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Abstract
This thesis is a response to negative media and public portrayals of young white working
class men in Ireland. It is prompted by the emergence into the public sphere of the
Department of Education and Science's Exploring Masculinities programme, a
curriculum initiative designed to counter perceived problematic elements of youthful
masculinity. This programme initiated a debate in the Irish media on men and boys, and
gave a particular Irish dimension to the international focus on issues and questions about
masculinity, social class and youth culture. My research seeks to uncover what lies
behind increasingly negative and intransigent portrayals of young white working class
men in Ireland who are, through their 'deviant subcultures', commonly presented as
possessing or embodying a threat to established, middle class social norms and values.

My focus throughout is on uncovering and generating an understanding of not only the
material elements of the lived culture of young working class men; but also the effects
this often violent and misogynistic culture may have on them, and on the way in which
they are represented. The research, which is based on ethnographic fieldwork, seeks to
reinvigorate debate on the effects of social class, traditional gender roles and
disadvantage on gender identity and youth culture. Therefore, this is a 'local'
ethnography, informed primarily by a small scale case-study conducted over two full
school years with two groups of twelve young men from a disadvantaged, urban Cork
City community. This work has emerged from and is supported by a broad cultural
studies perspective with an emphasis on the pedagogical frameworks the boys participate
in as well as their popular culture and everyday lives. It is presented with a full awareness
and acknowledgement of the powerful influences which structure and shape youthful
masculinities and cultural identities, taking full account of the community, home and
school environments which the boys encounter and live within on a daily basis.
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Introduction

Figure 0.01: BBC News Online

Boys, 10 and 11, face Asbo curfew
Two Nottinghamshire brothers are among the youngest in
the country to be given anti-social behaviour orders
(ASBOs). Jamie Bradford, 10, and ll-year-old Liam have
been banned from certain areas of their home town of
Worksop and given a night-time curfew. Residents
complained of stones being thrown, verbal abuse, petrol
being lit and criminal damage. Bassetlaw District Council
said it applied for an anti-social behaviour order after a
lengthy investigation. The order bans the two boys from
being in a big group, being out at night, riding a motorcycle
and going on any school premises except for lessons. If the
boys break any of the tenns of their ban they could fmd
them elves in court (BBC News Online 2004).

Anti-Social Behaviour Orders, 'Respectable' Society and the 'Undeserving Poor'

On 4 May 2005, the ICAA or Irish Coalition Against ASBOs (anti-social behaviour
orders) was officially introduced and launched at a press conference in Dublin. 1 The
coalition's first act as a pressure group was to issue a press release stating its outright
opposition to the plans of Minister for Justice, Michael McDowell, to introduce British
style ASBOs into Irish legislation. Controversial from the outset and deplored by youth
groups and youth workers involved with disadvantaged young people, ASBOs were
introduced across Britain in 1999. Established in law as part of the Crime and Disorder
Act of 1998, they came into force in April 1999. 2 The orders were designed to address
public concerns about a perceived rise in anti-social activities and an increase in
lawlessness and disorder among Britain's urban poor. ASBOs were thus intended to give
powers to local authorities and the police to clamp down on a variety of activities that,
although technically non-criminal in nature, were causing problems for local
communities. Following the introduction of the orders, the phrase 'anti-social behaviour'
rapidly entered common parlance as shorthand for a range of activities largely associated
with young people on council estates and in deprived neighbourhoods. These activities
typically range from creating graffiti and noise to loitering, fighting or drinking alcohol in
public. Such behaviour is now defmed in British law as 'anti-social,' a term that refers
officially to any action 'which causes harassment, alarm and distress to one or more
people not in the same household as the perpetrator' (Tameside 2005: NP).

This loose definition of what legally constitutes 'anti-social' behaviour has caused much
Concern in Britain and is already causing concern in Irish communities, both urban and
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rural. In England it has meant that ASBOs, although originally intended for use mainly
against adults are, instead, now mostly issued to children and young people. 3 ASBOs are
issued against individuals for behaviour that falls under the original remit of the orders.
This includes serious, persistent intimidation or threatening of neighbours and local
shopkeepers, noise offences, criminal damage, trespass and violence. However, as these
are usually indictable offences in their own right and as such make up relatively few of
the orders handed down, there is existent provision in law to deal with them. Much more
commonly issued are ASBOs for less selious and non-criminal offences. Generally
perpetrated by teenagers in areas where there are few, if any, resources provided for
them, these include littering, disturbing people or just simply hanging around.

ASBOs are presented as being non-discriminatory, wide-ranging and immediate
responses to social problems such as these. They have, however, since their inception
become directly targeted at the problem presented by the institutionalised alienation of
groups of young and vulnerable working class men and boys. The orders are illustrative
of a particularly punitive mindset that is focused entirely on the production of results in
the short term. Their conceptualisation of the experiences and environment embodied and
inhabited by young working class men relates only to incidences of problematic
behaviour. This reduction of young working class men to the problems they create for
others is, as will be seen throughout this research, increasingly common. Public and
popular characterisations of young working class men are predominantly negative,
feeding into a generalised sense of anxiety about the role of young men in general and
young working class men in particular.

5

In Ireland, the Department of Education and Sciences' Exploring Masculinities
programme (hereafter EM) is an exemplary instance of this generalised anxiety as it is
developed into a specific fear and targeted at an identifiable social grouping. The
programme is the primary focus for this research and is a direct product of a twin period
of heightened media interest in masculinity and the early 1990s men's studies debates.
Historically, EM developed alongside the larger debates and transformations that were
taking place within men's studies throughout Europe and North America, and the work of
American men's studies proponents Harry Brod and Michael Kaufman, and their coedited text, Theorising Masculinities (1994) in particular, has been influential in the
eventual content and overall ethos of the programme. The perceived need for EM is
explained by the programme authors, in their introduction, as coming out of a decision
made by the Equality Committee of the Department of Education and Science, who
'considered that the need for such a programme was firmly established by research
conducted on gender equality issues in the '80s and '90s' (EM 2000:V). The primary
research material behind EM is cited as being the work of Damien Hannan and his team
(1983; 1996) at Ireland's Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI). Also central
was the study carried out by Irish academic Kathleen Lynch (1989) into equality in Irish
schools and an updating of that study, co-authored with Anne Lodge (1999) (ibid: V).
Both Hannan and Lynch's work highlighted the sexist, racist and other discriminatory
behaviours seen to be practiced by boys in single-sex schools. By 1995 a writing team
had been brought together under the aegis of the Department's Equality Committee with
a Project Director, Maureen Bohan, and a brief to develop and test materials for eventual
inclusion in the programme.

6

EM is a pedagogical 'intervention' (EM 2000: V) designed to minimise or prevent among
young men the type of behaviour that, if indulged in, may eventually result in an Irish
ASBO.

4

The programme is the primary resource for my research in terms of its

institutional history, its actual and ideological content, its social and political context, and
the multiple roles and functions it fulfils in the classroom. It is instructive in this research
framework in that EM, much like the information surrounding ASBOs, reveals more
about the context in which it was produced than the target at which it is aimed.

That EM in Ireland and ASBOs in both this country and Britain emerge from shared
concerns about the same social grouping is of central importance here. ASBOs are
representative of the understanding and fear that groups of young men are beyond
control, while EM offers, for classroom discussion, the understanding that the behaviours,
attitudes and value systems of young working class men are problematic and
incompatible with the norms of broader society. Bringing together these two discourses,
one legal, one pedagogical, in this introduction allows for an understanding of the
pervasiveness of this overall sense of anxiety. That being said, I do not seek to downplay
the existence of often serious and destructive behaviour patterns among this particular
social grouping, but rather to question the ways in which these social problems are being
addressed. Groups of 'hoodie' (hooded sweatshirt) wearing youths loitering on corners or
taking over playgrounds and recreation areas are extremely problematic in many
neighbourhoods. 5 Local residents often feel threatened and intimidated by them and are
nervous about using amenities such as parks and walkways where young people gather.
Thus, the introduction of ASBOs and their careful presentation as a 'weapon' against a
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rising tide of aggressive, out of control 'yobs' means that people are eager to see them
used. In Britain local politicians, shopkeepers and residents often favour the use of an
ASBO over other, softer, measures that do not bring the immediate cessation of activities
and relief associated with the imposition of a behaviour order. This immediate relief is
directly due to the fact that once an ASBO has been granted it effectively prevents, on
pain of arrest, the recipient from engaging in specific activities or behaviours. Typical of
the sanctions imposed are zones of exclusion and curfews. These bar young people from
entering certain areas or neighbourhoods, either at particular times or at any time at all. If
entry is allowed, often it is permitted only via a particular route or routes, with deviation
from this constituting a breach of the order. Young people are also regularly ordered
against associating with or being in the same area as named individuals who are often
their close friends. The reasoning behind ASBOs is admirable in its relative simplicity,
for example, the two most common general sanctions, the closing off of space and of
company, could in themselves effectively counter much anti-social behaviour amongst
young people as they are cut off from their peers and from their hang-out spots. For
instance, a young person who is habitually involved in public drinking in a common area
of an estate where he or she is not resident would likely be banned from that estate and
from associating with his or her drinking companions. Likewise, a young person who is
accused of misbehaviour in a shopping precinct can be banned from the area unless
accompanied by a parent or official guardian.

Other young people have been forbidden to congregate in groups of more than three
people, resulting in case anomalies such as that of the Manchester teenager served with
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an order for persistently inciting and causing vandalism on the deprived urban council
estate where he lived. The local authority successfully applied for an ASBO against him,
barring him from being in the company of more than three other young people at any
time. The conditions of the youth's ASBO, it could be argued, effectively worked to
prevent him continuing his nuisance activities by making it illegal for him to hang around
in public with his friends. The conditions worked to temporarily change his behaviour
and resulted in him attending the local youth club, rather than loitering threateningly
outside it (NAPO 2004: NP). This, like many other cases, appears to be an ASBO success
story, whereby a troubled and troublesome young man was directed away from 'street
corner life' and towards supervised activities in a safe environment thereby giving respite
to his neighbours and bringing him into contact with experienced youth workers (Cohen
6

1955). That is, of course, until the end of the story reveals that as there were always
more than three youths in attendance at the youth club the boy was immediately in breach
of his ASBO by entering the premises and as such he was arrested, convicted of
breaching the order, and consequently imprisoned.?

Many of the issues and questions raised by these orders relate directly to my research,
particularly in terms of the sustained focus on a distinct social group - in this case young
working class people, both male and female. This thesis explores the culture of young,
white, Irish, working class boys, through an engagement with selected elements of their
material culture, their own experiences and influences as narrated by them in the fieldsite,
and popular media and public portrayals of them and their lives. Much media coverage
both in Britain and Ireland has shown young working class men in a very negative light.
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In particular it has denigrated their cultural influences, habits and interests, highlighting

the often violent and distasteful aspects of games, music and films popular among
teenaged boys. Some of the most popular games and films are also considered to be the
most problematic - for example the violent and misogynistic computer game series

Grand Theft Auto, the film series The Fast and the Furious, about illegal car racing, and
the majority of rap and hip hop music by mainstream artists such as Eminem, Fifty Cent
or Snoop Dogg which glorify crime and violence while reducing women to the status of
sex objects. Working class young men and their behaviour is commonly represented as
presenting a threat, not simply to themselves, but also to what is characterised as the rest
of, or, 'respectable' society. Maurice Devlin, lecturer in social work at the National
University of Ireland at Maynooth, engages directly with media representations of young
Irish men and women in his 2006 study Inequality and the Stereotyping of Young People.
Carried out by Devlin on behalf of the Equality Authority and the National Youth
Council of Ireland (NYCI), this research comprises a case study of newspaper stories
about young people and a series of focus groups with teenagers around the country.8
Devlin's focus groups illustrate the frustration experienced by young people with regard
to the narrow and 'over-the-top' representations of their peers that they encounter on a
daily basis. Media coverage of ASBOs and of young working class men in particular
works to engender fear of the 'other', one who is ungovernable, alienated and somehow
beyond help or rehabilitation. In response to this type of negative media attention, it has
been pointed out by Manchester youth criminal defence solicitor Andrew Keogh, that
ASBOs could in fact be an extremely positive and productive measure. That is, if their
purpose were to identify those children and young people who, through poverty, parental
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neglect, exclusion from education or employment, are most at risk of exposure to
potentially dangerous situations or criminal activity. In this case ASBOs could result, in
the words of Keogh, in these children and young people being 'swooped on with
services' rather than being 'swooped on with punishments in draconian terms they cannot
live up to and with no help whatsoever offered' (Holland 2005c: NP).

