes e de -
pressingly reasonable fears to prevent them from  makin g plans and havin g 
great expectations . 

At the end of her sophomore-year interview, I ask Marie what values are 
important to her, and she tells me: "I always want to be positive." As in her 
freshman year , there is an urgency in Marie's expressions of positive think -
ing tha t suggest s tha t i f she di d no t thin k i n such a  way, she would incu r 
terrible consequences . Th e numerou s "negative " event s i n he r lif e (he r 
cousin havin g bee n shot , he r mother' s illness , the continua l ris k of physi-
cal harm t o herself , her friends, an d her family) ma y force he r to focus o n 
the "positive" for fear that the "negative" will ultimately invoke depression 
and despair. "Thinking positively" seems to be Marie's way of maintaining 
strength i n the face o f tremendous adversity . 

I ask Marie in her junior year : 

You sound as if you are thinking more pessimistically about your future this  year? 
Yeah, you know everything is falling apart. You know it's like this whole world 

is falling apart. 
So you think that's made you feel more— 
In a way it's made me want to make it even more. But then again I don't 

know. I want to make it even more now because of that. To try to change 
that. It just makes me sad to see all these things. Every day I see all differ-
ent things. 

While Marie appears more affected b y the troubles in her community tha n 
in previous years , she stil l maintains he r optimis m and , in fact , i s inspired 
to "mak e it " b y the difficultie s sh e sees around her . Marie ends her third -
year interview by telling me that she wants to be a role model for younge r 
girls through her singing and her involvement in the youth activities at her 
church. Because of the devastation in her community, Marie says, she is de-
termined t o make a  difference . 

Marie's "positiv e attitude " ha s various meanings , dependin g o n wha t 
she is speaking about, when she is speaking, and perhaps with whom she is 
speaking. Her oudoo k allow s her t o den y or "forget " he r anguish , disap -
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pointment, an d anger . I t als o permits he r t o acknowledg e th e difficultie s 
in the world while maintaining hope about her own future. Sometimes her 
"positive thinking " seem s troublesome—whe n i t appear s t o silenc e he r 
angry thought s an d feelings—an d a t othe r time s i t seem s uplifting . 
Throughout her discussions of having a "positive attitude," "thinking pos-
itively," or simply having hope, Marie demonstrates he r tactics for succes s 
and, perhaps, for survival . 

Gayle 

Gayle, Marie' s peer , reveal s simila r beliefs . A n Africa n America n studen t 
who i s on th e hono r rol l and i s also involved i n extra-curricular activities , 
Gayle says in her sophomore yea r that she is hopeful abou t accomplishin g 
her future goals . She als o tells me soo n afte r thi s optimistic statement : " I 
pray to help me wake up the next morning with no hurt, harm, or danger. " 
Gayle suggests, as did Marie , that she wavers between feelin g hopefu l an d 
fearful. 

Gayle admire s peopl e whe n the y ar e abl e t o maintai n a  "positiv e atti -
tude." Her rol e model i s her uncle : 

Like when we, okay, when we have funerals an d stuff like that, he's always 
the on e tha t ha s a  positive outloo k o n everything . An d everyon e els e is 
thinking negativel y abou t lif e an d everything , an d h e help s brin g every -
body—he helps bring a positive attitude towards things in life—to the peo-
ple who are down really bad. 

Gayle says she admires those who think positively because they are able t o 
get through painfu l experience s without givin g up or becoming hopeless . 
They provide inspiration fo r others . During difficul t experiences , a "posi-
tive attitude" may help teens put on e foo t dow n afte r th e other . 

In he r junior year , Gayl e begin s t o sugges t a  more problemati c aspec t 
of positive thinkin g tha t wa s als o suggeste d i n Marie' s interview . I n th e 
previous year, Gayle had spoken about the strategies she took to avoid men 
whom sh e found potentiall y threatening . This year she tells me abou t he r 
new "attitude" : 

I used to watch a lot of movies and about, um, how all the men would rape 
girls and stuff no matter who they were. You know, I used to see them in 
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movies how uncles and stuff would rape their nieces or daughters and stuff 
and that's when I started feeling uncomfortable . 

And do  you still feel this way? 
I don't even let it bother me anymore. 
How would you describe the change? 
It's just different. I  don't know. I guess I have a more positive outiook toward 

it than I did last year. . . . 'Cause last year I used to just say, "Well I 
don't—I don't like to be around men. I don't like to talk to my father. I 
don't like to do this." I just was thinking negatively. And now it's just I 
have a more positive attitude towards it. 

For Gayl e thi s year , havin g a  positive attitud e involve s no t "letting " he r 
fears bother her. Like Marie's statement abou t living one's life and forget -
ting, Gayle tells me "you have to learn to forget things." The question tha t 
immediately arises after hearing her say this is: What is Gayle forgetting an d 
is this forgetting psychologically and perhaps physically dangerous for her> 
"Forgetting" in the name of having "a positive attitude" may prompt her , 
at times,  t o neglec t her own need to protect herself . 

Gayle offers furthe r evidenc e that she is trying to "forge t [her ] fears" in 
her junior year : 

'Cause you never know when you might get shot or whatever. 
Do you think about that a lot? 
I don't think about it. I just think about a lot of people that I know that get 

shot. I know like a lot of people that got shot and killed. 
So how do you deal with that? 
Well, I don't get upset or anything about it. 
J mean does it affect you when yougo out at night? 
I never take the bus at night. When it starts to get dark, I don't tak e the 

bus. 
Tou don't take the bus. It's too scary. 
It's not the idea of being scary. It's just I don't take the bus in the night. I 

don't walk down nobody's street in the night. I don't do it. 'Cause you 
never know what happens. 

Switching back and forth from  implyin g that she is afraid t o denying suc h 
feelings, Gayl e suggest s tha t whil e sh e activel y take s precaution s i n re -
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sponse to her concerns (she does not neglect her own need to protect her -
self), she is ambivalent about acknowledging her fears to me and, perhaps, 
to herself. Given Gayle' s repeated discussions of the importance o f having 
a positive attitude , thi s ambivalenc e ma y reflec t bot h he r desir e t o main -
tain a  positive stanc e an d he r comprehensio n o f th e realitie s o f he r cir -
cumstances. 

Like Marie, Gayle's seemingly "positive" outlook ma y lead her to den y 
to herself and to others that she is frightened o r worried. I t may even pre-
vent her from takin g the proper precautions. On the other hand, her "pos-
itive" oudook ma y also enable Gayl e to take care of herself. If she wer e t o 
dwell on he r fear s abou t bein g sho t o r abou t bein g attacke d a t night , fo r 
example, she might los e her abilit y to mov e freel y i n the world—it migh t 
immobilize her. With her positive attitude, she may feel empowered t o ac t 
independently an d spontaneously . 

At the end o f her junior-year interview, Gayle is asked: 

When you think of the future, what  do you think op 
I think of me living in a nice house with a family. Having a steady job. Every -

thing just the way I want it to be. 
Do you think that's going to be a reality, having everything you want? 
If I make it that way. 
Do you think you will? 
Yeah. 
Do you feel like you think about the future much? 
I try not to. I try to live every day as it comes. 
Why do you think you have that philosophy? 
'Cause I might not be here tomorrow. I might die or something, so I try not 

to say, "This is what I want to do in the future." Okay, I'll say, "My goal is 
to do this." But I'm not gonna say, "Well I want to do this," or "I hope 
this is like this." I don't say that. 

And why  don't you say that? 
Because you never know. You might not be here tomorrow. .  . . 
What do you think makes your life worth living? 
The attitude that I have about life. 
What do you mean your attitude? 
My outlook about things in life. Like when I walk out in the street, I'm not 

gonna think I'm gonna get shot or whatever. 
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Telling me abou t he r expectation s o f success, her futur e an d presen t ori -
entation, he r worrie s tha t sh e may  no t liv e anothe r da y an d he r positiv e 
"outlook" that attempts to forget thi s concern, Gayle suggests that she has 
very rea l fear s abou t th e futur e but , onc e again , resist s thinkin g abou t 
them. Sh e maintain s a  positive outlook—a n "attitude"—tha t make s he r 
life worth living and, perhaps, more livable. 

By her senior year , Gayle' s discussions o f her concerns an d worries ar e 
more frequent , he r discussion s o f having a  positive attitud e ar e less com-
mon, an d sh e begin s t o soun d a n ambivalen t not e abou t he r chance s o f 
achieving her goals : 

When you think of your future, what  do you think? 
I think of going on to grad school. And maybe getting a job and a family, I 

guess. 
What do you want to go to£frad school for? 
I want to be a lawyer, but I don't know. 
Do you think you'll actually be able to be a lawyer? 
Yes, if I make it. I can make it happen if I don't drop out of school. . .. I 

know a lot of people that wanted to become lawyers and they actually 
dropped out 'cause they said it was getting too difficult. I  told them that I 
was not gonna drop out. .  . . 

What do you think you fear most about the future? 
Life itself. . . . Life is getting difficult, it' s getting rough. It's not getting easier 

in this day and age that I'm living in. Everything is getting worse. . .. I 
hope to finish grad school. That's what I want. 'Cause if I don't finish grad 
school then I didn't really accomplish anything. That's the way I feel. I 
wouldn't have accomplished what I wanted to accomplish. . . . I  wouldn't 
have reached my goal. 

While Gayl e ha s goal s an d i s se t o n achievin g them , he r apprehension s 
about he r future ar e also evident ("maybe  gettin g a  job . . . i f I make i t . . 
. if I don' t dro p ou t o f school. .  .  life i s getting difficult") . Gayle' s uncer -
tainty, however , may  hav e bee n provoke d b y m y ow n uncertaint y abou t 
her future ("D o you think you'll actually be able to be a lawyer?"). On th e 
other hand , I  ma y have bee n respondin g t o he r ow n sens e o f doubt . A s 
Gayle and Marie grow older and prepare to enter the adult world, they be-
come increasingl y war y o f th e obstacles , challenges , an d trouble s befor e 
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and aroun d them . Consequently , die y see m t o find  i t mor e difficul t t o 
maintain a  positive stance. However, even though thei r positive attitude is 
deflated, i t ha s no t disappeared . Bot h Gayl e an d Mari e sugges t i n thei r 
third-year interviews that thinking positively is still an integral part of their 
lives. 

For Mari e an d Gayle , thinkin g positivel y mean s "seein g th e positiv e 
side" t o negativ e events , no t denyin g (bu t possibl y forgetting ) negativ e 
possibilities, an d no t dwellin g o n one' s problems . Sonia , a  Puerto Rica n 
adolescent, conveys a similar perspective: "I love my life. Even though, you 
know, there's always problems there , but you always have to go on. When 
you have problems, you try to fix them. If you don't, you just go on. Can' t 
dwell o n thing s fo r th e res t o f your life . I  don't. " I n he r articl e o n racia l 
identity formatio n amon g blac k adolescen t girls , Janie Ward state s tha t a 
coping strateg y use d b y the girl s she interviewed include d no t "dwellin g 
on" event s tha t challeng e one' s self-wort h an d value . "Thu s whe n mes -
sages of white society say 'you can't, ' the well-functioning black  family and 
community stand ready to counte r suc h messages with those that say , you 
can, we have , we will." 4 This strateg y may  b e necessar y fo r blac k adoles -
cents as well as other adolescents who, because of their social standing, live 
under oppressive circumstances and find themselves immersed in a society 
of negative messages and "attitudes. " 

While Marie , Gayle , and Sonia' s positiv e attitude s ma y be , in part , a n 
adaptive inclination, it also has some troublesome aspects . "Thinking pos-
itively" seemed to encourage forgetting o r denying the actua l existence o f 
obstacles and risks. In their attempts to be positive, adolescents may mute 
their ange r o r rage . Such silence , in turn , inevitably leaves intact th e ver y 
relationship, system , o r socia l structur e tha t produce d thei r worrie s an d 
anger. Sonia says, in fact, that her desire to see the "goo d side" has led her 
to deny "real " problems: 

I have this tendency that—if I  see a hole in the wall, I want to cover it up. 
No matter how big—how big the hole is, I want to cover it up. And there's 
always cracks in the hole that keep getting bigger and bigger and bigger. And 
the wall would just tumble down. No, I never wanted to see that way. 

In her relationship with her boyfriend a t the time,  Sonia was so determined 
to see only its positive elements that she found hersel f overlooking his mis-
treatment o f her : " I [saw ] a  hole an d I  want[ed ] t o cove r i t up. " Main -
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taining a  positive attitud e ma y b e essentia l fo r coping . However , i t ma y 
also discourage girl s from protectin g themselves . 

Listening to Malcolm  an d Tyrone 

Malcolm and Tyrone, like Marie and Gayle, intersperse their discussions of 
death an d violenc e wit h discussion s o f optimis m an d hope s abou t thei r 
own futures . Unlik e Marie and Gayle who spoke continuously abou t hav-
ing a positive outlook, however, Malcolm and Tyrone's "positive attitude " 
was evident primarily when they spoke about thei r futures . 

Malcolm 

Malcolm tells  Mike in his freshman yea r that with his rap music he tries t o 
deliver "positive messages"—those messages which convey the importance 
of working hard and not looking "bac k too much 'caus e you done wron g 
then. Jus t look forward t o what you ca n do now. " "Thinkin g positively, " 
for Malcolm, is about having hope and not lingering over the past. Abou t 
the future, he says: "I'm just gonna go in school as long as I can, just keep 
thinking positive." However, he also points out that he spends a lot of time 
worrying abou t th e effect s hi s own deat h woul d hav e o n hi s mother . H e 
says, "I don' t think it all ahead. I  just take it one day at a time.  Righ t now, 
I'm taking the present." Like Marie and Gayle, Malcolm blends optimistic, 
more future-oriente d statement s wit h cautious , mor e present-oriente d 
thoughts. 

In Malcolm's sophomore year, when Mike asks him about his future, h e 
says once again that he takes "one day at a time": 

Because I don't ever know what might pop up, you know. Therefore, I don't 
try thinking too far ahead 'cause the way things are today. I don't try to think 
too negative, but you gotta think in the right perspective where you're at , 
you know, where you're living. You know a lot of people getting killed, es-
pecially innocent people, for no reason. You gotta think like, "Well, I could 
be one of those people so why should I sit here and just wait for this to hap-
pen." Make a name for yourself while you're here. So, therefore, people can 
remember you fo r no t bein g lazy, drinking bee r al l the time . They could 
think that you were trying to do for yourself, trying to make a name, trying 
to get out. 
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Malcolm's wish to "tak e one day at a time" stems from hi s concern abou t 
bad thing s happenin g i n th e futur e ("becaus e yo u neve r kno w wha t i s 
going t o po p up") . H e explains , however , tha t bein g realisti c doe s no t 
mean bein g hopeless o r "negative. " In fact , bein g realistic motivates him , 
as it did Marie , to succeed . Malcolm' s awarenes s o f death induce s him t o 
pursue his goals. Another student , Shawn, reiterates this belief: 

I think of my future as , for now, being a bright one 'cause I have so many av-
enues that I can do. I want to take up music. I like to sing and stuff. I like 
to play basketball. I'm very smart so I know what, wherever I'm going I'm 
gonna excel in the classroom. I know that definitely . 

What do you fear most about the future? 
Whether there's really gonna be one. 
What do you mean ? 
'Cause, I mean, there's so many things happening out here. And I mean, even 

though you don't feel like your life should be taken today, somebody 
might think your life should be taken and bullets have no names. And the 
area, the high crime area that I live in. . . . And there's nothing you can re-
ally do about it but sit back and see if the fools gonna either kill each other 
off, understan d that it's senseless and stop. But until then you're gonna see 
numerous accounts of people who are dying and stuff. And I don't want to 
be one of those people. I have a lot to do in life. I have a lot of plans to do 
in life. I personally, I like life. 

Just lik e Malcol m an d Marie , th e possibilit y o f a n earl y deat h enhance s 
Shawn's desire to pursue his goals. Shawn, Malcolm, and Marie assert a be-
lief, theorized in existentialist philosophy, that a knowledge of death allows 
for th e articulatio n o f plan s fo r th e futur e o r throw s the m int o relief. 5 

However, fo r Shawn , Malcolm , an d Marie , unlik e fo r mos t existentialis t 
philosophers, death is not an abstract concept in the future , i t is an imme-
diate threat that haunts their everyday lives. While these students appear to 
hold two contradictory beliefs , they reveal in their interviews that their be-
liefs ar e no t contradictor y a t all—th e presenc e o f on e (th e awarenes s o f 
death) strengthens the other ( a positive attitude) . 

Malcolm say s during hi s sophomore-year intervie w tha t h e tries not t o 
think of the things that could get in the way of doing what he wants to d o 
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in the future. "I f there is, I just try to walk around it or through it or what-
ever." When asked  what makes his life worth living , he says: 

Just the fact that I feel I  know I can make it. That I  have the strength and 
the whatever it takes to succeed. Really, that's really what makes me feel like, 
"Yeah, my life is worth living." 'Cause if I was doing bad in school and I felt 
there was nothing I could do about it, I feel that there would be nothing else 
really going for me. You know, I would probably be drinking more, what-
ever. 

Malcolm's optimis m stems , i n part , fro m hi s confidenc e i n hi s abilities . 
Jerome, in his senior year, says: "It make s me feel positive becaus e there' s 
things I  know I  can do. I know I can cut hair, I know I can draw." Know -
ing how t o d o thing s an d tha t on e ha s "th e strengt h . . . i t take s to suc -
ceed" makes it easier for the m t o fee l "positive " about thei r futures . 

In hi s junior year , Malcolm tell s me abou t th e impendin g deat h o f his 
sister (alread y mentione d i n chapte r 3 ) an d hi s hopes fo r hi s own future . 
With deat h eve n close r tha n before , Malcolm' s positiv e attitud e persists . 
He "reall y wants to make something o f [himself] " so that he can help hi s 
mother, particularly sinc e his sister will not b e there t o help . When asked 
this yea r abou t wha t make s hi s lif e wort h living , h e says : "Becaus e I' m 
doing wel l in school . You know, there' s s o much positiv e comin g ou t o f 
what I've bee n doing . That make s me feel good . . . . T o be alive and stuf f 
to b e aroun d an d t o sho w th e others. " Hi s schoo l performanc e play s a 
large role in his oudook just as it did in the previous year. It allows him t o 
appreciate hi s life and foresee a  "positive future. " 

Tyrone 

While Tyrone shares the optimism of the others, his life circumstances sug-
gest fewer reasons for such optimism. Tyrone has been held back in school 
and was arrested for thef t jus t before h e entered high school . In his fresh -
man year , he say s he lives by the motto : " I onl y live once an d i n this life -
time it's best to have all the fun you can 'cause you never know in this mo-
ment when you'll go. So you live each day to the fullest." Tyrone' s appre -
ciation o f his life is heightened b y his knowledge o f its tenuousness . 

In addition , h e believe s tha t hi s positiv e oudoo k wil l lea d t o positiv e 
outcomes: 
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When you think  about the future, what  do  you think  of? 
The best . I  think—I strongl y believe that i f you think positive, you wil l 

achieve. So there's no doubt i n my mind tha t I' m gonna—I' m gonn a ac-
celerate to the top and when I  grow up, I want to b e somebody, a  role 
model. I  want to have people looking at me and going , "There' s someon e 
I want to be like or listen to him 'caus e he knows. " 

For Tyrone , "thinkin g positively " i s a  strateg y t o "mak e thing s happen. " 
Although h e speak s abou t bein g hel d bac k i n schoo l an d o f bein g ar -
rested, thes e topic s ar e absen t from  hi s discussion s o f hi s future . H e 
may no t se e o r ma y no t wan t t o se e thes e event s a s relevan t t o hi s fu -
ture. 

In hi s intervie w durin g th e followin g yea r (h e i s stil l a  freshman) , Ty -
rone speak s abou t th e man y losse s h e ha s experience d lately . Hi s younge r 
sister an d hi s cousi n hav e recentl y passe d away : " I lear n t o tak e it . I  lear n 
to tak e i t an d kee p going. " H e emphasize s hi s abilit y no t t o linge r o n hi s 
losses. " I jus t realize d it' s th e hars h realit y o f life , an d there' s nothin g yo u 
can reall y do abou t it . You jus t gott a dea l with it. " Moment s afte r thi s dis -
cussion, Tyron e says : 

Well I feel tha t I' m goin g somewhere i n life instead o f going nowhere . 
When you think of  the future, what  do  you think of? 
Better days, I can see better days . 
What do  you see happening in  the  future? 
Me going on with life and goin g to b e somebody. Making good mone y an d 

having a house an d hopefully havin g kids. 
How do  you feel when  you think about  the  future? 
Happy, 'cause I  know deep down I  can achieve what I  really want . 
What are your—do you have any fears about  the  future? 
No, 'caus e I  don't kno w what i t holds so I really can't b e scared o f it. 
Tou don't know  what it  holds, but  you have hopes for it? 
I have hopes for it . I  have great hopes . A lot of hopes. 
Is there anything that  you can let yourself think about  that  might  be  a frighten-

ing thing that  you wouldn't want  to  have happen in the  future? 
I don't reall y know. I  don't loo k a t my future a s being dul l or boring tha t i t 

would com e bac k on me , and things wouldn't happe n a s good a s I hoped , 
but I  just don' t kno w 
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Resisting my leading question, Tyrone wants to be optimistic. In contras t 
to hi s peers, however, he seems to refrain from  discussin g his fears for th e 
future (althoug h h e implie s tha t boredo m i s a  frightening  prospec t fo r 
him). I n ligh t o f his recen t arres t and his performance i n school , the con -
tent o f hi s fear s ma y fee l to o clos e t o hi s live d realit y fo r hi m t o discus s 
them wit h ease . Along with hi s belie f that "thinkin g positively " wil l have 
positive consequences , he may also believe that thinking "negatively " will 
lead to negative outcomes . 

Tyrone insists in his third-year interview that he will be "one of the fe w 
black males that wil l make it " in the world. "Instead , when they'l l b e like 
50 percen t i s here, 6 0 percen t i s there , the y wil l b e lik e tha t 1 0 percen t 
[who succeeds] , I'll kno w that'l l b e me." Tyrone's intens e determinatio n 
not t o "b e a  statistic," when i n fac t hi s schoo l performanc e i s already " a 
statistic," suggest s a  preoccupatio n wit h th e possibilit y o f meetin g th e 
same fate a s some of his male peers (although fa r fewer than 5 0 to 60 per -
cent). His overt optimism ma y be an effort t o contain thi s potentially de -
bilitating fear . 

Reflections 

Listening t o Marie , Gayle , Malcolm, Shawn , an d Tyrone , surprisin g pat -
terns emerg e concernin g ho w the y perceiv e thei r live s an d thei r futures . 
While adolescent s hav e typicall y bee n describe d a s eithe r "hopeless " o r 
"optimistic" about the future,6 the teenagers in this study suggest the pos-
sibility o f holdin g multipl e an d seemingl y contradictor y perspectives. 7 

They stat e tha t the y will achieve thei r goal s if they work hard , and , in th e 
same breath , discus s the violence an d deat h the y experienc e i n thei r cur -
rent lives and which they fear in the future . The y believe they will accom-
plish their goals but that their lives are constantly at risk. They believe tha t 
if they work hard enough—if they try and "reall y want" something—the y 
will succeed in their pursuits. Like "the Brothers" in Jay MacLeod's8 study 
of urban adolescen t boy s and th e working-class youth i n Victoria Steinit z 
and Elle n Solomon' s study, 9 the teen s i n th e presen t stud y believ e i n th e 
"American Dream. " A t th e sam e time,  the y als o believ e i n a n unpre -
dictable an d uncontrollable futur e an d ar e acutely aware of the pain, loss , 
and dange r i n thei r ow n live s and i n the live s of those i n thei r communi -
ties. The y emphasiz e th e importanc e o f having a  "positiv e attitude " an d 
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speak about the death an d violence in their communities an d the possibil -
ities o f "al l o f a  sudden " becomin g a  dru g deale r o r a  schoo l dropout . 
These adolescent s hav e grea t hope s fo r themselve s an d ar e deepl y con -
cerned with what the future may  bring . 

The adolescent s i n th e stud y sugges t a  split consciousnes s abou t thei r 
current live s and thei r futur e prospects . The feminis t philosophe r Sandr a 
Harding10 has asserted tha t women typicall y have a "split consciousness" 11 

in thei r understandin g an d analyse s o f th e worl d becaus e the y vie w th e 
world from  th e inside, as participants an d agents , as well as from th e mar -
gins t o whic h the y ar e sociall y an d economicall y confined . Th e girl s an d 
boys i n thi s stud y evinc e a  simila r "spli t consciousness " i n thei r discus -
sions o f the possibilitie s o f an earl y death i n th e mids t o f their optimisti c 
discussions abou t thei r futures . Thes e student s apprehen d thei r comple x 
experiences an d inven t way s t o thriv e i n respons e t o thei r realisti c view s 
of th e world . The y spea k fro m th e margin s abou t th e bruta l realit y i n 
their communities— a realit y tha t the y fee l i s ou t o f thei r control . The y 
also speak about hop e fro m th e inside . In fact , the y tel l us that thei r mar -
ginal statu s compel s the m t o maintai n thi s "positive " inside r view . These 
teenagers ar e inspire d t o ac t becaus e the y kno w tha t thei r live s may  en d 
prematurely or that "thing s can just happen." The hope and fear detecte d 
in their interviews are not contradictor y a t all . They are weaving togethe r 
their lif e experience s an d thei r futur e dream s an d creatin g strategie s fo r 
everyday living . 

As noted previously , while thes e positiv e attitude s ma y hav e beneficia l 
effects, the y als o reflect a n individualisti c approac h tha t ha s th e potentia l 
to silence "negative" feelings an d lead individuals away from collectiv e ac-
tion when suc h actio n i s needed. Jennife r Pasto r an d he r colleague s not e 
in their studies with urban girl s of color that such individualistic strategie s 
are common : "Yet , individualisti c strategie s canno t chang e th e ongoin g 
oppression o f surveillanc e sanctione d b y polic e an d th e state , no r ca n i t 
transcend harassmen t fro m men , misogyn y fro m (an d toward ) othe r 
woman, or low expectations from teachers." 12 The individualistic strategie s 
of positive thinking and being responsible for their own fate, as articulated 
by Marie, Gayle , and Sonia , enhanc e thes e teens ' hope s fo r thei r future s 
while decreasin g thei r awarenes s o f thei r commonalitie s wit h other s i n 
their communities.13 Positive thinking helps them cope and dream and also 
silences them an d leaves them alon e to work on "thei r attitude. " 
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The adolescents , as revealed in this chapter , activel y engage an d strug -
gle with creating values, messages, and beliefs that will help them flourish . 
With a "positive attitude," the adolescents believe they can plan, hope, and 
dream fo r thei r future s i n the mids t o f "al l the ba d things. " Not finding, 
perhaps, a  collective cal l for action, 14 these teenager s focu s o n themselve s 
as their route to fulfillment an d success. For them, the "American Dream " 
is sho t throug h wit h experience s o f a n unforgivin g reality . Ye t the y ar e 
working har d (o n themselves ) allowin g neithe r thi s mythi c an d powerfu l 
"dream" no r a n equall y powerfu l bu t al l to o tangibl e realit y t o gai n th e 
upper hand . 



8 

"Slacking Up " in School 

How do  you feel about  how  you  do in school? 
I'm lazy . I mean, the work's no t hard , bu t I' m laz y and don' t d o my 

work. 
Why do you think you're lazy? 
Slacking up, I  guess .  . .  last year I used t o always get B's , nothing less 

than a  B. I'm jus t slacking up this year. I'm jus t tired . You burn ou t 
usually this time of year anyway. 

Teah. What  are  other reasons you think you're  burning out? 
I dunno. I'm jus t lazy, I guess . It's not hard . I' m jus t lazy. Just don' t 

want to do anything . .  . .  So, long a s I pass, I'm satisfied . 
Do you think if  you really tried you could do well? 
I probably do well next year. You know I  have to. But now, I'm jus t 

lazy. I just, I'm no t reall y serious about schoo l . . . I  just do work 
just to pass. —Christin e 

CHRISTINE, a  sophomor e enrolle d i n al l advanced-leve l classes , 
states i n thi s passag e tha t he r "laziness " i s t o blam e fo r he r lowe r grade s 
this year . Milagro , wh o i s no t doin g a s wel l i n hig h schoo l a s sh e di d i n 
middle school , als o attribute s he r poo r grade s t o he r "lazines s . . . i t ha s 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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nothing t o d o with th e schoo l itself." In fact , mos t o f the student s i n th e 
study blame d themselve s fo r thei r academi c struggles . Whe n speakin g 
about thei r schoo l performance , the y rarel y spok e abou t th e qualit y o f 
their education, their teachers, the school administrators , their families, o r 
their peers . The y spok e almos t exclusivel y abou t themselves . Whil e thi s 
focus o n th e sel f may no t see m particularl y remarkable , i t attain s signifi -
cance when place d in the contex t o f the actua l schoo l they attend . As de-
scribed earlier , thei r school—a n underfunded , police-monitore d hig h 
school that houses almost twice as many students as it has room for—is no t 
a place in which learning can easily take place. Yet the student s in the pre-
sent study , like the urba n poo r an d working-class youth i n othe r researc h 
studies,1 blam e themselve s fo r thei r academi c performances . N o matte r 
how muc h we pushed the m t o tel l us why they were no t doin g a s well as 
they wanted i n school , they insiste d tha t th e proble m la y with thei r ow n 
"laziness" and weaknesses. At times, "laziness" was viewed as a seemingly 
permanent "trait"—somethin g tha t coul d no t b e changed—an d a t othe r 
times a s a  variabl e an d fluctuatin g condition . Lazines s an d self-blame , 
however, were consistently and repeatedly the botto m line . 

Taking Ful l Blam e 

The student s wh o specificall y state d tha t the y were "lazy " include d bot h 
those who excelled in school and those who were not doin g well academ-
ically. Malcolm, who doe s well in school , speaks about hi s "laziness " in a 
way almost identical to Chantel , who typically receives C's an d D's . As we 
heard in his case study, Malcolm, who recendy held numerous jobs to help 
his mother pa y the rent , explains : "I' m gonn a tel l you straight , I' m lazy . 
'Cause I  don' t reall y like to work." Durin g thi s freshman interview , Mal -
colm adds that he wants to get better grades in his classes so he will be able 
to "impress " potential employer s bu t sees his "laziness" as an obstacle. I n 
his sophomore year , Malcolm says: 

You know I haven't been doing as well as I want to because I do get lazy 
sometimes and I be like, "Oh, I do this tomorrow, I do that tomorrow." 

I hear you saying like you wanna write, get into shape, do well in school? 
Yeah, I want to, you see. I'm mor e lazy, it's al l in my mind. 'Caus e I  know I 

could do it. But see, I'm lik e kind of lazy 'cause I be like I don' t 
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progress that fast . Then when I  think about i t in my head, I'm like, 
"Damn," you know, "Let's get out there . Let's start doing it." I  always 
try to put things off a  day later and stuff, and the next thing you know 
it's the next month . 

Like Christine , Malcolm doe s no t perceiv e hi s "laziness " a s a  permanen t 
trait but rather as a changeable quality within himself ("It's all in my mind. 
'Cause I  kno w I  coul d d o it") . While thi s stanc e ma y inhibi t o r preven t 
feelings o f hopelessness fo r Malcolm, 2 th e flui d qualit y of his "laziness " is 
precisely wha t frustrate s him . H e believe s h e could  change bu t ha s diffi -
culty changing . 

When Mik e mention s tha t h e sa w Malcolm' s nam e o n th e honorabl e 
mention list , Malcolm say s with prid e tha t h e receive d a  medal fo r bein g 
on thi s list . H e the n immediatel y add s tha t th e reaso n h e i s only o n th e 
honorable mentio n lis t and no t th e hono r rol l i s that h e i s getting a  C i n 
math. Malcolm acknowledges his success but, at the same moment, and as 
we have alread y seen in hi s case study, is sharply critica l o f himself: " I tr y 
to listen when I'm i n class and think about certain things . 'Cause I  do ge t 
lazy whe n i t come s t o lik e readin g th e whol e sectio n lik e I  said , I  d o 
[homework] while I'm a t school. I'll say I'll do it at home, then when I get 
home, I  just ge t lazy. It's just tha t I  gotta ge t out o f this lazy mood. " 

In his junior year, Malcolm say s proudly to me that he has been on th e 
honor rol l all year. When describing himself, however, Malcolm says: "I'm 
determined bu t I  fee l tha t I  lack— I d o hav e self-discipline , bu t onl y s o 
much. It doesn't push me far enough." Although he does not use the term 
"lazy" this year, Malcolm continues to state that he is not satisfied with the 
amount o f effor t h e put s int o hi s dail y activities . Whe n speakin g abou t 
school, h e focuse s primaril y o n wha t h e shoul d b e doin g tha t h e i s no t 
doing, or what he should not b e doing that he is doing. During these dis-
cussions o f hi s schoo l performance , h e neve r mention s unfai r teachers , 
chaotic classes , difficul t o r eas y homewor k assignments , ba d o r goo d 
schools, friend s distractin g him , o r overl y stric t o r lenien t parents . Mal -
colm only speaks about himself . 

When Tyron e explain s t o Helen a wh y h e ha s t o repea t hi s freshma n 
year, he says: "I don' t reall y regret nothing I  did . . . i t happened 'caus e o f 
me. I  can' t blam e [bein g hel d back ] 'caus e o f someone else , it happene d 
'cause o f me. So since i t happene d 'caus e o f me, I  shouldn' t hav e n o re -
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grets. I  shouldn' t fee l sorry . If you do the crime , you do the time . So you 
just gotta do what you gott a do. " Eva says: "I should b e getting A's but I 
play aroun d a  lot. " Gabriel a states : " I don' t kno w wha t I' m doin g s o I 
would say just forget i t and don' t d o it." Tyiesha tells me she doesn't "tr y 
hard enough. " Mari e says : " I hav e t o ge t m y min d mor e focuse d o n 
school." Jama l an d Marvi n sa y thei r grade s hav e t o d o wit h thei r "lazi -
ness." Guillerm o say s hi s lo w grade s hav e t o d o wit h hi s "attitude. " 
"Teachers always say it's not their fault they gave us an F or something. It' s 
probably my attitude." This repeated self-blam e i s troubling fo r me . I  ex-
pect the students to discuss the abject conditions of their school, the over -
crowded classrooms , the lack of ventilation tha t makes breathing difficult , 
the burned-ou t an d uninspired teachers , administrators, and students , the 
gun-toting students , th e mutua l abus e b y student s an d teachers . I  wan t 
them t o acknowledg e th e "external" 3 factors tha t mus t affec t thei r abilit y 
to focu s an d t o achiev e i n thi s school . Whil e "internal " factor s certainl y 
play a role, there is no doub t tha t thei r achievement i s also profoundly af -
fected b y the numerous negative aspects of their school. Focusing on thei r 
own weaknesses , however , may  fee l lik e a  more effectiv e strateg y fo r im -
proving thei r schoo l grade s tha n focusin g o n "external " o r institutiona l 
factors tha t they may feel powerless to change . 

Samuel, anothe r Africa n America n studen t wh o doe s wel l i n school , 
claims to be "lazy" and says his lack of A grades is the result. As I interview 
him i n hi s sophomore year , I  canno t hel p bu t as k him leadin g question s 
concerning the cause of his school performance : 

How do you feel about how you do in school? 
I do all right. I feel okay about it. 
So, like, do you think you could do better? 
Oh, yeah, I could, I could do much  better. Yeah. 
How come you don't do better than you do? 
Well, like my coach tells me, I'm lazy. You know. I guess that's the main 

thing. I'm lazy, yeah. 
And you believe him? 
Yeah. Yeah, I am lazy. Yeah. [Laughs.] 
Why do you think you're lazy? 
I dunno. I just don't feel like doing things and I don't do them. 
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But do  you think that  it  all  has to do with you being lazy or do you think that 
part of  the reason may be with the  classes or with the  teachers or anything like 
that? 

No, it's basically me being lazy. Yeah, yeah. 

Even wit h m y encouragemen t t o exten d hi s critiqu e beyon d himself , 
Samuel doe s no t budge . H e firmly  states , i n accordanc e wit h hi s coach , 
that th e responsibilit y fo r hi s struggle s i n schoo l lie s solel y withi n him -
self. 

In hi s junio r year , I  as k Samue l onc e agai n ho w h e i s doing i n school , 
and h e answers : 

I'm doin g good . .  . . 
What kind of  grades did  you get this  year? 
I got B's , I got a n A, yeah, mostiy B's . .  . . 
How do you feel about  your grades? 
Pretty good. I  could've don e better . 
Have your grades changed  from last  year? 
Oh yeah, they're bette r than las t year. 
And could  you do even better? 
Oh yeah, I could d o better . .  . . 
Why do you think that  you're not  doing better? 
I'm a  litde lazy, you know. And I— I ha d like fun i n my class. I play around a 

lot. That's me . I  don't eve n do reading. .  . .  Yeah, I do homework i n 
school. 

What does "lazy" mean to  you ? 
Well, I just don' t d o a  thing I' m suppose d t o do when I' m suppose d t o d o 

them. I  just put the m off . I  just like forget it . I'l l d o i t later. I  believe I  can 
change my work ethics really in time. And I  plan to change them, you 
know, next year. But it' s just tha t thi s year, that's how things are . 

Like Malcolm , Samue l believe s no t onl y tha t h e i s a  "litd e lazy " bu t als o 
that hi s "laziness " i s within hi s powe r t o change . Samuel , however , doe s 
not see m bothere d b y his "laziness. " His belie f in the mutabilit y o f his laz y 
behavior appear s t o provid e hi m wit h a  sens e o f securit y tha t h e ca n an d 
will change . 
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In his senior year, Samuel begins to offer anothe r perspective : 

J mean, how did you do in school thisy'ear? 
I did well. This is my best year. Yeah, when I really needed to do good. 
Are you on the honor roll? 
Yeah. 
That's excellent. 
Like three times. 
Three semesters? 
Yeah. Well I had no other choices this year. I want to get into a college. 

School was fine, it wasn't hard or anything. 
Tou don't think it was hard to get on the honor roll? 
No, it wasn't hard at all. 
Do you think the teachers challenged you? 
No, not at all, it was very soft. They're not pushing us at all. I mean that's 

how I see it. That's pardy the reason why I did bad [in previous years] 
'cause it was so easy. I just didn't even do it. I was like, yeah, I would just 
turn it in at the end of the year and do well on the finals and pass for the 
year. That's what I basically did. 

Samuel's belief that it's not "hard " to get on the honor rol l may be shared 
by other hono r rol l students who maintain tha t the y are "lazy " in school . 
The perceive d lac k o f academi c challeng e ma y lea d the m t o believ e tha t 
being o n th e hono r roll , or an y academic achievemen t fo r tha t matter , i s 
not evidenc e o f hard work or o f not  being "lazy. " In hi s discussion o f un-
demanding teachers , Samuel begin s to provide mor e o f an "external " as-
sessment o f his schoo l performance . H e suggest s tha t hi s "laziness " was, 
in part, a  reaction  to a n academic situation an d not onl y the reason  for hi s 
academic struggles. His "laziness" was a response to an unchallenging cur -
riculum ("i t wa s s o easy" ) that , i n turn , cause d hi m t o neglec t th e wor k 
that was required. Samuel implicitly challenges how the other interviewer s 
and I had conceptualized "laziness. " Once an adolescent stated that "lazi -
ness" wa s th e reaso n fo r hi s o r he r grades , we assume d suc h a  respons e 
needed n o furthe r explanations . We typicall y di d no t as k them wh y the y 
were laz y (althoug h w e di d as k them abou t othe r factor s tha t ma y influ -
ence thei r grades) . Samuel reminded us , however, tha t "laziness " is not a 
personality trait , but often a  response to a  frustrating "external " situation . 
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Unfortunately, th e importanc e o f understandin g th e reason s fo r lazines s 
became eviden t t o u s only during the en d o f the third-yea r interviews . H a d 
the teen s bee n encourage d t o explai n wh y the y wer e laz y durin g eac h o f 
their interviews , the y migh t hav e extende d thei r analyse s o f thei r schoo l 
performances t o includ e factor s othe r tha n themselves . 

Chantel repeat s som e o f th e theme s suggeste d b y Samuel , Malcolm , 
and Christine . Sh e doe s not , however , d o a s wel l i n schoo l a s the y do . I n 
her freshma n year , I  as k Chantel : 

How would  you describe yourself us a student in  school? 
Lazy. I don't hav e problems. It' s just that , I  dunno, sometimes I  just don' t 

feel like doing work, so I just don' t d o it . But in my head I' m like , "Wha t 
are you doing? You know you're smart. " I n Englis h I  got a n F because o f 
homework. That' s my main problem. When I  go home I  just want t o g o 
to sleep because I' m s o tired al l the time . And I  just ge t lazy. I turn o n th e 
TV and everything . 

What grades do  you usually  get? 
A's and B' s usually and a  couple—maybe on e o r two C's . 

In he r sophomore yea r I  return t o the topi c with the followin g question : 

How are  you doing in  school this year? 
Hmmm. Well , I'm doin g pretty good i n al l of my classes except Algebra, I 

mean, I  just wasn't doin g my homework . 
How do  you feel about  your grades in  general? 
They can be better , 'caus e it' s like I'm jus t lazy, that's my problem. I  don' t 

like to do homework an d stuff  like that, so that like messes me up, becaus e 
of it. I  was in elementary schoo l an d when I  was in middle school , I  was on 
honor rol l straight through . Go t int o high schoo l last year, and I  was 
like—I was close to honor roll , but I  had like one D  o r something like tha t 
and then , I  just never got o n th e honor roll , 'cause I  kept getting D's , just 
like barely passing, 'cause I  was being lazy. 

In he r junio r year , Chante l tell s m e ho w sh e i s doing i n school : 

Well [laugh] , I'm doin g bette r than I  was doing last year. .  . . I 'm no t doin g 
as good a s I can be doing. I  don't kno w why, I'm jus t lazy. It's like I'm rea l 
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smart whe n I' m i n school , I  kno w wha t I' m doing . Bu t it' s lik e bringin g 
home the homework. When it comes to homework, I don't wanna—it's like, 
when I' m i n school , I deal with school , when I' m hom e I  don't wanna dea l 
with school. It's like hard for me to, like, I don't know—my mother—I thin k 
it's reall y 'caus e I' m lazy , because som e day s I  ca n d o m y homework . .  .  . 
Soon a s I got to high school , I was like, "Whoop, time to be lazy," which is 
the worst t o be lazy, you know . 

Given Chantel ' s descriptio n o f he r laziness , I  a m tempte d t o interpre t he r 
"lazy" behavio r a s simply the produc t o f not likin g to d o homework . I t be -
comes increasingl y apparent , however , tha t Chantel ' s lazines s ha s bee n 
due, a t leas t i n part , t o relationa l difficulties : 

And this is my junior year and I'm like , "You gotta straighten up , you gott a 
straighten up. " . . . S o I  was like, I go t her e an d when I  firs t starte d of f [i n 
my freshma n year] , I  wa s okay , bu t the n I  jus t started , lik e I  don' t know . 
Soon thing s like my father, lik e when I  started havin g problems. I  let othe r 
things get in front  o f school. And I  didn't—I didn' t car e anymore. 'Caus e I 
know I was coming to school for a  while and doing no work, I  just sat there 
and was like I  didn' t wan t t o dea l with nothing . Whe n I  was  having prob -
lems with m y father , an d the n I  ha d brok e u p wit h m y boyfriend . I  didn' t 
care, I didn't want to do nothing. .  . .  Didn't d o homework, didn' t eve n d o 
the work in class. And I  was getting bad grades. .  . . Last term was my worst 
term, 'cause that's the term I  was like, "I don' t care. " I just didn't car e any-
more, I just came to school and like "shh." And I  was like, "Get yourself to -
gether, do your work. " 

While he r discussio n o f schoo l durin g he r junio r yea r eventuall y move s 
to a  recognition tha t he r " I don ' t care " o r laz y attitud e ma y b e linke d t o 
her interpersona l problems , sh e provide s a n entirel y differen t stor y (lik e 
Samuel) whe n aske d directl y abou t th e reason s fo r he r lazines s i n school : 

Some classes are interesting, some classes are boring. And it's the interestin g 
classes that, you know, it—it has a lot to do with—everytime I  say it has a lot 
to do with teachers, my mother will be like, "No, it doesn't. I t has to do with 
you kids. You got a bad teacher, who cares if the teacher's boring, you're stil l 
supposed t o learn, " which I  agree with . Bu t I' m th e typ e o f person, I  nee d 
to be motivated. Because if I go into a class and she's going, "wa wa wa wa," 
I'm no t goin g to b e motivated . 
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Stemming, perhaps , fro m he r mother' s dismissiv e attitude , Chante l ini -
tially struggles t o tel l me tha t sh e sees her performance i n school affecte d 
by the quality of her classes. Seeing and hearing that I do not have the same 
reaction a s her mothe r an d sensin g tha t I  wan t t o hea r mor e abou t he r 
thoughts concernin g he r teachers , Chante l speak s o f those teacher s wh o 
have made a  difference i n her school performance : 

He's the best teacher, I mean, I was doing so good in his class. I was doing 
good, getting A's in his class . . . until we got a substitute. Now I got a C in 
his class, you know what I'm saying? It's like, almost like the teacher counts 
. . . al l we do is worksheets . .. he' s not really doing anything but going over 
worksheets with us. 

ChantePs examples of how teachers "count," told only after  she was asked 
repeatedly to explain her laziness, suggest that other students who claimed 
to be "lazy" may have told thei r interviewers only part of what they knew, 
felt, o r experienced . The y may  have shared ChanteP s experienc e o f bein g 
challenged b y parents whe n the y criticize d thei r educationa l setting , an d 
learned tha t when speakin g t o adults , it is best not t o revea l such contro -
versial thoughts. This situation, however, was clearly not the case for thos e 
students wh o firml y resiste d over t prompt s b y thei r interviewer s t o 
broaden thei r internal analyses . Like Samuel in his sophomore year , Jamal 
flatly denies that his lack of motivation has anything to do with the qualit y 
of his education : "I' m jus t lazy. " 

Following her brief discussion of her teachers in her junior year, Chantel 
flips back into her self-critica l stance : 

The thing is, the work that I'm gettin g is not hard. I  mean, I could pass it 
like that, like it's nothing. But it's me. It's like, I sit there and I think, in a 
way in the back of my mind, I know I could do this. So I don't really try, try. 
I don' t reall y know why I act like that, but it' s like if I'm bored , I  just sit 
there and I'll look. And I'l l just sit there and sit there, won't do the work, 
and I'll start falling behind. 

Chantel claims both t o understand an d not understand why she "act s this 
way" ("I don' t reall y know why I  ac t like that, bu t it' s like if I'm bored , I 
just si t there") . Lik e Samuel , sh e implie s tha t sh e i s no t inspire d i n he r 
classes and is , therefore, unmotivate d t o complet e th e work . At th e sam e 
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time, though , sh e believe s tha t th e proble m lie s primaril y withi n hersel f 
("but it' s me" ) . 

Sonia, wh o struggle s i n school , als o suggest s thi s patter n i n he r fresh -
man year : 

I'm doin g okay. I'm tryin g to—well , this last quarter, I' m tryin g to do better . 
'Cause you know if I don' t d o better , I  have to go to summer school . 

I mean,  how  would you describe yourself as a student? 
I'm al l right. I' m no t tha t good . I' m okay . 
Why don't you  think you're  better? 
I'm lazy . I just—I dunno— I mean , I  know that I  should b e a  better studen t 

because you know you have to pay when you don' t d o things the righ t 
way. You pay later on . 

Repeating a  well-established belie f ("you pa y later o n " ) , Sonia i s certain o f 
the consequence s o f he r laziness . Sh e believe s firml y tha t ther e i s no nee d 
to loo k farthe r tha n he r lazines s t o understan d he r schoo l performance . 

When sh e i s aske d ho w sh e i s doin g i n schoo l i n he r sophomor e year , 
Sonia says : 

I'm doin g pretty okay I  should b e doing bette r thi s time. I  had th e baddest — 
I had a  D in math. .  . .  My attendance messe d me up. I  go t lazy . So I ha d 
like an F in dance. 

In dance,  and then  how about the  other classes? 
I go t B' s and a n A. 
Why do you think you£jot  a D in  math? 
'Cause there were certain things in there tha t I  really didn't understand . 
Why do you think you don't do  as well as you'd like  to? 
Sometimes I  get just so lazy. I don' t lik e to study. I  hate studying . But now , 

it's like I'm studyin g more. .  . .  'Cause, you know, I'm jus t tired o f gettin g 
bad grades . I mean the one thing I'm doin g bad in is math. I  could , if I re-
ally try, I could really , you know, do things , understand things . But I  guess , 
I'm—I'm th e lazy type of person. I' m jus t like—I hate studying , doin g 
homework. I  don't hav e a problem a s long as it's not hard , you know ? 

While Soni a provide s a  reaso n fo r he r lazines s (sh e doesn ' t understan d 
the material ) durin g thi s sophomore-yea r interview , he r reaso n i s onc e 
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again focuse d o n herself . Soni a seem s unsur e abou t whethe r he r "lazi -
ness" i s flui d an d changeabl e o r stati c an d permanen t (" I got  laz y .  .  . 
sometimes I ge t jus t s o laz y .  . .  I'm th e laz y type  of person " [emphasi s 
added]). Unlik e he r peers , he r uncertaint y abou t th e qualit y o f he r lazi -
ness seem s t o translat e int o feeling s o f hopelessness . Sh e admits , i n thi s 
interview, that sh e has thought abou t leavin g school becaus e sh e gets "s o 
frustrated" wit h herself . 

In her junior year, Sonia discusses her laziness and her struggle with th e 
material i n he r mat h class : "Math i s just killin g me. " Sh e begin s t o indi -
cate, however , tha t he r lazines s stem s fro m externa l factor s a s well a s her 
own lack of understanding of the material. Yet it takes some insistent ques-
tioning o n m y part fo r Soni a t o elaborat e o n suc h detail . I t i s clear whe n 
one listen s to audiotape s o f me askin g the adolescent s abou t thei r schoo l 
performance durin g th e third-yea r interview s tha t I  wa s determine d t o 
have them provide a  critique o f the school : 

/ mean,  you know, it's  interesting because I think every year I've interviewed you, 
you talked a little bit about how you're feeling like you're lazy and I'm just 
wondering—because I don't see you as a very lazy person. I  mean, I see you 
having just a lot of energy. And I'm  just wondering why particularly around 
school do you feel lazy? Why is that? 

I don't know 
What do you think ? 
I don't know. Because of all—it gets boring sometimes [laughs]—I don' t 

know, you know? And so, I get like, you know, I fall asleep in class some-
times. So like when I get out of school, I'm energetic , you know. 

Teah, I see you as very energetic. 
Yeah, that's because this—this—this building is so closed in, you know. 

There's no like air coming in. It's like it drags people down or something 
. .  . [my grades] they've gone down a little more. . . . The problem was in 
the first term, I was working every night til ten o'clock [a t a local phar-
macy] . So I would come home so tired that I wouldn't even think about 
homework. I would just go to sleep, then wake up, then go to school. And 
then, I was still tired because—you know, every day three to ten o'clock I 
was working like 35 hours a week sometimes. . .. S o finally I just don't do 
it anymore. 

So, do you still work ? 
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On the weekends I do pharmacy [15 hours per week] and during the week I 
work at the junior high as a peer counselor [ten hours per week]. 

At the very moment whe n sh e say s she does no t kno w why she is "lazy, " 
Sonia tells  me precisely why. Like Chante l an d Samue l i n thei r third-yea r 
interviews, Sonia explains her "laziness," after much probing and pushing, 
by describin g externa l factors—wor k an d th e schoo l environment—tha t 
keep her from concentratin g in school. Once again, the importance o f un-
derstanding "laziness " as both a  cause of poor performance an d a s a reac-
tion t o interna l an d externa l condition s i s underscored. Ha d I  no t insis -
tently asked  Sonia to explai n he r laziness in school , however, I  migh t no t 
have heard her institutional critiqu e and her account o f her overburdene d 
work schedule. Prior to my leading questions, she made no mention of her 
school or her work schedule. Without th e establishment o f a safe relation -
ship in which open critique is encouraged, Sonia and her peers may not b e 
able to overcome the cultural imperative of individual responsibility to ex-
press thei r outrag e an d frustratio n wit h inadequat e institution s an d de -
manding work obligations . 

Balancing Perspective s 

While mos t student s focuse d primaril y o n themselve s whe n discussin g 
their schoo l performance , a  few consistentl y implicated—withou t th e in -
terviewer's encouragement—themselves and  others . Felicia says: 

I like school, I like being around a lot of people. 
What do you think about the work? 
Some of it's all right but then I hate like when the teacher be talking about 

something and I don't understand it and they try to explain and I still don't 
understand it. And everybody be like, "Oh. Oh, that's how you do it?" and 
I'm stil l sitting there, like, "How do you do it?" and they still be explaining. 

So you feel like the teachers don't give you enough attention to explain stuff to you 
or— 

No, it's not that. It's just sometimes they don't explain it clear enough for me. 
And everybody else catches on. 

So what is that like for you? 
It's hard. 
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Without prompting , Felici a suggest s tha t bot h sh e an d he r teache r ar e th e 
reasons fo r he r struggle s ("they  don ' t explai n i t clea r enoug h fo r me"). 
Strikingly, a  willingness t o provid e suc h critique s wer e particularl y eviden t 
among thos e wh o droppe d ou t o f school durin g th e study . These student s 
seemed t o know tha t th e institutio n the y attende d wa s not providin g the m 
with th e tool s an d th e suppor t the y neede d t o succeed . Understandin g 
these limitations , a s othe r researcher s hav e note d abou t urba n dropouts, 4 

may lea d thes e student s t o despai r abou t thei r futur e educationa l possibil -
ities. 

Alfredo an d Mary , bot h o f whom ha d droppe d ou t b y thei r third-yea r 
interview, interspers e thei r discussion s o f thei r schoo l performance s wit h 
comments abou t thei r ow n an d thei r school' s shortcomings . I n Alfredo' s 
freshman year , I  as k hi m ho w h e i s doing i n school : 

I was doing bad , and I  knew I  was doing bad , bu t I  just fel t like I  couldn' t 
start over , because I  started th e schoo l year in another high school . The n 
they transferred m e here , so they gave me incomplete grade s and I  was 
like, "Geez, what is going on? Where ar e my grades?" . . . S o that messe d 
me up in school so I was like it was too late to star t ove r [a t his new 
school]. I  couldn't pic k up on the thing s they were doing because the y 
started alread y over here. 

Do you think there  were other reasons why you don't do  better than you'd like? 
It ha s to d o with tha t [th e transfer] , and i t ha s to d o with myself . You know , 

I hav e t o pu t m y mind o n thing s you know , I  jus t lik e t o hav e fu n some -
times. 

Why don't you think you try harder? 
I feel like if I try real hard, because when I  do try hard, it puts a  lot of pres-

sure on me and I  get angry. I  don't lik e the teacher s and I  start thinking , 
"I don' t hav e to do thi s if I don' t wan t to." I  know it's going to b e mor e 
frustration [whe n I  try hard] . 

Alfredo, withou t muc h probing , tell s m e th e reason s fo r hi s poo r perfor -
mance i n school . H e understand s i t a s an interpla y betwee n wha t ha s hap -
pened t o hi m (th e transfer) , hi s teachers , hi s ow n persona l struggle s (no t 
to pu t to o muc h pressur e o n himself) , an d hi s desir e t o hav e fun . 

In hi s second-yea r interview , Alfred o tell s m e h e i s doin g terribl y i n 
school: 
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So what is  that about? 
I coul d d o m y work. An d whe n I  d o it , it' s always— I alway s ge t a  goo d 

grade fo r it . It' s lik e when I' m i n school , I  don' t know , m e an d [m y 
friend] start s talkin g t o me . You know, I' m read y t o tal k an d star t laugh -
ing. 

So then you don't pay  attention? Do  you think your classes  are interesting? 
Some of them are . But some of them ar e boring. You go to the same class 

everyday and you just do the same type of work every day. Like biology, I 
like [this ] class . She's about th e only one I  like. And las t year I  had th e 
same problem. The only class I liked last year was science. .  . .  We used t o 
do different thing s every day .  . .  but like classes like Reading, you g o in-
side, read a  story with the same person every day. That's boring . 

That's boring?  So will you just not  show up? 
No, I'l l g o bu t I  won't d o nothing sometimes . 

Moving bac k an d fort h betwee n seein g hi s own , hi s friend's , an d hi s 
teacher's rol e i n hi s "terrible " performance , Alfred o offer s a  well-rounde d 
understanding o f the dynamic s o f his academic achievemen t an d th e prob -
lems tha t bese t him . 

By hi s third-yea r interview , Alfredo ha s droppe d ou t o f school : 

I think schoo l .  . .  wasn't fo r m e [laughs] . 'Cause like I  would star t good i n 
the beginnin g o f the year .  . .  and like the res t of the year I  would star t 
going down gradually . I t was like—it was always like that with me . 'Cause I 
was in [a n alternative school affiliated wit h the schoo l in which the stud y 
took place] . You know I  just used to chil l out ther e al l day 'cause you 
know nobody didn' t forc e you t o do anything . They give you s o much 
freedom tha t i f anything happened, you have to blame yourself. So that' s 
what happened i n my case. I was like school is not fo r me . .  . .  One da y I 
stopped going . 

Why weren't you doing well? 
Just couldn' t pul l myself to focus o n schoo l work. I  mean, they would han d 

out a n assignment an d want i t done like on a  Friday. And I  couldn' t ge t i t 
done s o it like would make me feel like oh, tsk, just pressured. . . . I  wasn' t 
using my smartness for things that I  liked to do . I  didn' t like , you know , 
having an assignment an d just sitting in class writing about whatever , what -
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ever so forth. .  . .  And there just some people tha t have strong, you know , 
more willpower than other s and I  guess I'm no t on e o f those people . I 
have willpower for certai n thing s but i t wasn't fo r school . There wasn' t re -
ally nothing tha t capture d m y interest . 

Unlike hi s earlie r interviews , Alfred o put s blam e primaril y o n himsel f i n 
this intervie w fo r no t doin g wel l i n school . Hi s perspective , however , ap -
pears t o b e partiall y attributabl e t o th e attitud e withi n hi s ne w schoo l 
("they gav e yo u s o muc h freedo m tha t i f anythin g happene d yo u hav e t o 
blame yourse l f ) . Notably , th e unstructure d natur e o f th e schoo l exacer -
bated hi s self-criticism . Alfred o speak s o f feelin g pressured , uninterested , 
and havin g littl e willpowe r fo r school . Whe n aske d directly , however , 
about school-relate d factor s tha t ma y have influenced hi s decision t o leave , 
he present s a  critique o f hi s school : 

Like, do you think it  had to  do with the  teachers? It had  to  do with the  subjects 
that you were being taught? What  do  you think? 

—[Interrupt.] I  think it had to do with all . It ha d to do with al l of that. Th e 
subjects, the teachers , the everything . Everythin g tha t had to do with 
school. Having those assignment s due every week. And I  don't know . .  .  . 
The school—i t was bad. Especially in that schoo l I  felt like a guinea pig . 
'Cause it' s like it's a  new school first  of all .  .  . they do al l kinds of weird 
things they don't d o here [a t his old schoo l in which th e interview was tak-
ing place]. .  . .  No, the teacher s were good , bu t I  don't know . We had— I 
was tired o f hearing the same things every year, in every grade. "You'r e s o 
smart, why are you not doin g good? " and i t seems like that was a routine 
for al l teachers. I  was getting tired o f them sayin g that al l the times . I felt i t 
got t o me in two ways. In one way I was like, "Damn, I'm smart . Why am 
I not doin g good?" And i t got t o me in another way that I  was like, "Why 
they keep telling me this? I  already know." I  started thinkin g too much .  . . 
getting stressed out . 

Although Alfred o continue s t o sugges t tha t hi s decisio n t o leav e ha d t o 
do wit h hi s ow n interna l struggles , h e als o perceive s th e schoo l itsel f a s a 
part o f th e problem . I n th e end , however , h e seem s particularl y angr y 
with himsel f fo r believin g th e prais e o f hi s teacher s ye t continuin g no t t o 
do well . 
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Mary, whil e discussin g he r decisio n t o dro p ou t afte r he r junio r year , 
provides a  balance d critiqu e o f bot h th e institutio n an d herself : 

Tell me about why  you felt you  couldn't stay  in school? 
I don' t know , I  don't know . These public schools are filled with violence an d 

things. You know, people getting shot in the next classroom. I t i s not a n 
environment fo r learning, you know what I  mean. I  just wasn't gonn a ris k 
my life to go to school . To me it wasn't tha t important . 

What do  you think about  the  actual education,  putting aside  the violence, what 
did you think about  the  actual school? 

In these public schools? Well, by the time they got th e rowdy class to si t 
down, the period was over. 

Tou just felt like  it was  pointless? 
Yeah. I was like going to school to take your life in hand, to si t there an d hav e 

them tr y to ge t the class together an d once they did, it was time  to leave. 
It was just like, this is wasting my time  as well as the teacher's . .  . .  There 
was another thing—I knew a lot of people in this school, I had a  lot o f 
friends. I  had friends wh o would just brin g you down , I'l l tel l you tha t 
much. .  . . You know it would b e like, "Oh, well, we can cut this class 
today. We can always make it up tomorrow." Bu t there's always—there' s 
never a  tomorrow. .  . .  "We'll cut class today. We'll go to class tomorrow. 
We'll cut class the next day." It's endless and it' s useless 'cause you're jus t 
wasting the teacher' s time  an d your own . 

Voicing a  perspective abou t th e schoo l tha t I  expected t o hea r amon g mos t 
of th e students , Mar y describe s wh y sh e droppe d ou t o f school . N o t onl y 
were her friends enticin g her away from he r classes but the large r context — 
the violenc e surroundin g her—an d th e rowdines s o f th e classroo m envi -
ronment affecte d he r abilit y t o learn . 

Reflections 

As is clear fro m th e storie s discusse d i n thi s chapter , th e teen s i n th e stud y 
maintain mainstrea m cultura l values abou t individua l responsibilit y an d ef -
fort. Whil e som e o f th e student s wer e willin g t o exten d thei r analyse s o f 
their schoo l performanc e t o includ e family , school , work, an d peer-relate d 
factors—especially whe n the y wer e encourage d t o d o s o b y thei r inter -
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viewers—many of the students were not. Instead , most o f the adolescent s 
unyieldingly maintaine d tha t thei r difficultie s i n schoo l were primaril y o r 
exclusively due to their lack of effort, motivation , abilities , or understand -
ing in school . 

Some implied tha t thei r lazines s was a  fluid  quality rathe r tha n a  static 
personality trait, and this belief seemed to prevent feelings of hopelessness. 
They believe d the y could chang e thei r "laz y attitude" and achiev e acade -
mic success . The fe w student s wh o suggeste d tha t thei r lazines s may  b e 
more permanent ("I' m jus t the lazy type of person") were more at risk for 
dropping ou t o f school. Furthermore, some o f the student s reminded us , 
especially by their latter-yea r interviews , that lazines s i s not simpl y an ex -
planation o f behavio r bu t may  also b e a  reaction t o interna l an d externa l 
conditions. These students challenged ou r implici t understanding o f what 
it means to be "lazy. " 

Those fe w student s who provided , without bein g prompted, a n exter -
nal analysi s of their schoo l performance spok e abou t problem s with thei r 
teachers, administrators , famil y members , othe r students , an d th e schoo l 
building itself . They als o typicall y ha d th e mos t difficultie s i n school . As 
other researcher s hav e suggested , alienatio n fro m schoo l may  heighte n 
students' sensitivit y t o th e externa l factor s tha t influenc e thei r learnin g 
process.5 

While many of the findings in this study provoke, move, and sadden me, 
these particular findings  regarding school performance an d self-blame dis -
turb me . My experience s o f working i n thi s high schoo l fo r five years, o f 
walking dow n disma l hallway s t o windowles s classrooms , o f eatin g th e 
junk foo d availabl e i n th e cavernou s cafeteria , o f observin g dozen s o f 
classes wher e teachin g rarel y occur s (with , o f course , som e exceptions ) 
made me wonder how anyone could stay motivated and focused in such an 
environment. Ye t what I  know an d se e in this school i s not discussed , fo r 
the mos t part , by these adolescents . 