Breach of an ASBO, for instance, being seen in the company of a named individual,
congregating with more than three other youths, or simply entering a forbidden area can
result in a five-year prison sentence, or a fine, or both. That these orders in effect
criminalise young people for non-criminal offences is one of the main problems ASBO
opponents and children's rights advocates have highlighted. The other major problem
associated with the orders is the nature of their enforcement. These orders do not work
unless the individuals concerned are known to all local residents. Residents must also
know the terms of the ASBO and what constitutes a breach of each individual order. If
members of a community do not report breaches as they occur, ASBOs are effectively
rendered useless. This reliance on local, civilian enforcement has led to concerns, voiced
by opponents of the orders, over possible vendettas and neighbourhood disputes being
fought with ASBOs. The potential for this certainly exists as an order can be granted
without concrete proof of behaviour on the grounds of so called 'hear-say evidence'. As
ASBOs are, in Britain, issued by a civil court the burden of proof is much lower than is
expected or required in a higher court. 9 Concerns have also arisen about the strong
probability that already vulnerable and marginalised young people will be further
stigmatised, demonised and alienated by these orders and particularly by the associated
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inbuilt levels of publicity and infamy. Conversely, alongside this there is also the
possibility of ASBOs becoming a 'badge of honour' among young people, something
which is already being reported, both anecdotally and in the press (Barkham 2006: NP;
Booth, 2006: NP).

Because an ASBO depends on public awareness of its existence for its enforcement
publicity is then both the most essential part of the process, as well as one of the most
problematic. The technique of 'Naming and Shaming' (see Figure 1) is now being
applied, seemingly unapologetically or unquestionably, to children who have been issued
ASBOs. These children can be, and often are, as young as ten years old. Manchester,
Britain's 'ASBO capital' now prints leaflets with photographs of the child or teenager
concerned lists the conditions of the particular ASBO and urges residents to report any
transgressions. lo These leaflets are then put in the letterboxes of homes in the areas
concerned or covered by the ASBO. Leading the charge of other local newspapers, the

Manchester Evening News has helped the campaign by putting photos and names of
ASBO recipients on its front pages. This makes it both possible, and acceptable, for some
of the mo t vulnerable children and young people in Britain (and potentially here in
Ireland) to be referred to as 'ASBO Youths', and then paraded with a list of their
infraction on the front pages of local newspapers, and occasionally, as seen in figure 1,
on national new site in a modem day ver ion of the stocks. Phrases such as 'ASBO
youth' or 'yob' are attempts to di guise humanity and to deflect empathy or
under tanding for the perpetrator in order to how and emphasise support for his or her
victim or victim .
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Opponents of ASBOs are not seeking to trivialise the problems caused by young people
in disadvantaged communities. Nor do they suggest that young people should escape
punishment for their often destructive and disruptive behaviour. Groups such as the
ICAA and their British counterparts, ASBOconcem, are committed to promoting longterm solutions centred on investment and intervention in the most seriously deprived
communities in both countries. Ignoring these organisations' repeated calls for restraint
and thus further compounding this divisive and problematic course of action, the
Manchester local authorities have allowed 'Not Wanted' posters of young people to be
put up around streets in their city and its sub'.lfbs (Aitkenhead 2004: NP). This is clearly
at odds with recommendations regarding children's rights and is in direct contrast to the
laws surrounding the ban on publicity or rights to anonymity of children involved in
criminal cases. Indeed, it seems that the most likely outcome of these orders is the
creation of a whole new class of child, one who is not a child in the same sense as a
middle class child, but who is in fact, from the age of ten, a 'mini-adult' who requires the
full force of adult law and order to punish him or her.

Foregrounding the British situation in this way allows for a projected look at how the
Irish ASBO debate may develop since, in a broad sense, the issues giving rise to the
perceived need for such orders are the same. Furthermore, the social and personal
circumstances of those who are in receipt of orders are also very likely to be similar. The
largest concentration of ASBO activity in Britain is in urban areas which are experiencing
comparatively high levels of deprivation in relation to the surrounding areas. My research
is based in a similar community. Hillside is a Cork city community that has long
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experienced consistently high levels of poverty, unemployment and poor housing. 1I
Furthermore, as it is surrounded by generally more well-off communities it stands out as
an isolated pocket of social and economic disadvantage. The effects of ASBOs on
Hillside as a community would, most likely, be markedly similar to the Manchester
experience, where young people are quickly banned from particular areas, streets and
private estates, are forbidden to behave in particular ways in public, and are then further
vilified by the publication of their details in local newspapers and by local authorities.
The potential effects of this on young people and on their families, schools and locales
are hugely important and potentially damaging, particularly in terms of the effects of the
associated publicity and ensuing notoriety. As can be expected, in Britain the vast
majority of ASBOs issued against young people are issued against working class boys in
deprived areas in urban, suburban and rural communities across England, Scotland and
Wales.

The Irish Context

My research contextualises the particular Irish situation in which working class boys have
been re-constructed through media and academic debate into a wide-ranging social
problem to which there is no clear answer. The curriculum intervention at the heart of this
research, the EM programme, was designed to 'do something' about these boys. This
urgency with which the behaviour of boys is being addressed will be seen throughout the
chapters which follow. Each chapter reproduces several examples of materials from the
programme building a clear picture of the issues and concerns deemed dominant enough
to require space in this 'intervention project' (EM 2000:V). The programme was created
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for senior cycle classes in single-sex boys' schools and addresses problems commonly
associated with this social grouping including, for instance, violence, sexism, racism and
homophobia. 12 I engage with EM, not simply in terms of its relative efficacy in fulfilling
its stated aims, but rather as a symptomatic discourse or text reflecting media, academic
and public concerns about working class masculinity as they existed at the time of its
emergence. My aim throughout is not to dismiss the EM programme as a fundamentally
flawed pedagogical initiative. To do so would be to enter into a reductive - if not crude form of critical reasoning, ignoring the more complex and contradictory energies that the
programme renders both audible and visible. While framing the discursive terrain
surrounding the EM programme, and specifically highlighting the competing and highly
charged debate surrounding it in the press and academic circles, I hope to offer a more
detailed, grounded critique of the programme in the space of the classroom - where it is
actually translated and performed by students and teachers. I thus work with the 'grain' of
the EM text in order to critically reflect on its perceived limitations and oversights as well
as on its constructive potential as a progressive course of study for young males in
contemporary Ireland.

That charged debate, chronicled in detail in chapter one, has since stagnated yet the
questions and problems surrounding boys, social class and youth culture remain vital. If
and when ASBOs are introduced into Irish law they are likely to provide a new point of
convergence for discussion whereby opinions and editorials come together, reigniting the
issues of gender, class inequality and delinquency. Within this it remains to be seen
Whether the Irish media will, unlike the majority of the press coverage of ASBOs and

15

their associated issues in Britain take steps to engage critically with the growmg
demonisation of working class youth, both male and female. 13 The fear and moral outrage
generated by media coverage of out of control youths and crime sprees are in fact part of
a much wider 'media moral panic', as data from the Garda youth crime division shows
the number of young offenders to be stable. 14 The ASBO debate in Britain has largely
fallen into a polarised dispute that either totally supports or completely denies the
portrayal of utter social breakdown and disorder among disadvantaged youth. This lack of
balance is already to the forefront of the minds of those working against the introduction
of ASBOs in Ireland. The ICAA have begtm their campaign, quoting, in their press
release Geoffrey Shannon, a solicitor specialising in Irish Child Law. He states:

This is a knee-jerk reaction rather than a considered attempt to tackle juvenile
crime ... we need to stop panicking and behave responsibly when discussing
crime and anti-social behaviour. 15

Reflecting this call for balance and rationality when discussing youth crime and antisocial behaviour the arguments made against the introduction of ASBOs in Ireland, and
for their repeal in Britain take account of the fact that any effects ASBOs have are likely
to be negligible and short-term in response to behaviour that is rooted in established
cycles of family poverty, disadvantage and neglect.

Although Minister McDowell has stated that ASBOs introduced in an Irish context will
differ significantly from the British model it can be expected that the orders and their
effects will be similarly problematic here in Ireland. 16 While they may not lead to the

16

huge increases in the numbers of young people in custody as seen for instance in
England, Irish ASBOs will have a comparably negative effect on working class
communities and will lead to the stigmatisation and criminalisation of young working
class people, in particular males. Their effects will be disproportionably felt in poorer and
more disadvantaged areas where children and teenagers are already at risk of early school
leaving, poor school attendance, exposure to drugs, alcohol, crime, violence and familial
breakdown. Yet the minister continues to claim support from working class areas for his
version of ASBOs. McDowell states:

At the moment Gardai are in a hopeless situation, and often have absolutely no
prospect of getting a conviction for antisocial behaviour. The opponents of this
are not from working-class areas - the opponents are all coming from an
ideological distance ... middle-class background. I haven't seen a single deputy
from a working-class area say this is a bad idea (O'Brien 2005c: NP).

This has been refuted by both the Garda Representative Association (GRA) and the Chief
Executive of the National Youth Federation, Diarmuid Kearney. Both groups speak from
experience gained in hundreds of youth-work projects around the country and share the
same concerns, stating that legislation already exists under the Public Order Act (1994)
and the Children's Act (2001) (albeit yet to be fully implemented) to combat most antisocial behaviour. 17 Both groups focus on the lack of support for proven measures such as
community police work, youth diversion programmes, youth clubs and supervised
alcohol-free venues for young people (Kearney 2005: NP).
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Of further concern is the fact that all claims for the efficacy of ASBOs are made,
necessarily, on a short-term basis. The orders have only been in place in Britain since
1999 and have only been in sustained use for five years. As noted, the number of young
people in custody has increased rapidly. This, in and of itself, will present further
problems in coming years as young people who have served custodial sentences are far
more likely to re-offend than those who are dealt with outside of the prison system. The
long-term effects of ASBOs on the very communities for which they are presented as
immediate solutions have not been considered. The consequences of channelling an entire
generation of young working class people into a criminal underclass feared and vilified
by the media and by 'respectable society' will be devastating. Instead of a rational
approach to youth crime and poverty designed to address the root causes, help restore
social cohesion and bring about a reduction in the levels of exclusion and marginalisation
from the mainstream of social life as experienced by Ireland's poor, we will have a
shallow, quick-fix proposal. These orders ultimately will further alienate and divide
communities while fostering resentment, frustration and mistrust.

The Research Context
My research is not, as noted above, directly concerned with ASBOs, but with the general
social climate in which such extreme measures are deemed necessary and desirable.
ASBOs spring from the same discourse that gave rise to EM and they will impact directly
upon the young men at the centre of this thesis and on their peers. My research is centred
on a school-based study conducted in Hillside School's EM classroom. Throughout I
focus specifically on the cultural habits and artefacts, stories, experiences and
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constructions of masculinity amongst a group of 24 white Irish working class boys aged
between 15 and 16 years. These boys represent precisely the social grouping against
which ASBOs will potentially be sought and issued. EM, was, as noted, designed to hone
in on and target these boys' specific, negatively perceived, 'macho' masculinity, a form
of identity commonly associated with working class men. The programme views this
form of masculine identity as aggressive and damaging to the personal and social
development of young men and set out to counter it by offering alternative ways of being
'a man'. In so doing the programme focused on what are commonly seen as problems and
associated behaviours more typically experienced by disadvantaged people, addressing
the problems of violence, poor nutrition, homelessness, alcohol and drug abuse and
criminal behaviour. Reflecting this focus, the programmes' take up among private, feepaying schools was extremely low relative to its uptake among community schools and
schools in disadvantaged areas. 18

This thesis is, therefore, structured around a classroom-based case-study and is smallscale in nature. It is bounded physically by the classroom walls and temporally by the
school year. It is bound also in terms of student numbers and focuses specifically on two
fourth year groups of students at Hillside school who are obliged, as part of the transition
year curriculum, to take part in the EM programme. Both classes number 12 students, are
conducted by the same teacher, and follow sequentially over the course of two full school
years. The research conducted in the confines of the classroom is wide-ranging in its
SCope, exploring the maligned culture and feared behaviours of these young men with a
thorough understanding of their social class position, their home, community and
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educational environment. It also explores their masculine identities and ensuing sense of
self as being macho or 'hard men'. The interactions with the programme and its
discussion topics provide the impetus for the boys to speak out, denying and refusing the
official characterisations of them as portrayed by EM and by the media. 19 The
programme material is provocative in the classroom: it challenges the boys, forcing them
to narrate their experiences, histories, habits and prejudices in order to justify and defend
them. This enabled me, as observer, to build up an image or picture of these boys which
is, in part, constructed through their own words. Although this image is not always
entirely in contrast to the unflattering portrayal of the young working class male in the
media, the boys do add layers of context and meaning to the more extreme
representations of working class boys. They flesh out stereotypical portrayals with
explanations and illustrations of their motivations and needs, an example of which can be
seen in a photography project organised by me. This project, discussed in full in chapter
two, allowed the boys to document, on a small scale, the spaces and things that are
important to them outside of school thus providing visual instances of these through
examples reproduced throughout the thesis. In their photos the boys demonstrate what,
from their point of view, are rational responses to the circumstances of their lives. Within
this they enunciate a form of masculinity that is continually shaped by their own personal
experiences. In Photographing the Self (1999) the American psychologist Robert Ziller
describes his experiences with similar photographic projects conducted cross culturally,
with different age groups, and with both male and female participants. Therein he
documents the same high levels of interest and involvement shown by the Hillside boys,
giving weight to the importance of this approach (1999: 36).
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The voices of the boys are a primary resource, framing and contextualising the photos
throughout. Their words inform the reader of their attitudes and experiences while
answering back to both their overt critics in the media and the criticism and judgement
that they see as implicit in the programme itself. The programme materials are also a key
resource for this thesis. They provide a static view of the major concerns both about and
for boys at the time of its development. The programme exemplifies a particular moment
in our recent history when the question of 'what to do both for and about boys' was top of
many agendas. EM encompasses concisely all of the concerns which were being raised,
and regularly still are, in relation to boys, their behaviour and a general, creeping fear and
uncertainty about 'traditional' macho - i.e. working class - masculinity as a viable gender
role or persona. The programme provides concrete evidence of these anxieties,
representing an important moment, not just in Irish education but in Irish life as a whole.
This, in tandem with the extensive and constantly updated media archive and, a series of
interviews conducted with teachers, academics and other interested parties provides a
comprehensive view of the Irish 'masculinity in crisis' discourse, as well as its wider
effects on educational policy, common perceptions of gender and gender roles and the
reluctance of the majority of commentators, programme writers and contributors to
engage with the taboo issue of social class.

EM as both a curriculum intervention and a document of social change was a small yet
integral element within a much larger debate. It was, as ASBOs are, part of a generalised
fear of an ungovernable, disenfranchised youth, who feel no allegiance to the norms of
social order and the law. Youth, in this context, is now a derogatory term. It has become a
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condition that is incompatible with our society unless one is able to buy the space and
time in which to be young. Public spaces are being increasingly policed or privatised at
the same time that funding for youth projects and youth clubs is being cut. 20 Newspapers
now openly use phrases like 'feral youth' to describe young people and children .21 As in
Figure 0.01, the BBC, one of the most respected news organisations in the world,
considers it appropriate to put a 'mug-shot' of a ten and an 11 year old boy on its online
news site above a story listing their crimes. This is part of a wider and worrying trend. It
IS

a return to what the cultural studies theorist Beverly Skeggs has described as a

Victorianesque

discourse

marking

a

distinction

between

the

deserving

and

'unrespectable' or undeserving poor (2004: 86). Within this, certain types of people,
particularly young single mothers and young black and white males from deprived areas
are increasingly referred to as being members of an 'underclass' and are considered to be
dislocated and socially excluded from mainstream society in what is referred to as a
'culture of dependency' (ibid: 86-87). Blaming the poor for their own poverty is a
'reworking of the 1970s 'culture of poverty discourse', in which the culture of the
working-class, rather than the structures that create inequality, are seen to be problematic'
(ibid). Already, in Ireland this 'underclass' - largely classed as young white working
class, not in employment or education, and in this specific context, male - receives a
disproportionate amount of negative press coverage; occupies a disproportionate number
of prison cells and makes up a disproportionately large percentage of early schoolleavers
and the unemployed. Its members are represented in an overwhelmingly disapproving
and fearful light and have been reduced to a cartoonish stereotype of violence, drug use
and crime all dressed up in the ubiquitous 'hoodie'. Their culture is denigrated as facile,
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violent and misogynistic and little or no effort is made to understand their cultural
references or to question why they hold such appeal. As will be seen throughout,
although the culture of young working class men is replete with 'mainstream' media
references and products, it is still somehow understood to present a distinct threat. In
response to this overwhelming sense of crisis my research focuses on exploring different
representations of masculinity. I choose to begin not with a problem such as joyriding or
drug abuse. Instead, in direct contrast to the prevailing images of a destructive and out-ofcontrol youth culture and with a desire to re-examine the life-world of teenage boys, I
focus on their unexceptional day-to-day rituals, their attitudes to those around them and
their own group and personal cultural interests. This research investigates this youth
culture in order to contribute to a restoration of balance in a wider debate about men,
boys, masculinity, culture and deviancy.

Before moving on to outline the five chapters that follow it is important to briefly identify
and contextualise the major structuring theoretical and methodological threads which
converge here and run through this research. My main objective throughout is to explore
the way in which young, white, Irish, working class boys have become written into public
discourse as the embodiment of a social problem that has no clear solution. EM is
addressed as a partial, official response to negative and fearful conceptions about this
social grouping. My own questioning of and response to the negative characterisation of
working class boys is constructed through an exploration of their culturally mainstream
tastes and their locally specific youth culture, their retelling of their experiences in the
classroom, and the popular and prevalent media portrayals of them. As noted, and as will
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be discussed in full in chapter two, this research is informed primarily by ethnographic
data gathered in the classroom field-site through the participation of the boys in the EM
programme. The experience of the ethnographic work is of central importance and it is
through that experience that the primary object of study emerges. My focus on the
reproduction of a particular form of masculinity is thus informed by the understanding,
gleaned in the classroom, of the interactions among gender identities, social class,
experience and environment. The boys' dogged adherence to a very traditional form of
'macho' masculinity is explored through the structuring influence of their immediate
community, their peers, their socio-economic position and their involvement with
particular elements of Irish youth culture.

Understanding masculinity with regard to social class and youth culture means that this
research is necessarily informed by multiple strands of theoretical interrogation. Men's
studies is important for this research primarily due to the fact that EM emerges directly
from debates within this field. I engage with key figures prominent in men's studies
debates as part of both the essential background of the programme and discussions of
masculinity and masculinities. 22 Contemporary men's studies engages with the notion of
multiple masculinities, structured by social experience and influenced by variations in
age, class, race, ethnicity, disability and sexuality.23 My understanding of masculinity and
masculinities, and indeed the difference between the two terms, is informed by my
ethnographic experience whereby the Hillside boys perform different masculinities in
response to different sets of circumstances. The distinction made between the two is
discussed in chapter one in relation to the hegemonic category of 'maSCUlinity' and the
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pluralistic 'masculinities'. Different masculinities or masculine personas are put on and
cast off both in and outside the classroom in rapid succession. These personas appear
under the broad umbrella form of a traditional working class masculinity that is informed
by the boys' experiences and is characterised by a defensive attitude and mindset.

Chapter one presents the institutional history of EM as a curriculum initiative. For the
unfamiliar reader it introduces the full context and background of the programme, its
prolonged review process and the media controversy and coverage that surrounded it
from the outset. This chapter summarises and explains the problematic 'masculinity in
crisis' discourse or narrative, the nature and content of the media coverage and the aims,
objectives and methodologies of the programme itself. Hillside School, the location of the
fieldsite, is introduced here along with the students, their teacher, and other key players
connected to the programme. The students, who are the focus of the research through
their participation in the case-study, are known throughout, as noted, via personal
pseudonyms, or collectively, as 'the Hillside boys'. They are situated for the reader here
and in chapter two in terms of their economic, social, familial and community context
through their own words, the words of their teacher, Paul, and through my own
knowledge and experience of the Hillside locale and community. Alongside the
structuring influence of key cultural studies theorists such as Skeggs in Class, Self and

Culture (2004) and Les Back in Gendered Participation: Masculinity and Fieldwork in a
South London Adolescent Community (1993), I also draw upon the work of key theorists
from the men's studies debate including that of RW. Connell, Michael Kimmel, leff
Heam and Harry Brod. Issues of class, culture and masculinity in the particular Irish
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context are explored in tandem with established case studies including cultural studies
theorist Paul Willis' Learning to Labour: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class
Jobs (1977), Mairtin Mac an Ghaill's The Making of Men (1994) and sociologists, Mike
O'Donnell and Sue Sharpe's, Uncertain Masculinities (2000). Chapter one is an
explanatory and exploratory chapter, bringing together essential background information
and context, outlining the questions and problems that provide the basis for the thesis as a
whole and laying the ground for chapter two, in which questions of method and
methodology are addressed.

Chapter two brings the reader directly and immediately into the classroom at Hillside
through a critical and reflexive re-reading of my research experience in the school. My
ethnographic process is detailed, focusing on the classroom and the experiences therein as
well as exploring broader, more abstract questions such as the intersections between
active ethnographic research and gender, the larger problems of general and specific
access to fieldsites and subjects, and the continuous development and evolution of
complex negotiations and conflicts in the field with gate keepers, and occasionally
reluctant subjects. This chapter is informed primarily by cultural studies accounts and rereadings of ethnographic research including feminist cultural studies theorists Angela
McRobbie's and Jenny Garber's (1991) Girls and Subcultures

which explores the

relationship between male researchers and subjects, and Skeggs' (1992) re-reading of
Willis's Learning to Labour. This chapter fully engages with the nature of the classroom
as a site for research, detailing both the limitations and possibilities inherent in a space
that is simultaneously rigorously controlled and totally anarchic. Exploring this
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dichotomy in chapter two I foreground the voices of the Hillside boys, re-presenting,
through use of fieldnotes and aural recordings, their interactions with the authority and
structures of the school. The nature of their particular brand of macho masculinity is
introduced in the final section, in which the first of a series of 'vignettes' is reproduced.
These scenes feature conversations and debates between the boys and their teacher and
among the boys themselves. They are at the very heart of the research and run throughout
the work. They build an image of the EM classroom as a space where the boys both
challenge and are challenged by the EM materials and allow the reader to experience,
through my narration, the words and actions of the boys. This discussion is also framed
by a focus on the practical aspects of carrying out ethnographic research in a classroom,
informed in part through my own experience and in part through the work of British
educational researchers and ethnographers Peter Foster, Martyn Hammersley and Paul
Atkinson. Chapter two introduces the reader to the school environment as a space with
multiple definitions and manifestations: for instance, it is my research fieldsite, Paul's
(the Hillside EM teacher) workplace, the EM programme's testing ground and an
educational and social hub for the students. It prepares the reader for chapter three in
which I move deeper into the classroom, bringing the stories and narrated experiences of
the boys to the fore.

Chapter three focuses on encountering and engaging directly with the identity of the
Hillside boys, their perceptions of themselves as masculine, their perception of their
role(s) in the broader social world and their complex understandings of the ways they are
negatively perceived by the adult, classed other or outsider. This chapter essentially
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illustrates and explicates the relationship between the hyper-masculine, macho persona
preferred by the boys, their social class position and identity and the restrictive, rulebound environment of the school whereby they are bound to a subservient position that
both conflicts with and encourages their constructed identities and classed and gendered
senses of self. In this chapter the cultural studies ethnographer and theorist Peter
McLaren's school based ethnography, Schooling as a Ritual Performance: Toward a

Political Economy ofEducational Symbols and Gestures (1999) is a key focus. The same
is true of work by Mac an Ghaill (1994) and Connell (2000), both of whom address
constructions of masculinity and masculine identities with boys in the school setting.
Reflecting the influence of the neighbourhood and community on identity and culture and
emerging from a broader cultural studies debate on the importance of the small-scale,
locally-situated yet

globally

relevant

case-study

are

the

emphatically

'local'

ethnographies of social theorist Anoop Nayak (2003), sociologist Hilary Pilkington and
cultural studies theorist Richard Johnson (2003). Also representing and interpreting the
'local' are Irish educational researchers, Lynch and Lodge. Their 1999 co-authored
chapter 'Essays on School' in Lynch's Equality in Education addresses issues arising in
discussions of single-sex boys' schools specific to the Irish context. Such schools usually
have high proportions of male staff and often an exaggerated emphasis on sport,
competitiveness, physical strength and ability. These problems and related questions are
addressed here in terms of the way this type of schooling serves to support and shore up
boys at the upper end of the social strata while doing a disservice to boys at
disadvantaged schools in working class areas. The chapter concludes with a discussion of
the way certain attributes of an aggressive and inexpressive masculinity such as strength
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and physicality are, ironically, encouraged by the infrastructure and ethos of the boys'
school. These forms of masculinity are perhaps only desirable when attached to a middle
class masculine identity, as when connected to a working class male persona they are
regarded as dangerous and threatening, Skeggs comments:

'" [W]hat was projected onto one group (the working-class) as the site of the
immoral and dangerous is now re-valued when it becomes attached to another
group (the middle-class) as exciting, new and interesting (Skeggs 2004: 105).