During my time working and conducting research a t this school, I have 
repeatedly seen teachers spend entire class periods having their students fill 
out worksheet s rathe r tha n activel y engagin g wit h the m abou t th e clas s 
materials. I  hav e hear d abou t an d see n teacher s arriv e fifteen  o r twent y 
minutes late to thei r fifty-minute  classe s and apologiz e becaus e they were 
in the bathroom, they had a meeting, they had to talk to a student, or they 
had to move their car. Sometimes they did not even apologize. I  have also 
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seen students imitate such behavior and then proceed to ignore o r openl y 
challenge a  teacher' s reprimands . I  hav e repeatedl y see n student s i n th e 
hallways yel l a t thei r friend s i n classroom s an d ignor e th e teachers ' at -
tempts to stop them. I  have watched teachers reading a book or a newspa-
per durin g clas s while th e student s slept , thre w notes , o r chatte d amon g 
themselves. I  have heard student s an d teacher s yelling a t each other , call -
ing one anothe r "animals, " "fa t slob, " "slut," o r "bitch " in the classroo m 
or in the stairwells . A few teachers spoke to the student s and to me abou t 
disliking th e students , an d abou t th e schoo l havin g bee n "muc h better " 
when the entire student body was made up of white boys during the 1960 s 
(currently th e studen t bod y i s less tha n 1 0 percen t white) . Som e o f th e 
teachers appeared to be "teaching down" to their students , lowering thei r 
expectations and , consequently , th e academi c achievemen t o f thei r stu -
dents. A fellow counselo r a t thi s schoo l was shocked t o si t in o n a n "ad -
vanced" math class for freshmen an d listen to math lessons she remember s 
being covere d i n he r elementar y school . Th e low-leve l classes , however , 
are not always the result of low expectations. Students often ente r this high 
school just barely able to read or write, let alone do advanced math . 

During m y time a t thi s school , I  als o heard histor y teacher s lecture t o 
their predominantly African American and Latin American student s abou t 
the inventor o f SPAM while the student s looked o n with puzzled expres -
sions, perhaps wondering , a s Malcolm did , wh y th e inventio n o f canne d 
ham i s more importan t tha n a  basic survey course in African America n o r 
Latin American history . Although ther e is a group o f excellent teacher s a t 
this school who see m t o inspire an d motivat e thei r students , the majorit y 
seem "burne d out, " discontented , an d frustrate d wit h thei r jobs . I  wit -
nessed som e teachers—especiall y th e ne w ones—pu t tremendou s effort s 
into tryin g t o creat e cohesiv e an d supportiv e environment s fo r thei r col -
leagues an d student s onl y t o b e me t wit h hostil e an d resentfu l response s 
from th e schoo l administrators , teachin g staff , an d th e student s them -
selves. This schoo l i s clearly no t a n environment , a s Mary says , in whic h 
learning easily takes place. This fact, however , was rarely noted b y the stu -
dents. 

Given th e stron g emphasi s o n individua l effor t an d responsibilit y i n 
mainstream culture , th e findings  presente d i n thi s chapter , whil e trou -
bling, ar e no t surprising . Message s abou t individua l effor t an d responsi -
bility ca n b e see n o n th e bulleti n boards , blackboards , an d othe r publi c 
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spaces in and outside of this high school. These students have been taugh t 
through movies , television, school , and , perhaps , b y thei r familie s t o be -
lieve—and they do believe—that "wit h hard work and determination any -
one can succeed" (th e poster hanging in a  guidance office) . Th e corollar y 
of this belief is, o f course, that those who do not succeed have only them-
selves to blame . Not onl y ar e thes e student s adherin g t o mainstrea m be -
liefs regarding the association between effor t an d success, they are also ac-
cepting the stereotypes of themselves that surround them—th e stereotyp e 
of the "laz y inner-city teenager." These stereotype s ar e an integral par t o f 
their live s and , a s Sonia suggeste d i n th e beginnin g o f thi s book , hav e a 
profound impac t on their sense of self. They resist these stereotypes, while 
at the same time they believe them . 

What doe s i t mea n whe n student s wh o atten d suc h a  dysfunctiona l 
school attribut e thei r struggle s i n schoo l t o interna l factors ? Wha t wil l i t 
mean fo r the m i f they do no t se e that the y ar e bein g asked  to lear n i n a n 
environment i n whic h ver y fe w peopl e coul d flourish  an d whic h mos t 
middle- an d upper-clas s American s neve r see , muc h les s experience ? Ja y 
MacLeod, who detected a  similar self-blaming tendenc y among the urba n 
working-class boy s he interviewed, notes tha t 

the achievement ideology [i.e. , anyone can achieve with hard work and de-
termination] mus t b e replaced wit h way s of motivating student s tha t ac -
knowledge rather than deny their social condition. When used to cultivate 
discipline b y highlighting th e eventua l reward s of educational attainment , 
the achievement ideology is neither effective a t drawing obedience and at-
tentiveness out of students nor conducive to the development of a positive 
self image among working-class pupils.6 

Messages tha t promot e individua l responsibilit y and  ignor e o r activel y 
deny the rol e o f external force s (lo w expectations , inadequate education ) 
do little to change the conditions tha t mak e i t almost impossible fo r poo r 
or working-class student s t o succee d i n school . Such message s lea d thes e 
students t o loo k onl y within themselve s t o solv e thei r problems when , i n 
fact, only a broader strateg y will equip them t o solve them . 

Yet perhaps, a s Samuel an d Chante l suggest , the student s kno w abou t 
the poor quality of their education, and they also know not to make a fuss 
with authorit y figures  wh o promote th e ide a o f individual effort , respon -
sibility, and success . These student s ma y conside r i t to o risky , given thei r 
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experiences with thei r parents, teachers, and other adults , to criticize thei r 
school t o thes e very same adults . If this is the case , how can we, as adults 
and educators , persuad e the m t o expres s thei r concern s s o we ca n lear n 
from the m abou t wha t i s takin g plac e i n thei r classroom s an d schools ? 
How can we encourage individual responsibility, effort , and  ope n critiqu e 
and reflection o n the qualit y of their school experiences ? 

Such institutional critiques, however, may create a sense of hopelessness 
among the students if they are not followed up with action.7 If students are 
encouraged t o see and discuss the problems in their school , they may lose 
their motivatio n t o work hard when the y realize tha t suc h effor t ma y no t 
make much o f a  difference . Ye t if students continu e t o blam e onl y them -
selves and if their parents, teachers, and counselors continue to allow them 
to do so , their school s and the policies that mold the m wil l not b e force d 
to change . Encouraging thes e urba n student s t o se e the problems an d t o 
communicate their concerns regarding the quality of their education need s 
to b e followe d u p wit h activ e attempt s b y educators , psychologists , par -
ents, and policymakers to creat e learning environments i n which student s 
are challenged, properly guided, and , consequendy, motivated t o do thei r 
school work . Whil e tellin g student s t o wor k har d an d tak e individua l re -
sponsibility is important, allowing students to decontextualize thei r learn -
ing process serves only to mask and perpetuate th e school's existing prob-
lems. Urban student s need to expand thei r analyses of their school perfor -
mance beyond their own "laziness"—beyon d th e stereotypic beliefs abou t 
them—and educators , psychologists , policymakers , an d parent s mus t b e 
ready to respond . 



9 

Racism, Sexism, and Difference 

AFTER THE FIRST YEAR of interviews , I  sa t dow n t o liste n t o th e 
audiotapes of the interviews and to think about what was and what was not 
being asked . Immediatel y I  wa s struc k b y th e absenc e o f question s con -
cerning discriminatio n an d oppression . Her e w e were interviewin g blac k 
and Latino , poo r an d working-clas s boy s an d girl s whom w e considere d 
oppressed and who were selected, in fact, because  they were oppressed an d 
consequendy no t bein g heard . I n th e secon d yea r o f interviews , w e at -
tempted t o addres s this situation b y asking the student s whether the y fel t 
that their "race, ethnicity, or gender would make it more difficult fo r the m 
to d o what the y wanted t o d o i n th e future." 1 Reviewin g thei r response s 
after these interviews (which were mainly about their determination no t t o 
let anything get in the way of what they wanted to do), we realized that we 
were no t asking  th e righ t questions . We were askin g a  watered-down o r 
safer version of what we really wanted to ask . In the third-year interviews , 
we heade d straigh t t o th e hear t o f th e matter . W e aske d th e adolescent s 
whether the y experience d racis m o r sexism , what thes e experience s wer e 
like, and whether they expected t o have such experiences in the future . As 
a result , w e bega n t o hea r thei r storie s o f discrimination . Fo r th e boys , 
these question s typicall y triggere d length y response s abou t thei r direc t 
clashes wit h racism . Fo r th e girls , thes e question s commonl y le d t o re -

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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sponses abou t thei r awarenes s o f the realit y o f racism bu t thei r lac k of o r 
infrequent brushe s wit h direc t experience s o f discrimination . Bot h th e 
boys and girls, nonetheless, found commo n groun d as they spoke passion-
ately about thei r determination no t to allow discrimination t o block the m 
in the pursui t o f their goals . 

Once race/ethnicity and gender were introduced into the conversation , 
we had to ask one of the most obvious questions. During the third-year in-
terviews we asked the adolescents how the interviewer's race/ethnicity an d 
gender may have affected thei r responses during the interviews. While some 
students believed that the  gender o f the interviewer made a  difference, fe w 
felt tha t th e race  or ethnicity  did . I n fact , the y ofte n believe d tha t suc h a 
question wa s tantamoun t t o askin g whether the y were racists . They wer e 
quick to tel l us that th e interviewer' s warmth , understanding , an d genera l 
empathic abilities as well as his or her age were all more important than his 
or her race or ethnicity. Their responses contradicted m y own assumption s 
about th e role race/ethnicity played in the interviews . 

The purpos e o f this chapte r i s different fro m th e aim s o f the previou s 
chapters. While earlie r chapter s discusse d specifi c theme s tha t I  detecte d 
when th e adolescent s spoke about thei r worlds, the curren t chapte r is dri-
ven solel y b y my wish t o presen t th e adolescents ' response s t o question s 
about discrimination—a n experienc e tha t I  believ e permeate s thei r lives . 
Given tha t I  conducte d thi s stud y wit h firm  assumption s abou t th e op -
pression o f thes e adolescents , i t seeme d critica l t o presen t thei r perspec -
tives on thi s topic. 

Experiences o f Discriminatio n 

Do you think that you experience racism in this society? 
Yes, I  do. I have a few incidents I experience but I'm over that. I know there's 

the bull-headed people that'll always be racist and there's those—I look at 
it like everyone's equal. No one's greater than the next one. Even though 
someone's always going to think they are. 

Can you give me an example of when you've experienced racism? 
All right, like I went in a store—I went in a store in—me and my friend we 

went in a store. We was in the aisle looking for things and, like, white kids, 
they came in the store and they just walked around. We're not stealing 
stuff but the guy is watching us.  You know what I mean? And I'm like, 
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"Why you sweating us? You know, what's the point? I  got money right 
here." Boom. O r like one time—all  right , here's a  good example : I went 
into a  store—I went into a  twenty-four-hour stor e and I  picked up a  piece 
of gum. I  had my dollar out . My friend said , u Put tha t away . I'll pa y fo r 
it." So I put m y dollar back and I  was just holding the gu m an d he' s [th e 
sales clerk's] like, "Are you goin g to pay for that? " You know that pisse s 
me off . I' m like , "I ain' t tryin g to steal." . .  . 

Are there  ways in which  you feel that  being  black affects your day-to-day life? 
Yeah, like in my neighborhood. I  could walk in a  certain par t o f the neighbor -

hood an d just becaus e I' m blac k they'll say I look like someone o r they'l l 
automatically assum e I'm dow n with thi s gang or that gang . 

While Tyrone' s initia l response i s tentative an d evasive , the minut e Helen a 
asks for a n exampl e h e rapidl y proceeds t o giv e severa l detaile d account s o f 
racist incident s tha t hav e clearl y angere d him . Tyron e ma y wan t t o "ge t 
over" suc h experiences , bu t th e ton e o f hi s voic e suggest s h e ha s not . 
When th e boy s wer e aske d abou t experience s o f racism , the y typicall y 
sounded muc h lik e Tyrone . The y di d no t paus e o r hesitate , the y leape d 
into thei r persona l storie s o f racism. 2 

In hi s senio r yea r I  as k Guillermo , a  Bolivia n America n student , abou t 
his experience s o f discrimination : 

Do you worry about being  discriminated against? 
Well, right now I  see that there i s a lot o f racism. In th e future I  hope there is 

nothing left . 
Do you feel like  you have experiences of being a victim of  racism? 
Yeah, yesterday. After I  got out o f school, I went downtown , right?  Firs t I  went 

to wait for a  friend an d there are a lot of Hispanic guys and gangs down 
there. And some of them ar e my friends, okay . I was just saying hi to the m 
and then I  went to downtown. I  came back from downtow n an d my friend I 
was waiting for, he was there already . So I was talking to him when thi s man, 
I think he was Irish, I don't know , he was white, he came to me and he 
asked me for my name. He said he was going to arres t me for bein g there . 

And what  did  you say? 
[He was] a detective. He sai d that I  was waiting there fifteen  minutes , right, 

and I  wasn't even there fo r five minutes. There were other kids , some 
white kids waiting down there , that were waiting there befor e I  went t o 
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downtown [sighs] and they were in a crowd too. And we were four people 
and he comes to tell us that he's gonna arrest us. And I say, "Why?" and 
he says, "Because you've been hanging around here," and I say, "Okay." 

So what happened? So he arrested you? 
No, h e just took my name and all that. But I know that if he wants to arrest 

me, h e better bring some papers saying something like that I cannot be 
hanging around there . . . I  didn't like that. I don't like that. And you 
know Rockville [a neighborhood in the city]? You live around there? 

No, no,  no. But I know the neighborhood. 
Those people are racist too. I mean, if black people go there, or Hispanic, 

they be looking at you like you are some kind of dog. And the other day I 
went to look for a  job in a white place and they said that they were not hir-
ing. And they were saying [at the front of the store] that there were open-
ings. So anyway, so I asked 'em for an application, right? And I went like 
three times, asking for the same thing, if they had a place for me. When I 
went the fourth time, they had a white p—, a  white boy working there. 

Obviously newly hired? 
Yeah, 'cause they had taken the ad down. 

As with Tyrone , storie s o f racis m com e easil y for Guillermo . I t i s note -
worthy tha t thes e boy s were willin g t o tel l storie s abou t whit e racis m t o 
white interviewers. 3 While Guillerm o modifie d hi s language ("whit e p—, 
a white bo y .  .  ." ) an d checke d t o mak e sur e h e was no t abou t t o spea k 
poorly abou t my  neighborhood ("Yo u liv e aroun d there?") , h e an d th e 
other boy s tol d u s searin g storie s o f blatan t act s o f whit e racism . Thei r 
openness may indicate their comfort with discussing potentially difficult is-
sues with us , especially by their third-year interviews. I t may also indicate, 
however, that they share these stories with whoever is willing to listen. Our 
expectations concernin g thei r lac k o f comfort an d ou r subsequen t tenta -
tive questions regarding the topic of discrimination during the second year 
of interviews may have been more a  reflection o f our own lack of comfor t 
with hearing stories of obvious injustice a t the hands of white people tha n 
with a n understanding o f the issue s tha t ar e easy or difficul t fo r th e ado -
lescents to discuss . 

Marvin, an African America n student , say s he ha s experienced job dis -
crimination: "Right , I  be going to a  store that ar e hiring and they be like, 
'We're no t givin g ou t applications.' " Jerome, also African American , tells 
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Mike about white cops arresting him and his friends fo r bothering a  group 
of white teenager s when , i n fact , th e grou p o f white teenager s provoke d 
them with racist remarks. Marcus, a Dominican American student , says to 
me h e experience s racis m "al l th e time, " an d proceed s t o tel l m e abou t 
being harassed b y security guard s when h e was waiting fo r th e subwa y ( a 
common experienc e fo r th e boys) . Samuel , an African America n student , 
says to me tha t he has had "peopl e cal l me al l types of names—black this , 
black that. . . . I  think racism goe s on a  lot more tha n everybod y thinks. " 
For Malcolm , bein g in certain place s enhances th e likelihoo d tha t h e wil l 
experience racism : "Have  you  ever  directly experienced  racism! A t certai n 
places, like if I g o somewhere. " For thes e boys , experiences o f racism ar e 
common. 

Listening to the adolescent girls in the study, a remarkably different pat -
tern emerges . Onl y a  few o f the girl s told u s that the y have bee n th e vic-
tims of racism, and one said she only experienced racism as a young child. 4 

While al l of the girl s acknowledged tha t racis m exist s in th e worl d ("I'v e 
seen i t o n Oprah, " say s one African America n girl) , their storie s o f racis t 
incidents primarily involved boy s or, occasionally, other girls . 

When I  ask Marie abou t experience s of racism, she says: 

Everybody's killing each other off. Peopl e don't really see it. But it's like 
everybody's dying. They're all black and Hispanics. You know, and every-
body takes it as another thing. The other day I was so mad. This guy from 
here got shot in the face and the cop he just walked over all slow taking his 
time and then to the walkie-talkie, whatever, he says, "You have another 
black one—" 

That's awful. 
"—got shot in the face" and that was it. I was like, "What?" and he was just 

taking his time. They're all like that. 
He was a white cop? 
Mm-hmm. They don't care. There's a lot of discrimination against blacks and 

Hispanics. 
Do you think that you have ever personally experienced discrimination or racism? 
I don't think so. 
How about in school, so you think you've ever experienced discrimination at 

school? 
No. 
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Marie and her female peers repeatedly stated that while they have witnessed 
racist acts, they have not bee n the direc t victims of such act s themselves. 

When I  as k Gayle , an African America n student , whethe r sh e ha s eve r 
experienced racism , she says: 

I haven't yet. I'm like real cool with everybody. I see a lot of people, I don't 
blame them, okay? Like if you're on the train or something and a whole lot 
of black kids get on—not to be harsh on black people or whatever, but if 
they get on the train then other people would get frightened. I  would get 
frightened too . If you see a whole bunch of black boys get on the bus or 
on the train, you would get frightened. I seen that happen. But I feel that 
you shouldn't be afraid of them because they're nobody. They're only 
human like you are . . . it's like just because they're black or whatever, 
don't—don't think that they're gonna kill you or whatever. 

Do you feel like someone's been racist against you ever? 
Not—not yet. 

Gayle has seen racis t behavior , knows tha t racis m exists , even responds i n 
ways that she deems racist ("I would get frightened  too") , but tells me that 
she ha s no t experience d bigotr y o r discriminatio n "yet. " He r respons e 
suggests, however, that she anticipates such experiences in her future . 

When I ask Felicia, an African American student, whether or not she has 
ever experienced racism , she says: 

No. 
Tou don't think you ever have? 
No. 
Do you think you ever will? 
I probably will, probably as I get older and out into the business world. I just 

never run across it. If I have, it must have been, you know, behind my 
back, but it wasn't like to my face. 

Christine, also African American , reveals a similar belief: 

Have you experienced racism? 
If I had I haven't known about it because I'm surrounded by basically black 

people so the only time I really encounter white people is in school or 
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from shopping or something. . . . I  haven't experienced it but I'm sure I 
will. 

Why do you think  you're sure you will? 
Because of the way people are and the way people—people's thinking. You 

know, so I have to be experiencing racism and sexism. But I haven't expe-
rienced it yet. 

These girl s are well aware a of people's thinking" an d eve n suspect , a s Fe-
licia does, that they might b e discriminated agains t "behin d [their ] back. " 
However, stories of racist experiences did not rol l off their tongues . 

Only four adolescents , two of whom identified themselve s as white, fel t 
that racism i s not an d will not b e a  problem fo r the m i n their lives . While 
Sonia believe s tha t he r Puert o Rica n communit y i s discriminated against , 
she does not experienc e discrimination herself : 

Where I live around here, it's, you know, everybody's skin is black. And there's 
white and there's Spanish. . .. I  don't feel discriminated against at all. 

Tou don't at all? 
No. 

Alfredo, a  Puert o Rica n adolescent , say s h e experience s racis m bu t onl y 
when he "looks" a certain way. He doe s not perceive his experiences to b e 
based on race per se, but rathe r on th e image he chooses to present : 

Do you feel like that you do  experience some racism, though,  in  this city? 
Yeah, only when I dress up like a hood though [laughs] , I think it's more of a 

hood type thing, you know. But like if I dress up, you know, wearing a suit 
or something, shoes, nice pants and a shirt or whatever, you don't really 
see much of that. People pretty much accept you. . . . But if I have, you 
know, sneakers and long pants, that's when the people look at you. 

Alfredo, whose light complexion contrast s with the darker ones of most o f 
his peers, believes he ca n easil y manipulate ho w he i s perceived b y other s 
and, thereby, avoid acts of racism. This belief, however, was unique amon g 
his peers. 

Unexpectedly, none of the adolescents gave examples of personal expe-
riences of sexism and only a few girls stated tha t sexism may be a  problem 



212 I  Racism , Sexism, and Difference 

for them in the future . "Mayb e . . . I  don' t know, " Marie says in respons e 
to m y questio n abou t whethe r o r no t sh e wil l experienc e sexis m a s sh e 
grows older. When Mary, an Irish American adolescent , is asked about th e 
existence o f sexism, she tells me: 

I mean it's not always equal, if men can do it, why can't women do it? We 
probably do it twice as good. 

Has anyone tried to stop you from doing anything because you're a woman? 
No. 

Eva say s that "bein g black  an d a  woman, that' s th e tw o hardes t things. " 
Eva, as we will hear in her case study in the next chapter, is a politically as-
tute studen t wh o devote s a  large portio n o f he r senior-yea r intervie w t o 
discussing racis m an d sexism . Ev a an d Mar y ar e th e onl y tw o adolescen t 
girls, however, who acknowledged th e negative impact o f sexism. 

Overcoming Discriminatio n 

The majorit y o f th e girl s an d boys , however , fel t confiden t tha t neithe r 
racism nor sexism would present insurmountable obstacle s for them in the 
future. They spoke repeatedly about overcoming or "not letting" discrim-
ination interfere i n their lives. 

When Alber t i s asked in his second yea r about whethe r o r no t hi s eth -
nic backgroun d wil l ge t i n th e way of what h e wants t o d o i n the future , 
he responds : 

Sometimes, 'caus e I' m Puert o Rican . Bu t I'l l stil l kee p o n fighting,  you 
know. I don't think about it, just keep on fighting my way through. 'Cause 
mostiy it's 'cause some racial people they just don't like Puerto Ricans. So I 
don't think about it. Just keep on fighting my way through. 

When Jama l is asked the same question, he says: 

Nah, not really. 
Tou said, "not  really,33 but you didn't say it very convincingly. Do you feel like 

you really won't have any obstacles in your way? 
I think I can do it, but you know you're always going to run into somebody 

who's like racist or prejudiced or , you know, they already have in their 
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mind tha t they'r e goin g to hire a  certain person an d stuff  like that. You'r e 
always going to run int o stuf f like that so . .  . . 

Do you think you will really get what  you want anyway? 
Yeah. 

Both boy s expec t t o experienc e racism , bu t Jama l doesn' t see m t o believ e 
it wil l preven t hi m fro m attainin g hi s goal s an d Alber t wil l no t allo w thi s 
understanding t o discourag e him . I n m y question s wit h Jamal , I  reac h fo r 
the respons e I  expect . Ye t Jama l maintains , albei t somewha t tentatively , 
that whil e h e ma y experienc e racism , i t wil l no t hinde r hi s ambitions . 

Malcolm expresse s simila r view s bu t provide s mor e detail s abou t th e 
strategies h e intend s t o us e whe n confronte d wit h racis m (thi s quot e wa s 
previously cite d i n hi s cas e study) : 

How do  you see being black having an  affect  on  what you would do in the  future? 
Well, it depends on ho w the person see s me—if they see me as black and , 

therefore, won' t spea k to m e at all , I feel tha t it' s just gonn a mak e thing s 
even more difficult . Bu t if they see me as black and don' t lik e me to o 
much, you know .  . . but i f they speak to me , I feel like I  can influenc e 
them i n some way to make them understan d I  got the quality . I  could d o 
the job. I  give it my best , you know. I'm gonn a b e here on time . I f you 
wanna put i t al l hard o n me , you know, if I'm lat e or whatever, I' m fired.  I f 
you wanna put i t like that, then, you know , I'l l prove myself . That's wha t 
I'm saying . 

Sounds like you expect that people will be  a little bit  racist; prejudiced, because 
you're black? 

Yeah, so, you know, I'm not . .  . gonna come off al l like , "Forget you," star t 
yelling. I'm jus t gonna try to be like, you know, if they won't se e me 'caus e 
I'm blac k that's just gonna mak e it hard on me but I  keep trying to get in 
there, but i t depends on where it' s at . But if they see me and know I' m 
black, they be like, "All the blacks in here" whatever, and they, therefore, tr y 
to make it harder for me, then I' m gonn a try to give them m y best to sho w 
them tha t I'm gonn a stick with it . I  wanna show them I  got brains and stuff . 

Malcolm i s aware o f th e difficultie s h e ma y experienc e becaus e o f hi s rac e 
but als o believe s that , i f given a  chance , h e ca n "prove " himsel f t o other s 
and, ultimately , challeng e racis t stereotypes . 
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Eva reports simila r feelings : 

I'm proud to be who I am and I feel as though I just want to make a differ-
ence. Like I know that right now in class everybody used to think that I was 
all like this around school, bad, you know. But I started writing poetry, and 
I shared it with them. And they was like, "Oh shoot , she can write and all 
that." And they were surprised. I don't know, I just know I'm not gonna use 
[being a black woman] as an excuse, as in not trying. That's just gonna make 
me try harder and, you know, do better. 

Eva sounds optimisti c tha t jus t a s she was able to alte r he r peers ' percep -
tions o f her, she wil l be abl e t o transfor m othe r people' s opinion s o f her . 
Sounding a  note tha t remind s m e o f the adolescents ' "positiv e attitude, " 
Eva believe s tha t racis m an d sexis m wil l onl y mak e he r "tr y harde r an d 
. . . d o better. " 

Eva continues: 

I'm proud to be black and everything. But I know, I'm awar e of racist acts 
and racist things that are happening in the world. But I  use that as no ex-
cuse, you know I  feel as though I can succeed. .  . . That's no excuse being 
black. In fact , I  think that being black is good. I'm prou d to be black but 
you also gotta face reality and what's going on, you know. Black people are 
not really getting anywhere in life. But I know I will. . . . I just know I will. 
Well, I'm determined to. I mean if someone else up there who's hiring isn't 
willing to help, what can you do? You know? But it's not an excuse, but you 
gotta do—sometimes you gotta do what it takes to survive. 

Eva is both aware of the "reality" and refuses to be discouraged by it. Strik-
ingly, she identifies with her black community and distances herself from i t 
("black peopl e are not really getting anywhere in life. But I  know I  will"). 
She resist s bein g a  victim ("that' s n o excus e bein g black" ) bu t thi s resis -
tance lead s he r awa y from a  collective struggl e an d towar d a n individua l 
one. 

Similar belief s an d strategie s wer e hear d b y othe r girl s i n th e study . 
Shakira, a n Africa n America n student , says : " I don' t thin k abou t tha t 
[whether o r no t racis m o r sexis m wil l pos e a n obstacle] , I  don' t thin k 
about it' s a  black  thin g o r it' s a  whit e thin g .  . .  it' s nothing . I f yo u 
gonna ge t it , yo u gonn a ge t it . I f you'r e not , you'r e not . I  mean , yo u 
cannot blam e peopl e fo r wha t yo u don' t get. " Mar y als o condemn s th e 
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stance o f victi m whe n asked  whethe r o r no t sexis m wil l b e a n obstacl e 
for he r i n he r future : "No , I  won' t allo w i t t o happen . I'l l d o anythin g 
that I  hav e to . I f I  hav e t o g o throug h a  wall , I  will. " Thes e girl s hav e 
seemingly take n hol d o f popula r belief s abou t th e danger s o f bein g a 
victim an d th e benefit s o f individual effor t an d mad e the m integra l part s 
of thei r understandin g o f themselves , thei r struggles , an d thei r position s 
in th e world . 

Marie, a Dominican American student , tells  me: 

I'm Hispanic and you don't see—like all the Hispanics, all they [white people] 
think is, "Oh, they're pigs. They do this, they, you know, they did drugs." 
You know, like they have all these negative things. So—and a few doctors 
up there that are Hispanic, and I like that. So I want to—I mean out of a 
hundred you might find two that are Hispanic. So it's like I want to make 
it because of that. I want to show that we're worth more than that if we 
try. I want to be a model to these other kids, you know. 

Do you think  it's a fair society  or unfair? 
Unfair . . . I  don't know, it's fair and unfair. Unfair because there is a lot of 

discrimination and it's fair because you know you get a lot of opportunities 
to be whatever you want to be. 

Even being Hispanic you think you do? 
Yeah, you can if you want to. You can make it because you know you have the 

opportunity of becoming whatever you want. They give you the opportu-
nity to study, the opportunity to go to a decent college. But sometimes it's 
hard even though they give you an opportunity to do it, but it's hard. You 
have to face certain obstacles . . . sometimes you might get discriminated 
against in school. 

Marie expresses both th e culturally reinforced optimis m ("yo u ge t a  lot o f 
opportunities") an d the "realism, " as Eva called it ("al l they think is, 'Oh , 
they're pigs'"), which was typical of the youth in the study. While she sug-
gests that the structure of opportunity may be a bit more complicated tha n 
she has been taugh t t o believ e ("Bu t sometime s it' s hard .  . .  you hav e t o 
face certai n obstacles") , sh e believe s sh e ca n "mak e it. " Sh e i s intent o n 
challenging th e stereotype s o f her communit y an d i s determined t o giv e 
back to her community b y becoming a  role model . 

Jamal also wants to b e a role model : 
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What does it mean to you to be a black man in this society? 
Being a black man and not being on drugs, not in jail and going to college, 

it's like one of the chosen few. And then it feels like it's my duty as a black 
man to go to college and do as best for myself, you know, just to be like a 
role model because there's so many of us you know. . . . Statistics show 
that there's more black men in jail than in college, which shouldn't really 
be. So, you know, now I'm the chosen few. So I have a job, it's really like 
I'm the only one out of all those guys so this is just my chance and I'm 
going to do it. 

Knowing the particular difficultie s h e faces as a black man, Jamal is deter-
mined t o b e a  success and, in fact , feel s a  responsibility t o hi s communit y 
to be successful . 

Sonia speak s abou t challengin g th e stereotype s o f he r Puert o Rica n 
community: 

Because at school, you know, you talk about it [racism]. That's why I feel I 
always have an image to put up. Because I think, you know, a lot of people 
that have talked so bad about Spanish people. You know, that they get preg-
nant too soon. And it is true because a lot of Puerto Rican girls they have, 
you know, they've made people talk like that abou t them. .  . .  You know, 
"Oh, they get pregnant soon. They're all on welfare." And it is true .  . . and 
that's where I come in. It's like I don't want people to think that about me. 
'Cause you know I am gonna make it far, and I'm no t gonna let anything 
stop me. 'Cause if I do, then I'd get, "Oh look, what we all talked about was 
true." .  . . That's why, you know, I have this, I'm gonna go to college. I'm 
gonna graduate. I'm gonn a have a career set for myself and then I'l l think 
about making a family. 

Soma's affirmatio n o f racis t stereotype s ("they'v e mad e peopl e tal k lik e 
that abou t them .  . . and it is true") an d determination t o prove these be -
liefs false sugges t tha t she , like Eva and Jamal , uses these stereotype s a s a 
backdrop from which to differentiate herself . She will be different fro m he r 
"Spanish" peers. She will be, as Jamal says, among the "chose n few. " Thi s 
belief appears to strengthen her ambitions as well as the ambitions of many 
of her peers . 
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A Question o f Differenc e 

While asking the participants about thei r experiences of racism and sexism 
during the third-yea r interviews , it became clea r to me tha t we needed t o 
ask if they felt tha t bein g interviewed b y a person who was not necessaril y 
their sam e gende r o r from  th e sam e ethni c o r racia l grou p affecte d wha t 
they told us. 5 Although I  realized tha t th e adolescent s migh t find  i t diffi -
cult to be honest with us, I wanted to know how they would respond if we 
raised the question. I wanted to bring the race/ethnicity and gender of the 
interviewers into the conversation . 

I ask Albert, a  Puerto Rica n student : 

Given that I am a different ethnicity, that Vm a white woman interviewing you, 
do you feel like that has an impact on the interview?. . . I mean, do you think 
it would have been different had I been a Puerto Rican man interviewing 
you? 

No, it would be the same way, how I answered the question, same way like 
with you. 

Tou think so really? 
Yeah. 
Really? 
Yeah. 
And why  do you think that it wouldn't have made a difference? 
'Cause I, you know—it's we all the same human beings, there's nothing dif-

ferent even though we're white, black, Puerto Rican, you know. Still the 
same human beings. 

So you think—and if it had been in Spanish, you think it would have been— 
Yeah, the same way. 
The same way. I  mean, you would have expressed yourself probably a little differ-

ently I can imagine. 
Yeah, a little bit, but you know the same way I'm doing it now, you know, 

same way. 

Albert's insistence that race , ethnicity, gender , an d language do no t mak e 
a differenc e i n hi s interview , eve n whe n I  activel y encourag e hi m t o re -
spond differently , initiall y surprises me . What become s evident , however , 
is that my question about difference i s commonly interpreted b y the teen s 
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as a question abou t racism. Albert seems to believe that had he stated tha t 
my rac e o r ethnicit y "mad e a  difference, " h e woul d b e admittin g racis t 
feelings ("w e al l the same human beings , you know there's nothing differ -
ent").6 Admitting tha t differenc e make s a  difference i s a risky assertion i n 
a societ y tha t specificall y ignore s o r minimize s differenc e i n th e nam e o f 
racial, ethnic, and gende r harmony . 

Jamal, o f West India n parentage , say s in respons e t o Jamie' s questio n 
concerning whether or not Jamie's ethnicity or race (white) had any affec t 
on his interview: 

No. 
Hasn't effected the way you answer any of  the questions—you don't think? 
No. 
Why not? Do you think? 
Because I mean this society is not like all black. You know, everyday I work, I 

work with like all white people. All my teachers are mainly white. I have 
some white—one of my—at one point a white guy was m y best friend. 
'Cause we grew up from young. Something like, you know, just a guy 
being white doesn't mean really much to me. 

Sounding exasperated b y Jamie's question ("Becaus e I  mean this society is 
not lik e al l black") , Jama l appear s t o believ e tha t Jami e i s askin g hi m 
whether o r no t h e i s racist . H e respond s b y pointin g out , thoug h hesi -
tantly, tha t h e onc e ha d a  white bes t friend . Jama l suggest s tha t sinc e h e 
lives in a  world o f white people , being interviewed b y a white ma n coul d 
not possibl y mak e a  difference . Difference , onc e again , i s interprete d 
within a  framework  tha t does not allo w for difference—especially racia l o r 
ethnic difference . 

Samuel, an African American student, states that my race, ethnicity, and 
gender di d no t mak e a  difference fo r hi m i n hi s interview becaus e eithe r 
way "[I ] would hav e bee n a  stranger t o [him] " and , therefore , "i t woul d 
not hav e mattered. " Fo r Samuel , familiarit y i s the critica l facto r tha t de -
termines wha t h e communicate s t o me . Shakira , als o Africa n American , 
voices a similar belief: 

Helena interviewed you as  a white woman, and  I interviewed you as  a white 
woman. Do  you feel that the fact that  we are white influenced you in  any 
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way in terms  of  how you  are?  Like what  you tell  or what you decide  not to 
tell me? 

No, becaus e I  don't kno w you. You don't kno w me. Whether you was black 
or white or whatever, blue or purple. You don't kno w me still . You see my 
face, you go t my voice. Still don't kno w me .  . .  and whether you was a 
black woman, Spanish, whatever. Informatio n stil l the same . You still don' t 
know me. 

J mean you donyt think  the  fact that  if  I were  a black woman though —that there 
would be  some sort of more of a—you would feel more  at ease  to be more your-
self? 

No, regardles s I'm alway s myself. I could tal k to anyone . As long as I like you. 
I don' t lik e you, I  won't tal k to you. So , I don't lik e you i f I don't tal k t o 
you [laughs] . 

In a  matter-of-fact ton e o f voice, Shakira state s tha t m y lac k o f "knowing " 
her wa s th e importan t "difference " fo r her . Sh e directl y assert s tha t wha t 
she choose s t o shar e wit h m e i s firmly grounde d i n he r opinio n o f me a s a 
person irrespectiv e o f my rac e o r m y gender . Ev a agrees : 

How do  you feel like—I mean  if  I had been  a black woman, do  you think you 
would have been different in  any  sort of way? 

No, I  come of f a s i s to anyone . 
Tou really think that? 
Yeah. Anyone. Like I  told you before . You could b e a  president o r whatever . 

If I feel strongly abou t something , then I'l l com e straigh t out , and i f you 
don't lik e it, that's your business . .  . .  Like if you offended m e in any way, 
you know, I would just walk out. I  would say , "I'm sorry , but I  don't lik e 
the way—," I'd jus t walk out. Whether you were a  black woman o r a  white 
woman. 

Both Ev a an d Shakir a maintai n thei r identit y a s young wome n wh o freel y 
express thei r opinions . However , the y als o believ e tha t thei r persona l im -
pression o f me a s an individua l override s an y concern s o r belief s abou t m y 
race o r ethnicity . 

When I  aske d Tyron e i f bein g interviewe d b y a  white wome n affecte d 
his responses, he says : "Yeah, like I  said , I 'm no t prejudiced agains t no one , 
racist agains t n o one . I t woul d mak e n o difference . I  tal k t o yo u lik e I  tal k 
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to anyon e else . You know , excep t fo r lik e people i n my  ag e bracket , yo u 
know, I  tal k to the m differen t 'cause , you know , they don' t reall y under -
stand as well." While my race/ethnicity and gender did not appear to make 
a difference, m y age did and, by implication, my ability to understand him . 
For Gayle , the important facto r i n the interview was my gender : 

Do you think it's affected your interview at all to be interviewed by someone who 
is white? 

No. 
You don't think so. I mean, do you think in any way if I had been a black woman 

[Gayle is black] that wouldn't have sort of changed a little bit how— 
No. To me it doesn't matter what color you are. I don't—I wasn't brought 

up to not like white people or Hispanics or black people or whatever cul-
ture it is. I was not brought up that way 'cause I was around a mixture of 
people when I was growing up, so to me it doesn't matter. I don't think 
nothing of that. .  . . 

How about if I had been a man ? Do you think that would have made a differ-
ence? 

About the sex part, yes [giggles]. Other parts, no. 
So for you it made a difference that I was a woman? 
Yeah. 

As als o hear d i n Albert's , Jamal's , an d Tyrone' s interviews , Gayl e inter -
prets my question abou t race  as a question abou t racism.  The adolescent s 
appeared to believe what American society wants them to believe and what 
Ruth Frankenber g call s a  stanc e o f "colo r an d power-evasiveness": 7 rac e 
and ethnicit y ar e difference s tha t shoul d mak e n o difference . Gayl e says , 
however, that my gender i s a difference tha t made a  difference . 

Marie was the only one who stated , although quit e tentatively , that m y 
ethnicity made a  difference fo r her : 

Do you think that the fact that  I'm a  white woman—do you think it had an im-
pact on the interviews that you've done with me? Tou don't think so? So you 
think it would not have been different had I been an Hispanic woman ? The 
way, you know, the way you would be in interviews? 

No. Maybe it'd be like pretty more close because I could say, "Oh, where are 
you from," you know, like that. But that's all—that's about it. That's all. 
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Okay, so it may  feel a  little close  and also  possible you could speak Spanish? 
Mm-hmm. 
So that would  be  sort of a connection ? 
Yeah. 

Marie tell s me , with muc h encouragemen t o n m y part , tha t ha d I  bee n 
Hispanic she would have been able to connect with me in different ways — 
possibly feeling close r t o me . Remarkably , Mari e was the onl y adolescen t 
who gav e th e respons e I  ha d expecte d fro m al l o f the adolescent s i n th e 
study. 

Reflections 

As other studie s o f adolescent s o f colo r hav e found, 8 thi s stud y indicate s 
that adolescent boys of color are more likely to report personal experiences 
of racism o r discriminatio n tha n thei r femal e peers . Give n th e pervasive -
ness of racist stereotypes o f specifically urban , ethnic-minorit y adolescen t 
boys and th e consequen t apprehensio n man y adult s insid e an d outsid e o f 
their communities feel in response to them, these findings ar e not surpris -
ing. Stories abound amon g th e boy s in the hig h schoo l o f being harasse d 
walking to, from, an d in school b y police and securit y guards. They speak 
of being "eyed" suspiciously by salespeople when they walk into a store, or 
by passersby when they walk down the street. These adolescent boys know 
that most , if not all , of the suspicion an d harassmen t the y experience i s in 
response to thei r gender , skin color, and mos t likely their socia l class. The 
urban girl s of color reported fewe r direc t experiences of racism than boys . 
A reason fo r thi s finding may  li e with th e fac t tha t th e racis m tha t i s di-
rected agains t these girls may take subtler forms. The racism that pervade s 
girls' live s come s i n th e for m o f negativ e stereotype s (a s Soni a stated : 
"They get pregnant soon . They're al l on welfare"). These stereotypes may 
not lead to discrete incidents of racism such as police harassment, but they 
are a form of bigotry of which these girls are very much aware. Even if they 
claim tha t the y have never directly experienced discrimination , thes e girl s 
are actively responding t o these racis t stereotypes a s they aspire to b e suc-
cessful. 

The girl s and boy s were, however, equally likely not t o perceive sexis m 
as an obstacle for themselves or for their female peers . Sexism in the world 
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of adolescenc e ma y b e insidiou s an d difficul t t o "see. " Lik e racis m fo r 
urban, ethnic-minority girls, sexism may come in the form of pejorative be-
liefs abou t girl s and women tha t d o no t necessaril y resul t i n over t act s by 
shop owners , police officers , o r eve n teachers . Research ha s shown, how -
ever, that suc h degradin g belief s ofte n d o resul t i n over t act s of sexism i n 
the schools. 9 Yet girls and boy s may not interpre t particula r sexis t experi -
ences a s sexism pe r se . Sexual harassment , fo r example , experienced b y a 
majority o f school girls from al l socioeconomic level s across the country, 10 

may not b e interpreted a s sexism i f sexism is exclusively understood (a s i t 
appeared t o be in this study) as girls not bein g allowed the same opportu -
nities as boys. While girls and boys may be regularly affected b y sexism, the 
youth in this study did not believe , for the most part, that this concept had 
much relevance for thei r present o r future lives . 

Whether they perceived racism or sexism or both to be obstacles in their 
lives, th e majorit y o f th e teenager s believe d the y coul d overcom e o r 
"fight" the odds. They challenged stereotypes and wanted to prove to oth -
ers within an d outsid e o f thei r communitie s tha t the y coul d succee d de -
spite discrimination . Lik e the commo n stereotyp e o f the "invincibl e ado -
lescent," the adolescents in this study tended t o perceive themselves as in-
vulnerable when the y spoke abou t dealin g with racism and discriminatio n 
in their futures. 11 

When I  turned t o inquir e abou t th e rol e o f race/ethnicity an d gende r 
in the interview relationship itself , I did not expec t what I  found. I  bega n 
these interviews with the assumptions that the interviewers' ethnicity, race, 
and gender would make a difference i n the interviews. Although I  realized 
that a multitude of factors influence th e willingness of adolescents to speak 
openly with adults, I firmly believed that the racial, ethnic, and gender dif-
ferences an d similaritie s betwee n th e interviewee s an d th e interviewer s 
would have an impact—both positiv e and  negative—o n ou r discussions . I 
also expected, perhaps naively, that adolescent s would b e able to commu -
nicate to us  why an d how these factor s mad e a  difference. I  was surprise d 
to find  tha t acknowledgmen t o f racial/ethni c differences  fo r thes e teen s 
meant racism . Despit e ou r insisten t styl e of questioning, th e adolescents , 
for the most part , would no t budge . They stated resolutely that they were 
not racis t an d that , therefore , th e rac e o r ethnicit y o f the interviewe r di d 
not mak e a  difference . Som e adolescents , however , di d believ e tha t th e 
gender o f the interviewer made a  difference. The y also explained tha t ou r 
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age, understanding , familiarity , an d acceptanc e wer e mor e importan t for 
them tha n ou r race or ethnicity . 

It i s plausible tha t for som e of the adolescents , our race and ethnic dif-
ferences were differences tha t made little difference. Ye t it is likely that ou r 
white identitie s inhibite d the m fro m discussin g thei r rea l thought s an d 
feelings abou t when, where, and how race or ethnicity makes a difference . 
Clearly, adolescent s may  choos e no t t o honestl y expres s thei r thought s 
about race and ethnicity to those very people who represent the racist and 
oppressive cultures about which they are being asked to reflect. 12 Further -
more, the y wer e answerin g a  differen t questio n fro m wha t I  wa s askin g 
and, consequently, i t is unclear what thei r responses would have been ha d 
they understood my  interpretation o f the question . 

Listening to their responses, however, I  also found mysel f wondering if 
race, ethnicity, and gende r mad e mor e o f a  difference fo r m e in the inter -
views than fo r th e adolescents . Reflecting o n m y own processe s through -
out the three years of interviews, it became clear that the racial, ethnic, so-
cial class, age, and, with th e boys , gender difference s betwee n mysel f and 
the adolescent s mad e me , a t times , more cautious . At othe r times,  thes e 
differences mad e m e mor e aggressiv e i n my  questioning , probin g an d 
pushing mor e becaus e I  di d no t assum e tha t I  understoo d wha t the y 
meant. Wit h th e boys , in particular , I  aske d man y question s and , conse -
quently, ofte n hear d riche r an d mor e detaile d storie s fro m th e boy s tha n 
from th e girl s whose storie s were mor e familia r t o me . The racial , ethnic, 
social class, age, and gender differences le d me both to ask more question s 
and t o b e mor e hesitan t i n askin g certai n questions , particularl y thos e 
about race and ethnicity, than i f I had been interviewing teens with who m 
I shared simila r backgrounds o r gender . M y determination to  get th e ado -
lescents t o admi t tha t th e race , ethnicity , an d gende r o f th e interviewe r 
made a  difference ma y have been motivated mor e b y my desire to validate 
what I  believed—that thei r race , ethnicity, and gender (an d age and socia l 
class) made a difference for me —than b y a desire to discover what they be-
lieved. 

When I  engage d wit h th e adolescent s i n discussion s o f discriminatio n 
and difference , I  heard bot h tha t race/ethnicit y make s a  difference (the y 
experience racism regularly or expect to in the future) , an d does not mak e 
a differenc e (i n th e contex t o f th e interviews) . Lik e thei r discussion s o f 
their futures, the teens' perspectives on discrimination an d difference wer e 
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both from  th e margin s an d fro m th e inside . The y kne w abou t rampan t 
racism, and the y were deepl y optimisti c tha t the y would b e abl e t o over -
come such barriers . They were fully aware that race/ethnicity make s a dif-
ference, bu t the y di d no t wan t i t t o mak e a  difference. The y resiste d th e 
values o f mainstream cultur e whil e acceptin g the m wholeheartedly . Irre -
spective o f thes e tensions , however , th e teen s repeatedl y suggeste d tha t 
they ar e continuall y creatin g strategie s t o cop e a s effectivel y a s the y ca n 
with the very real challenges they confront . 



INDIVIDUAL LIVES 

Part II 

• •  •  • 

• • • • • • •  •  • 



I began this book with Malcolm's story, and will end it with Eva's. 
Like Malcolm's, Eva's story reveals some new patterns as well as those tha t 
have been discussed in earlier chapters. Rather than merely repeating these 
patterns, however, he r stor y contextualizes them . Eva' s interviews reveal , 
for example , how outspokennes s relate s t o havin g bes t friends , an d ho w 
optimism abou t her future intertwine s with her perceptions of discrimina-
tion. He r stor y als o demonstrate s ho w eac h o f thes e theme s ca n b e un -
derstood withi n th e large r contex t o f a n individual' s life . Whil e excerpt s 
from th e interviews were presented in each of the thematic chapters , they 
focused onl y on th e theme s bein g described . Eva' s and Malcolm' s storie s 
show us how these themes fit into full an d rich lives. Eva also discusses be-
liefs, values , an d attitude s tha t wer e no t theme s i n th e interviews . He r 
story, like Malcolm's, is unique and compelling. My primary goal in chap-
ter 10 , as it had bee n i n the chapte r o n Malcolm , i s not t o provide inter -
pretations (a s I  di d i n th e themati c chapters) , bu t t o presen t a  lif e i n 
progress ove r thre e years . Whil e w e ar e quic k t o interpre t o r not e th e 
themes i n th e data , we ofte n forge t t o slo w dow n an d simpl y liste n t o a 
story told b y a teenager. Her e i s Eva's story . 
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Eva's Stor y 

WITH HER HAIR pulled tight  int o a  barrette behin d he r head, Eva , 
a strikingly beautifu l blac k adolescen t gir l with clear , soft ski n and an ath -
letic body , walks into ou r interviewin g roo m i n th e sprin g o f her sopho -
more year. She is going to be interviewed for the first time by Helena. Un -
like man y o f he r peers , Ev a doe s no t appea r awkwar d o r nervou s a s sh e 
confidently collapse s int o th e chai r an d wait s fo r Helen a t o tur n o n th e 
tape recorder. 1 

Born in Trinidad, Eva has spent most of her life living with her aunt and 
uncle i n th e Unite d States . Sh e presentl y live s wit h he r mother , wh o 
moved to the United States from Trinida d a  few years ago. Eva explains to 
Helena that she only recently decided to move in with her mother becaus e 
she wanted t o ge t t o kno w he r younger sister s bette r (bot h o f whom liv e 
with he r mother dow n th e street) . She also thought tha t he r aun t was fa-
voring her own daughte r ove r Eva. Eva's father ha d move d t o the Unite d 
States when she was young, but at that time Eva chose to stay with her aunt 
and uncl e becaus e sh e didn' t fee l clos e enoug h t o he r fathe r t o liv e with 
him. Eva's father currentl y lives nearby and they see each other frequently . 
She ha s seven brother s an d sister s (tw o mor e siblings , one o f whom wa s 
her twi n sister , died when the y were babies) . She say s she ha s many half -
brothers and sisters ("so many , I don't know" ) becaus e her father ha s had 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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numerous girlfriends . He r mother isn' t steadily employed bu t occasionall y 
tailors clothes, and he r fathe r work s as a manager o f a local sandwich an d 
bakery shop. Eva says that sh e receives no financia l suppor t fro m he r par -
ents and works to earn al l her spending money . 

Eva's Sophomore Yea r 

Helena begin s her sophomore-yea r intervie w b y asking Eva about he r re -
lationship with her mother : 

How would you describe your relationship with your mother? 
Down the tubes, I don't get along with her at all. Not— nope—I don't get 

along with her. It's not that I haven't tried. I put my 50 percent in. We 
don't get along. 

Why not? 
I don't know. We just don't get along. She don't like me. I can't say I hate 

her, because I don't hate her. I just can't—I just don't like her. 

Her mother , Eva says, continually "picks" on her about her late hours an d 
her frequen t absence s fro m home . Ev a explain s tha t sh e an d he r mothe r 
argue s o much becaus e the y di d no t liv e together whe n sh e was younge r 
and, consequently , the y ar e just no w gettin g t o kno w eac h other . I n thi s 
brief assessment o f why she and he r mother d o no t ge t along , Eva reveals 
what wil l b e a  pattern throughou t al l o f he r interviews . Ev a consistentl y 
suggests tha t sh e understand s no t onl y th e nuance s o f he r relationships , 
but also the relational nature of her difficulties. Sh e is angry at her mothe r 
but blame s neither her mother nor herself for their problems. Instead, she 
understands their problems as a product of their past and current relation -
ship. 

She and her father , Ev a says, get along "great" : 

Like w e tal k abou t things . Like , you know , whe n I' m stayin g wit h m y 
mother and we're having conflicts and he always gets involved, because my 
mother makes him get involved. She would, like, say [to him], "You need to 
talk to her because when I talk to her, nuthin' gets through to her," . . . s o 
he tries to talk to me and when he talks to me we have an open mind. I lis-
ten to his side and he listens to mine. And the reasons I did whatever I did, 
you know, and I like that. 
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Eva appreciates the mutual respec t an d openness in her relationship wit h 
her father. Her father's respec t for her is revealed, she says, in his ability to 
admit to her when h e is wrong, which he r mother doe s not do. Eva does 
not fee l respected b y her mother : 

I believe in you give a little respect, you get some back. That's the problem 
these days in the world, grown-ups like they think children should respect 
them but they don't show any type of respect in return. What comes 
around goes around, no matter how old you are or how young you are. 
And my mother don't seem to understand that .  . . like she said, "Two 
grown-ups don't live under the same roof, so one got to go. That's it." 

So she said that  to  you about you ? 
Yeah. I'm going to go. 

While Ev a claims tha t sh e is planning t o leave her mother's house , whe n 
pressed by Helena she admits that she will probably not move out because 
she does not truly believe that her mother wants her to leave. She adds that 
her father would be angry with her if she left her mother's house: "My fa-
ther wa s like, Wher e yo u going? .  .  .  You're no t leaving , you'r e stayin g 
right there , you are not going away, ' so I stayed." Ev a has chosen no t to 
live with her father becaus e she enjoys he r sisters' and brothers' compan y 
at her mother's hous e an d thinks tha t she would b e lonely in her father' s 
"huge house. " Eva appears conflicted abou t but , nonetheless, committe d 
to living with her mother . 

Eva gets along with som e o f her brothers an d sisters. Her closest rela -
tionship i s with he r ten-year-old sister : "[It's ] th e goodes t relationshi p I 
ever ha d .  . .  she understands me. " Her twelve-year-ol d sister , sh e says, 
wants to "be like me .  . .  she plays basketball an d tries to do everything I 
do, ha s the same type of clothes and stuff." He r mother consider s Eva to 
be a bad influence o n her younger siste r because her sister gets suspende d 
from schoo l jus t a s frequentl y a s Ev a di d whe n sh e wa s younger . Sh e 
strongly resents being blamed for her sister's troubles . 

Tamara, Eva' s bes t friend , attend s th e same schoo l an d is in the sam e 
grade as Eva. She is her best friend "'[c]aus e when I'm having problems I 
talk to her, I go over her house, we cook foo d togethe r .  . .  and we do a 
lot of things together." Some of their shared activitie s include communit y 
service and going to a  local college Upwar d Boun d program . Ev a attrib-
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utes her success in school to her bes t friend's encouragement . He r friend -
ship with Tamar a remain s a n importan t relationshi p fo r Ev a throughou t 
her high schoo l years. 

Eva had a boyfriend a  few months ago with whom she broke up because 
he cheate d o n her . At first , sh e did no t wan t t o believ e her peers ' report s 
of her boyfriend' s infidelit y bu t graduall y cam e t o realiz e tha t the y wer e 
"speaking the truth." " I overlooked what people said; I trusted in him and 
I found th e truth, so trust really works, if you believe in it." Strikingly, Eva 
explains that her trust  in her boyfriend eventuall y led her to see that he was 
not tellin g the truth . 

Eva says she had se x with thi s ex-boyfriend becaus e " I love d him , an d 
at that time I  thought h e loved me, so I thought i t was right, so I did it. " 
Although sh e continued t o go out with him, she stopped having sex with 
him when sh e found ou t h e was lying to he r abou t "certai n things " (be -
fore sh e realized h e was also cheating). I  suspec t tha t Ev a may have diffi -
culties taking car e o f herself in her relationship s with boys . Although sh e 
ultimately ended this particular relationship, she did so only after repeate d 
experiences of her boyfriend's "lying " and "cheating" and after her friend s 
consistendy told her about hi s bad behavior . 

When Helen a querie s Ev a more o n th e topi c o f sex, Eva begins t o re -
veal her abilit y to speak her mind : 

What was it like for you to do it and then to stop? 
For me to stop? No, I don't think you should—that question should be asked 

because it's not as though I'm doing it like it's a job. If it's love, it hap-
pens, it just happens, it's not something you plan, like the theory about on 
your honeymoon, you're supposed to, you know, have sex or whatever. I 
don't believe in that, and I'm not going to follow that. 

Unlike her peers in the study who only conveyed their dislike of particular 
questions indirectly , Ev a directl y expresse s he r concer n wit h Helena' s 
question (although she attempts to soften th e critique by shifting fro m th e 
active to the passive voice). It becomes increasingly evident that Eva ofte n 
speaks he r min d no t onl y i n he r interviews , bu t als o i n he r relationship s 
with friends , family members , and, by her senior year, with her boyfriend . 
Eva is firm i n her views and in her refusal t o follow rule s and convention s 
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of behavior in which she does not believe ("I don' t believ e in that, and I' m 
not goin g to follow that") . 

Currently, she would lik e her friend Deshaw n t o b e her boyfriend , bu t 
she say s tha t the y d o no t wan t t o "rus h int o anything. " " I thin k that' s 
good becaus e yo u hav e t o b e friend s befor e yo u b e anythin g else. " Ev a 
sounds mor e intereste d i n having a  romantic relationshi p wit h Deshawn , 
however, than he is in having one with her: "He' s not my boyfriend, bu t I 
think of him as my boyfriend, bu t he's not." Eva considers her relationship 
with Deshawn th e most important relationshi p in her life : 

You say you look up to him. Why  is that? 
The way—he has this amazing way of going about things he's really into. For 

a teenager, you know, he doesn't let himself get into anything that he can't 
handle himself and he' s just so intelligent. He's real smart, and I like that 
in a guy. Like, you know, the things teenagers do, they get drunk and all 
that. He is a peer counselor, so, therefore, he's not into all that. And so 
that's why I admire him. 

Eva was one o f the fe w adolescents who identified peer s as the people fo r 
whom sh e holds th e greates t esteem . Sh e mention s he r particula r regar d 
and respect for a t least one o f her peers each year she is interviewed. 

Describing herself , Eva says: "I hav e a  lot o f potential, I'm ver y active, 
a lot of potential and I  know I'm smart . Smart and competitive—compet -
itive. And I'm very trusting—trusting and loyal, you know. I'm real , yeah." 
She likes herself and explicidy recognizes her strengths : 

I'm not like normal people. If you see a pencil—if you put this pencil on the 
table, you'll see a pencil and accept it. I'll go around and say, "Yeah, I see a 
pencil, but why is the pencil there and who put it there." Most people would 
just see a pencil: "So what, a pencil," like that. That's how I go about solv-
ing problems, too. You know, that's it. 

Eva is intensely proud of her curiosity and her ability to ask questions. Each 
year during her interview, she describes herself a s smart , competitive, an d 
curious about her world. Her pride in her curiosity was unique among th e 
adolescents. Eva considers asking questions an d trying to ge t beneat h th e 
surface a n essential part o f her approach t o the world . 
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She als o thinks i t i s good no t t o b e "normal " becaus e " I thin k i f I' m 
doing somethin g positiv e an d usin g tha t i n a  positiv e way , the n it' s 
good." 

Ton feel differentfrom other people? 
Very, 'cause it seems like most people today all want to do what other people 

want to do. I like stay to myself. If a whole bunch of friends said, "Yeah, 
we're going to the movies this weekend," and I really didn't want to go, I 
wouldn't just say, "Yeah, I'm going to be with them and not really enjoy 
myself." I would say, "No, I'm going to the library and reading up on my 
culture," you know And that's like, I just like to be like that. If I don't 
want to do something, I don't do it. I don't like to be pushed or pressured 
into doing anything. 

Distinguishing hersel f fro m he r peers , Ev a boast s o f he r nonconformin g 
behavior and of her independent mind . She resists peer pressure althoug h 
she doe s no t resist , a s evidenced i n he r discussio n o f her bes t frien d an d 
role model , bein g influence d b y th e attitudes , goals , an d action s o f he r 
close friends . 

When Helena ask s her about curren t drug or alcohol use, Eva says that 
while sh e has smoked cigarette s i n the past , she currentl y smoke s neithe r 
cigarettes nor marijuana an d only occasionally drinks alcohol : 

Why do you not drink alcohol more? 
'Cause great things are expected of me, not just from—I'm no t saying as fam-

ily-wise, because they don't really know what I'm capable of doing, be-
cause they never take the time to notice. But you know, I'm an athlete and 
your coach wants you to do it. When I did that [got drunk at a party], my 
coach and my teachers and my friends were really disappointed in me. And 
I was kind of disappointed at myself, but I think that one time because I 
was having a problem with something. Let me stress this, I didn't do it be-
cause my friends were doing it. Like I said before, if I say no, I mean no 
and no means no. I just did it just to do it. I stopped. 

Eva's confidenc e an d prid e i n he r independen t min d ar e eviden t i n thi s 
passage a s she trie s t o convinc e Helen a tha t sh e think s fo r herself . Whe n 
Helena ask s why sh e doe s no t us e drugs , she says , "If I  don' t lik e some -
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thing, I don't continue doing it." Eva repeatedly insists that she is not on e 
who follow s th e crowd . Sh e i s willing t o admi t he r ow n vulnerabilit y (" I 
was kind of disappointed a t myself... I  was having problems"), but is also 
adamant abou t bein g perceive d a s a n independent , strong , an d prou d 
young woman . 

Eva is getting B' s in schoo l i n her sophomor e year . She believe s she is 
capable of higher grades because "school is easy if you put your mind to it. 
The work, it's not hard , but , I  play around a  lot. I  may sound serious , but 
I stil l have fun, hangin g aroun d a  lot." Ev a was doing considerabl y wors e 
in middle school and in her freshman yea r in high school. She began to d o 
well whe n sh e too k u p basketball . I n fact , sh e says , th e require d grad e 
point average to play basketball is what first motivated her to do well. As a 
result of basketball, she eventually made the honor roll : 

The team always competes for honor roll. Me and my friend Tamara, we al-
ways competed: "O h I  be t you wil l ge t th e hono r roll, " or , "I'l l ge t th e 
honor roll this term and you won't." You know, betting on it and things like 
that. I know it sounds nutty, but we do it. 

Notably, Ev a seeks to exce l in schoo l no t onl y becaus e i t i s demanded o f 
her bu t als o because her friend challenges  her. 

Since she entered high school , Eva has begun looking a t education in a 
different way : 

What do you mean when you say you look at education in a different way? 
Before, you just go to school to get out of your parents' way, get a little free 

time, and now, now I love school now. But I hated school [in middle 
school]. Now I love school, and if we have a school vacation, I'll drive by 
the school— 

Really?— 
—like once a week. 
What is it that you love about school? 
Maybe it's because of my friends, even though I can still see them, but my 

friends, and the teachers are good. It's not that hard. I think it's not hard. 

Since Ev a receive s a  grea t dea l o f suppor t (fro m coaches , teachers , an d 
friends) a t he r schoo l an d i s doing wel l a s a  student an d a s an athlete , i t 
should no t b e surprisin g tha t sh e "loves " school . I  a m nonetheles s sur -
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prised at her absolute and unequivocal affirmation o f her school—the same 
one tha t I  perceive having so many problems. 