Chapter four moves out of the classroom and the school setting and brings the reader
directly into contact with the material culture of the boys. I explore the ways in which
negative aspects of that physical culture attach themselves to the Hillside boys and their
peers in a way that is not similarly evident in relation to middle class boys and their
consumption of the same cultural artefacts, brands and moments. Coming largely from a
cultural studies perspective, key theorists in this chapter include Skeggs, Nayak and
particularly Willis. I engage with his 1970s school-based case-study of working class
masculinities through parallel examples and moments from the material culture and
stories of the Hillside boys, who I see as modem day versions of Willis' Hammertown
SUbjects. The detailing of the material elements of the Hillside boys' cultural lives is thus
threaded through a broader discussion of the importance and influence of social class on
the lives and prospects of these young men. The focus is primarily on the processes of
identity formation and the ways young male identities are constructed with, supported
and maintained by the 'social glue' of shared cultural references. Hence, several texts are
explored in full, including two video games, a selection of rap and hip hop music, and a
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selection of film and television shows. 24 The hair and clothing styles both particular to,
and favoured by, the Hillside boys are also discussed as they are an integral part of the
boys' masculine identities, linked to and providing a visual link. to their community and
their environment. The attraction and appeal of the shows or brands looked at is obvious,
however, it is the way in which negative elements of these examples 'stick' to the
Hillside boys that makes them interesting. Thus, this chapter uncovers that relationship
between an increasingly homogenous youth culture, one that is enjoyed and engaged with
on different levels by different social groups but which also then carries different
associations for those different groups.

The fifth and final chapter re-enters the classroom, bringing together the material culture
of the boys discussed in chapter four and the negotiations between the programme
materials, the teacher and the class seen in chapter three. It explores, through a further
series of critical vignettes, the problems that arise when the programme materials and
youth culture clash. Here I present a possible resolution to this 'clash' by taking an
alternative look at the boys' culture and the programme's methodology and focusing on
What is an essential contradiction both for this research and for all research concerning
boys, youth culture and education. This contradiction arises at the convergence of two
key points. The first is the necessary acknowledgment of the deeply rooted public
understanding that a large part of mainstream male youth culture is based around a
glorification of criminal lifestyles and the ensuing association of violence and misogyny
with 'cool' or 'hard' masculinity. The second key point focuses on the understanding that
'boy culture' and its material attachments - films, clothing, music, alcohol - is central
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both to the lives and to the group and personal identity structures among young men. The
question that remains for chapter five, then, is to find a way for the recognition of the
negative impact and influences of boy culture to be brought together in the classroom
with the understanding of that culture's importance to young men. This is necessary in
order to engage the interest of boys in a context that does not simply condemn them, their
interests and their lifestyles as puerile and threatening, but which offers viable
alternatives to 'negatively traditional' behaviours and attitudes.

This chapter is primarily informed by theorist lames Paul Gee's (2003) What Video
Games Have to Teach Us about Learning and Literacy.25 Gee's framework of 'learning
principles' is drawn upon as part of a wider understanding that the relationship between
young people and their popular media forms has benefits as well as potential
disadvantages. This feeds directly into the main problem, as discussed throughout, which
faces EM at the level of both approach and materials. This is the fact that the programme
is so keen to avoid legitimising any aspect of macho media culture that it makes no
reference to it or to its cultural importance to the boys throughout. It points to a gap
between the culture and identities of EM's primary audience, the working class white
male, and the type of masculine identity presented by the programme as a viable and
attractive choice. Chapter five lays out a possible solution to bridging that distance
through a more inclusive understanding of the relationship between young men and their
popular CUlture. This chapter also draws upon Willis' later work, including The
Ethnographic Imagination (2000) as well as on interviews (2001), articles (2002) and
COmmentaries (2004). Throughout these texts, Willis both reflects on the impact and
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legacy of Learning to Labour while also engaging with newer challenges faced in the
construction of cultural ethnographies within an analysis of the defming structural
constraints of life for young working class men. I work through these contradictions and
conflicts between youth culture and pedagogy in order to advocate a move away from the
perhaps, natural, desire to ignore or censor the problematic elements of male youth
cUlture in the classroom. This repositioning of the Hillside boys' youth culture is essential
in order to challenge and expand the narrow representations of young men as seen
through the composite image of hoodies, testosterone, delinquency and crime. Thus the
relationship between the 'material 'structural' dimensions' (Nayak 2003: 305) of the
Hillside boys' lives; their engagement with particular forms of masculine youth culture;
and the impact these forces have in the classroom space created by EM form the central
focus throughout.
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Notes
1

Coalition members include the Children's Rights Alliance, the National Youth Council of
Ireland, the Irish Council for Civil Liberties, the Irish Youth Foundation, the ISPCC, the
Irish Traveller Movement, the Irish Penal Reform Trust, Barnardos, the Irish Refugee
Council, a large number of community projects and youth-reach centres and several legal
experts - academics as well as practitioners.

2

The orders have since been modified (by the Police Reform Act 2002 and the Anti Social
Behaviour Act 2003. Since 2003 any judge granting an ASBO is required to consider
making an Individual Support Order (ISO) or a Parenting Order (PO). These orders are
designed to help young people avoid criminal charges and usually involve truancy
officers and social workers as well as police liaisons. However, in order to make either of
these orders the judge must be in possession of a case report on the young person in
question from the youth offending team of the local authority. Due to underfunding and
over crowding of the system these are seldom available and so such alternative orders are
rarely made.

3

Separate provisions for ASBOs are made for Scotland and Northern Ireland. For
example, in Scotland the recipient must be 16 or over. Otherwise, children under 16 can
receive orders but only in exceptional circumstances and when all other avenues have
failed (Scottish Executive 2004: NP). In Northern Ireland, ASBOs have been in use since
the summer of2004 and can, as in England and Wales, be issued to children from the age
often upwards (Northern Ireland Office 2004: NP).

4

The programme is discussed in full in terms of content, context and institutional history
in chapter one.

5

In a move recognised as a precursor to calls for the total banning of hoodies in shopping
centres, Fine Gael TD Michael Noonan has called for shop owners to be given the right to
ask people to take their hoods down upon entering a shop or centre. Similar to calls in
Britain which have led to several shopping centres banning the wearing of (although not
the sale of) hooded tops, Noonan claims it will help reduce shoplifting as people use them
to conceal their faces from security cameras (Bracken 2005: NP).

6

In his classic 1955 study, Delinquent Boys: The Culture of the Gang, the American
criminologist and sociologist Albert K. Cohen discussed the concept of a delinquent
subculture among young working class boys and men or 'corner boys'. He argues that
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they disengage from the norms and values of the mainstream society because they fmd
themselves unable to achieve status or advancement in that system. Instead they construct
their own yardstick or standard by which to measure social and personal success and thus
reject the middle class value system that has both denied them entry and graded them as
inferior.

7

This is just one of many stories focusing on the problems with ASBOs, many of which
seem contradictory, unenforceable, and counterproductive within communities. Many of
the

more

outlandish

ASBOs

are

collected

on

the

ASBOconcern

website,

http://www.asboconcern.org.uk.This example, amongst others, is highlighted in a
memorandum from the National Association of Prison Officers UK (NAPO) (2004:NP)

8

The groups of 90 teenagers were organised through the membership community of the
NYCI and were made up of boys and girls in their mid-teens. Participants included
members of the Travelling Community, young people with disabilities and lesbian, gay or
bi-sexual identified teens. The participants were asked to explain their understandings of
young people's institutional relationships with adults such as teachers, Gardai, pOliticians,
parents, shop owners, security guards and neighbours. They were also asked about
representations of young people in the media.

9

Details have not yet been made public as to how the Irish ASBO system will operate.
Numerous differences have been mentioned (see below - endnotes 17 and 18) although
all are yet to be confirmed. It is, however, probable that the courts will be involved in the
process.

10

More ASBOs have been issued in Manchester than in any other part of the country. Over
the period 1 January - 30 June 2004, 155 were issued there. During the same period 13
were issued in South Wales and 27 were handed down in Merseyside (NAPO 2004: NP).

11
12

'Hillside' is a pseudonym as are all of the names of the students and teachers interviewed.
Theme Five, the section headed 'Violence Against Women, Men and Children' (241-283)
includes eleven sub sections addressing issues around physical and mental violence.
Sexism as a theme runs throughout the entire programme but it directly addressed in
particular in Theme Two, 'Men Working' (41-87) under the topic 'The Equality Debate'
(51-55) and in Theme Three, 'Men and Power' (89-165) as part of the discussion for
'Men's Power, Women's Power' (92-93). Racism is also discussed in Theme Three,
under the title of 'Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?' (134-150) and 'I Have a Dream'
(151-153). The issue of homophobia is covered in the fourth Theme 'Relationships,

34

Health and Sexuality' (167-239) in three separate sections headed 'Frankie and Chris'
(219-221) 'Sexual Orientation (222-224) and 'Understanding Gay People' (225-228).
13

For further discussion of the discourse of fear which is constructed around young people
in the media, see Devlin (2006).

14

In Ireland, the numbers of young offenders referred to the Garda's Juvenile Diversion
Programme, a programme focused on rehabilitation that involves first time offenders in
diversionary activities while providing support and services to the individuals and their
families, remained steady over 2003 and 2004 with approximately 17,000 young people
taking part (Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform 2005: NP). This is the most
recent period for which data is available and can be found online at:
www.justice.ie/80256EOl 003A02CF/vWeb/pcJUCQ6F4LTK-en

(Accessed

August

2005). These diversionary programmes and other youth schemes are funded by the
Department of Justice although funding has been falling in this area. Budget cuts have
continued despite youth workers and the Garda Representative Association (GRA)
pointing to their relative cheapness and efficacy in keeping young people from becoming
(further) involved in crime (Keamey 2005: NP). For example, figures show that each
programme has a budget of about €75,000 and benefits between 25 and 30 young people,
Whereas keeping one young person in Trinity House, a young-offenders unit, costs close
to €250,000 per year (O'Brien 2005b:NP). For a full definition of the term 'moral panic'
see Cohen (1973: 9).
15

See ICAA Press Release 4 May 2005 for further details and discussion of Shannon's
COmments on juvenile crime in Ireland.

16

Irish ASBOs, as proposed by Minister McDowell, will be applied for a maximum of two
years, as opposed to a minimum of two years in Britain. There will be a separate ASBO
system for young people and adults, with young people and children who are in breach of
their orders facing less severe penalties such as curfews, restrictions on their movements,
and parental orders. The definition of what constitutes anti-social behaviour will be
narrower and more specific than in the British model and will be designed to encompass
more serious behaviour or offences. Shannon describes the changes as 'a significant
improvement on the situation in England and Wales ... ' (O'Brien 2005c: NP). However,
he goes on to say that, 'any attempt to introduce ASBOs would fundamentally undermine
the principles underpinning the Children's Act' (ibid).
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17

The Children's Act (2001) provides for situations in which children whose behaviour is
'difficult to manage or 'out of control' but not criminal in nature' come to the attention of
the Gardai. It includes provisions for the Garda Juvenile Diversion Programme, Garda
Youth Diversion Projects, Conferencing, including Garda Conference as part of the
Diversion Project, Family Welfare Conferencing at the behest of the Health Service and
Family Conferencing with the Probation and Welfare Services. The Act introduces
community sanctions (only two of which have been implemented), including:
1.

Community Service Orders (for 16 and 17 year olds)

2.

Probation Orders

3.

Day Centre Orders

4.

Probation (training and activities) Orders

5.

Probation (intensive supervision) Orders

6.

Probation (residential supervision) Orders

7.

Suitable Person (care and supervision) Orders

8.

Mentor (family support) Order

9.

Restriction on Movement Order

10. Dual Order.
The Act also includes provlSlons for increased community policing and for the
introduction of parental sanctions. The aim of this legislation is to give children the
opportunity and the support needed to avoid criminal convictions. It has yet to be fully
implemented despite being approved of and supported by all members, political parties
and interested groups. It is acknowledged as an excellent piece of legislation which
emphasises rehabilitation and community integration while avoiding criminalising
children. It, if it were to be fully implemented, demonstrates clearly the unnecessary and
counterproductive nature of ASBOs (ICCA 2005: 1-4).

18
19

See list of schools that took part in the piloting of the programme (EM 2000: XI-XII).
I make use of the programme and its materials throughout this thesis. It is a key resource
and thus an element of review and assessment is unavoidable. However, this research
does not set out to provide a comprehensive review of the programme or its materials.

20

These public spaces are not necessarily being increasingly 'policed' by the Gardai, but by
private security firms and through the delimiting of space in gated communities, private
car parks and shopping precincts.

21

The BBC (2005) used the phrase in this headline 'Feral youths on 'rampage of fear" in
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May 2005.
22

See chapter one and chapter two for a full discussIon of the main contributors to men's
studies, the ways they understand masculinity and how that understanding informs their
works.

23
24

See Hearn (2004) and Petersen (2003) for more on the future directions of men's studies.
Throughout this thesis, I use the term 'video game' to refer to all games played either on
computers (pes), in online (Internet) communities, or on gaming consoles such as
Playstation, X-Box or Nintendo.

25

lames Paul Gee is Professor of Reading at the University of Wisconsin, he is also part of
the university's Games, Learning, Society (GLS) programme which is run by the School
of Education and which was set up to explore the types of learning, literacy and social
practices that are encouraged by the playing of video games both on and off line http://website.education.wisc.edulgls/index.htm
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Chapter One
Exploring Masculinities: An Institutional History

Figure 1.01: EM Theme One: 'Starting Out'.