Do you think that how you do  as a student will have an effect on your future 
life? 

Of course. Yeah, if I work now and in my college years and do what I have to 
do, then later on in life I won't have to struggle and work so hard. I can 
just relax, you know. Be, not wealthy, because I don't think money— 
money's not important, but I'm saying, it's inside the head, understanding 
things. So if I work now and do what I have to do, like they say, like your 
mother says, "You do your chores, and then you get to go out." You 
know, do it, get it over with, and life is easy, you relax. You won't have to 
be thinking about retirement when you're eighty, you can be thinking 
about retirement when you're younger. 

Although Eva describes her family as "very poor," she does not place much 
value on th e accumulation o f wealth. She has a larger vision about her fu -
ture, whic h include s gettin g a n education , learning , an d workin g hard . 
Like so many adolescents in this study, Eva believes that working hard early 
in her lif e wil l inevitably reap positive outcomes , bu t he r persona l twis t is 
that knowledge count s abov e all . "Understanding things, " working hard , 
and "relaxing " are her future goals . 

Eva would like to attend a  predominantly black  college and, after grad -
uation, become a n actress and an owner o f a clothing boutique : 

When you think about the future, what  do you think of? 
Me. [Laughs. ] I think of me, an d my friend Tamara , my best friend Tamara, 

owning a business right next to one another—right next to one another 
and competing like we always plan. I'll have a store right here and she'll 
have a store right there. I think she's going to have a hair dressing store, 
while I have a fashion store, and after work we'll go and work out and then 
go take our acting class, like that. 

What is it about competing? 
Me and her, I don't know, I like it. 
What do you like about it? 
The satisfaction, I  don't know. I just like it, not winning or losing, well, I do 

like to win. I try my hardest to win, but you know, I don't take losing as 
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hard as most people do. I just see it as an opportunity to get better and try 
to catch up to that person that beat you. [Laughs.] 

As we have heard before, Eva enjoys competing with others, especially with 
her bes t friend , Tamara , wit h who m sh e imagine s a  lively an d intercon -
nected future . Competin g i s not onl y a  source o f enjoyment fo r he r now , 
but is a key element in her image of her future. Fo r Eva, competition doe s 
not exclude cooperation, encouragement , o r affection . 

When aske d wha t sh e hope s fo r i n th e future , Ev a says : "I' m no t s o 
much a s into lookin g fo r marriag e o r anything . I  wan t t o b e a  workin g 
woman. And later on in the future I  hope to have one child, maybe two, a 
boy and a  girl." While i t is not clea r how Eva understands th e associatio n 
between marriage and working, it is clear that marriage is neither a primary 
nor a  particularly attractiv e goa l fo r he r an d i s not linke d t o havin g chil -
dren. The girls in the study typically conveyed such beliefs: they wanted t o 
have childre n bu t wer e ambivalen t abou t gettin g married . Marriag e wa s 
perceived a s risky and potentially confining , wherea s rearing childre n wa s 
typically considered joyous for the most part. Their beliefs about marriag e 
were most likely a reflection o f those held by their mothers, many of whom 
were single and raising children o n thei r own . 

When Helen a ask s about an y possible fears or apprehensions abou t th e 
future, Ev a says: 

The future, yeah. I think a lot [about my fears of the future] during class. I'm 
thinking about that, about all the killings and bad things and I'm afrai d 
that, you know, all these young kids not knowing what they're able to do. 
Their lives being taken away. I think about all that gang violence down 
here, the drugs. 

So you are afraid of those things, what those things can do? 
I'm not really afraid of it, because I think if you know about something, you 

can't really—you can't be afraid of it. I'm not afraid o f it, like drugs, I'm 
not afraid of drugs. Drugs can't do nuthin' to me. Only I can do some-
thing to me, you know. And guns, guns don't kill people, people kill peo-
ple, so I'm really thinking about the people. 

By reframing Helena' s question s ("What  those  things  can  do.  .  . .  Drug s 
can't do nuthin' to me. Only /can d o .  . ."), Eva suggests, once again, the 
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importance o f individual responsibility. She believes she is entirely respon -
sible for wha t she does to her body . Her emphasi s on independen t think -
ing and action , heard repeatedly among he r peers when the y spoke abou t 
their futures , school , and th e issu e of discrimination, underscore s th e ex -
tent t o whic h sh e ha s bee n influence d b y mainstream value s an d th e ad -
vertising that promotes them ("gun s don' t kill . .  ."). 

Eva, however, is also deeply embedded i n her relationships : 

What makes your life worth living? 
I'm happy that I'm living because my grandmother, I love her dearly. There's 

Tamara, my little brothers and sister, even though I am going to say this, 
because it's true, even though I try to deny it, but I know deep down, I do 
love my mother, Deshawn, all my friends, my father, really. 

Eva expresses her feelings o f love even for thos e with whom sh e is in con -
stant conflict. Although she believes that her friends and her coach suppor t 
her mor e tha n he r famil y ("family-wis e .  .  .  they don' t reall y know wha t 
I'm capabl e of doing because they never take the time to notice"), Eva has 
strong attachments t o her family . 

In this sophomore-year interview, Eva appears self-confident, highl y ar-
ticulate, critical , intellectually independent , an d deepl y connecte d t o he r 
peers. She believe s tha t sh e will accomplish wha t sh e wants i n th e future . 
Each year , most o f these theme s becom e stronge r an d mor e pronounce d 
for Ev a (although he r self-confidence seem s to decrease slighdy in her ju-
nior year). While listening to her, it remains unclear for me how Eva is able 
to hol d a  job durin g th e summer , participat e i n sports , ge t goo d grades , 
and hav e numerou s friend s whe n sh e experience s littl e suppor t fro m he r 
mother a t home . He r admissio n tha t sh e loves  her mothe r "dee p down " 
even though sh e does not "lik e her" lead s me t o suspec t tha t he r mothe r 
may provide mor e suppor t tha n sh e is willing to admit . He r peers , teach-
ers, an d coaches , however , ma y als o furnis h he r wit h enoug h suppor t t o 
thrive even with her difficulties a t home. 

Eva's Junio r Yea r 

This year, Eva starts off the interview with Helena saying that although she 
still lives with her mother, she "really" has three homes—her mother's , her 



Eva's Story I  23 7 

father's, an d her aun t an d uncle's : "Whe n I' m havin g problem s a t one 
place, I just go to the other house. " Most o f the time , however, Eva lives 
with her mother. 

When aske d wha t change s hav e occurre d wit h he r mothe r sinc e las t 
year, Eva says she is more independent this year because her "mother trust s 
[her] more." However, when Helena asks her directly to describe their re-
lationship, Eva tells a slighdy different story : 

Same as it was before. .  . . You know, I go home, do my homework. Go in my 
room. Then leave. 

And then  leave? Where do you go? 
To the park or to the library. Nothing bad. But she always thinks I'm going 

out somewhere bad or hanging out on the street. 

Although, accordin g t o Eva , her relationshi p wit h he r mothe r ha s im-
proved sinc e las t year, there i s "still not much said " nor is there evidenc e 
of increased trust between her and her mother. The source of her mother' s 
mistrust is unclear throughou t he r interviews. 

Eva says she still has a good relationship with her father becaus e she be-
lieves that he "understands" her more than her mother. 

My mother always thinks that I'm doing bad stuff. My father doesn' t think 
that. You know, I bring [athletic] trophies and stuff home and I show 'em 
to my mother, and she just looks at them, "Oh, yeah." And if I show my fa-
ther he'd be like, "Oh, that's good." He starts encouraging me to do better 
and stuff. 

It become s mor e eviden t i n thi s junior-yea r intervie w tha t Ev a receive s 
consistent suppor t no t only fro m friends , teachers , and coaches, but also 
from he r father . He r resilience an d self-confidence ar e clearly a  result, a t 
least in part, of this strong suppor t network . Peopl e ar e drawn to her and 
want to  encourage and support her because, perhaps, she is successful and 
determined. I n turn, she is able to flourish. 

Eva report s "okay " relationship s wit h he r siblings , particularl y he r 
older siste r an d he r eleven-year-ol d sister . Th e onl y siblin g wit h who m 
she actively struggles is her fourteen-year-old sister . Their difficulties ste m 
from he r sister's borrowin g habit s and her "lack of respect" fo r Eva's be-
longings. Eva tries to complain to her mother bu t to no avail; indeed, she 
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says, she rarely feels supporte d b y her mother when she is angry with her 
sisters. 

Eva, once again, states that her friend Tamar a is not only her best frien d 
but als o th e perso n who m sh e mos t admire s (alon g wit h Langsto n 
Hughes). She credits Tamara entirely for her self-confidence an d improved 
school performance thi s year: 

Is there anyone in your life that you're looking up to? 
That I look up to? Yeah, my best friend, Tamara. I've always looked up to her 

and then, there's like I'm interested in poetry. I write a lot of poetry. And I 
like a lot of black poets, like Langston Hughes. Like in my freshman year , I 
used to be like an average student—a "C" student. And then I felt good 
about myself. I don't know, I think I got it from my friend Tamara. She 
encouraged me. And like this year I'm doing real good. And getting hon-
ors and stuff. I don't know, I think it was really her . . . [Tamara] would al-
ways compete with me like, you know, "Oh, I bet you can't do it." It was-
n't in the negative stuff. Like she used be like, "I bet you can't get the 
honor roll before I do." And we used to be bad, okay, like in my freshman 
year, we used to get C's and D's and F's and always be missing school and 
all that. And all of a sudden, she's all like, "Yeah, forget that . We better 
start doing this instead of playing around." 

The encouragement , competition , an d inspiratio n fro m Tamara , who m 
she identifie s alon g wit h anothe r clos e friend , Caroline , a s her most im-
portant relationships , make s Ev a feel "goo d abou t [herself] " an d moti -
vates her to work hard in school. Discussions of best friends, or even same-
aged peers , being role model s and most  important relationship s were rar e 
among the adolescents in the study. Role models were typically either un-
known figures  i n th e medi a o r adul t relatives , an d most  important rela -
tionships wer e typicall y mothers . Th e lack o f support Ev a experiences a t 
home may be one reason why her friends fill such roles. 

Eva believes that she and her best friend, Tamara , are both "ver y ope n 
and have high goals " for themselves. She appreciates tha t she and Tamara 
are s o ambitious an d very committe d t o school . (Wit h clea r pride i n her 
voice, Eva tells Helena tha t she missed no more tha n two days out of the 
entire schoo l year.) She also likes the fact tha t her friend i s not "normal" : 
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"If you really talk to her and understand her , she's just not normal . And I 
don't lik e to be normal either . I  like to b e different. " 

Eva sees herself as "mor e different, " however , than he r friend: 

The way we go about solving problems. Like if you see something here. Let's 
say a glass was broken on this table: she would look at it and she'd be like, 
"Oh, so what. A glass is broken." Whereas, as I would look at it and I'd be 
like, "Why is it broken? What happened to make this glass break." Or you 
know the reasons for that. She's like, "It's just a broken glass. Dag, leave it 
alone. Sweep it up. Throw it away." And I would look into why it got bro-
ken, who broke it, and why they touched it. Oh, like that. 

In anothe r intriguin g descriptio n abou t he r approac h t o life , Ev a use s a 
metaphor of a broken glass to describe her active curiosity. Like a detective 
or a scientist, Eva is not satisfied wit h simply seeing something and ignor -
ing or removing i t ("sweepin g i t up"). She wants to ge t t o th e source , t o 
know th e fact s behin d a n event . As I  com e t o kno w Ev a fro m ou r inter -
views, I begin to share her appreciation o f her "different " wa y of thinking 
and behaving . 

Eva's friendship with Tamara, she says, has "matured" over the past few 
years. When sh e an d he r frien d fough t las t year, they would retrea t fro m 
each othe r an d thin k " I don' t nee d that . I  don' t nee d n o friends. " 
Presendy, however, they work i t out together , staying up late at night dis-
cussing the reasons for their fights.  Like many of her female peers , Eva has 
come to believ e tha t disagreement s ar e not threatenin g t o her friendship s 
but a  regular par t o f them. Furthe r o n i n th e interview , Ev a has a  similar 
discussion abou t arguin g with her family members : 

You know, you always argue with your family but that don't mean you don't 
care about them. So, it's always, you gotta have disagreements in a rela-
tionship, happiness comes along with it. But in order to have happiness, 
you also have to have a quarrel. 

Okay, why  do you think that? 
'Cause just like good and bad. You couldn't have a good unless you started 

out with bad. You know what I'm saying? There has to be—sometimes I 
think, how can you say something is good if you don't have nothing to 
compare it with? 
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Eva i s aware o f th e necessit y fo r contrastin g condition s tha t thro w bot h 
light an d shado w o n he r feelings . Sh e suggest s tha t sh e i s constantl y 
"looking a t a  piece o f glass " an d reflectin g o n wh y it' s ther e i n th e firs t 
place ("yo u couldn' t hav e a  goo d unles s yo u starte d ou t wit h bad") . 
She investigate s th e natur e o f interpersona l relationship s i n th e sam e 
manner sh e use s t o describ e he r inquirie s abou t a  penci l o r a  piec e o f 
glass. 

Eva says she has no group of friends a t her school because she does no t 
like most of the students : 

What about them do you not like? 
They act stupid [laughs] . Well, that's my opinion. I just don't want to get 

around them. 'Cause they act fake. 
What do you mean ? 
Like one minute they'll be like, "Oh, how are you doing?" and next with their 

friends they don't know you or anything. I don't like people like that. 

Believing he r peer s wil l betra y her , Ev a choose s t o sta y away from them . 
Nevertheless, Eva has had close and supportive friendship s wit h girl s each 
year of her interviews. Similar to man y of the girl s discussed in chapter 5 , 
Eva's wariness of other girl s does not lead her to avoid intimacy with al l of 
her female peers . 

Eva has no boyfrien d thi s year. The bo y she was interested i n last year , 
Deshawn, distanced himsel f from he r and she seems hurt b y his behavior . 
Being hurt , however , i s not a  factor i n Eva' s explanation o f why she doe s 
not have a boyfriend : 

I'm not looking for no relationship. That's just a pain in the neck. 
What makes it a pain in the neck, do you think? 
[Sighs.] Having to worry about, "Oh, I'm going to be all lost and caught 

up." And sometimes they may try to say that, you know, they're helping 
you or whatever. But I think they just keep you from doing what you really 
want to do cause you're young and you should keep your mind straight on 
what you really have to do. It's like, you know, okay, let's say . . . I'm on a 
diet, right, and my mother .  . . makes a salad. With all these, you know, so 
I can eat because I'm on a diet. And then a boyfriend i s like an ice cream 
sundae right there, you know It' s just tempting you to mess up your diet 
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process so I'd just be like no, if you have the willpower to say no, it's bet-
ter. 

Echoing a  theme hear d amon g severa l o f the girl s about th e risk s of mar-
riage and of men, Eva likens having a boyfriend t o cheating on a diet. Eva's 
pursuit i s no t fo r a  relationshi p wit h a  boy , bu t fo r disciplin e an d th e 
achievement o f her ambitions . He r lac k o f interest i n havin g a  boyfrien d 
may also stem, however, from Deshawn' s rejecting behavior . 

Regarding sex , Eva says she doe s not believ e anybod y shoul d hav e sex 
until the relationship has lasted longer than a  year: 

'Cause when a person really really knows how you feel, it's hard for them to 
hurt you 'cause they know your mother. It's like if you had a boyfriend, and 
he was always coming over meeting your mother, eating dinner with your 
mother, with your parents or going over to his parents, it's hard for him to 
hurt you 'cause he knows a part of you that nobody else really knows. .  . . 
But if it's just oh leave school, go over his house, have sex and all that. He 
don't really know nothing about you. He can just do anything to you and 
he don't care 'cause he don't know you. 

In respons e t o a  question abou t sex , Ev a speak s abou t he r strategie s fo r 
preventing boy s from hurtin g her . Las t year, Helena's questio n abou t se x 
provoked a  discussion o f the danger s o f disease an d pregnancy . Thi s year 
sexual intimacy involves the possibilit y o f hurt an d abandonment . A s she 
describes boyfriends ' "keep[ing ] yo u fro m doin g wha t yo u want " an d 
boyfriends' hurtin g "you, " Eva sounds more vulnerable thi s year. 

When aske d abou t he r desir e t o hav e children , Eva says that sh e want s 
to be financially stable before sh e has a child so that she could take care of 
her child by herself or help her husband tak e care of their child . She is de-
termined no t t o hav e to depen d financially  o n anyon e i n th e future . Lik e 
several o f the girl s who value d thei r mothers ' independence , Ev a greatl y 
values her own autonomy an d wants to retain i t when sh e has a child. Eva 
and her female peer s commonly tol d u s that the y have learned fro m thei r 
mothers, aunts , sisters , and  father s no t t o wai t fo r a  man t o tak e car e o f 
them, and they are uniformly determine d t o follow suc h advice . 

When aske d t o describ e herself , Ev a say s sh e i s "goofy , goofy , goofy , 
very goofy . . . I  like to laug h a  lot. Anything  else?  No, just goofy. " Eva' s 
self-description ha s change d fro m las t year when sh e sai d sh e was smart , 
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trusting, loyal , an d ful l o f "potential. " Thi s yea r sh e describe s hersel f a s 
"goofy." Ther e is a self-consciousness abou t Eva this year that was not ev-
ident in her previous interview : 

What do you like about yourself? 
Uh, I don't know. I don't know. Hmmm. I don't know. [Pause.] I don't 

know There's something but I can't think about it. Oh, what do I like 
about myself? That I can cook. Yeah. 

What don't you like about yourself? 
Uh, I eat too much. I don't know. I haven't thought about that. I don't think 

about myself that much. 

In a  dramatic shif t from  las t year, Eva i s not onl y reluctan t t o tal k abou t 
herself but in fact i s hard pressed to remember what she appreciates abou t 
herself. When asked  what she does not like , Eva responds impulsively tha t 
she eats too much, effectively underminin g what she has just said she likes 
about herself. In an unusual wave of awkwardness, Eva claims not to thin k 
about hersel f very often . 

At another point in her interview, however, Eva sounds more confident : 

Somehow, I just learn real fast. I don't know how. But it's like anything I do, 
I learn it real fast. Like, I didn't know nothing about softball. I  didn't 
know nothing about basketball or volleyball. Somehow I just learned it. I 
didn't go to, you know how they have the camp in eighth grade? I didn't 
go to none of them. And I became good. I'm not trying to brag or noth-
ing 

No, that's okay. 
I became good. And I don't even practice [over the summer] and I'm really 

good. 

Expressing pride in her intellectual and athletic abilities, Eva adds that sh e 
enjoys and is good a t writing poetry. She writes poetry about "love, " "th e 
environment," an d about "thing s that go wrong" and has successfully en -
couraged he r friend s t o begi n writin g poetry . Unlik e las t year , however , 
Eva's response s betra y a  self-conscious not e ("I' m no t tryin g t o bra g o r 
anything"). 



Eva's Story I  24 3 

During the drug-and-alcohol-use sectio n of the interview protocol, Eva 
admits to smoking cigarettes occasionally but not too often becaus e of her 
involvement in sports. She says she no longer drinks unless there i s a cele-
bration, an d sh e ha s not trie d an y illegal drug s becaus e sh e i s afraid the y 
would "mes s up her system." She has not an d doe s not anticipat e gettin g 
involved i n an y othe r risk y activitie s suc h a s stealing o r sellin g drug s be -
cause she feels "to o good" abou t hersel f to allow it: 

I don't like stealing 'cause I see where, it don't pay to steal. . .. I  can't stand 
stealing. I think it was like three weeks ago, me and Tamara went to the 
store and she met this boy that she knew, I think, like a long, long time 
ago. I was with Tamara just walking around in town, and he was all like, 
"Yeah, let's go to this place." We thought he was going shopping or what-
ever. And he goes in the store and steals a hat and I was like, "Tamara, why 
is he stealing a hat?" And she was like, "I don't know, I don't know." And 
we left, we didn't leave him, but we went outside the door 'cause we did-
n't want nothing to do with this. And when he got out, he was all brag-
gin', "Yeah, I got one of these, and another one." He had stole a whole 
bunch of them. I was like [thinking], "Oh man, that's foul. .  . . He was 
just using us as a cover." 

Did you tell him that when he was there? 
I just rolled my eyes at him. I wouldn't disrespect him 'cause I don't know 

him, but he got the sign that, you know. 
You didn't like that? 
Yeah, that I didn't like that. 

Angry a t this boy's behavior , Eva chooses to conve y her disapprova l non -
verbally. A certain ambivalenc e i s suggested, however , when Ev a choose s 
to leave the stor e bu t wai t fo r th e bo y outside . Give n her pride i n havin g 
an independent min d and being outspoken, her reaction to this boy is not 
what I  would hav e anticipated . Ev a indicates tha t he r lac k o f "knowing " 
him caused her to silence herself ("I wouldn' t disrespec t him"). However , 
Eva's silence, like that of many of her female peers , may stem from th e fac t 
that the person who angered he r was male. While Eva suggests that she is 
forthright i n many of her relationships, she does not seem outspoken wit h 
boys until her senior year. 
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Eva i s on th e hono r rol l th roughou t he r entir e junior yea r an d say s tha t 
she doe s wel l becaus e sh e "cares " abou t he r grades : 

What do you think  changed it for you? Why did it  become  important? 
I don' t know . It' s just like you wake up one day and find  tha t you're alive . 

Like you reall y know what you're aliv e for. Waking—waking u p in th e 
morning, like, "Huh," al l happy. I don't know . I  just woke up and starte d 
doing work. Seeing how hard i t is out there . 

Eva explain s tha t eve n thoug h sh e i s doing wel l now , sh e understand s tha t 
there i s always a  risk o f a  downturn : 

You can change like that. I f you really want to do it , it's just like that. I f you 
want to be good, bad . But it's easier to be bad than t o be good . 

What do you mean  by that? 
'Cause ba d stuf f ha s alway s surrounded you . And yo u hav e t o reall y b e 

strong. 

Although sh e is immersed i n a  world o f "bad stuff, " Ev a seems to have nav -
igated aroun d man y o f these obstacles . She recognizes th e eas e with whic h 
one ca n tur n fro m goo d t o ba d bu t ultimatel y consider s suc h a  chang e 
under he r contro l ("Yo u ca n chang e lik e that . I f you reall y want t o d o i t" ) . 

Eva want s t o g o t o college , bu t i s particularl y anxiou s thi s yea r abou t 
her chance s o f getting in : 

Why is it you feel that you wouldn't get in? 
I don' t know . It' s just hard, people nowadays , like you see people all , um, like 

me, I  see all the kids . Like when I  was a freshman an d they was a senior 
here, they used to b e like, "Yeah, college, college. This and that. " As soon 
as they got out , they didn't g o nowhere. I  see them righ t on th e streets . 
I'd b e like, "You ain't started college yet?" "No, not yet . Not yet. " So it' s 
like I feel the same way. I'm probabl y just saying that now. Like, "Yeah, 
college this and that, " an d when the time  come , I'll b e all , "I don' t know , 
I won't g o to college." . . . I  don't know . 

Tou seem so motivated in  so many ways. But  you feel like it'll be  hard to  follow 
through with it? 
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Like doing the work, no, I could do the work. I could do anything, any work. 
I mean I like things that challenge me. 

So what will you do if you don't go to college? 
Go to college. There's no way I'm not going to college. I'm just scared. 

There's no possible way that I would not go to college. 

The openin g o f thi s passag e contain s on e o f th e fe w moment s i n Eva' s 
interview i n whic h sh e voices  insecurit y abou t he r abilit y t o d o wha t 
she want s i n he r future . Eva' s reflection s o n wha t ha s happene d t o he r 
peers throw s he r futur e plan s int o question . Yet , whe n Helen a pushe s 
her t o contemplat e th e consequenc e o f no t followin g he r plans , sh e re -
sists an d regain s he r earlie r confidenc e ("there' s n o possibl e wa y .  .  ."). 
Her confidence , however , doe s no t see m a s stabl e a s i t wa s i n he r ear -
lier interview . 

Later in the interview, Eva suggests once again an insecure stance : 

How does it make you feel when you think about the future7. 
Nauseous [laughs]. I don't know. You could say I'm scared. 
What makes you scared? 
And you know, I'm scared, but I'm excited. .  . . 
What do you see happening in your future? 
All I see is education. I like to write, but I don't think I'm gonna make it as a 

writer. I think my profession would be teaching. And also as a second pro-
fession, maybe nursing. But then I think about it, why be a nurse when 
you could be a doctor? But I don't want to work that hard. 

Do you have any particular hopes for the future? 
Yeah, I hope—I hope I live to see the future. That's one. 
Do you have doubts about that? 
I don't know, I'm not in any danger, but you know how things happen. 

You're never too sure of anything. 

Eva repeats the hopes that she has mentioned before , bu t also , for the first 
time, hopes to "see the future." This response offers a  new angle in her dis-
cussions o f the future . Althoug h Ev a mentioned earlie r tha t sh e does no t 
feel threatened a s long as she stays in her own neighborhood, she suggests 
here tha t he r lif e i s always a t risk , regardless o f her precautions . Sh e feel s 
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hopeful abou t he r futur e bu t i s also acutely mindful o f the unpredictabil -
ity and possibility of death. 

When Ev a is asked what makes her life worth living this year, she says: 

Life itself [laughs]. I'm just thankful fo r living. You're living and you get to 
see another day. You get one more day to be with the people you love and 
care about. Living isn't a s bad as they make it, if you have morals. If you 
don't, like some kids just get up, get dressed with an Uzi in their pocket, and 
go to school. Other people get up, look at the flowers, look at the trees, look 
at the birds, you know, and be thankful fo r what they have. 

While her reference t o "flowers, " "trees, " and "birds" seems a bit pat, Eva 
appears genuin e i n he r response . He r statement s abou t Uzi s an d "livin g 
isn't a s bad a s they make it " sugges t tha t sh e is aware of the violence an d 
hopelessness around her, but she resists this hopelessness, as do most of her 
peers in the study , with optimism an d enduring belief s and "morals. " 

Overall, Eva seems less self-confident thi s year than last . She question s 
her ability to get into college, struggles to tell Helena what she likes about 
herself, and answer s with les s elaboration tha n i n th e previou s year . Eve n 
though he r grades have improved and she remains a confident athlet e an d 
poet, these achievement s no longer translate into the complet e self-assur -
ance and verve she displayed in her sophomore year . Her lac k of self-con -
fidence may  lie, at least in part, with Deshawn' s recen t rejection o f her. I t 
may also lie with her growing understanding of potential obstacles and the 
unpredictability o f he r future . He r confidence , however , al l bu t full y 
reemerges in her senior-year interview . 

Eva's Senior Year 

In Eva' s senior year I  am her interviewer . Lik e Malcolm, Eva seems com -
fortable wit h the change . I  mee t with Ev a in the smal l interviewing roo m 
used i n al l three year s o f the study . Wearing bagg y pants , a  long-sleeve d 
blouse, gold hoops in her ears, and with her hair pulled back in a ponytail, 
Eva sits and looks directly at me waiting for my  first question. Sh e exude s 
energy an d self-confidenc e an d appear s comfortable , eve n excited , abou t 
being interviewed . Havin g hear d abou t he r repeatedl y fro m man y o f th e 
teachers an d students , I  a m alread y wel l awar e tha t sh e i s popular i n thi s 
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school. A s I  watc h her , I  realiz e tha t I  a m feelin g awkwar d an d nervous . 
Her confidenc e an d energ y remind m e o f how littl e confidence I  had a t he r 
age. I  wan t thi s intervie w t o g o well . I  loo k dow n a t m y lis t o f question s 
and begin . 

We star t th e intervie w b y discussing th e change s i n he r lif e ove r th e pas t 
year. I n th e sprin g o f he r senio r year , Ev a wa s accepte d an d receive d a 
scholarship t o th e colleg e o f he r choice . Sh e wil l star t colleg e i n th e fall , 
and a t th e time  o f th e intervie w sh e i s preparing t o mov e int o th e dorms . 
She i s happ y bu t believe s tha t sh e wil l mis s th e "huge " bedroo m i n he r 
mother 's house . Wit h a  sig h o f relief , sh e remark s tha t he r dor m i s only a 
short trai n rid e fro m home . 

Eva tells me tha t her relationship with he r mother ha s not changed : "W e 
don ' t ge t alon g a t all. " 

There's no communication whatsoever . . . . I  was happy and really thrilled 
'cause I  got accepted [int o college] . And I  wanted t o share that with her . 
And she was like, "I don' t care. " You know, she's not reall y motivate d 
about m e going to school , but it' s what I  want t o do so . 

Why do you think she's  not motivated? 
I don't know . Maybe 'cause—al l right,  firs t o f all , a  mother doesn' t want he r 

daughter leaving home a t a  young age . Well, you know, I'm youn g an d 
everything. Bu t I  don't thin k that' s it . I  think that , I  don' t know , with m y 
brother, it' s like, she brags to her friends abou t him , but with me , she just 
thinks the worst o f me. .  . .  Now, I'm th e one bringin g home trophies , re-
port cards , good repor t cards . Accepting scholarships , I got scholarships t o 
college. And we have our miscommunications , bu t mainl y I  just stay in my 
room o r whatever. When I' m goin g out , I  knock on he r door an d say I' m 
going out . I  go out an d come back , like that . 

Feeling unappreciate d an d unabl e t o communicat e wit h he r mother , Ev a 
is no t onl y frustrate d bu t als o hur t b y he r mother ' s behavior , whic h sh e 
struggles t o understand : 

[My mother] is from th e islands, and I  don't think that she has much respec t 
for education . Well , yo u know , sh e encourage s kid s t o g o t o schoo l an d 
everything, but—it's like back there, it's really like a whole different thing . I 
think she would prefe r me—muc h rathe r m e to ge t married , have kids, and 
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stay in the house , and b e a  mother figure , which i s good, you know . I  jus t 
want somethin g mor e tha n jus t stayin g i n th e house . O r mayb e sh e migh t 
even envy me. But I  don't know . 

Voicing a  desir e tha t i s share d b y man y poo r immigran t adolescents , Ev a 
tells me tha t sh e want s " m o r e " fo r hersel f than wha t he r mothe r ha d (an d 
what he r mothe r want s fo r her ) an d thi s "more " mean s a n educatio n an d 
working outsid e th e home . I n acknowledgin g tha t he r mother ' s desire s 
may ste m a s much fro m env y a s from tradition , Ev a recognizes , almos t i n 
spite o f herself , th e complexitie s o f bot h he r ow n an d he r mother ' s feel -
ings. 

Eva say s he r relationshi p wit h he r mothe r ha s got te n wors e ove r th e 
years becaus e sh e ha s refuse d t o "ope n u p " an d revea l he r persona l lif e t o 
her. Ha d sh e bee n mor e forthcoming , sh e thinks , he r mothe r migh t no t 
have bee n s o frustrate d wit h her . Althoug h Ev a briefl y seem s t o assum e 
sole blame fo r th e stat e o f their relationship , when I  as k her directl y her re -
sponse reveal s a  more balance d perspective : 

So you really see it as  more, sort of, I don't  want  to  say your fault, but  your prob-
lem, in  a  way, why you guys haven't  gotten along? 

It's equal . I'm no t a—I' m no t a n angel . But neither i s she. I mean, she goe s 
to church an d everything . And preaches righteousness. And sh e turns 
around an d does stuff that you would no t expec t someone who—I mean , 
every night she goes to church. And she' s supposed t o be so religious o r 
whatever. And then , I  like that in her, but — 

Tou like what in  her? 
Going to church an d everything like that. Bu t what I  don't lik e is how she 

contradicts it . Like when sh e comes home sometime s she'l l say something 
that you would no t [expect] . I'm like , "Well, you g o to church , and yo u 
believe in this, and yet you're sayin g that." Bu t I  don' t sa y that to her , bu t 
I'm thinkin g that . 'Caus e everyone' s human. Nobod y i s perfect. Bu t sh e 
does it too much . Like for [example ] my sister was going to church wit h 
her. And my sister is, she—she's like me really. And she' s like wearing 
baggy jeans and sneakers . My mother's like , "No, you're no t goin g t o 
church lik e that. You gotta g o put on [othe r clothes]. " And m y sister' s 
like, "Why? Why?" You know. It' s supposed t o b e God take s you a s you 
are or whatever. [M y mother] start s preaching like that. .  . .  Like she' s 
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more into what people think of her. "Well, I don't want you to go like 
that. [Get] clean, nice and dressed and everything." But I mean, why? The 
reason I say that is because for a person who believes, okay, she is always, 
you know, she's poor and everything. . . . [She says:] "Well, people think 
'cause I'm poor this and that. I don't care. God'll take me," or whatever. 
And then yet [she] says, you know, "Well, you have to dress nicely." 

Angry with wha t sh e perceives t o b e he r mother' s hypocrisy , Ev a finds i t 
particularly frustratin g tha t he r mothe r i s not a s consistent i n he r belief s 
and actions as Eva perceives herself to be . Eva, however, rarely chooses t o 
speak directl y with he r mothe r abou t he r ange r o r frustratio n ("Yo u be -
lieve in this, and yet you're saying that. But I don't say that to her, but I' m 
thinking that") . When sh e i s angry wit h he r mother , Ev a retreat s t o he r 
room. Give n Eva' s genera l outspokennes s wit h he r friends , teachers , an d 
her interviewer , I  a m surprise d tha t sh e i s not mor e confrontationa l wit h 
her mother . 

Further i n he r intervie w Ev a say s tha t sh e i s no t outspoke n wit h he r 
mother becaus e sh e ha s "to o muc h respect " fo r her . Ev a doe s not , how -
ever, believe that her mother respect s her : 

I was in the papers a lot this year for basketball and volleyball. And it's like, 
my uncle came by and the first thing he says: "Oh, you seen your picture 
in the paper?" 

Tour picture was  in the  paper? 
Yeah, we cut it out and everything. [My mother] goes, "Yeah, whatever" 

[laughs]. She doesn't really care. He showed it to her, "You seen Eva?" 
She's like, "Oh," and that's it. 

With he r voice rising and he r eye s looking bot h angr y an d hurt , Ev a tells 
me about her mother's lack of interest in her accomplishments . She wants 
her mothe r t o b e proud o f her an d seem s deeply pained b y her mother' s 
lack of overt response an d encouragement . 

Eva still feels good about her relationship with her father. Sh e thinks he 
"understands" he r an d the y tal k "lik e sister s an d brothers . Yo u kno w 
friends, good friends." She finds him easy to talk with because he listens to 
her in ways her mother can or will not. Eva believes that she and her fathe r 
are, i n fact, very similar to each other : 
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Like, how do you see  yourself similar to  your dad? 
Oh, he' s really funny. I  like to joke around too. .  .  . There was a time where it 

was me and my mother and .  . .  she was like, "Why don't you go cook the 
food?" Like that. I'm like, "I'm doing my homework. I  gotta do this." 
And she was like, "What are you gonna do when you get married to your 
husband?" And I was like, "First of all, I'm gonna come home and he's 
gonna have the food ready for me." And she was like, "Yeah, right." She 
got mad. She thought I  was being smart. And my father said, "No, that's 
right. That's good, don't sit around waiting for a man to take care of you. " 
And me and him, we think the same way. 

Eva identifies with her father not only because o f his humor, but also, strik-
ingly, becaus e o f his similar views concernin g ho w sh e shoul d behav e wit h 
men. Sh e resist s he r mother' s mor e traditiona l expectation s an d seek s t o 
be th e moder n woma n who m he r father encourage s he r to be . 

She doe s not , however , approv e o f he r father' s behavio r wit h he r 
mother: 

What are things that you can think about with your father that  you don't like? 
I don't like the fact that, um, I don't know, like he dates—goes out on dates 

and stuff. . . . I  think he just be messing with my mother when he talks, 
when he be like, "Yeah, I went on a date." . .  . And he'd just say that just 
to make her [jealous]. I don't like that. I don't like the way she lets him do 
that to her. But you know, if I say anything, it ain't my business. It's like, 
"Dag, man, you know, you cook for him, you clean for him, you do all 
that for him." If that was me and my boyfriend was acting like that, I 
would be like, "See ya," you know. I  wouldn't be doing. .  . .  Well, that's 
because she's been married to him almost all her life probably. She has like 
six kids by him. You know I can understand a little bit . But some of the 
stuff he says—he'd be joking around, but I wouldn't let jokes like that go 
by. If I were her, I'd get on him. 

Although upse t wit h he r mothe r fo r no t standin g u p fo r hersel f with he r 
father, Ev a i s nevertheles s protectiv e o f he r an d want s he r fathe r t o sto p 
making her mother's life so difficult. I n a rare moment o f sympathy for he r 
mother, Ev a justifie s he r mother' s behavio r base d o n th e contex t o f he r 
parents' long-ter m relationship . Whil e Ev a present s a  fairl y one-side d 
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image of her relationships with her parents in the first two years of her in-
terviews, her representation s thi s yea r see m mor e three-dimensiona l an d 
include feelings of anger, frustration, compassion , and understanding. He r 
descriptions seem more mature . 

When I  as k Ev a abou t he r friendships , sh e tells  m e abou t he r thre e 
best friends thi s year: one i s her boyfriend an d the other two are the sam e 
two girls she spoke abou t in previous years. What she likes about he r girl -
friends i s that the y ar e "real , no t fake. " "Fake " people , sh e explains , ar e 
people wh o "sa y on e thin g an d d o th e othe r .  . .  hypocrites, like. " Ev a 
disapproves o f hypocrisy , dishonesty , an d inconsistenc y i n he r peers ' be -
haviors jus t a s sh e di d i n he r mother's . I n contras t t o he r mother , sh e 
considers hersel f and he r bes t friend s t o b e consisten t i n thei r belief s an d 
their actions . 

Eva says she is drawn t o he r bes t friends becaus e o f their differen t per -
spectives: 

The reason that we really got close is that they like me for my differences and 
I lik e the m fo r thei r differences . .  .  .  'Cause I  don' t know , it' s jus t tha t 
[Tamara] would respond in a way that would make me understand a  little 
more better whereas Caroline she'll flip it around and try to make me con-
clude to my own decision instead o f really [giving her own opinion]. You 
know, try the litde trick hints to try to make me understand things, whereas 
Tamara would just come and express herself and, you know, tell me what she 
would do or whatever. Caroline doesn't like to do that 'cause she doesn't like 
to get really involved because she feels as though if something goes wrong, 
she doesn' t wan t t o b e blamed . Caroline' s way of doing thing s make me 
think more. But Tamara is like different, which is good, you need both sides 
of it. 

Eva's remarkable abilit y to appreciat e th e shade s of relationships an d em -
pathy i s vividly expresse d i n thi s passage . While sh e identifie s mor e wit h 
Tamara's techniqu e o f giving advice or expressin g herself , she appreciate s 
Caroline's more dialectica l approach . 

Both o f Eva's bes t friends ar e mothers , an d th e thre e o f them spen d a 
lot of time with the children. Watching her friends with their children, Eva 
says, has decreased her desire to have children a t this point in her life. She 
says she will not b e ready to hav e children fo r a  long time:  " I wan t t o b e 
able to educate m y children. .  . . If you don' t teac h them, that' s why they 
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turn t o the streets . You have to have good morals. " Eva's strong commit -
ment t o educatio n i s once agai n eviden t an d ma y explain, a t least in part , 
why she has not becom e a  mother like her bes t friends . 

Eva's boyfriend i s (finally) Deshawn , the sam e boy of whom sh e spok e 
so fondly i n her sophomore year . She tells me that when sh e was a sopho-
more, Deshawn di d no t wan t t o b e in a  committed relationshi p (a s I ha d 
suspected in listening to her sophomore-year interview), so they went thei r 
separate ways during their junior year. Recendy, however, they became ro-
mantically involved, and Eva is happy about thi s decision : 

What do you like about the relationship? 
Uh, respect. That's the most important. Respect. Trust. He trusts me a lot 

and I trust him and what else? There's a lot of love. We talk about any-
thing. AIDS, anything. Pregnancy, everything. 

Eva add s tha t sh e als o feel s goo d abou t th e relationshi p becaus e sh e 
feels free t o speak her mind with him : 

Yep. I  challeng e any , it's lik e he' s reall y intelligent . Smart . I  mea n reall y 
smart, he's just really educated. Just because I know that, doesn't mean I lis-
ten to every word. I challenge him. And he goes, "Well, yeah. That could be 
true." And h e like s that . 'Caus e w e challenge on e anothe r mentally , you 
know, like intellectually. 

Unlike man y o f her peer s an d he r mother , Ev a appear s neithe r timi d no r 
nervous about speaking her mind with her male peers this year. This is also 
the first  yea r sh e describe s hersel f a s a n outspoke n person . He r sens e o f 
confidence seem s to b e back in full force . 

Eva says her sexual relationship with her boyfriend i s also "really good. " 
"He don' t pressur e me . I  don' t pressur e him . I t just happens. I t fall s int o 
place." They always use protection becaus e she explains that both o f them 
have "hig h expectations " o f themselves an d d o no t wan t t o b e force d t o 
alter their plans because of an unwanted pregnancy . 

The peopl e Ev a says she looks up t o thi s year ar e th e poe t Nikk i Gio -
vanni and Dr . Martin Luthe r Kin g Jr. She finds  Giovanni' s poetry inspira -
tional an d believe s in Dr . Kin g Jr.' s message s concernin g th e importanc e 
of education. Bu t in addition t o these public figures,  Ev a stil l looks up t o 
her best friends becaus e they motivate her to try her hardest in school. He r 
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friends, alon g with Giovann i an d King , inspire an d encourag e he r t o over -
come th e obstacle s sh e confronts , whethe r i n writin g poetr y o r i n doin g 
her schoolwork . 

When aske d t o describ e herself , Ev a says : 

Funny, goofy, funny , smar t a t times . . . I  have a  voice. I mean I  like to b e 
heard. 

Are you heard? 
In most o f my classes, yeah. They look to me for answers . 'Cause , you know , 

I'm alway s trying to make a  point o r a  statement . 
Do you think that  you've ever  had a  time in  your life  where you haven't felt 

heard? Or do you feel like  you have felt heard  most  of your life? 
. . . I'v e alway s made a  strong statement . 
You always have? 
Always. Yep, always . . . I'v e alway s been heard . 

Eva offer s a  perceptive an d movin g statemen t abou t herself . Sh e i s clearl y 
proud o f her sens e o f humor, outspokenness , he r unpredictability , an d he r 
nonconformist stance . While sh e i s one o f many girl s who discusse d bein g 
outspoken i n an d ou t o f school, she i s the onl y on e wh o state s tha t sh e ha s 
always bee n hear d b y others . I t i s precisely thi s certitud e tha t dre w m e t o 
her story . 

Tou know, I think  a  lot of girls have  a hard time  [with  being  so outspoken]. 
That gir l stuff got s to go . 
What do  you mean ? 
I don' t thin k of myself as a  giri. I  mean, it's good bein g feminine , bu t a  girl? 

Nope. 
What do  you mean? What  don't  you  like about it? 
'Cause when on e hear s the word "woman " o r "girl " automatically, you know , 

you fee l inferior t o a  man o r whatever. I' m jus t a  human bein g just like an-
other. 

Considering Eva' s apparen t prid e i n wh o sh e is , I  a m surprise d b y he r re -
sistance t o identifyin g hersel f a s a  gir l o r a  woman. He r exasperatio n wit h 
"that gir l s tu f f seem s t o exten d t o m y questio n a s well , a s i f I , simpl y b y 
asking abou t girls , a m participatin g i n th e rhetori c an d belie f syste m tha t 
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Eva refuse s t o accept . Sh e doe s no t wan t t o b e boxe d o r categorized , an d 
her oppositio n t o m y questio n demonstrate s thi s refusal . 

Following u p o n this , I  ask : 

How would  you identify yourself?  Like, who is Eva? 
I don' t know . That's a  hard question . I  don't know . But it's like most o f the 

guys in this school they really, you know, they don't pla y none o f that stuf f 
with me that they play with othe r girls . 'Cause the y know I  get on 'em . 
They do not like me lecturing 'em . I'l l b e like, "What bla h blah." The y 
would rathe r not as k the question i f they knew what the response i s gonna 
be. S o you know, I was talking to a  guy on the phone. .  . .  He [said] , 
"Yeah, I really liked you an d I  asked my friend, 'Who' s tha t girl? ' and h e 
immediately said , 'No, you don' t want to mess with her.' " [Laughs. ] I  was 
like, "What do you mea n b y that?" Thinking, you know, that maybe some-
thing was wrong with me. He was all, "He was just saying that you were 
strong and independent . And he wasn't goin g for none o f that. " 

In respons e t o m y question , Ev a initiall y hesitate s bu t the n move s swiftl y 
into a  description o f how boy s think o f her an d ho w sh e thinks o f herself — 
strong, capable , an d independent . He r resistanc e t o th e categor y "girl " 
was a  reluctance t o bein g equate d wit h "th e othe r girls " who permi t boy s 
to "pla y games " an d who , b y implication , d o no t shar e he r qualities . I n 
order fo r Ev a to maintain he r sense of who sh e is, she distances herself fro m 
the collectiv e "girl. " 

When I  as k he r abou t th e sourc e o f her strength , sh e says : 

It's basicall y self-motivation. Because , I  want t o succeed . I  don' t mea n jus t 
like, "Oh yeah , make crazy dough." You know, and jet or leave out o f here. 
I wan t t o contribut e t o m y community . Like , you hea r a  lot o f people sa y 
that. But they just say that 'caus e people want to hear it. I mean, I really feel 
that and I want to do that. Around my neighborhood I  see a lot of baseheads 
and junk an d everything . And I  have little sisters which, you know, they d o 
well in schoo l excep t fo r th e olde r one . She' s really like boy-crazy o r what -
ever. But , I  just want t o hav e a  good lif e an d no t hav e t o worry abou t this . 
But ye t I  wan t t o mak e a  differenc e i n th e blac k community . Lik e I  liv e 
around [ a neighborhood wit h a  predominantly blac k population]. I want t o 
get through t o other people, other kids , like minorities like myself and stuf f 
like that . 
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In a  voice brimming with passion, Eva reveals her individual and commu -
nal spirit . She strives for individua l succes s bu t als o wants t o giv e bac k t o 
her community: "What  do  you think of  when you think ofyour  future? 'Well, 
school and education, just school and education. And bringing somethin g 
back [to my community]." Her individual and collective values are evident 
throughout her interviews. She is proud of being a "black woman" yet she 
refuses t o identif y wit h th e collectiv e "girl " o r "woman " because , sh e 
claims, it erases her individuality . Sh e attributes he r strengt h t o "self-mo -
tivation" ye t thi s motivatio n lead s he r bac k t o he r community . Th e wa y 
Eva braid s he r values  togethe r i s uniqu e amon g th e adolescent s i n thi s 
study. 

Feeling nervous about college, Eva says that she has decided not to play 
sports during her freshman yea r in college so she can focus on her school -
work. What may  be "strange " abou t he r ne w school , she tell s me, is tha t 
she may be one of only a handful o f minority students . This does not "re -
ally" bother her, she says, because she will be close to the city where all her 
friends live . 

Are you nervous about how well you'll do? 
Yeah, definitely. No, I know. . . . Nothing is really hard, a challenge, like 

working with computers or whatever. I mean, if you first go into a corpo-
rate office o r something, and you applied for a job and it's your first day, 
and you really don't have any training. Once someone takes you and trains 
you it becomes easy for you. So I believe that, you know, nothing is really 
hard as long as you really try to do it or you want to do it. But if I'm being 
lazy, and I'm like, oh, I don't want to do this. Then I won't do it. 

Tentative bu t self-assured , Ev a believe s sh e wil l learn wha t i s expected o f 
her when sh e gets to college . In fact , sh e says, "Truthfully, al l I want i s to 
learn in life. Profession-wise I  did say I want to be a teacher. What with be-
coming a  teacher you als o learn. So it's an education al l the way." 

When I  ask Eva what sh e fears mos t abou t th e future , sh e answers , 

I fear becoming someone that is not heard. 
Why? 
'Cause I believe too many people, black people mainly, are not being heard. 

You know, they're turning the "well nobody's listening to me" into "I must 
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be a nobody," you know, turning to crack , drugs, or whatever. I  don' t 
want t o b e like that. I  can' t stand baseheads . .  . .  When I  see them i n th e 
streets, man— and when m y little sister' s walking witii me—I hat e that . 

Perceptive t o th e injustice s i n th e world , Ev a draw s a  disturbin g an d un -
doubtedly rea l connectio n betwee n society' s indifferenc e towar d blac k 
people an d blac k people' s response s t o thi s apathy . When I  press her t o tel l 
me whethe r sh e reall y think s tha t sh e wil l no t b e heard , sh e says , wit h a 
laugh, " I doub t it" : 

Truthfully, I' m th e typ e of person the y need i n the presidency . 
Why do you say that? 
Because I  would no t tr y to put a  lot o f pressure on mysel f just becaus e I' m 

the president . I  would look towards the people t o help me become a  good 
person a s well as helping the country becom e a  good country . Instea d o f 
just, "Oh , yeah, I'm th e president . I'l l mak e al l the bi g moves." I  would 
want mor e people t o be heard . 

The importanc e o f community , o f listening , an d o f bein g hear d i s onc e 
again underscore d b y Ev a i n thi s insightfu l spi n o n bein g president . 

When aske d abou t society , Ev a says : 

Like, I believe not al l people bu t som e people tha t ar e in high positions really 
don't want kids like us to succeed . 'Caus e i f they did, look a t this school , 
look a t our facilities . You know what I' m saying ? The corporation s .  . .  the 
people who work there ar e like forty, fifty, ready for retirement . And who' s 
gonna tak e care of your busines s when you're gone ? You should reall y be 
thinking, you know . 

Why do you think the  corporations don't hire  the kids? 
Well, first o f all , I  think like minorities have it bad. Blacks and Hispanic s an d 

all that. .  . . 
Do you think it's  sort of another sign of racism in the  society? 
Oh, crazy racism. I  mean, you hav e people tha t don' t eve n know they're racis t 

that ar e racist . 

Looking directl y a t me , Ev a tell s me—potentiall y on e o f th e peopl e wh o 
work i n the "corporations " ("who' s gonn a tak e car e o f your busines s whe n 
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you're gone?")—abou t th e stat e o f th e wor k world . A s sh e ha s don e 
throughout he r senior-yea r interview , Ev a reveal s he r outspoke n an d hon -
est voice . 

At th e en d o f her interview , Ev a says that sh e i s passionate abou t poetry : 

Through readin g thei r books—like Langsto n Hughes—the y ha d motivatio n 
which I  find in myself. You know, motivation sometime s direct s you t o 
write or do something constructive . I  feel th e poetry . I  feel som e of the 
motivation tha t they have when the y write. It' s like I  can feel what the y 
felt. 

Do you feel there's  a certain kind  of  experience that you can relate  to? 
It's an experience. . . . I  mean blac k people have , I mean, although the y don' t 

know it they have the same feelings insid e of'em. Sometime s they hide it , 
but like you ca n read a  book mayb e Alex Haley wrote an d he expresse d 
some type of feeling o f aggression o r something .  . .  and then , you know , 
you're like : "Well, that was in 1960 , 1950 , or slavery time whatever, I 
don't know . I'm her e now. You know I  don't fee l that. " Bu t it' s in you . 
It's in you. 

So you feel like  there's a connection in the  black community? 
Yeah, a connection. 

Through he r poetry , Ev a experience s a  bon d wit h he r blac k community . 
However, a s sh e suggeste d i n earlie r part s o f he r interview , Ev a als o de -
scribes ho w he r experience s an d feeling s ar e differen t fro m other s i n he r 
community: 

I'm prou d t o b e blac k an d everything . But , um , I' m awar e o f you know , 
racist acts and racist things that are happening in the world, but I  use that as 
no excuse, you know. I feel as though I  can succeed. . . . I  just know that I' m 
not gonn a le t [racism ] sto p me . .  .  .  Being blac k i s good. I' m prou d t o b e 
black but you als o gotta fac e reality . And what' s goin g on , you know , blac k 
people ar e not reall y getting anywher e i n life , but I  know I  will and I  don' t 
know—I just know I will. Well, I'm determine d t o .  . .  and with God' s help , 
you can' t go wrong. 

Eva's determination , frustration , an d outspokennes s tumbl e togethe r i n 
this passag e a s sh e emphasize s tha t sh e i s a  prou d membe r o f th e blac k 
community bu t als o a n outspoke n individua l wh o wil l no t le t th e stat e o f 
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her community (he r perception o f it) obstruct her desire to make a differ -
ence. 

Eva ends the interview by quoting from on e of the poems on which she 
is currently working . I t i s entided "Blac k Child " an d sh e say s that i t i s a 
poem abou t herself. In the poem, a  child says: "Some may say where did I 
get thi s strength from ? Becaus e I'v e bee n s o brutall y bruised , you know , 
raped o f my history. Can' t yo u se e the courage , the strengt h tha t I  have ? 
For today I  am born , for I  am a black child. " 

I a m moved b y Eva's story , her strength , he r determination . Listenin g 
to ove r six hours o f her interviews, I have grown t o admir e he r creativity , 
her curiou s mind , an d he r comple x understandin g o f her relationships . I 
am struck b y her passion an d he r intelligence. I  wonder ho w she is doing 
now, four year s after sh e was last interviewed. As with Malcolm , I  plan t o 
recontact her in the next few years to find  out . 

Reflections o n Malcolm an d Eva 

In reviewin g Eva' s an d Malcolm' s interviews , i t becam e clea r t o m e tha t 
Eva benefited fro m a n extended support network that included female an d 
male friends , teacher s an d coaches , uncles , an d he r father . Malcolm , i n 
contrast, was primarily supporte d b y his mother an d a  few o f his teacher s 
and ha d grea t difficultie s finding  supportiv e friends . Malcol m seeme d 
more alon e and depressed tha n Eva . Both o f them, however, were "fight -
ers." Althoug h Malcol m receive d littl e emotiona l suppor t fro m hi s peers, 
became a  teen parent , and was coping with a  terminally ill sister, he even -
tually graduated from high school on the honor roll, attended college, and 
continued t o b e a n involve d father . Eva , who di d no t receiv e emotiona l 
support fro m he r mothe r an d continuall y rejecte d al l the "ba d tha t sur -
rounds" her , als o finished  hig h schoo l o n th e hono r roll , and enrolle d i n 
the college of her choice. Malcolm and Eva both finished high school with 
confidence an d hope . 

In presentin g Malcolm' s an d Eva' s stories , I  se t ou t t o remin d th e 
reader o f th e individualit y o f th e adolescent s wit h who m w e spoke . Al -
though occasionall y I  provide interpretations , my goal was not t o provid e 
analyses of their stories, but to present a  detailed descriptio n o f what the y 
said to u s when we sa t and asked  them abou t thei r lives . Like a  conversa-
tion, thes e case studies cover a lot of ground, ramble and pause, fire up and 
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dwindle out . Bu t i n th e half-finishe d sentences , th e tur n o f a  seemingl y 
minor phrase , the repeate d effor t t o articulat e a  feeling o r perception ac -
curately, the authenticity of the speaker can be felt. I  wanted the reader t o 
experience th e complexit y o f the adolescents ' perceptions , th e puls e o f a 
life in progress, and the texture and nature of the relationship between th e 
interviewers and the interviewees. The patterns that I  describe in this book 
only begin to scratch the surface o f the adolescents ' stories. The case stud-
ies were intended t o enrich and promote ou r abilit y to see and experienc e 
the nuances of a life as well as reveal the relational nature o f research. 



Epilogue 

So wha t hav e w e learne d b y listenin g t o urba n teenager s spea k 
about thei r worlds over time? Thei r storie s challenge no t onl y our under -
standing o f urban adolescents , bu t als o of adolescence itself . Using quali -
tative research methods with a population that has been excluded from de -
velopmental research , w e hav e learne d tha t th e popula r stor y o f urba n 
poor o r working-clas s youth—th e stor y o f hopelessness , pathology , an d 
high-risk behavior or of superheroes and invincibility—is not accurate. The 
teens in this study never suggested such stark and flat imagery. They spoke 
about bein g hopeful whil e sounding pessimistic; they discussed being pre-
sent- an d future-oriented ; the y tol d storie s o f engaging i n "risky " behav -
ior an d holdin g tw o jobs a t on e time ; they distruste d thei r peer s bu t th e 
girls, at least, still had close friendships. They told stories of becoming par-
ents an d bein g mor e determine d t o g o t o colleg e a s a  consequence ; o f 
dropping ou t o f school an d finding  thei r voice because  they dropped out . 
These urban poor or working-class adolescents also told stories of going t o 
the pro m an d th e movies , o f hangin g ou t wit h thei r friends , watchin g 
videos, and goin g t o school . Their storie s were quit e ordinar y an d every -
day and also courageous. 

We have also learned tha t the two most widely accepted storie s of ado-
lescent development—th e stor y o f independenc e an d autonom y tol d 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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about adolescen t boy s and the stor y of relationships an d voice told abou t 
adolescents girls—ar e no t universa l stories . Whil e th e issue s o f indepen -
dence, autonomy , relationships , an d voic e indee d infused  th e interviews , 
the way s in which thes e issue s o r goal s were understoo d o r sough t wer e 
different fro m wha t w e hav e hear d before . Th e adolescent s i n thi s stud y 
sought independenc e an d autonomy , bu t i t wa s primaril y th e girl s wh o 
pursued suc h goals , an d i t wa s no t fro m thei r parent s tha t the y sough t 
refuge bu t from boy s and men. Both boys and girls typically told stoiies of 
growing close r and mor e emotionall y dependen t o n thei r parents , partic-
ularly their mothers, over time. They struggled more with how to have and 
maintain satisfyin g pee r relationship s tha n wit h becomin g autonomou s 
and independent from thei r parents. Furthermore, they commonly sough t 
intimate friendship s wit h thei r same-sex peers. Remarkably, the girl s were 
no mor e likel y than th e boy s t o desir e intimat e friendship s eve n thoug h 
they were more likely to have them. "Havin g a voice" was critical for mos t 
of th e adolescents ; ye t th e girl s seeme d mor e outspoke n tha n th e boys . 
Both the girls and boys , however, felt silenced by or were silent with othe r 
boys. Occasionally , these adolescent s expresse d feeling s o f invulnerability , 
but unlike "typica l adolescents" who perceive themselves to be invincible , 
they als o communicated thei r ow n sens e o f vulnerability, pain , hurt , an d 
risk. I n severa l decisiv e areas , thes e adolescent s tol d a  differen t stor y o f 
adolescence from those told about predominantly white, middle-class ado-
lescents. 

Relational Theme s 

The firs t se t o f theme s focuse d o n "havin g a  voice" i n relationships . I n 
contrast t o th e numerou s report s o n th e silence s o f girls , the girl s in th e 
present study were willing to b e outspoken i n many of their relationships , 
particularly by their junior and senior years. They typically spoke of a time 
in whic h the y foun d i t difficul t t o spea k thei r minds , an d the n o f over -
coming their fears and becoming outspoken. Furthermore, they suggested 
that bein g outspoke n abou t ange r an d affectio n enhance d rathe r tha n 
threatened thei r relationships, particularly with their female peers . In con -
trast, the boy s expressed having more difficultie s tha n th e girl s communi -
cating thei r thought s an d feeling s t o other s throughou t al l three years o f 
their interviews . Th e boy s tol d numerou s storie s o f retreating fro m con -
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flict o r disagreement , an d thereb y silencin g thei r ange r an d frustration — 
particularly wit h thei r mal e peers . Remarkably , both  the boy s an d girl s 
struggled to be outspoken with other boys. They feared endangering these 
relationships o r themselve s i f the y spok e openl y abou t thei r ange r wit h 
them. Som e o f the boy s als o spok e abou t distancin g themselve s fro m o r 
becoming violent with mal e and femal e peer s who chos e t o freely expres s 
their thought s an d feelings . Thes e particula r boy s suggeste d tha t thei r 
peers' fears about speaking out are based on reality: speaking out with boys 
may, i n fact , endange r relationship s and , occasionally , persona l safety . 
Being outspoken fo r girl s and boy s was clearly not unequivocall y good o r 
bad. Th e valu e an d effectivenes s depende d on , a s the girl s and boy s sug -
gested, to whom, when, how, and in what contex t on e is speaking. 

These concerns about endangering or strengthening relationships were 
continued in the second set of themes, which centered around distrust and 
betrayal in friendships. Boy s and girl s spoke at length abou t both distrust -
ing same-se x peer s an d desirin g same-se x friendships . Lik e th e them e o f 
outspokenness among the girls, themes of mistrust were more prevalent in 
the teens ' junior - an d senior-yea r interview s tha n i n thei r freshman - an d 
sophomore-year interviews . Th e boy s foun d i t no t onl y difficul t t o trus t 
their male peers but frequentl y concluded , a s a result, that they could no t 
have close or bes t male friends. Th e girls , in contrast , typically had excep -
tions t o thi s anticipate d patter n o f betraya l an d distrus t throughou t al l 
three year s o f thei r interviews . Althoug h the y worrie d tha t thei r friend s 
may betray them, the girls were willing to confront on e another with thei r 
anger an d frustration . I t wa s precisely thi s approac h tha t seeme d t o pre -
serve their friendships. I n contrast , the boys sought ways to maintain thei r 
relationships with thei r peers (e.g. , not  speaking out) , but thes e strategie s 
appeared to lead to loneliness rather than close relationships. The boys ap-
peared caugh t i n a  relational dilemma . The y did no t spea k thei r mind s i n 
their friendships becaus e they worried they would lose their friends but , a t 
the same time, they kept their distance in these relationships becaus e the y 
did no t trus t thei r peers . A lack o f trus t prevente d th e boy s from riskin g 
outspoken strategies—strategie s employe d b y girl s t o maintain  thei r 
friendships. Bot h the boys and girls , however, actively sought friends wit h 
whom they could share their secrets and tell everything. Surprisingly, there 
appeared t o b e n o gende r difference s i n th e desir e fo r close , intimat e 
friendships wit h same-sex peers. 
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When on e consider s th e thir d se t o f themes, the relationa l pictur e be -
comes eve n mor e complex . Th e adolescent s repeatedl y spok e abou t th e 
closeness an d importanc e o f thei r relationshi p wit h thei r mothers . Al -
though a  numbe r o f gende r differences  wer e suggeste d whe n the y de -
scribed thei r pee r relationships , I  onl y detecte d a  fe w i n th e teens ' dis -
cussions o f thei r mothers . Fo r man y o f them , thei r relationship s wit h 
their mother s seeme d t o provid e th e trustin g companionshi p fo r whic h 
they yearned. I t di d no t see m simpl y coincidental tha t a s they grew olde r 
they becam e mor e distrustfu l o f thei r friend s an d fel t close r t o thei r 
mothers. Yet the boys ' relationship s wit h thei r mother s wer e als o differ -
ent fro m wha t the y yearne d fo r wit h thei r peers . Mother s di d no t see m 
to b e simpl y substitute s fo r friends . Th e boy s spok e abou t thei r wish  to 
share thei r "secrets " wit h a  mal e pee r whil e the y typicall y chos e no t t o 
share such personal information wit h thei r trusted mothers . The girls , on 
the othe r hand , ha d relationship s wit h thei r mother s tha t resemble d 
those with thei r clos e female friends . Th e girl s stated tha t the y expresse d 
their "real " thought s an d feeling s i n bot h relationships . Thei r clos e rela -
tionships wit h thei r mother s di d no t see m t o fil l a n absenc e o r gap . In -
stead, the y seeme d t o b e a n extensio n o f thei r intimat e friendship s wit h 
girls (o r vice versa). 