Exploring Masculinities is a programme of personal and social development for
Transition Ycar and Senior Cycle boys. It focuses on the diversity of forms which
masculinity can take and it helps young people to explore this diversity. The content of
the programme covers a number of areas relevant to the lives of young males in the fast
changing world of the beginning of the twenty-first century (EM 2000: V).

The Background
The. EM programme was officially launched in September 2000 at an in-service trainingday for transition year teachers.' As a joint undertaking by the Equality Committee of the
Department of Education and Science and the Association of Secondary Teachers of
Ireland (AST!) and co-funded by the European Social Fund (ESF), it came as the result of
an extensive period of development and pilot testing which began in 1995 with seven
schools (EM 2000: XI). A second pilot stage began in 1997 involving 26 schools, and
from September 2000 it was made available to all boys' schools who wished to add it to
their curriculum. The programme is described as an 'intervention' (EM 2000: V) and is
specifically designed for use in single-sex schools at the senior cycle level. The general
age of boys who work with the programme is between 15 and 18 and the majority of
those who have encountered EM, have done so in transition year. The programme came
In

response to issues which had been raised through a series of Government committee

reports on gender equality2 and also through the more specific findings of Lynch (1989)
and Lynch and Lodge (1999). Their research into the peer group values of boys in Irish
secondary schools showed that the type of masculine identity favoured by young Irish
men is one in which masculinity is defined by very traditional values focused on strength
and POwer. EM's introduction highlights the chief findings from this study revealing
young Irish masculinities to be narrowly defined and rigidly contained within out-dated
and strictly delineated bounds of sexuality, social class and ethnic identity, physicality
and power. These findings, as summarised by the EM writing team below, provide the
rationale for EM through an exploration of the way in which Irish masculinity is
structured by:
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·.. physical strength, height and sporting ability... The dominant attitude to
disabled students was one of ignorance... There was a high level of prejudice
towards Travellers and high levels of hostility and fear were reported by boys
towards gay males in particular. One of the findings of the research was the extent
to which, what could clearly be defined as sexist practices and procedures went
largely unnoticed or disregarded by students. Gender inequality was not part of
the student's daily vocabulary of analysis (EM 2000: VII).

It is from this understanding that the chief objective of EM developed. At its most basic

level the programme's function is to address and nullify the detrimental effects this
dominant form of traditional masculine identity has, not just on young men themselves,
but also on the wider community. This rationale reflects the programme's emergence
from a broad set of concerns about rapid social change and the impact, in terms of 'social,
Psychological and emotional consequences' (VII), of this pace of change on young Irish
men. FollOWing this explication the programme introduction concludes that 'it is
Important that such traditional attitudes and behaviours should change' (ibid). The
programme's stated aims reflect this desire for change, and the materials, as will be seen,
focus on showing young men both how and why they should alter both their attitudes and
their behaviours. EM's aims specify the areas of concern and focus primarily on a lack of
acceptance of diversity in sexual and gender identities and roles. They show clearly the
particular issues and questions relating to masculinity which had a wide currency in terms
of both academic and media discussion at the time of the programme's launch:

The programme alms to: explore different perceptions and experiences of
masculinity; promote understanding and respect for diversity; promote equality
among and between the sexes; provide opportunities for males to develop
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enhanced interpersonal and social skills; promote healthy lifestyles; raise
awareness of: life choices; changing roles in society; work (paid and non-paid);
relationships; health and sexuality; violence against adults and children; sport
(EM 2000: VI).

These aims were not, as was to be claimed in the media, inevitably prejudicial or 'antiboy', yet the programme alienated many parents, teachers and boys alike and left them
feeling threatened and victimised. 3 The potential for offence was clear to the writing team
from the outset and 'Teacher Notes' were included throughout highlighting problems
which may arise with some sections. For example, one session on bullying is
accompanied by a Teacher Note stating that 'Students may regard this session as "getting
at them" or "boy bashing'" (EM 2000: 105). Session materials for a class on relationships
are preceded by a Teacher Note stating, 'The experience from this session is that many
boys feel threatened and are very defensive'(ibid: 119). As this research shows, the
feeling of being 'got at' recurred frequently throughout the classes at Hillside, with the
boys regularly showing open hostility to the programme materials. This opposition is
unsurprising given that EM, as an intervention, is rooted in the understanding that the
mental, physical and emotional health of Irish schoolboys is at risk due to their own
constructions and perceptions of masculinity.

The programme addresses a situation in which boys 4 face an inability to 'fit in' with what
IS preSumed "to be the rest of normal society due to their failure to relinquish traditional
forms of male identity. The materials are specifically designed to address certain longestablished and familiar forms of masculinity and consist of a teachers' manual or
handbook, a video cassette and an audio cassette, the text of which is reproduced in the
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manual. The handbook contains an introduction to the course and to the rationale behind
it, along with bibliographic sources and background information (2000: I-XVI). This
introduction is followed by seven chapters, divided along thematic lines into 'Starting
Out'; 'Men Working'; 'Men and Power'; 'Relationships, Health and Sexuality';
'Violence against Women, Men and Children'; 'Men and Sport'; and 'Wrapping it up'.
These themed chapters are further divided into class sessions, each of which comes with a
comprehensive lesson plan including teacher guidelines, teacher notes, methodologies,
objectives and discussion topics, all focused around a 'Key Question'. The sessions also
provide student materials and worksheets, including questionnaires, literary extracts,
statistics, quotations and other information relevant to each particular topic. The chapters
which follow here refer extensively to the programme materials with examples
reproduced throughout. Within EM each session presents a problem such as bullying,
sexism, spousal abuse, homelessness or mental illness, the prevalence of which is then
linked to the hangover of traditional masculine principles and associated personality
traits. This emphasis on what are considered to be typically male 'qualities' such as, for
example, the domination of women, can be clearly seen in a session entitled 'Listening to
Women's Voices' (2000: 163-165) wherein the Key Question is 'Do men listen to and
hear what women have to say?' (163).

These 'out-dated', traditional forms of masculinity are understood, both by EM and by
Lynch and Lodge (1999) in their co-authored 'Essays on School', to prioritise negative
macho male values such as aggression, strength or misogyny. Throughout this research I
use a descriptive phrase 'negatively traditional masculinity' to refer to old fashioned
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elements of male identity as they are manifested in the behaviour and speech of the
Hillside boys. My understanding of what constitutes a negatively traditional masculinity
is primarily structured by the multiple issues raised by Lynch and Lodge in the Irish
context, all of which are supported by my own field work experiences. This
understanding is, however, also comparable to that shared by British researchers, Mike
0' Donnell and Sue Sharpe (2000), who, in their school based study, describe boys as
sUffering from a 'cultural lag' that is not experienced by girls (2000: 7). For O'Donnell
and Sharpe this notion of a 'lag' refers to a situation whereby the attitudes and
understandings held by boys towards the world around them trail behind broader social
attitudes regarding diversity and change (ibid: 7). My use of negatively traditional
masculinity as a term throughout is informed by these works and signifies a shorthand
version of all that is considered to be wrong with these 'out-dated' types of male identity.
Thus, in brief, a negatively traditional masculine identity is understood here to celebrate,
to the point of exclusion of alternatives, attributes such as physical strength, a propensity
towards and an acceptance of violence and violent behaviour, elements of racism, sexism,
xenophobia and a relaxed attitude towards crime and criminal activity.

Aggression, physicality, racism, misogyny, criminality and other negatively traditional
masculine characteristics were at the height of public awareness at the time of EM's
official launch. As a result the atmosphere in which the general public were introduced to
the programme was already sensitised or alerted to the problems and issues that were
being highlighted about men, boys and masculinity, most particularly the notion of a
'crisis' for masculinity.s The programme quickly became a focal point for a wide ranging
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and long running media discussion which had a disproportionate influence over the
development of EM. The media coverage was, as will be seen in the following section,
divisive and disruptive and rapidly splintered into a series of entrenched views which
were defined and demarcated only by their opposition to one another.

The disputed notion that there is a 'crisis for masculinity' was a central and persistent
theme within the media coverage and was an essential part of the general environment in
which EM was developed and launched. The support for the belief that masculinity is
experiencing a crisis drew on a growing body of work within men's studies and popular
psychology, inclUding the 'mytho-poetic' men's movement, which supported an
understanding that men and masculinity were somehow being displaced by the advance
of women in the workplace, in education and in broader sociallife. 6 While it is important
that the prevalence of the 'crisis' narrative be noted I challenge the existence of any
generalised crisis for masculinity, as it appears both in its underdeveloped media
characterisation and also in the context of men's studies in which it plays a pivotal role.
Rather than there being a crisis for masculinity, I argue that there is evidence of longestablished social inequalities that impact upon groups and individuals, including both
men and women who are counted as a minority due to their social and economic class
position, racial and ethnic background, religious beliefs, disability and/or sexuality.?
Although the programme does not directly address the understanding that masculinity is
in crisis, it was rapidly, and damagingly, drawn into the media free-for-all as a central
player. Within the media, EM was broadly characterised as being, variously, a response
to, a symptom of and a cause of this male identity crisis. In this way both the press
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coverage of EM and the EM materials themselves are part of a broader summation of
contemporary Irish fears about masculinity and about working class masculinity in
particular. The type of representations of young men both presented in the programme
and in the media, throughout this critical period of interest and awareness shows the
overwhelmingly negative perceptions of young working class masculine identity and
culture that abound in Ireland. 8 An exploration and documentation of the broader context
surrounding such representations is therefore essential to provide the foundation for the
case study that follows. This background helps situate EM relative to the overall research,
and, crucially, locates it in response to the storm of media coverage which overtook it,
and to the exploration of which we now turn.

Media Coverage
I first encountered the EM programme in early 2000, before its official launch, as I
researched more general social understandings of, and encounters with, masculinity and
the particular cultures of young white working class boys in Ireland. Having become
aware of the programme and its significance, especially in terms of its connection to the
wider issues surrounding social change and masculinity in Irish society, I began to follow
the debate through the media and acquired, with some difficulty, a copy of the EM
programme from the Department of Education and Science. It was reluctant to allow
c

.
0ples of the programme for general release, due chiefly to a sharp increase in

overwhelmingly negative publicity and press coverage. The Department was almost
entirely unprepared for this reaction, as previous media coverage of the EM initiative had
been largely positive. The marked reluctance to provide any copies or indeed any

45

information about EM came both in response to, and because of, the growing media
furore. As a result of negative press attention, one month after the official launch a full
review of the programme was commissioned by the then Minister for Education and
Science, Dr. Michael Woods TD. This review was driven by the unprecedented levels of
media and public interest in EM and was undertaken by the National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA).9 Prior to the 2000 launch there had only been a
small amount of media interest in the pilot programme, and as noted, all early media
Coverage had been largely positive. Articles at this early, positive, stage were mostly
concerned with the novelty of the programme and simply gave basic information about it
as in Andy Pollak's article on the 22 December 1998 which simply tells readers that 'the
programme aims to raise boys' awareness of their changing roles in society ... to promote
equality, understanding and mutual respect among all young people' (Pollak 1998: NP).
Likewise, an Irish Times editorial from 2 January 1999 informs readers that:

The introduction of a programme to help teenage boys explore their masculinity
in some 30 all-boy secondary schools is a welcome attempt to bring the realities
oflife into the classroom (1999: NP).

FollOWing the launch, information about EM became available to a far wider audience,
Whereas previously only narrow groupings had enjoyed access to the materials. This
PriVileged few had primarily included principals and teachers involved with the
programme, students taking the course and, to a lesser extent, their parents. A lack of
official information about the programme in the public sphere led to suspicion and
created an extremely hostile media environment which extended far beyond the
boundaries of educational debate.
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The main national newspapers - The Irish Times, The Irish Independent, The Irish

Examiner and The Sunday Independent - carried most of the letters, reports, opinion
pieces and editorials which emerged after 2000. 10 An online response service provided by
the NCCA allowed for more substantive pieces from individuals and groups who were
specifically interested in the programme as opposed to the larger discussions about men
and women that had grown around the media coverage. I 1 Mairtin Mac an Ghaill, Joan
Hanafin and Paul Conway, authors of the NCCA Programme Review which was released
in June 2002, conducted a comprehensive survey of the major contributions from the
public and have identified six distinct phases of the media attention (2002: 100). These
six phases accord with my own media archives, which span the period from the beginning
of media coverage of the programme itself in December 1998 to early 2002. Having a
sense of what each separate phase of media coverage encompassed allows for a fully
contextualised understanding of the overall media attention. The authors describe the first
stage as an 'Introductory Phase' (Winter 1998-1999), followed by a 'Lull Phase' in which
there was comparatively little interest in the programme or its surrounding issues. This
relatively quiet spell ran from January 1999 to September 2000 when the third, or what
the authors describe as the 'Substantive Phase', began. It was during this time, throughout
Autumn 2000, that the major voices who personified the Irish public debate about men
and EM emerged. Irish Men's studies theorist Harry Ferguson and Irish sociologist Tom
Inglis both became key players in a prolonged and occasionally personalised and hostile
debate with prolific letter writer and former nurse Mary T. Cleary of the men's support
organisation AMEN. 12 This conversation was conducted through the letters pages of the

Irish Times and continued across several months. The acrimonious nature of these letters
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is evidence of the disintegration of the 'debate' about EM into a frustrating exchange of
opposing opinions and stances. A brief selection of this conversation from the letters page
of the Irish Times is reproduced below:

Dr Harry Ferguson of DCD ... refers to a little-known programme "Exploring
Masculinities" which has been piloted in Irish schools and has now come into full
operation. Although he doesn't say so, Dr Ferguson has had an input into this
programme, which is targeted at young men only and looks like an attempt to
reconstruct them. Few parents, if any, are aware of its contents, still fewer will
have approved of it. .. I have no wish to be alarmist but the contents [of EM] need
to be seen to be believed (Cleary September 28)

In a highly confused and alarmist letter Mary T Cleary of Amen (September 28)
attacks the integrity of the new Exploring Masculinities programme... She
complains bitterly that she has been refused a copy of the programme, yet feels
able to freely criticise its contents. Her entire letter smacks of the paranoia and
dangerous simplicity of argument that we have come to expect from Ms Cleary
and others who argue that men are now the oppressed gender in Irish society.
They have no real understanding of gender relationships ... (Ferguson October 5).