In dramati c distinctio n t o ou r mainstrea m theorie s o f adolescence, th e 
teenagers i n th e presen t stud y indicate d tha t thei r primar y struggle s la y 
with maintainin g satisfyin g an d intimat e pee r relationship s rathe r tha n i n 
gaining autonom y fro m thei r families . Whe n th e adolescent s discusse d 
their relationship s wit h thei r parents , non e seeme d preoccupie d wit h o r 
focused o n issue s o f separation . I n fact , the y spok e repeatedl y abou t 
growing close r to thei r mother s a s they went throug h adolescence . Thei r 
struggles, concerns , an d question s wer e explicitly  about connectio n an d 
about ho w t o maintai n connections , an d thes e concern s onl y gre w 
stronger ove r time . 

The topic of autonomy and independence, however, did arise when th e 
girls spok e abou t relationship s wit h boy s an d futur e mal e partners . Th e 
girls typically did not want to "depen d o n a  man" for financia l o r materia l 
needs. They often spok e o f being warned b y their mothers , aunts, sisters, 
cousins, and fathers tha t they needed t o "provid e for themselves" and no t 
"wait for a  man." Some of these girls spoke about learning to be indepen-
dent b y watchin g thei r mother s whil e other s wishe d tha t thei r mother s 
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were mor e independent . Notably , th e girls ' discussion s o f existing o r fu -
ture mal e partner s (thei r mothers ' an d thei r own ) wer e th e onl y one s i n 
which issues of independence wer e a  central focus . 

These findings raise the question of why these relational findings are dif-
ferent fro m thos e o f studie s o f primaril y whit e an d middle-clas s adoles -
cents.1 Such studie s hav e repeatedl y indicate d tha t gainin g independenc e 
is a central struggle for adolescents. Perhaps the boys and girls in this study 
were more concerned with maintaining connections than with gaining in-
dependence becaus e o f thei r socia l status . Lackin g perceive d an d rea l 
power in the world may increase the importance of relationships.2 Without 
such powe r i t i s clearly more difficul t t o rea p th e benefit s o f bein g inde -
pendent an d autonomous . Furthermore , gainin g autonomy ma y not b e a 
primary concer n o r desir e whe n surviva l depend s primaril y o n relation -
ships. Urban poor and working-class boys may learn quite early, as do girls 
from differen t socioeconomi c communities , that relationships can provide 
an effective mean s for coping with the world. White adolescen t boys fro m 
more middle- and upper-class backgrounds may not feel the same urgency 
about maintainin g clos e mal e friendships , fo r example , becaus e the y ar e 
supported by the larger society in their visions of autonomy and in their at-
tempts to be independent . 

In addition , African America n an d Latin o communitie s ma y not valu e 
independence an d autonom y a s much a s other ethni c communities. 3 Ac-
cording t o Trac y Robinso n an d Jani e Ward, 4 th e sens e o f sel f amon g 
African Americans may be an "extended self tha t includes the self as "we." 
"Embedded i n thi s 'extende d sel f i s an individual' s connectednes s wit h 
others."5 Gloria Anzaldua state s that in Latino communities , "th e welfar e 
of the family, the community . . . i s more important than the welfare of the 
individual."6 Latin o an d Africa n America n communitie s may  plac e mor e 
value on establishin g an d maintaining human connection s and , therefore , 
the children—bot h boy s an d girls—raise d i n thes e communitie s ma y b e 
more relationship-oriented tha n those raised in European American, mid -
dle clas s communities. 7 However , thi s distinctio n fail s t o addres s th e fac t 
that the African American and Latino adolescents in the present study were 
not only relationship oriented, but also fiercely committed to individualis-
tic values. While these adolescents did not appea r to be struggling, in par-
ticular, with issues of autonomy and independence; they were strong indi-
vidualists who wer e seekin g authenti c connections . Cultura l distinctions , 
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therefore, do not fully address the question regarding why the patterns de-
tected i n th e presen t stud y ar e differen t fro m thos e foun d amon g white , 
middle-class teens . 

The method s use d t o asses s developmen t may  als o b e responsibl e fo r 
the fact that the relational findings  i n this study, particularly regarding th e 
boys, are differen t fro m th e findings  i n th e mainstrea m socia l scienc e re -
search literature . I f the "listening " method s use d i n thi s stud y ha d bee n 
used with white, middle-class boys , it is quite possible tha t simila r theme s 
may have emerged . Sinc e researc h findings  ar e t o a  large degre e a  reflec -
tion of the methods we use,8 it is difficult t o compare earlie r research find-
ings with the present ones because the methods of investigation have been 
quite different . Th e majority o f research on adolescen t friendships , fo r ex-
ample, has been survey-based . Consequently , i f researchers di d no t begi n 
their research making a  distinction betwee n having and desirin g same-se x 
intimate friendships, the y are not going to detect such distinctions in thei r 
forced-choice measures . By listening closely to the variations in the storie s 
told by adolescents, as feminist researcher s have been doing with girls over 
the pas t tw o decades , we ca n se e new themes an d hav e new insight s int o 
the world s o f adolescents . Th e difference s detecte d betwee n th e presen t 
and earlie r studie s ma y b e a  difference o f method rathe r tha n o f popula -
tion. 

As developmental psychologists , we ma y need t o liste n mor e carefull y 
to wha t thes e adolescent s fro m differen t social-class , racial , an d ethni c 
communities ar e telling us about thei r own development . I n order to hea r 
their concerns , we may have to us e new methods , ones tha t pay close at -
tention to how adolescents perceive their worlds on their own terms. Sub-
sequent t o suc h a  shift i n method , w e ma y find  ourselve s needing t o cre -
ate new developmental theorie s that directly respond to these concerns. I f 
searching for an d strugglin g to maintain connecte d relationship s is a con-
cern for teenage boys and girls, as it is for my participants, then parents and 
professionals (e.g. , teachers, principals, counselors) need to help them de -
velop ways of finding  an d maintainin g relationship s tha t ar e truly satisfy -
ing. Rathe r tha n focusin g o n wha t adolescent s should  be strugglin g wit h 
(e.g., to separate from thei r parents), perhaps we should listen to what they 
are actually  struggling with . 
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Futures, Schools , and Discriminatio n 

The adolescents ' discussion s o f thei r future s an d thei r schoo l highligh t 
similar struggles , expectations , an d desires . When the y spok e abou t thei r 
lives, they spok e abou t thei r optimisti c expectation s a s well a s their dail y 
fears o f failure , violence , an d death . Whil e a  few o f th e student s seeme d 
thoroughly optimisti c and others seemed consistently worried, the major -
ity maintaine d a  "spli t consciousness " abou t thei r futures . The y wer e 
acutely aware of the many and very real possibilities of dying "early" while, 
at the sam e time, felt optimisti c tha t the y would accomplis h thei r goal s if 
they worke d har d enough . The y maintaine d a  "positiv e attitude " i n th e 
midst o f thei r live d realities . I n fact , a s Marie an d Malcol m pointe d out , 
their live d realitie s enhanced thei r positive attitud e an d motivatio n t o ac -
complish what they set out t o achieve . 

These beliefs in individual effort, motivation , and positive attitude were 
repeated in their discussions of their school performances, an d in their ex-
periences o f discrimination . Mos t o f th e adolescent s i n th e stud y state d 
that throug h thei r ow n effor t an d th e "righ t attitude " the y coul d reac h 
their goal s in school and brea k down th e barrier s of discrimination. The y 
blamed thei r level of effort fo r thei r past, present, or anticipated academi c 
struggles and staunchly asserted tha t effor t an d accomplishment , an d fail -
ure and individual responsibility are intrinsically connected. Believing oth-
erwise may , in fact , fee l too risky . To lose their faith i n the power o f indi-
vidual effor t an d har d work ma y lead t o hopelessnes s an d frustratio n i n a 
system where the collectives that represents their interests—their families , 
peers, and communities—are not , as Eva tells us, "being heard." Believin g 
that individua l effor t an d determinatio n wil l allo w the m t o achiev e th e 
"American Dream, " eve n whe n the y ar e surrounde d b y live s tha t prov e 
otherwise, may feel essentia l for survival . 

Within eac h o f their response s abou t th e future , school , an d discrimi -
nation, however, there were complications; nothing was as straightforwar d 
as it initiall y appeared . Thei r hig h hope s fo r thei r future s wer e direc t re -
sponses to the keen awareness that their lives were constantly at risk. Their 
optimism was not a denial or a contradiction of their reality but a direct re-
sponse t o it . Thei r perceive d lazines s wa s variable , an d thei r reason s fo r 
"being lazy" were not consistently self-blaming. The y focused o n individ -
ual effor t an d responsibility , bu t the y also discussed, a t times, a  collective 
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"we" as they spoke with a  communal rathe r than a n individual voice. Like 
Malcolm and Eva, the adolescents were not consistently hopeless or hope-
ful, consistend y fearfu l o r cavalier , self-blamin g o r other-blaming . Thei r 
stories reminde d m e tha t whe n socia l scientists , includin g myself , plac e 
their thinkin g int o categorie s suc h a s "self-blaming, " "individuall y ori -
ented," o r even holding a  "split consciousness, " they risk oversimplifyin g 
the teens ' desires , thoughts, beliefs , an d values . The difficult y o f compli -
cating a story—of making it more authentic and real—while also revealing 
patterns, drawing broad strokes , and "havin g a  point" i s an ongoing diffi -
culty. I  attempte d t o resolv e thi s dilemma , a t leas t i n part , b y presentin g 
case studies along with themati c chapters . The tas k for futur e researcher s 
is to determine what I  have overlooked o r oversimplified i n my attempt t o 
add complexity to our understanding o f urban adolescents . 

The findings with respect to the adolescents' perceptions of their school 
performance an d thei r perception s o f race/ethnicity , racism , an d sexis m 
challenged me in ways in which the other findings di d not. While some o f 
their responses were expected (th e boys ' angry stories of racism), many of 
them directly contradicted m y own knowledge. Given what I  know abou t 
their school , I  di d no t expec t t o hea r suc h rampan t storie s o f self-blam e 
when they spoke about their school performance. I  did not expect the girls 
to tel l m e tha t the y had no t experience d racis m "yet " o r tha t sexis m wil l 
not affec t them . Furthermore , I  di d no t expec t the m t o tel l m e tha t m y 
race di d no t influenc e wha t the y chos e t o tel l o r no t tel l me , o r tha t my 
gender, age , personal warmth , an d familiarit y wer e mor e importan t tha n 
my rac e o r ethnicity . Thei r spoken  outlook o n issue s o f rac e an d gender , 
similar t o thei r spoke n outloo k abou t thei r schoo l performance , differe d 
from min e (what was left unspoken , of course, is not known). I struggled , 
at times, to write down their perspectives without overwhelming these dis-
cussions with my own notions of what I  thought thei r perspectives shoul d 
be. I sought "grea t stories" or stories that affirm wha t I believe about thei r 
school an d thei r lives. 9 Mun Won g writes in hi s study o f poor women o n 
welfare tha t he wanted hi s participants "t o furnish goo d data , arm[ing] u s 
with a n arsena l o f voices  t o writ e agains t th e socia l injustices." 10 I n hi s 
study, however, the women rarely provided such stories. I, too, found my -
self wanting the adolescents to tel l me that they were going to take to th e 
streets t o protes t th e poo r qualit y o f thei r school , o r collectivel y fight 
against discrimination . Ye t I  hear d the m sa y tha t th e reaso n the y wer e 
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doing poorly was because the y were "iazy " and tha t the y were no t goin g 
to us e race or gender "a s an excuse" for no t pursuing thei r goals . My be-
lief about th e importance o f being receptive t o "th e unexpected " o r "lis -
tening wit h bot h ears " wa s pushe d int o practic e durin g thes e conversa -
tions. Their responses showed me that what I  thought I  knew about thei r 
perspectives, I did not know; and what I  wanted to hear, I could not hear . 
Given tha t th e purpos e o f my project wa s to liste n an d understan d their 
views, I  foun d mysel f with onl y on e option : t o represen t thei r thought s 
and feelings a s they represented the m t o us . 

Concluding Reflection s 

In my study, I entered into relationships with urban youth an d listened t o 
them spea k abou t thei r worlds . I  learne d fro m the m wha t the y see , what 
they know, and what, perhaps, they do not know. The moments when Eva, 
for example , fel t tha t sh e ha d t o mak e m e understan d he r mor e full y b y 
reading on e o f he r poem s t o m e suggeste d tha t th e teen s wante d t o b e 
known a s much a s I wanted t o know them. As a result o f listening to dif -
ferent part s o f their worlds , I  was challenged, soothed , impassioned , an d 
most o f all emotionally an d physically absorbed . When I  asked them ho w 
they felt about being interviewed, they commonly stated that they enjoye d 
being given a  chance t o thin k abou t issue s on which the y rarely reflect i n 
their dail y lives . A  fe w expresse d enthusias m abou t th e opportunit y t o 
speak abou t themselve s t o someon e wh o though t thei r perspective s wer e 
important. Thei r experience s o f being interviewed seeme d t o affec t som e 
of them a s deeply a s I  was affecte d b y sitting with the m an d listenin g t o 
their stories . 

I leave this project wit h a  sense that althoug h I  learned onl y about rel -
atively small segments of their lives, these fragments challeng e some of the 
most basi c assumptions abou t urba n youth specificall y an d adolescenc e i n 
general. The nex t ste p i s to conduc t qualitativ e researc h wit h othe r sam -
ples of urban poor and working-class adolescent s to see if the patterns de-
tected here will be detected onc e again . My research and my clinical work 
with urba n teen s fro m Bosto n an d Ne w Yor k Cit y ove r th e pas t eleve n 
years, and my ongoing discussion s with professionals an d researchers wh o 
work with or study this population, suggest that they will. The stories told 
by the adolescents in this study need to be heard not only by students an d 
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teachers of adolescent development, but also by parents, teachers, and pol-
icymakers who ar e trying t o hel p teen s thrive . We must mov e forwar d i n 
our understandin g o f urba n yout h an d o f adolescen t developmen t an d 
stop relying on negativ e stereotypes o f the former an d outdated , "univer -
sal" model s o f th e latter . Accordin g t o m y researc h an d othe r recen t re -
search studies, 11 such stereotypes an d model s do no t accuratel y reflect th e 
lives of poor, working-class , o r ethnic-minorit y adolescent s (an d perhap s 
not eve n those who ar e white an d middle-class) . Listening to urba n poo r 
and working-class youth will not only help us to better understand adoles -
cence as a developmental period , i t will also help us create policies and in-
terventions tha t bette r sui t adolescents ' needs , an d consequently , o f 
course, ou r ow n needs . W e als o nee d t o sho w thes e youth s alternativ e 
models o f change tha t d o no t rel y exclusively on individua l responsibility , 
motivation, and "positiv e attitude." Given that we, as parents, profession -
als, and students, know that change will come only in response to both col-
lective an d individua l responsibilit y an d action , w e nee d t o hel p thes e 
urban youth fin d th e "we " that they are seeking . 





Appendix A 

Research Interview  Protocol 

1. Famil y Informatio n 
Whom d o you live with? [I f the teen lives with neithe r parents o r 

with only one parent , inquire a s to the whereabouts o f their par -
ents and as k why she or he doesn' t liv e with bot h o r lives with 
only one parent. Whether parent s are separated, divorced, or stil l 
together, as k how long the teens have been in this current situa -
tion.] 

How long have you bee n living in your current situation ? 
How many brothers an d sister s do you have? Which brother s an d 

sisters live with you? 
Does your mother (o r the person the y consider t o b e their mother ) 

have a job? What doe s she do? 
Does your father (o r the person the y consider to b e their father ) 

have a  job? What doe s he do? 
2. Relationshi p with Mothe r 

[If they don't liv e with thei r mother , as k how often the y see her. ] 
Can you describe for m e your relationship with your mother ? 

[Whatever description th e teen give s you, such a s "we are close" 
or "w e don' t ge t along," ask what they mean b y close or what 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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makes them fee l tha t they don't ge t along , and the n as k them t o 
give you a n example of being close or not gettin g alon g with 
their mother . Tr y to ge t examples from thei r descriptions. ] 

What do you like/dislike abou t your mother ? 
What do you think your mother likes/dislike s abou t you? 
What d o you like/dislike abou t th e relationship with your mother ? 

Explain. 
Do you think your relationship with your mother ha s change d 

since last year? 
How d o think i t has changed, o r why do you think i t hasn' t 

changed? Giv e me examples of how it has changed o r no t 
changed? Why do you think i t has or hasn't changed ? 

3. Relationshi p with Fathe r 
[If they don't liv e with thei r father , as k how often the y see him. ] 
Can you describ e for m e your relationship with your father? [Fol -

low same probing procedure a s with the description regardin g 
relationship with the mother. ] 

What do you like/dislike abou t your father ? 
What do you think your father likes/dislike s abou t you? 
What do you like/dislike abou t th e relationship with your father ? 

Explain. 
Do you think your relationship with your father ha s changed sinc e 

last year? 
How d o you think i t has changed o r why do you think i t hasn' t 

changed? Giv e me examples of how it has changed o r no t 
changed? 

Why do you think the relationship ha s or hasn't changed ? [Tr y t o 
encourage th e teenage r t o b e as specific a s possible.] 

4. Relationshi p with Primary Caretaker s 
Ask the same questions above for th e people who ar e the primar y 

caretakers for th e child , if they are not th e natura l parents . 
5. Siblin g Relationship s 

How would you describe your relationships with your brother s an d 
sisters? [Prob e whatever description i s given for eac h brothe r 
and sister . Probe in similar fashion a s directed above. ] 

Do yo u fee l tha t yo u ar e close r t o on e brothe r o r siste r mor e 
than th e others ? Whic h one ? Wh y d o yo u fee l thi s way ? Wh y 
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do o r don' t yo u fee l tha t wa y wit h you r othe r sister s an d 
brothers? 

Do you think an y of your relationships with your brother s and sis-
ters have changed sinc e last year? 

How have they (the relationships) changed ? Why do you thin k the y 
have changed? [Tr y to encourage th e teenage r t o b e as specific 
as possible.] 

6. Relationshi p with Bes t or Closes t Friend s 
Is there one person (o r more) whom yo u would conside r your clos-

est or bes t friend? [I f no, are there an y reasons why? If the tee n 
has chosen a  group o f friends a s the closes t then adap t the ques -
tions to include many people. ] 

Who? How long have you bee n closes t o r bes t friends ? 
What makes this person your closes t friend ? 
Describe your friendship wit h thi s person. What i s it like? 
What do you like/dislike abou t your friend? Explain . 
What do you think your friend likes/dislike s abou t you? 
What do you like/dislike abou t th e relationship ? 
Is there anythin g you would lik e to change abou t th e relationship ? 

Are you similar/dissimila r t o your friend i n any way? Explain . 
Do you think your friendship ha s changed ove r the past year? [I f 

the friendship ha s not laste d a  year yet, ask if they think thi s 
friendship i s any different tha n th e close friendships the y had las t 
year or in the past. ] 

In what ways has it or your friendships change d ove r the past year? 
Why has or hasn't i t changed ? 

7. Romanti c Relationship s 
Do you have a boy/girlfriend righ t now ? 
If yes: 
Describe your relationship with him/her . 
How long have you bee n seein g him/her ? 
What do you like/dislike abou t him/her ? Explain . 
How d o you feel about him/her? Explain . 
How d o you thin k s/he feel s abou t you? Explain . 
Would you say you're i n love? What does that mean fo r you? 
What do you like/dislike abou t th e relationship? Explain . 
Is there anything you would like to change abou t th e relationship ? 
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Are you sexually involved with him/her ? 
Ifyes: 
How long have you bee n sexually involved? 
What made you decide to become sexually involved? 
What is that like for you to b e (o r not t o be ) sexually involved 

with this person? [I f they have difficulty answerin g you ca n 
give them option s such as , "Is it fun? Scary ? Boring?" And 
then probe whatever answe r they give you.] 

Do you use protection? Why or why not? 
Do yo u thin k you r relationshi p ha s change d ove r th e pas t 

year? [I f th e relationshi p hasn' t laste d a  year : D o yo u thin k 
your relationshi p wit h thi s perso n i s an y differen t tha n 
your previou s relationship? ] Ho w ha s o r hasn' t i t change d 
and why ? 

If the  teen does not have a boy/girlfriend right  now: 
How do you feel about no t goin g out with somebody a t this 

point? 
Why do you think you don' t g o out with anybody right now ? 

Have you ever had a  boyfriend o r girlfriend? D o you want t o 
in the future ? 

8. Rol e Model s 
Which relationships o r relationship i s particularly important o r 

most important fo r you right now? Why? 
Whom d o you look up to? Who is a role model fo r you? Wh o 

would you like to b e like? Why? 
9. Self-Descriptio n 

How would you describe yourself? [I f they have difficulty, as k them 
how someone els e (someone the y are close to) would describ e 
them. Whatever adjectives the y give to describe themselves , ask 
the teen to give an example of that adjective , e.g. : How ar e you 
nice; can you give me an example? ] 

What do you like/dislike abou t yourself? [Prob e fo r examples. ] 
What would you like to change/keep th e same about yourself ? 

[Probe fo r examples . Teenager should b e encouraged t o b e as 
specific a s possible.] 
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Do you think you have changed ove r the past year? How hav e you 
changed o r in what ways have you not changed ? What ha s 
caused the changes? 

10. Dru g an d Alcohol Us e 
Do you use drugs/alcohol? [As k about eac h separately. ] 
Why or why not? Why don't you use more tha n you do? [If  yes: 

What kind of substance? I n what situations do you use them? ] 
Has your use changed sinc e last year? 

Do you think you will use drugs/alcohol i n the future ? 
Why or why not? 

11. Value s and Belief s 
What values or belief s ar e really important fo r you? Why? What 

makes them important ? 
Do you consider yourself religious? I n what ways? Is it important t o 

you? Why? If not religious , why not? 
What makes your life worth living ? Why? 

12. View s of the Futur e 
When you think of the future , what do you think of? How d o you 

feel when you think abou t your future ? 
What do you see happening in your future ? 
How d o you see yourself getting there ? 
What ar e your hopes/fears abou t th e future? Wh y do you 

hope/fear thes e things ? 
Has the way you think abou t th e future change d ove r the past year? 

How an d why has it changed o r not changed ? 
13. Schoo l Question s 

How do you feel abou t school ? Why? 
What do you like/dislike abou t school ? Why? Give examples. Ho w 

long have you fel t thi s way? 
What kind of grades do you ge t typically? Are you satisfied wit h 

how you do in school? Why or why not? 
Why do you think you do so well or why do you think you don' t 

do as well as you would like? 
Do yo u think how you do a s a student wil l have any effect o n yo u 

later in life? 
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Do you think your thought s abou t schoo l have changed ove r th e 
past year? How have they changed? What's changed? Why have 
they changed o r not changed ? 

14. Perspective s on Large r Societ y 
How d o you see the larger society in which you live? What kind o f 

world do we live in? How would you describ e the society we live 
in? [Encourag e specificity. ] 

Do you think there i s discrimination i n this society? What kind ? 
Have you ever experienced an y kind o f racism/sexism? Describ e 
the situation . What was that like? Explain. [I f they say they 
haven't, ask if they think they will in the future , an d then o n 
what grounds? ] 

15. Concludin g Question s 
We have now finished  th e interview, are there an y comments abou t 

yourself that you want to add? Explain . 
Do you have any questions for me? 
Thank you fo r participating in the project . 
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Conceptually Clustered  Matrix  for  Relationships  with  Peers 

Adolescent 
Relationships 
with Friend s 

Relationships with 
Romantic Partne r 

Marie Tear 1 
Her bes t friend i s her 
cousin. Speaks abou t 
friends' bein g "tw o 
faced," bu t no t he r 
cousin. "Reall y trust s 
her," never had a n argu -
ment. Mother warn s 
against trusting friend s 
and implies that she is also 
wary of trusting peers . 
Says friend i s "under -
standing, nice, honest. " 
Evidence o f mutual car -
ing. Says they are bot h 
"ambitious" but hav e 
"different attitude. " 

She has a boyfriend who m 
she rarely sees. Doesn' t 
want t o "ge t serious " and 
risk getting hurt b y him. 
She "thinks " he care s 
about he r and sh e 
"knows" she loves him. 
She has not ha d sex and 
wants to marry as a virgin. 
Having sex may result in 
being hur t s o wants assur -
ance of marriage. 

Tear 2 
Best friend i s the same as 
last year because she' s 
honest. Neve r had a  big 
argument. The y tell each 

Seeing the same boy . She 
thinks he likes her mor e 
than sh e likes him. She 
loves him bu t sound s 

• • • • • • •  •  • 



other thei r problems. Mu -
tuality to the friendship . 
Says they are both hones t 
but he r friend ca n contro l 
her feelings more . Doesn' t 
trust her peers. 

Tear 3 
Still states that bes t frien d 
is same as last year bu t 
doesn't se e her as much. 
She says she never really 
had a  "real" best frien d 
whom sh e sees every day. 
When sh e has a problem, 
she calls her friend . Sh e 
doesn't "tel l everything t o 
anybody" because o f her 
reservations regardin g 
trusting others . 

ambivalent. She says she 
doesn't want to have "to o 
many" feelings fo r hi m 
because she might ge t 
hurt. Stil l is virgin becaus e 
she doesn't wan t to "in -
sult" her mother . 

New boyfriend wit h 
whom sh e doesn' t want t o 
"get serious. " She likes 
that he is very ambitiou s 
unlike her othe r boy -
friend. Feel s "proud t o 
bring him home." Hasn' t 
had sex . She describe s 
their relationship a s un-
derstanding. 
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Notes 

Notes to  the Introduction 
1. Throughou t thi s book, "urba n adolescents " will refer t o those who live in 

urban area s and who are from poo r o r working-class families . While the study pre-
sented i n thi s book focuse s primaril y on ethnic-minorit y urba n youth , i t i s critical 
to remembe r tha t urba n yout h ar e ethnically divers e an d includ e white teenagers . 
My focus on ethnic minoritie s reflects th e studen t bod y of the particular school in 
which I  collected m y data . 

2. Se e also Dash, 1989 . 
3. Massing , 1995 . 
4. Gilligan , 1982 . 
5. Ala n Guttmacher Institute , 1994 . 
6. Su m &  Fogg, 1991. 
7. Jessor , 1993 , p. 118 . 
8. Feldma n &  Elliot , 1990 , p. 488. 
9. Burton , Allison, & Obeidallah , 1995 , p. 119 . 

10. Se e Bell-Scott, 1987 ; McKenry e t al. , 1989 . 
11. Gibbs , 1985 , p. 28. 
12. Reid , 1993 . 
13. Bell-Scot t &  Taylor, 1989 ; Garcia Col l e t al. , 1996 . 
14. Leadbeate r &  Way, 1996 . 
15. Bell-Scot t &  Taylor, 1989 , p. 122 . 
16. Children' s Defens e Fund , 1991 . 
17. Ibid . 

• • • • • • •  •  • 
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18. Whil e thes e number s refe r t o ethnic/racia l group s rathe r tha n t o urba n 
poor or working-class youth, they are relevant for understanding urban adolescent s 
since the majority o f urban youth ar e black , Latino, or white. I t i s difficult t o find 
statistics abou t urba n adolescent s specifically . Th e socia l scienc e literatur e usuall y 
classifies studie s o f urban adolescent s a s studies o f particular ethni c groups . Onl y 
recendy hav e socia l scientist s begu n t o identif y adolescent s b y the geographi c lo -
cation i n whic h the y resid e (Fine , 1991 ; Leadbeate r &  Way , 1996 ; Seidman , 
1991). 

19. Children' s Defens e Fund , 1991 . 
20. Ala n Guttmache r Institute , 1994 . 
21. Jessor , 1992 . 
22. I n a  study o f 234 seventh-grad e student s fro m a n inner-city school , Pric e 

& Clarke-McLea n (1997 ) foun d tha t onl y 1 4 percent o f their participants fit  into 
their high-risk subgroup (base d on schoo l grades and conduct) . 

23. Earls , 1993 ; Feldma n &  Elliot , 1990 ; Garci a Col l e t al. , 1996 ; Gibbs , 
1985; Jessor , 1993 ; Leadbeater &  Way, 1996; Spencer &  Dornbusch, 1990 ; Way, 
1995. 

24. Bronfenbrenner , 1979 ; Lewin, 1951. 
25. Campbell , 1984 ; Fine, 1991 ; Taylor, Gilligan , &  Sullivan , 1995 ; Ladner , 

1971; MacLeod , 1987/1995 ; Riley , 1985 ; Steinit z &  Solomon , 1986 ; Willis , 
1977. 

26. Ke y exceptions t o thi s genera l pattern includ e Ladner' s stud y an d Hause r 
and Kasendorf's study , both conducted in the 1970s . Ladner (1971) conducted an 
ethnographic stud y o f thirt y urba n blac k girl s o f differen t age s t o find  ou t ho w 
"low income blac k girl s go abou t th e actua l tas k o f becoming women " (p . 235) . 
Ladner's stud y i s on e o f th e fe w in-dept h developmenta l studie s o f urba n blac k 
girls. Her study, however was cross-sectional rather than longitudinal , which man y 
researchers recommen d whe n studyin g chang e ove r tim e (Damon , 1979 ; Hause r 
& Kasendorf , 1983) . Hause r an d Kasendor f (1983 ) examine d th e identit y devel -
opment of twenty-two low-income black and white adolescents. They followed th e 
adolescents over a three-year time span to examine how their perceptions of them-
selves changed ove r this period. Thei r study is unique i n its approach t o the stud y 
of low-income adolescents ; the population unde r consideration , however , was re-
stricted t o boys . 

27. Campbell , 1984 ; MacLeod, 1987/1995 . 
28. Bronfenbrenner , 1977 , p. 515. 
29. Harries , 1987 , p. 140 . 
30. Althoug h ther e ar e certainl y a  multitud e o f additiona l aspect s o f one' s 

world (perhaps even infinite), I have chosen these areas because they seemed to me, 
as a psychologist who has worked with adolescent s fo r ove r eleven years, the mos t 
obvious components o f an adolescent's world . 

31. Thi s expression was taken from a  talk given by Toni Morrison a t the Mass-
achusetts Institute o f Technology in April 1992 . 
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32. Thi s expressio n wa s als o take n fro m a  talk give n b y Ton i Morriso n con -
cerning the reasons she wrote he r novel Beloved  (1987). 

33. Jones , 1989; Leadbeater &  Way, 1996; Spencer, Brookins, & Allen, 1985 ; 
Taylor, 1995 . 

34. B y "ethnography" I  mean a  study tha t typicall y involves a  participant ob -
server collecting data from multipl e source s (parents , teachers, students, adminis-
trators, neighbors , etc. ) usin g multipl e method s (e.g. , interviewing , observing ) 
over a period o f time. A common ai m of such studies is to understand th e ways in 
which a particular community thinks and acts. Classic ethnographic studies include 
Stack's (1974 ) stud y o f Africa n America n familie s o r Liebow' s (1967 ) stud y o f 
black men from a n urban community. In contrast, my study involved analyzing the 
interviews o f a small group o f adolescents ove r time . I  was not intereste d i n ho w 
the adolescent s acted , bu t rathe r ho w the y perceived their action s and , mor e gen -
erally, their worlds. 

Notes to  Chapter  1 
1. Rabino w &  Sullivan, 1979 . 
2. Ibid. , p. 6 . 
3. Brow n &  Gilligan , 1992 ; Flax , 1990 ; Gadamer , 1984 ; Gergen , 1985 ; 

Hare-Mustin &  Marecek, 1988 ; Rorty, 1979 ; Segal, 1986 . 
4. Messer , Sass, & Woolfolk, 1984 , p. 4. 
5. Gilligan , Brown, &  Rogers , 1990 , p. 88. 
6. Man y researcher s hav e note d th e problem s wit h a  deficit mode l o f devel-

opment (se e Garci a Col l e t al. , 1996 ; Gibbs , 1985 ; Hauser &  Kassendorf , 1983 ; 
McKenry et al. , 1989 ) 

7. Garci a Col l and he r colleague s (1996 ) discus s this particular proble m an d 
provide numerous references fo r studies that have made such a claim (e.g. , Bloom, 
Davis, & Hess, 1965 ; Dunn, 1987 ; Passow, 1963) . 