This open and enlightened understanding ... contrasts sharply with VIews
expressed by Prof. Harry Ferguson ... Obviously Prof. Ferguson holds the view
that men carry all the responsibility for violence and women none...In the
circumstances I find it hard to understand how Dr Inglis can approve of the
Exploring Masculinities programme (Cleary November 2)

With regard to Mary T Cleary's criticism (November 2) all I am calling for is
some critical reflection about the difference between abuse and violence (Inglis
November 6)
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·.. despite the role attributed to me ... as one of the "architects of the programme",
I can claim no credit for it. I had no input into the design of the programme. My
sole contribution was a one-minute appearance on the video that is part of the
teaching materials ... This all happened over two years ago and until the
published programme landed on my desk in September I had absolutely no idea
what was in it. Mary T Cleary (November 2) seems to have misunderstood the
point I was trying to make. .. (Ferguson November 15)

The disintegration of the debate was noted and addressed by other academics and interest
groups. This can be seen clearly in a letter published in December 2001 from five Irish
academics whose opening paragraph called for a cessation of hostilities and a return to a
balanced debate on the issue. Dr Linda Connolly, UCC, Dr Ronit Lentin, TCD, Dr Sara
0' Sullivan, UCD, Professor Fred Powell, UCC and Hilary Tovey, TCD reminded

readers that:
A cool perspective is now needed in a debate which is getting out of hand,
misleading the public and misinterpreting the essence of feminist perspectives in
social science, in particular (2001: NP).

Public interest peaked during this period, as the amount of coverage and available
information on the programme reached new heights. In 2003 I conducted an interview
with a contributor to the programme and raised the topic of the media coverage and
specifically the contestation, by parents' groups in particular, that there was a lack of
information about the programme in the public sphere. In response to this the contributor
cOmmented that:
... [A]t one level there was probably more information in the public arena about
EM than any other curricular area. If you look at the revised primary school
curriculum, that got less attention in the media than EM. So, on one level there
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was a huge amount of information accorded to that. So, if you are a parent and
you are trying to find out what's happening in schools it would be easier to read
the media and learn about EM than it would be ... if I get on the web [internet]
here and put EM into the Irish Times archive, I'd come up with I don't know how
many articles ... (David 2003).13

FollOWing this most active and engaged phase was a 'Marginal Phase'. It was described
as 'marginal' in the sense that interest in men and issues around men's lives were still on
the agenda but the sustained interest in the programme that characterised the preceding
period had disappeared. Running alongside this, throughout 2001 and 2002 was a
'Dedicated and Specialist Press Phase' wherein references to the programme were made

m articles and letters appearing in religious publications such as The Irish Catholic and
The Catholic World News (2002: 100). Several education journals also featured articles
and letters about the programme, as did the magazine of the pressure group Parents and
Teachers For Real Education (PATRE). The sixth and fmal phase identified by the
authors is the 'Review Phase'. This mainly focused on covering press releases and other
information about the NCCA review as it was carried out. The chronological narrative of
the media coverage presented in the review takes the reader up to November 2001. The
Coverage of the programme and the interest in men and men's lives has continued since
then but has at no time approached the levels of the main phase of interest in Autumn and
Winter 2000. The types of articles that appeared in the 'Marginal Phase' were
significantly different to the articles and letters that emerged in the 'Dedicated and
Specialist Press Phase'. The nature of the coverage changed dramatically from the early
or 'Introductory Phase' of information about the programme to the huge quantities of
features, editorials, letters and articles seen in the 'Substantive Phase'. The inflamed
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rhetoric of the letter writing cohort who sustained most of the public interest in the
programme all but disappeared in early 2001. However, the damage to the public image
of EM could not be undone and it began to be phased out amid concerns from parents and
teachers alike.

Addressing these high levels of concern, the NCCA review is critical of some aspects of
the programme and its handling in the media, specifically the reluctance to release
information in an open and relaxed manner so as to assuage the fears amongst parents and
other interested individuals. It is also sceptical about the real value of what they refer to
as 'sustained media attention' rather than media debate and points out that although a lot
of the coverage mentioned the programme specifically, it was often used as a starting
point to draw attention to another issue (Mac an Ghaill et al 2002: 141-2). The review
team also emphasise the importance of asking 'which boys' when looking at the themes
that emerged strongly in the media coverage. These themes primarily included boys and
academic underperformance, boys and female empowerment and boys and criminality.
The review team suggest that rather than focusing (as the media coverage did) simply on
male or female as binary opposites locked in competition, we must consider the myriad
factors that influence young people, such as sexuality, race, ethnicity, disability and,
crucially, social class (2002: 151).

Boys' Voices, Alternative Masculinities and the Flow of Information

Questions about the roots of the EM programme were prominent throughout the media
Coverage with many commentators claiming a 'feminist plot' to emasculate boys was
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behind the initiative. 14 In fact, the programme cites two main influences, the fIrst being
the 'extensive research' carried out into gender and education in Ireland led by Hannan
(1983;1996) and, as noted, by Lynch (1989) and by Lynch and Lodge (1999) (EM 2000:
V). It is also informed by work carried out within the academic fIeld of men's studies and
particularly influential for EM is Brod and Kaufman's Theorising Masculinities (1994).
This, a collection of contemporary thinking within the fIeld throughout the early 1990s
sees EM indebted to its analysis of 'constructions of masculinity', its theorising on the
'emerging second wave of critical studies on men and masculinities' and especially to
Brod and Kaufman's manifesto for that second wave (1994: 4):
The second aspect of a new wave of critical men's studies is the ever growing
recognition that we cannot study masculinity in the singular, as if the stuff of man
were a homogenous and unchanging thing. Rather we wish to emphasize the
plurality and diversity of men's experiences, attitudes, beliefs, situations,
practices, and institutions, along lines of race, class, sexual orientation, religion,
ethnicity, age, region, physical appearance, able-bodiedness, mental ability, and
various other categories ... (ibid: 4-5).

Reflecting the concerns of Broad and Kaufman, EM set out to promote understanding
and awareness of diversity and of the different ways in which diverse groups of men
experience and live out their masculinities. Yet, as will be seen throughout this case
study, the boys at Hillside fInd it extremely difficult to relate to alternative masculinities
and reject outright the more unfamiliar forms. The boys' own particular brand of
defensive masculinity is engendered by an underlying insecurity and is directly related to
their precarious position teetering on the edge of post-Celtic Tiger Irish society. IS The
further away from the hegemonic norms of traditional Irish working class masculinity the
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programme goes, the more vehemently the boys reject these new forms. 16 Thus the
seemingly innocuous roles of house husband, and male nurse, as portrayed by two men in
the programme's accompanying video produce as strong a reaction as that against the gay
man featured in another segment (see figures 1.02a and 1.02b).

Figures l.02a-b: The EM Video features 'atypical' role models the 'House Husband' and 'Male
urse'.

The fact that the boys, as will be seen, almost universally reject the alternative
representations of masculinity which populate the programme points to another issue, one
that is evident throughout and is highlighted via the media coverage. The absence of the
voices and experiences of young men was evident not only in the public media reporting,
but also in the programme text itself. Throughout the entire period of public and
specialised interest, teachers, politicians, parents, pressure groups and journalists were
heard from, but there was only one instance in which the voices of any of the boys
considered to be EM's target audience were heard. The lack of media interest in the
experiences of boys taking the programme was remarkable and is further evidence of the
confused nature of the media coverage and the reactionary and issue-driven commentary
Which comprised the majority of the so-called 'public debate,.17 It is also reflective of the
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fact that the voices of young men are largely absent from the programme materials. This
lack of engagement with their voices and experiences seems to me to be a continuation of
the understanding that the majority of young men have little to contribute, even when the
topic at hand relates directly to them. It is, however, essential that the programme and the
questions and concerns which prompted its development be reconnected to the position of
the boys who are considered to be in need of this intervention. The NCCA review notes
that the only time the voices of any boys were heard in the public arena was in September
2000 on a national radio programme when six boys from four of the schools involved
Were interviewed along with Maureen Bohan, the director of the project (Mac an Ghaill et
a12002: 135-136). A small-scale case study had also been carried out by Dolores Mullins,
a teacher and contributor to the programme's writing team and the programme facilitator
at one of the original pilot schools. Mullins monitored her own teaching practice in
relation to the materials and monitored the responses and progress of the twelve students
in her own class. Working with an earlier pilot version of the programme, her study is
brief but remains one of only two available interrogations of the student experience of

EM

and its relation and relevance to their lives and experiences (Mullins 1998).18 The

seCond record appear in the Report of External Evaluation and was carried out by Jim
Gle eson , Patricia Conboy and Aileen Walsh of the Department of Education and
Professional

tudie

at the University of Limerick. This evaluation report on the

programme commi ioned by the Department in 1997 and completed in 1999, was not
pUblicly relea ed until 2004, a factor which contributed largely to the negativity of the
pre

coverage.
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The evaluation report was launched on 2 April 2004 as part of a day's semmar on
masculinity. In addition to the keynote speaker - sociologist and men's studies theorist
Michael Kimmel - several key contributors to Irish and international discussion and
debate on masculinity attended the meeting. 19 The steadfast refusal of the Department to
publish the findings of the report in full up until this point suggested it was hiding
something and as repeated requests from interest groups for the full report to be
published were denied the moral panic surrounding the programme, its contents and its
possible effects grew. 20 John Hammond of the NCCA, in an interview I conducted with
him in 2003 comment on the wisdom of allowing such paranoia to grow unchecked:

... [T]here'

no doubt that there was a difficulty in relation to the flow of

information from the Department of Education and Science about Exploring

Ma culinilie ... There i no doubt judging from the kinds of things that were said
in the meeting that we would have held as part of the review, that in the view of
ome of the parent group there was a level of suspicion about what the agenda
a ociated with

M wa and what role the Department saw for it within the

education sy tern. It led to u picions that were unnecessary in my view. I would
have found the level of protection, or whatever you would wish to call it, of
information about the programme unu ual and problematic, particularly in the
context of fre dom of information. It certainly contributed to a sense out there that
om body omewhere wa n't ure of the ground or something on which this
programme wa ba ed or why it had been introduced, or at least people were very
worried about it once que tion were being a ked ... I haven't experienced it
befor

in relati n to a particular educational i ue or a particular educational

pr gramme probably not even R E (Religiou and Social Education) which you
know would have been a imilar type of programme.
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In 2002, two years before the publication of the report, the NCCA review authors
recommended strongly that the report of the external evaluation be made available in the
interests of transparency and accessibility (Mac an Ghaill et al 2002: 217). The
Importance of the report to parties interested in the programme became clear, as did its
potential to stem the tide of public anger and concern related to the contents, on its
publication. Part of the external evaluators' report consists of dedicated case studies that
include details of the experiences of teachers, principals and students working with the
programme in four carefully selected schools around the country (Gleeson et al 2003: 64128). Had these case studies, illustrating the reactions of teachers and students, been
made available, they would have undermined a large proportion of the more ill-defined
and negative coverage of the programme's alleged pro-feminist/anti-male ethos and aims.
This, in turn, could have prevented the situation in which large numbers of schools
withdrew the programme to avoid negative publicity and to calm parental anxiety.
However, anxiety among parents is not just limited to the different perceptions of
masculinity to which boys are exposed in the classroom. As will be discussed in chapter
four, the types of media texts aimed at young men are also cause for concern. This is
essentially important for EM as it categorically sets out to destabilise and challenge the
particularly conservative, macho masculinities that are encouraged or promoted through
the material culture of boys. The programme states:
Coping with change is about changing attitudes as well as structures and systems.
Traditional attitudes often lag behind the reality in society and nowhere is this
more evident than in the media which are so powerful in influencing young
people but where the reinforcement of sex-stereotyped images of men's and
women's roles ... persist despite the erosion of traditional roles (EM 2000: VII).
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Had the programme been publicly contextualised in this manner, presented as a means to
critically challenge the violent, sexist and criminal models of masculinity that are held up
to young men in music, film and video games, it is unlikely that parents and other
interested parties would have reacted to it in the way they did. However, as it happened,
the way in which information about the programme seeped into the public consciousness
seemed designed to cause controversy. The key points of dissent centred around fears, as
noted, of a pro-feminist plot, but large numbers of people were outraged by the
suggestion that masculinity is a social construct. 21

SOcially Constructed Masculinity and Social Class

The EM programme was founded on the understanding that masculinity is a social
construct and that particular cultures of masculinity in Ireland are damaging to boys and
YOung men and therefore need to (and presumably can) be adapted and changed. Gleeson
writes, 'It is a fundamental premise of the "Exploring Masculinities" initiative, that
masculinity is a social construct' (2000: 1). Further to this controversial understanding, it
IS

negatively traditional manifestations of masculinity that are considered to be the main

problem to be addressed by the programme, with representations of violence, substance
abuse

and

antisocial

behaviour contributing largely

to

the

increasing social

marginalisation of some groups of primarily working class young men. The programme
does not differentiate among boys and although it refers to the existence of discrimination
and social disadvantage in relation to race, ethnicity, sexuality and disability (see figure
1.03) it makes no reference either to the influence of social class or to the probability that
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it is working class boys who will likely experience these negative aspects of male youth
cUlture in greater numbers than their middle or upper class peers.

Figure 1.03: EM Student Material: 'The Equality Debate - Where are we now?'

Skeggs (2004) engages powerfully with this notion of an 'expectation' of deviance or
excess in relation to working class youth. She argues that such portrayals are so familiar
in the news, features and fictional programming - particularly crime dramas - that the
association becomes automatic:
The representations unleash a chain of signifiers in which an underclass is not
only represented, but also shaped by disparate discourses of familial disorder and
dysfunction, dangerous masculinities and dependant, fecund and excessive
femininities, of antisocial behaviour, and of moral and ecological decay ...
continually cited across a range of sites so that it becomes normative (Skeggs
2004: 87).

Certainly the boys do, as will be seen in the case study documented in this dissertation,
indUlge in periods and activities that are defined by risk and excess. Yet, the major
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influences and outlets for their cultural experiences, both positive and negative, are the
media by which they are surrounded (and in which they are vilified). This further
highlights the programme's omission. Through popular video games such as Grand Theft

Auto or Manhunt and television shows like The Sopranos or Jackass boys consume and
aspire to elements of macho masculinity that are then brought to bear on their lives both
in the classroom and beyond it. As it is currently designed, EM does not have the scope to
eclipse those messages or to effectively challenge that culture of 'machismo'. This
problem is addressed in chapter five where I ask what a newly designed programme
might look like were it to incorporate and engage with the popular culture of the boys.
This requires a re-evaluation of the way in which typical elements of boy culture are
UnderstOOd. Such an effort is essential if debate about masculinity, boys, class and youth
IS to move beyond the somewhat panicked discourse which characterises EM and the
discussion and negative publicity surrounding it.

Bowever, despite this negative publicity, some would argue that EM is a genuinely
grOundbreaking pedagogical development, setting a new tone for personal and social
development initiatives in Ireland. 22 In terms of what it sets out to do, it is indeed a new
departure, putting major emphasis on the importance of the non-academic side of
edUcation. Prioritising a time and space for boys to simply talk and discuss aspects of
their OWn lives is a valuable initiative in itself. Perhaps cognisant of the likely (negative)
reception to a proposal in which boys simply sit and talk, the programme was designed
(as will be shown throughout the chapters that follow) to resemble a traditional class
3

SYllabus. Presentation of the material (see appendix/ in the form of worksheets and right
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and wrong answers in an approximation of the 'learned content' of other classes is fully
discussed in relation to the problems encountered by the programme and its delivery
within the classroom in chapter five. Despite these programmatic limits, I would argue
that EM, and its attendant publicity has provided a record of the particular anxieties and
concerns as they existed in relation to young men and elements of young masculine
CUlture throughout the 1990s. Health, both emotional and physical, was top of the agenda,
with particular concern justifiably arising in relation to the suicide rates amongst young
Irish men. Suicide was for example, the second biggest killer of young men aged 15 to
24 in 1999 ( SO 2000:

P). A total of 439 suicides were officially recorded as a cause of

death that year with male r presenting 79% of the victims (ibid: NP) Within the 15 to 24
year old age bracket 24% of deaths were registered as suicide, with 30% due to road
traffic accidents (ibid:

P).
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very least participation. Violence, criminality, mental and physical health are all dealt
with in the programme with varying degrees of emphasis. For example, the dedicated
section on alcohol and alcohol abuse is not particularly extensive, numbering only three
pages out of 420, while drugs and drug abuse appear only in the second to last section on
Sport (EM 2000: 235-7). Alcohol as a theme does run throughout the programme,
primarily as a backdrop, in the sections on violence and health. Here students are
encouraged to engage with alcohol abuse as a contributing factor to other problems such
as homelessness or parental abuse, rather than as a problem in itself (see: EM 2000: 157161; 265-273). The more negative and threatening forms and aspects of male youth
CUlture highlighted in the press, such as homophobic violence or street fighting appear in
EM but, like the media coverage there is comparatively little attention to the more
Positive or less sensational aspects of youthful masculinity, a point that was raised by
many of the chief opponents to the programme, including Irish Times columnist John
Waters, who commented:
... it is not so much that recognised concepts of masculinity are openly attacked
and vilified; rather that mainly allegedly negative aspects of male behaviour get
highlighted. The section on sport obsesses about competitiveness, locker-room
culture, bullying, racism and drug abuse, but has minimal celebration of the
tremendous achievement and satisfaction available ... ' (October 24 2000).

Water' remarks are also reflective of the fact, noted by Connell below, that the issue of a
problematic or problematised masculinity is now common currency in the general media.
This focu ed interest on men's studies' subject matter in the public sphere can, as will be
discu ed in the following ection be both productive and obstructionist.

61

Men's Studies and the Media

Questions about men, boys and gender have [thus] ceased to be a specialist
concern of a small group of intellectuals. They have moved into the public arena,
and though media attention will wax and wane, there is no reversing that move
(Connell 2000: 4).

Since the early 1990s men's studies has been progressing through a particularly important
phase in its development as an academic field, evolving from earlier formations into what
Australian gender studies theorist R.W. Connell has described as men's studies' 'third
approach' (2000: 8).24 The study of men and of masculinities is now, according to
Connell, based on a form of social constructionism and firmly embedded within
sociology, with outposts in anthropology, history and media studies. There is also much
interest in the field within the public sphere that has contributed much of worth to men's
studies. In particular it has raised questions about local masculinities and given insight
Into the way in which men and young men in particular, are perceived and understood by
their own communities. This same public interest has also, however, contributed much
confusion and contradiction, tending towards essentialist and divisive understandings of
gender and gender differences especially with reference to the field of education. One of
the most popular and pervasive threads running through the overall media coverage of
tnen and issues surrounding men focuses on the understanding that boys, rather than
setting the standard in literacy, numeracy and overall achievement within the Western
education system, have somehow moved to occupy the educationally disadvantaged
space on the margins, formerly inhabited by girls. Australian gender studies theorist
LYnne Segal engages directly with these issues, discussing this repositioning of girls in
edUcation as 'yesterday's victims' through an exploration of the wider blurring of 'the
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really significant differences in educational outcome' (Segal 2001: 232-33). Segal
identifies these 'significant' differences as social class and ethnicity, highlighting the
direct link between these categories and educational underachievement (ibid: 237). The
absence of debate about class and ethnicity in relation to educational disadvantage is
conspicuous and is fuelled by the largely unfounded belief that boys are no longer, as a
result of positive discrimination, as effectively served by our education system as girls. In
response to this newly antagonistic and competitive relationship that sets girls and boys
as opposite but equal populations, yet ignores the disparity in power between and within
both sides, the Australian theorist Bob Lingard writes:

The 'What about the boy?' refrain in contemporary educational discourse is one
element of a broad r ma culinity politics which attempts to argue that men are the
new di advantaged and that ma culinity is under siege and in crisis in the face of
of the feminist reform project (1998: 1).

the putative ucce

Be goes on to ay:
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Petersen also discusses the emptying out of theory from some branches of men's studies.
He writes: 'Evidence of essentialism .. .is widespread in writings on gender, perhaps most
eVidently in popular (e.g., mythopoetic) literature on men' (Petersen 2003: 56). Petersen
underlines the need for a renewed emphasis on power and social class, proposing a
politically and historically contextualised men's studies. It is only in the context of class
and power that masculinity or masculinities can have meaning or theoretical currency.
Further to this, the absence of the class dynamic in the media is symptomatic of the
absence of a genuinely informed public debate about men and men's issues, as noted
above. The lack of a critically engaged analysis exploring men and masculinities in a
field of power amounts to a denial of the existence of a class-based society, and is as
prevalent in certain forms of men's studies as it is in the media. This neglect of, or denial
of, the continued existence of social class bias and disadvantage is an essential point for
this research, e pecially when considered in relation to the emergence and ethos of the
EM programme.

The educational di advantage di cour e has helped foster an aggrieved understanding of
masculinity as omehow being threatened by a strong femininity, further expanding and
legitimi ing the fal e premi e that boys are now suffering academically as a result of profemini t plot to advanc the performance of girls, at the co t of boys (Hayes 1998: 7-9).
Thi under tanding i reflected in a large election of newspaper headlines including
torie by Jri h Time educational commentators Sean Flynn and Emmett Oliver (2002)
entitled' irl outdo th boy acro s a range of ubjects' or Flynn (2002) entitled 'Girls
Continue to do bett r than boy '.

25

Debra Haye , an educational theori t ba ed at the
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University of Technology in Sydney, writes of her disbelief at the passing of 'the mantle
of disadvantage from girls to boys' without any attempt to explore the actuality of who
that educationally-disadvantaged subject may be through a full and critical discussion of
Social disadvantage (Hayes 1998). The misleading nature of this discourse necessarily

IgnOres, for its own validation, the fact that boys, particularly middle class and upper
class boys, make up for any shortfall at second level by dominating top universities and
senior management positions after they leave school (O'Donnell and Sharpe 2000: 23).

This confusion and lack of clarity about both academic success and larger issues related
to men and masculinities happened as the related 'crisis for masculinity' discourse
spiralled out of control. The notion of a crisis was taken up, in the public sphere, with an
unprecedented fervour sub equently losing all potential credibility as a useful and
Important approach to the study of men and masculinity. Damagingly for men's studies,
One of its founding tenets - the existence of 'masculinities', as opposed to a single
hegemonic 'ma culinity' - is no longer understood in the context of power. The use of the
Word ma culinitie marked the beginning of the new men's studies (Brod and Kaufman
1994) and

ignified an understanding and a deep commitment to engaging with the

di crepancie

in power and

ill u trated the awarene
ma culin

tatu

between different groups of men. 'Masculinities'

that all men do not benefit from patriarchy, that diverse

identitie are tructured by ocial, environmental and economic forces such

that they ar heavily inve ted with categories of power and hierarchical structures of
priVilege and di ad antage. However the notion of ma culinities has, now, become
POpulari d and h
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plurality' (Petersen 2003: 57).16 All too often masculinities signifies little more than an
anxiety about inclusiveness rather than any incisive questioning of the relative standing
and discrepancies of power that exist between diverse masculine identities. EM is, I will
argue, a casualty of this disengagement with the discourse of class-based power and
privilege, losing 'its dimension of power' through representations of diversity which fail
to question the structures within which they exist (Petersen 2003: 57). In the rush to
include as many multiple representations of men as possible, (as seen in figures 1.04 a-b,
in which the reader is told that' ... we need to rememher that some people suffer from a
double disadvantage, e.g. a disabled Traveller, or indeed multiple disadvantage, i.e. a gay
disabled traveller [sic], and so on') the programme fails to engage with the larger
institutional structures of disadvantage and class-based bias (EM 2000: 53).

Figure 1.04 a-b: EM tudent Materials - 'The Equality Debate'.

A een above, group who regularly experience discrimination and bia , such as women,
le bian and gay men m mber of the Travelling Community, member of ethnic and
religiou minoritie, refugee and hou e hu band are repre ented and portrayed in a
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manner that emphasises their struggle for equal respect and opportunities while outlining
the obstacles they face on a daily basis. However, when examined more closely, the
Portrayal of these groups and individuals and the discrimination they experience is
presented in a vacuum of power. Through this removal of larger power relationships,
discrimination is reduced to a choice made by an individual, ignoring the ingrained
structures of institutional bias that position members of these groups as second-class
citizens. It is, as is discussed in the following section, essential that men's studies in
particular reengage with questions of power which can, while prioritising the experience
of groups, connect that local experience to the larger global context within which it exists
and is maintained.