8. Gadamer , 1984 . 
9. Sass , 1988, p. 253. 

10. Lather , 1988 , 1991; Stacey, 1988 . 
11. Whil e it is clearly not possible to reflect o n al l of one's own prejudices, it is 

possible t o engag e wit h an d constand y reflec t o n th e prejudice s o f which w e ar e 
aware. 

12. Gadamer , 1979 , p. 150 . 
13. Ibid. , p. 151-157 . 
14. Hoshman d &  Polkinghorne, 1992 , p. 61. 
15. I  define "developmenta l theory " a s a theory tha t attempt s to explain wha t 

happens (cognitively , emotionally , and behaviorally ) durin g o r acros s certain peri -
ods (infancy , childhood , adolescence , o r adulthood ) i n th e lifespan . I  distinguis h 
these forma l theorie s from th e day-to-da y explanatory model s o f thought tha t we 
carry around with us to make sense of our worlds . 
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16. I  am focusing her e o n where on e begin s one' s research projec t conceptu -
ally. I am not critiquing the use of developmental theories to explain one's finding s 
in explorator y research , bu t rathe r usin g a  developmenta l theor y a s a  fram e fo r 
one's research . 

17. Hirschman , 1979 , p. 19 . 
18. Heidegger , 1927/1962 , p. 153 . 
19. Lyotard , 1984 . 
20. Ibid. , p. xxv. 
21. Ibid . 
22. Harding , 1986 , p. 15 . 
23. Bios , 1941 , 1979; Erikson, 1963 , 1968. 
24. Erikson , 1968 . 
25. Bios , 1979; Erikson, 1963 , 1968; Kohlberg, 1981 ; Selman, 1980 . 
26. Erikson , 1958 , p. 114 . 
27. Fo r overview s o f thi s perspective , se e Feldma n &  Ellio t (1990 ) o r Bal k 

(1995). 
28. Gilligan , 1982 ; Miller, 1976 ; Steinitz &  Solomon, 1986 . 
29. Gilligan , Brown, & Rogers, 1990; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Rogers, 1993. 
30. Douva n &  Adelson, 1966 ; Marcia, 1980 ; Miller, 1991 ; Thomas, 1996 . 
31. Belle , 1989; Buhrmester &  Furman, 1987 ; Caldwell &  Peplau, 1982 ; Ep-

stein &  Karweit , 1983 ; Miller, 1991. 
32. Way , in press. 
33. Flax , 1990 , p. 57 . 
34. Bordo , 1990 . 
35. Rorty , 1979 , p. 364 . 
36. Brow n &  Gilligan , 1992 ; Campbell , 1984 ; Fine , 1991 ; Gilligan , 1982 ; 

Ladner, 1971 ; MacLeod, 1987/1995 ; Steinitz &  Solomon, 1986 . 
37. White , 1952 . 
38. Sinc e Rober t White, many other researchers from divers e fields,  includin g 

sociology, anthropology , an d psychology , hav e conducte d simila r studie s o f 
human live s i n variou s context s (e.g. , Campbell , 1984 ; Fine , 1991 ; Gilligan , 
1982; Ladner , 1971 ; Lewis, 1961 ; Liebow, 1967 ; MacLeod, 1987/1995 ; Stack , 
1974). Although thes e researcher s hav e chose n differen t methodologie s (partici -
pant observatio n o r semistructure d researc h interviewing) , al l agre e tha t th e 
depth an d richness  o f human live s can be revealed only by carefully observin g an d 
listening closel y t o eac h person' s story . I n thei r studies , th e live s o f th e researc h 
participants ar e drawn ou t i n vivid detail , frequently revealin g a n intimate under -
standing o n th e researchers ' par t o f th e environmen t i n whic h th e researc h par -
ticipants ar e immersed . 

39. Brow n &  Gilligan , 1990 , p. 3. 
40. Gilligan , Brown, &  Rogers , 1990 , p. 89. 
41 . Ibid . 
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42. Ibid. , p. 107 . 
43. Gilligan , 1991. 
44. "N o one , not even the least privileged among us, is ever entirely powerles s 

over the message s tha t travers e an d positio n hi m a t the pos t o f sender, addressee , 
or referent" (Lyotard , 1984 , p. 15) . 

45. Rogers , 1990 , p. 3. 

Notes to  Chapter  2 
1. Th e project initially began as a cross-sectional study funded b y the National 

Institute o f Dru g Abus e (Perr y London , principa l investigator ) t o examin e th e 
socio-emotional correlate s of high-risk behavio r amon g urba n an d suburba n ado -
lescents (see Way et al. , 1994) . 

2. Fro m a  cross-sectiona l NID A stud y o f urba n adolescent s (se e previou s 
note), ninety adolescents were individually interviewed (al l those who agreed to be 
interviewed). From thi s subsample o f adolescents, I  asked  al l the nint h an d tent h 
graders (N =  30) t o participate i n my study. Twenty-eight wer e willing to partici -
pate. However , fou r o f these student s lef t th e schoo l afte r th e first  year , an d on e 
left afte r tw o years . Th e remainin g twenty-thre e student s wer e interviewe d ove r 
three years and one was interviewed ove r two years. 

3. Th e schoo l fro m whic h I  hav e draw n m y sampl e ha s fifty-six  ethni c 
groups represente d i n th e studen t body , wit h Africa n American s an d Puert o Ri -
cans comprisin g th e majority . Th e school' s ethni c diversit y i s typica l o f man y 
urban schools . 

4. Socia l class was determined by the resident parents' occupation and level of 
education completed . Thos e parent s who depende d o n publi c assistanc e fo r thei r 
daily livelihood ( N =  10) were considered poor . 

5. Al l but one of the interviewers were doctoral students in psychology at the 
time o f the interviews ; the fifth  was a  master's studen t i n psychology. Tw o o f th e 
interviewers were white males from working-clas s families, two were white female s 
from middle-clas s families , and one interviewer was African America n from a  mid-
dle-class family . Throughou t m y dat a analyses , I  wil l refe r t o th e interviewer s b y 
their first names. 

6. Brow n e t al. , 1988; Brown &  Gilligan , 1990 . 
7. Miller , 1988 . 
8. Mile s & Huberman, 1984 . 
9. Brow n e t al. , 1988. 

10. Brow n &  Gilligan, 1990 , p. 5 . 
11. Ibid. , p. 6 . 
12. Miller , 1991. 
13. Ibid. , p. 42. 
14. Mile s & Huberman, 1984 . 
15. Gilligan , Brown, & Rogers , 1990 , p. 96. 
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Notes to  the Introduction to  Chapter  3 
1. Fine&Weis , 1996 , p. 260. 

Notes to  Chapter  3 
1. Th e descriptions of Malcolm are drawn from Mike' s notes at the end of his 

interview with Malcolm . 
2. Knei a DaCosta (1996 ) found, in her study of urban black adolescents, that 

they ofte n distinguishe d betwee n "trustworthy , rea l friends , wh o com e i n shor t 
supply, and mere 'associates, ' who ar e the ubiquitous defaults " (p . 21). 

3. Wha t seems like a term of affection use d to describe Paul may indicate tha t 
Paul i s not a n associate , bu t rathe r a  friend. Malcolm , however , doe s no t discus s 
this relationship. The term , however, may merely refer t o the boy s with whom h e 
associates. 

4. Whil e listening to the adolescent s in this study, I was often struc k b y their 
disclosures o f thei r privat e thought s an d feeling s whil e a t th e sam e time  dis -
cussing their distrust o f others. Eva says in her junior-year interview: " I won't tal k 
to people lik e I'm talkin g to you now , you don' t kno w m e s o it really don't mat -
ter t o m e wha t yo u kno w [now] . It' s lik e crazy , you know , peopl e tha t yo u se e 
every day that knows things abou t you an d you kno w they bring i t up." Eva sug-
gests a  sense of vulnerability abou t other s in her community knowin g he r stories , 
knowing he r weaknesses , an d usin g the m agains t he r (thi s fea r i s discusse d a t 
length i n chapte r 5) . The interviewer s wil l no t d o tha t precisel y becaus e the y ar e 
not par t o f he r community . I n addition , th e adolescent s ma y hav e bee n encour -
aged t o spea k openl y wit h thei r respectiv e interviewer s becaus e th e interviewer s 
took thei r perspective s seriously—the y sa t with eac h adolescen t an d carefull y lis -
tened t o thei r stories . 

5. Question s abou t potentia l discriminatio n base d on race , ethnicity, or gen -
der were only asked during the second- an d third-year interviews . 

Notes to  Chapter  4 

Parts o f thi s chapte r hav e bee n previousl y publishe d i n The  Psychology of  Women 
Quarterly, 19,  107-12 8 

1. Th e concep t o f "ordinary courage" is drawn from Anni e Rogers' s (1993 ) 
work wit h adolescen t girls . He r definitio n o f thi s concep t i s drawn fro m a  four -
teenth-century definitio n o f courag e "t o spea k one' s min d b y tellin g al l one' s 
heart" (Simpso n &  Weiner, 1989 , p. 1051) . 

2. O f the ten adolescent girls who suggested this outspoken theme , seven did 
so in their junior o r senior year. While many qualitative researchers avoi d present -
ing number s o r frequencies , I  provid e suc h dat a becaus e I  believ e i t i s critica l t o 
provide a s much themati c information t o the reader as possible. Themes are ofte n 
evident among only a subset of participants and I  do not want to imply otherwise . 
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Furthermore, I  d o no t wan t t o leav e m y reade r wonderin g wha t I  mean t b y 
"many" o r "some " o r " a few " an d I  als o d o no t wan t t o simpl y sa y "th e girl s 
stated .  .  . ," leaving the reade r incorrectly t o assum e tha t al l the girl s suggested a 
particular theme . Number s ar e presente d t o underscor e th e diversit y withi n th e 
sample. Rarely did all the adolescents indicate any of the themes I discuss. To avoid 
disrupting th e flow o f the narrative , however, these numbers ar e presented i n th e 
endnotes. 

3. I  frequentl y not e th e ethnicit y o f the adolescen t I  a m describin g in orde r 
to remind the reader that the themes discussed in this book were suggested by ado-
lescents from  differen t ethni c groups . Non e o f th e theme s wer e mor e prevalen t 
among one ethnic group than another . 

4. Pastor , McCormick , &  Fin e (1996 ) discus s th e saf e space s fo r girl s a s 
"homes." 

5. Brow n &  Gilligan, 1992 , p. 112 . 
6. Fordham , 1993 . 
7. Ibid . 
8. Nin e ou t o f the twelve girl s suggested thi s theme . 
9. A  year afte r thi s interview too k place , I wa s told b y a  guidance counselo r 

that Tyiesha was on antidepressant s when I  interviewed her . 
10. Onl y on e bo y told u s he was "outspoken " i n hi s relationships. Fou r boy s 

suggested tha t the y were direc t an d hones t i n some o f their relationship s bu t di d 
not refe r t o themselve s a s "outspoken. " Nin e boy s suggeste d tha t the y wer e si -
lenced b y or silent in some of their relationships , and five boys indicated tha t the y 
were silenced by or silent in most o f their relationships . 

11. A  simila r strateg y ha s bee n observe d i n othe r studie s o f friendship s 
among white , primaril y middle-clas s adolescents . Shulma n (1993 ) found , i n hi s 
study o f clos e friendshi p pair s amon g tenth-graders , tha t thos e wh o ha d "dis -
engaged friendships " reporte d tha t disagreement s coul d terminat e thei r clos e 
friendships. The y therefor e sough t t o avoi d conflic t i n thei r friendships : "the y 
kept a  certai n distanc e t o avoi d difference s o f opinio n o r conflicts . Paradoxi -
cally, disengage d clos e friend s preferre d t o b e 'distant ' i n orde r t o preserv e th e 
closeness o f thei r friendships " (p . 68) . Th e presen t stud y suggest s simila r find -
ings amon g th e boys . 

12. Brow n &  Gilligan, 1992 , p. 3. 
13. Pipher , 1994 ; Mann, 1994 . 
14. Brow n & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, Brown, & Rogers, 1990; Rogers, 1993. 
15. Eichenbau m &  Orbach, 1988 , p. 147 . 
16. Ibid. , p. 148 . 
17. Numerou s socia l scienc e researc h studies , in additio n t o th e one s alread y 

cited, have discussed th e "silences " among women (Belenk y e t al. , 1986 ; Lakoff , 
1975). The majority , however , with a  few exceptions (Belenk y e t al. , 1986) , have 
focused o n middle - and upper-clas s girl s and women . 

18. Simpso n &  Weiner, 1989 , p. 1051. 
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19. I n contras t to the present findings,  Fordham' s (1993 ) stud y of adolescen t 
girls fro m Washington , D.C. , indicate d tha t th e girl s who wer e doin g poorl y i n 
school were more likely to be the "loud girls" than the girls who excelled in school. 
No suc h differences wer e found i n the present study . 

20. Taylor , Gilligan , an d Sulliva n hav e recenti y (1995 ) complete d a  study o f 
"high risk" urban adolescent girls. They note, in accordance with the present study, 
that man y blac k adolescen t girl s i n thei r stud y appea r t o "spea k thei r minds " i n 
many of their relationships . 

21. Wade-Gayles , 1984 , p. 12 . 
22. Ladner , 1979 , p. 3 . 
23. Torres , 1992 . 
24. I t i s important t o not e tha t whil e adolescen t girl s ma y no t fee l hear d b y 

their father s o r mothers , parents ma y stil l encourage thei r daughters ' outspoken -
ness. 

25. Pastor , McCormick, &  Fine, 1996 , p. 16 . 
26. Brow n &  Gilligan , 1992 . 
27. Eichenbau m &  Orbach, 1988 . 
28. Th e adolescent s ar e par t o f a  constellation o f cultures whic h includ e cul -

tures based on race, ethnicity, gender, social class, as well as family, school, and ge-
ographic location. In the present discussion , however, I  am referring t o an Ameri-
can culture tha t encompasses al l of these. 

29. Joseph , 1984 , p. 18 . 
30. Debold , 1991 . 
31. Raymond , 1994 . 
32. Turne r e t al. , 1994 . 
33. Fin e &  Weis, 1996, p. 261. 
34. hooks , 1989 , p. 6 . 

Notes to  Chapter  5 

Portions of this chapter were previously published in B. Leadbeater & N. Way, eds., 
Urban girls: Resisting stereotypes,  creating  identities  (Ne w York: New York Univer -
sity Press, 1996) . 

1. Guillerm o i s the onl y participant i n th e stud y who i s interviewed fo r tw o 
years. 

2. Sullivan , 1953. 
3. Considerin g a girlfriend t o be a romantic partner and a close friend was  not 

typical among the boys ; only two boys in the study expressed suc h feelings . 
4. Al l but one of the twelve boys claimed not  to trus t other boys by their third 

interviews (fou r boy s voiced complet e distrus t o f al l o f their male peers during al l 
three o f their interviews), and nine boy s reported tha t thi s lack of trust prevente d 
them fro m havin g clos e o r bes t friends . Similarly , al l bu t tw o o f th e twelv e girl s 



Notes to Chapter 5 I  28 7 

spoke about not trusting other girls by their third-year interviews (none of the girls 
voiced complet e distrus t o f al l o f thei r femal e peer s durin g al l thre e interviews) . 
Only four girls reported that their lack of trust in their female peers kept them fro m 
having close or bes t friends . 

5. Althoug h th e adolescent s wer e neve r specificall y aske d t o respon d abou t 
same-sex peers, all of the adolescents spoke about same-sex peers when asked abou t 
close or best friends. Only three adolescents explicidy included opposite-sex friend s 
in their network of close or bes t friends . 

6. Thre e o f th e boys , an d non e o f th e girls , discussed concern s abou t thei r 
peers stealing from them . 

7. Caldwel l &  Peplau, 1982 ; Belle, 1989 . 
8. Raymond , 1994 ; Lehne, 1989 . 
9. Althoug h man y of the boys spoke about knowing peers who had died, Ty-

rone was the only boy who spoke abou t th e death o f close friends . 
10. Wortha m (1997 ) note s i n hi s ethnographi c stud y o f immigran t Latino s 

from a  small town tha t "th e transienc e o f Latino familie s als o takes a  toll bot h o n 
adolescents and other Latinos . .  . . Even children from familie s residen t fo r severa l 
years often speculat e tha t the y wil l b e leavin g soon , an d thi s expectatio n disrupt s 
their commitments t o schoo l an d friends . As a result o f all of this transience, chil-
dren see m particularl y sensitiv e t o los s an d suspiciou s o f others ' commitmen t t o 
them" (p . 6). While i t i s unknown ho w transien t th e populatio n tha t participate d 
in the present stud y was, this type of sensitivity to los s is suggested. 

11. Thes e tw o qualitie s o f friendship ar e considered th e mos t importan t one s 
by adolescent s fro m man y differen t ethni c an d social-clas s background s (Savin -
Williams & Berndt , 1990) . 

12. Nin e boy s in the study indicated tha t the y experience a  shift fro m trustin g 
to not trusting their male peers. Two boys in the study consistently stated that they 
had close or best friends, but they wanted to maintain caution in these relationship s 
because of the potential for betrayal . For these two boys, being cautious or wary of 
their peers did not exclude the possibility of having a close or best friend. On e ado-
lescent bo y in th e stud y ha d a  best frien d eac h yea r o f the stud y an d neve r men -
tioned havin g difficultie s trustin g hi s peer s o r wantin g t o hav e mor e intimat e 
friends. 

13. Ma c a n Ghail l (1994) , i n hi s astut e an d powerfu l stud y o f working-clas s 
boys' friendships (fro m England) , notes that many of the adolescent boy s describe 
feeling lonely with their "mates." "During the research, they reflected o n their dif-
ficulty in expressing personal feelings with each other, resulting from thei r learning 
to hide from other s and themselves what they felt" (p . 97). Furthermore, the boy s 
in his study often discusse d no t bein g abl e to trus t othe r boy s with thei r persona l 
issues and concerns . 

14. Eigh t ou t o f twelve of the adolescen t girl s stated tha t while they struggle d 
with trusting thei r female peers , they had one o r more clos e or bes t friends . 
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15. I t i s important t o not e tha t thes e adolescent s wer e no t havin g clos e rela -
tionships with those who were betraying them, but rather with those who were no t 
betraying them . 

16. I t remain s unclea r i n listening t o Felicia' s interview if , whe n sh e use s th e 
word "nowadays, " she believes that as she has grown older it has become more dif-
ficult for her to trust others or whether a  specific incident or experience during th e 
past year led her to no longer trus t he r peers. 

17. Unfortunatel y th e interviewer s neve r asked  th e student s wha t the y mean t 
by "thes e days " o r "nowadays. " Sinc e Tyiesh a ha d a  bes t frien d i n he r freshma n 
and sophomore year, however, it is likely that she means that she cannot trust peo-
ple as much a s she could in the past . 

18. Previou s studie s o f adolescen t friendship s hav e suggeste d tha t male s ar e 
more likely to mistrust their same-sex friends than are females (Armsde n &  Green -
berg, 1987 ; Sharabany, Gershoni , & Hofman, 1981 ; Youniss & Smollar, 1985) . 

19. Simila r findings  regardin g boy s havin g "avoidan t attachments " t o thei r 
same-sex peers have been reporte d elsewher e (Bartholome w &  Horowitz, 1991) . 

20. Se e review by Savin-Williams &  Berndt, 1990 ; Youniss & Smollar, 1985 . 
21. Belle , 1989; Buhrmester &  Furman, 1987 ; Caldwell &  Peplau, 1982 ; Ep-

stein &  Karweit , 1983 ; Miller, 1991. 
22. Whil e Sulliva n (1953 ) ha s writte n abou t th e intimac y tha t exist s amon g 

early-adolescent boys, other researchers have suggested that these boys have less in-
timate friendships tha n early-adolescen t girl s (Berndt, 1982) . 

23. Caldwel l & Peplau, 1982; Camarena, Sarigiani, & Petersen, 1990; Douvan 
& Adelson , 1966 ; Furman &  Buhrmester , 1985 ; Reisman, 1990 ; Savin-William s 
& Berndt , 1990 . 

24. Leadbeater , Batgos , & Lin, 1992 . 
25. Brow n &  Gilligan , 1992 . 
26. Raymond , 1994 , p. 120 . 
27. Th e impact of socialization pressures on adolescen t girls ' and boys ' friend -

ships has been noted b y numerous researcher s (Clar k &  Reis , 1988 ; Eder &  Hal -
linan, 1978 ; Leadbeater, Batgos , & Lin, 1992 ; Rose, 1985) . 

28. Brow n &  Gilligan , 1992 ; Savin-William s &  Berndt , 1992 ; Younis s & 
Smollar, 1985 . 

29. Younis s &  Smolla r (1985 ) foun d tha t approximatel y 3 0 percen t o f th e 
white, middle-clas s adolescen t boy s i n thei r studie s di d no t hav e supportiv e an d 
trusting relationships with thei r male peers. 

30. DaCost a (1996) has also noted in her qualitative study of urban black ado-
lescents the theme o f distrust o f peers and classmates . 

31. Ibid . 
32. Epstei n &  Karweit , 1983 , p. 60. 
33. Hayne s &  Emmons, 1994 . 
34. Gol d &Yanof , 1985 . 
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35. Th e typica l assertion concerning the connections betwee n parent and pee r 
relationships has been that those adolescents who have close relationships with par-
ents are more likely to have close relationships with friends (Greenberg , Siegel , & 
Leitch, 1983 ; Kerns &  Barth , 1995) . Other s hav e noted , however , tha t i t i s also 
possible fo r adolescent s wh o hav e poo r relationship s wit h thei r parent s t o hav e 
close relationships with their peers in order t o compensate (Eas t &  Rook, 1992) . 

36. Salguer o &  McCusker, 1996 ; Stack, 1974 . 
37. Laursen , 1993 ; Shulman, 1993 ; Youniss & Smollar, 1985 . 
38. DuBoi s &  Hirsch , 1990 ; Gallaghe r &  Busch-Rossnagel , 1991 ; Jones , 

Costin, &  Ricard, 1994 . 
39. Jones , Costin, &  Ricard, 1994 . 
40. DuBoi s &  Hirsch, 1990 . 
41. Gallaghe r &  Busch-Rossnagel, 1991 . 

Notes to  Chapter  6 
1. Hal f o f the adolescent s (si x girl s an d si x boys ) suggeste d th e theme s dis -

cussed in this chapter. The othe r hal f of the adolescent s eithe r did not hav e moth -
ers who were alive (N =  3) or did no t spea k about thei r mothers in ways that sug -
gested pattern s acros s thei r stories . While on e o f these adolescent s spok e warml y 
about he r mothe r an d th e other s seeme d mor e ambivalent , the y neve r suggeste d 
the passion and intensity that I heard among the adolescents I describe in this chap-
ter. 

2. Collin s (1987) notes that one of the most common messages heard amon g 
African America n wome n fro m thei r mother s wa s that the y shoul d b e self-relian t 
and resourceful: the y should not depend on a man to take care of them either emo-
tionally or financially. 

3. Anzaldua , 1987 ; Bell-Scot t e t al. , 1991 ; Greene , 1990 ; Kandel , 1974 ; 
Joseph, 1991 ; Shade, 1983 ; Shorris, 1992 . 

4. Joseph , 1984 , p. 17 . 
5. Ma c an Ghail l (1994 ) als o notes tha t amon g th e working-class adolescen t 

males in his ethnographic study , many spoke extensivel y o f their emotiona l close -
ness to their mothers. He states that this contrasted with the middle-class boys who 
directed muc h hostilit y toward thei r mothers an d fathers . 

6. Othe r socia l science researchers have noted simila r findings  amon g ethnic -
minority adolescents (Eccles , 1997 ; Mac an Ghaill , 1994 ; Wortham, 1997) . 

7. Wa y et al. , 1994 . 
8. Ward , 1996 . 
9. Wade-Gayles , 1984 , p. 8 . 

10. Shorris , 1992 . 
11. T . Morrison , 1992 , tal k give n a t th e Massachusett s Institut e o f Technol -

ogy-
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Notes to  Chapter  7 
1. Lamm , Schmidt, &  Trommsdorff, 1976 . 
2. Th e theme was evident in the interviews of seventeen o f the adolescents . 
3. The y feare d deat h no t onl y a s a  resul t o f the violenc e i n thei r neighbor -

hoods but also as a result of disease. There were many stories of parents having can-
cer, heart, lung, or kidney problems or other potentially life-threatening diseases . 

4. Ward , 1990 , p. 223. 
5. Heidegger , 1927/1962 . 
6. Riley , 1985 ; Weininger, 1975 ; Way, 1990 . 
7. I n he r forthcoming book , Caro l Stack also notes thi s pattern i n her inter -

views with urban youth . 
8. MacLeod , 1987/1995 . 
9. Steinit z &  Solomon, 1986 . 

10. Harding , 1986 . 
11. Ther e i s a n abundanc e o f socia l scienc e literatur e whic h discusse s th e 

"split," "dual, " o r "contradictory " consciousnes s eviden t amon g women , poo r 
and working-clas s people , an d peopl e o f colo r (Gramsci , 1971 ; Liebow, 1967 ; 
Stack, 1974 ; Strauss, 1990) . 

12. Pastor , McCormick, &  Fine, 1996 , p. 28. 
13. Steinit z an d Solomo n (1986 ) writ e abou t "individua l responsibilit y a s a 

source of hope and self blame" (p. 233) in their book on the perspectives of work-
ing-class youth . 

14. Fin e &  Macpherson, 1995 . 

Notes to  Chapter  8 
1. MacLeo d (1987/1995 ) note s that the black , urban adolescen t boy s he in-

terviewed repeatedl y blame d themselve s fo r thei r academi c mediocrit y (se e als o 
Fine &  Zane, 1989 ; Steinitz &  Solomon, 1986) . 

2. Theorist s an d researcher s have noted tha t hopelessnes s i s commonly asso -
ciated wit h a  sense o f lacking contro l (Ames , 1985 ; Ames &  Lau , 1982 ; Weiner , 
Russell, &  Lerman, 1978) . Those who believ e tha t certai n characteristics , such as 
being "lazy, " are permanent characteristic s wil l feel mor e hopeles s abou t th e pos -
sibilities of change than thos e who see such a  characteristic a s more fluid an d vari-
able. 

3. Whil e terms such a s "internal" and "external " ar e problematic give n thei r 
implication tha t a n experience ca n be neady divided, I  will use these tw o terms as 
a way to distinguish those experiences which appear to involve only the adolescent s 
themselves (e.g., being "lazy" or having an "attitude") an d those which involve in-
stitutions o r relationships with parents, teachers, and peers . 

4. Fin e &  Zane, 1989 . 
5. Ibid . 
6. MacLeod , 1987/1995 , p. 262. 
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7. Pasto r and her colleagues note: "Critical insights without opportunities fo r 
students t o reconstruc t a  world ric h i n th e wonder s o f race, culture, gender , an d 
social justic e ma y woun d a  sens e o f possibility " (Pastor , McCormick , an d Fine , 
1996, p . 29). 

Notes to  Chapter  9 
1. Socia l class seemed less clearly defined tha n race, ethnicity, and gender and , 

therefore, mor e complicate d (awkward , perhaps ) t o direcd y inquir e abou t whe n 
discussing oppression . 

2. Nin e of the twelve boys suggested th e them e discusse d here . 
3. Stac y Scott, the onl y black interviewer , was not a  part o f the interviewin g 

team during the third-yea r interviews . 
4. Won g (1997) , in his study of women o n welfare , noted tha t while wome n 

were quick to note acts  of discrimination enacted on others, they often denie d hav-
ing bee n discriminate d agains t themselves . Wortha m (1997 ) an d Wei s &  Fin e 
(1996) not e tha t boy s are more "pron e t o see macro-level discriminatory pattern s 
in society [tha n girls ] .  .  .  they ar e less willing than female s t o .  .  .  ignore th e dis -
crimination" (Wortham , 1997 , p. 12) . 

5. Ou r third-year interviews were conducted b y a white man from a  working-
class family an d myself . 

6. Thi s particula r finding  ha s bee n note d b y Michell e Fin e i n he r researc h 
with urban adolescent s from  Philadelphi a an d New Jersey as well as in my own re-
search wit h adolescent s fro m th e Lowe r Eas t Sid e o f Ne w Yor k City . I t ha s als o 
been note d b y Frankenber g (1994 ) i n he r stud y o f white working - an d middle -
class women. Fo r som e o f the women i n he r study , "seein g rac e differences a t al l 
made one a  racist" (p . 138) . 

7. Frankenber g (1994 ) i n her book The  Social Construction of  Whiteness,  dis -
tinguishes betwee n essentialis t racism , colo r an d powe r evasion , an d rac e cog -
nizance. Essentialis t racis m assert s tha t ethni c minoritie s ar e inherenti y inferior . 
Color and power evasion is the discourse heard in the present study and asserts that 
race doesn't make a difference. Rac e cognizance is the discourse that insists on rec-
ognizing differences bu t also on valuing the culture and aesthetics of different cul -
tures. 

8. Wei s & Fine, 1996 ; Wortham, 1997 . 
9. Orenstein , 1994 ; Sadker & Sadker, 1994 . 

10. Sadke r &  Sadker, 1994 . 
11. Se e also MacLeod, 1987/1995 . 
12. Freire , 1970; Taylor, Gilligan, & Sullivan, 1995 . 

Notes to  Chapter  10 
1. Thi s information wa s obtained fro m Helena' s notes of this first-year  inter -

view. 
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Notes to  the Epilogue 
1. Belle , 1989; Deaux, 1977 ; Douvan &  Adelson, 1966 ; Epstein &  Karweit , 

1983. 
2. Se e Steinitz and Solomon (1986) for a more extensive discussion of this dy-

namic. 
3. Anzaldua , 1987 ; Nobles, 1980 ; Robinson &  Ward, 1991 ; Stack, 1974 . 
4. Robinso n &  Ward, 1991. 
5. Ibid. , p. 92. 
6. Anzaldua , 1987 , p. 19 . 
7. Thi s distinctio n betwee n Africa n America n an d Latin o an d Europea n 

American communitie s ha s bee n mad e repeatedl y ove r th e pas t te n years . Th e 
problem wit h thi s distinction , however , i s not onl y does i t no t acknowledg e tha t 
many Blac k and Latin o youth ar e struggling t o find  th e connection s the y seek , i t 
also ignores the large body of research on white, European American girl s that in-
dicates tha t the y ar e particularl y desirou s o f connectio n (se e Brow n &  Gilligan , 
1992). 

8. Way , in press. 
9. Fine , 1991 ; Wong , 1997 . 

10. Wong , 1997 , p. 26. 
11. Burton , Allison, &Obeidallah, 1995;Fine , 1991;Fine &Zane , 1989;Fin e 

& Macpherson , 1995 ; Leadbeater &  Way, 1996 ; MacLeod, 1987/1995 ; Steinit z 
& Solomon, 1986 ; Taylor, Gilligan , & Sullivan, 1995 ; Winfield, 1995 . 
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ence research , 1 7 
Discrimination: experiences of, 205-17 ; 

strategies for overcoming , 212-16. See 
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40; o n effec t o f interviewer's se x an d 
race, 219; on experience s wit h sexism , 
212; junior yea r of , 236-46 ; o n lazines s 
in school , 188 ; on overcomin g discrimi -
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cultural imperative of , 196 , 200-204. See 
also American Dream , belie f in 

Injustice, responses to , 102-3 , 205-1 7 
Interviews: characteristics of , 33-38 ; effec t 
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See also Father figure(s);  Rol e model(s ) 

Marcus (cas e study): on experience s with 
racism, 208; on friends , 123-2 9 

Marie (cas e study): conceptually clustere d 
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els, 147-63 ; providing emotional suppor t 
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229, 237-38; interview protocol on , 
272-73; Malcolm's relationships with , 
45, 52 , 62, 64; Mary's relationships with , 
80 

Social science: bias in methodology of , 6 ; 
exclusion o f poor an d minoritie s from , 
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