The role of Ethnography

While the crisis discourse has been damaging for men's studies, it has also produced
major challenges to men's studies theorists in terms of methodology and recently there
has been a backlash of sorts against this discourse, both as it existed before and after the
explosion of media and public interest in the subject. ehris Haywood and Mac an Ghaill,
prominent British-ba ed social re earchers with a shared interest in gender, sexuality,
identity and education have, for example, returned to that notion in their new book Men

and Ma culinitie and offer a contemporary re-evaluation of its role in the study of
l11a culinity. They write:
Pre ently there i
ma culinity.

much talk across the Western world about a

CrISIS 10

uch di cu sions provide unclear and unbalanced accounts of men

and ma culinity with simple and complex explanations being developed that fail
to connect with individual' experiences (Mac an Ghaill and Haywood 2003: 4).
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Their comments are indicative of a new and more reflexive approach to the study of
masculinity and its myriad manifestations. There is now a general awareness of the need
to return to the crisis discourse in order to explore the ramifications of it not only for the
continued existence of men's studies, but for the ways in which work in that field is to be
carried out in the future. 27 Haywood and Mac an Ghaill point towards an emphasis on
ethnography - on an exploration of masculinity as it is experienced by diverse groups and
individuals - so as to better understand the relationship not only between masculinity and
masculinities, but also between different ways of carrying out research into men and
men's lives. Reflecting on the wider debate within men's studies on where its future lies
offers a direct contrast to Connell's call for men's studies to move away from life
histories away from ethnography, beyond the local, and therefore beyond what he refers
to as the 'ethnographic moment' (2000: 32). As Connell puts it:
Productive a this [the ethnographic moment] has been we now need to move
beyond it, to think about gender relations on the scale of world society... we must
think about how ma culinitie are con tructed by global forces and how men in all
their diver ity, are po itioned in global society. An international dimension keeps
cropping up in local tudie, from Walker's (1998b) study of 'car culture' in the
Australian working cia
Au tria. We need
globalizing force

0

to Tillner's (1997) work on masculinities and racism in

con ider how particular ma culinities were produced by

throughout the hi tory of imperialism and neocolonialism; and

we need to tudy the con titution of ma culinities and the gender politics of men
und r ontemp rary globalization (ibid: 32-33).
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conducted with a full awareness of the global. His assertion that the ethnographic
moment has passed is also somewhat contradictory when considered in the context of the
large numbers of researchers within men's studies and more particularly within cultural
studies and youth studies who are engaging with questions of the impact of the global on
the local in tenns of youth culture and, specifically here, as is discussed in the following
pages, in tenns of male youth culture. Such work may be set in the micro world of a
garage or a school or an obscure taste community, but it also has a macro dimension.
Cultural studies critic Ann Gray discusses the work of several other cultural studies
practitioners, including Willis's Learning to Labour in this context of a 'micro' and

,

macro' distinction (2003: 142-43). She states:
While Willis' aim is clear in the title of his study, he was interested in what
actually occurred in the classroom and, especially, what schooling and education
meant to young men within this socio-economic category. Willis started from a
quantifiable fact, i.e. that working-class kids ended up in particular occupations
but wanted to know how that reproduction came about. His was a study of a
'micro' world, that of a school, but it was set within a 'macro' understanding of
the broader social context (2003: 42).

Two of the key text which thu infonn this research are located between the micro and
macro world of two group of boys. Willi 's research is, as noted by Gray, set within the
bOunded world of the chool 'Hammertown Comprehensive', but with a full cognisance
of the broader context in which the subjects of his ethnography exist. Willis engages his
re pondent in relation to their ociali ing, their work and their home life, building an
Under tanding of th ir perc ption of masculinity and of their own social roles. The
econd key text i McLaren' (1999) tudy, et in a di advantaged Junior High School
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that he refer to a ' t. Ryan'. The chool is in inner-city Toronto, caters largely to
disadvantaged young people of Portuguese Catholic origin, and is considered a
di advantaged or problem'

chool. McLaren studied the interactions between the

student th ir home culture and the chool culture. He also explored the way in which the
student are chool d into acad mic failure by the curriculum and fixed there by their
Catholic faith. Hi

work i located within the micro world of the school and his

ethnography take into account and pan all a pect of the subjects' wider social and
environmental c nt xt .
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Willis's work is, a noted, a key reference throughout and is discussed in more depth in
the final section of this chapter. McLaren's work is returned to in chapter three. Both
texts offer insights not only into debates on class but on education, policy, gender, social
conditioning

and

ethnographic

re earch

and

practice.
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ethnographie drawn upon throughout include anthropologist Douglas E. Foley's work on
high school ma culinity Pilkington and Johnson's (2003) work on globo/local British
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small-scale case study.29 This took place over two full school years runnmg from
September 2002 to June 2003 and again from September 2003 to June 2004, with
sUbsidiary visits both before and after those periods. Hillside is a single-sex boys' school
run by a Catholic Religious Order of Brothers but staffed primarily by lay teachers. The
school lies on the outskirts of Cork City in a disadvantaged community which, as is
discussed in full in chapter two, is in the process of significant transformation in terms of
population composition and economic investment. As noted in the Introduction, two
groups of boys took part in the case study with each group containing approximately 12
boys, aged 15 and 16, and in transition year. In the classroom, the Hillside boys practiced
a vigorous and defensive masculinity in direct response to the programme materials and
the challenges offered by it and they rejected outright the possibility of a critical reevaluation of their own values and beliefs. Research was carried out primarily through
participant observation whereby I attended the EM class on a regular basis. The
structured, upervised arena provided by the classroom reassured parents and teachers
and the boys who took part in the case study themselves, rendering my presence there
generally unproblematic. While present in the classroom, my focus was on the particular
Youth culture of the e boys who re ponded to the programme's challenges by offering
example and incidence from their own experiences. In this way, the defence put up by
the boy

in reacting to the questions posed by EM presented me with a unique

opportunity to ent r and gain in ight into their social and cultural world. The moment of
confrontation betwe n the culture and values of the boys and the stance adopted by the
programm

in relation to th

con titution of masculine identities provided a vital and

charged environm nt in which to conduct fieldwork.
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on equently, even though the field

site is situated within the EM classroom, this research is not solely about EM in terms of
a review of its efficacy or performance record in the classroom. The containment of the
fieldwork is physical, in that the interactions take place within the four walls of a
classroom, however the scope and range of the thesis stretches beyond this. The
relationship between the boys and the adult, outside world beyond their peer groupings is
often antagonistic and the majority of their social rituals, interests and structures are at
odds with it. The boys are continuously aware that they are embedded in what seems to
them, and what often is, a hostile environment. This thesis documents, through the boys'
stories as they are recounted in the classroom, their adolescent experiences of the adult
World outside of the school.

The impact of the global on the local is a key issue for this research as it has such a
disproportionate effect on the particular youth culture of the boys, influencing everything
from their language to their clothing to their future employment prospects. I explore the
CUlture of the boys primarily through their classroom interaction with and reaction to EM,
relying primarily on the information gathered and the experiences gained throughout my
time in the classroom. The research is also indebted to the reservoirs of popular culture
artefacts upon which this group of young men rely so heavily. The fieldwork has
produced richly detailed information in the form of fieldnotes, audio recordings and
Photographs, which comprise the primary data in this research. In order to reflect the
primacy of this ethnographic data, I turn here to anthropologist Charlotte Aull Davies'
commentary on her use of and understanding of ethnography as both a theoretical term
and a research tool. De cribing both the process and its written outcome she writes:
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I adopt a broad interpretation of ethnography as a research process based on
fieldwork using a variety of (mainly qualitative) research techniques but including
engagement in the lives of those being studied over an extended period of time.
The eventual written product - an ethnography - draws its data primarily from
this fieldwork experience and usually emphasises descriptive detail as a result
(Aull Davies1999: 4-5).

FOcusing on the particular youth culture of a locally specific group of young men or boys
aged between 15 and 16 with a view to understanding and exploring their marginalisation
and cultural detachment and the ways they have been pathologised, requires sustained
engagement with the problematic aspects of their youth culture. These aspects support
and sustain the negatively traditional masculinities practised and embodied by the
Hillside boys in that the music they listen to, the film and television programmes they
watch and the video games they play are at the centre of their lives both in and out of
school. These cultural artefacts, encountered through the references made to them in the
classroom and in the hallways of Hillside school, are at the centre of my analysis. Behind
the detailed exploration of the popular culture artefacts with which the boys engage, the
research is further reliant upon a personal knowledge of the community in which the boys
live. Descriptive data is grounded for research purposes in the particular historical, social
and political context of that local community. An understanding of the history of Hillside
is essential for an understanding of the way in which the larger world has impacted upon
the neighbourhood, affecting the whole structure of the community in which the boys live
and thus shaping and reshaping their culture and providing the basis for their interactions
with a larger social formation.
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Boys to Men: Popular Culture and the Path to Manhood

The influence of popular culture on the masculinity exhibited by the boys in my case
study is significant. The boys are extremely resistant to the adult-sanctioned forms of
masculinity pre ented to them in the programme and prefer to continue to reference their
own role model and belief y terns. My experiences in the cla sroom make it clear that
any re earch into the field of youth culture must be supported by in-depth knowledge of
Popular culture and of the curr nt trend within sport, fashion, mu ic, televi ion, film and
video gaming in order to have a fully contextuali ed and informed understanding of the
experience of youth and gend red identitie . It become essential once it is understood
that young p ople

ither male or female do not leave these important influences at the
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universally applicable interests of young people and are turning the classroom into a
'profoundly undemocratic pace'(Collins 1994: 60).

EM pre ents what it con iders should be of significance to its audience but does not, I
would argue, attempt to do thi by accessing and making reference to the boys' social and
cultural networks. Rather the programme tends to present a didactic, top-down model of
how young men bould b
the programme include

hould feel and should think. Section headings from within
xamples of directive and 'improving' material such as;

'Li tening to Worn n Voic ' 'Under tanding Gay People' 'Disarming the Fist' and 'A
hall nge for Men'. Mullin (1998) in the conclu ion to her brief study based on the
early programme material

acknowledge the difficulty intervention programmes have in
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universally applicable interests of young people and are turning the classroom into a
'profoundly undemocratic space'(Collins 1994: 60).

EM presents what it considers should be of significance to its audience but does not, I
would argue, attempt to do this by accessing and making reference to the boys' social and
cultural networks. Rather the programme tends to present a didactic, top-down model of
how young men should be, should feel and should think. Section headings from within
the programme include examples of directive and 'improving' material such as;
'Listening to Women's Voices' 'Understanding Gay People' 'Disarming the Fist' and 'A
Challenge for Men'. Mullins (1998), in the conclusion to her brief study based on the
early programme materials, acknowledges the difficulty intervention programmes have in
making an impact. She attributes this to the multiplicity of influences offered to young
people outside of school - most importantly, the many more attractive and exciting
models of masculinity and femininity.

This is a recurring theme in the majority of

School-based ethnographies from Britain and North America as well as in the Irish
research directed particularly towards academic achievement and failure. The efforts
made by EM to attract and interest the target audience in direct competition with these
outside influences are the focus of chapter five.

O'Donnell and Sharpe (2000) also discuss this growing gap between the aims and culture
of chools, teachers and their students. Their research, conducted across four London
Schools, sought to explore how boys of different social classes, races and ethnicities come
to think of themselves as men and behave in a manner that they themselves understand to
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be sufficiently masculine. Further to this Q'Donnell and Sharpe expand the notion of
school as a 'masculinizing' institution and add to Willis's understanding of schools as
both producers and reinforcing agents of classed identities by adding the categories of
race and ethnicity. Connell refers to the 'training [of] boys' bodies' in relation to the
influence of sporting culture and general physicality in the school setting, both in a
structured sense, and more importantly, in the unsupervised peer group relationships
(2000: 66). In response to this, O'Donnell and Sharpe found that the influence of the
school as a masculising force, as seen through the messages passed on by teachers to
students and in the broader knowledge-based curriculum and school environment, still
operates. There exists an equal balance between the overt influences of the peer group
and the more subtle messages passed on by the school and the school environment itself.

An obvious example of the school environment shaping the masculinities of schoolboys
occurs through academic streaming and the subsequent classification of some boys as
intellectual failures by virtue of their positioning. Connell, re-emphasising the importance
of the peer group within the influential sphere of the school environment, elaborates on
the process by which some masculinities are shaped by an adherence to the system, such
as in the case of academic achievers, while others are shaped by resistance to, and
subversion of the school curriculum. The schools visited by these theorists reflect my
own findings from Hillside and show that while schools and the school environment do
emphatically shape boys and their masculinities, the driving force behind this shaping is
in fact the informal curriculum or peer group culture which is generally based on a
Subversion or appropriation of key tenets of the official school culture and curriculum. 31
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This results in a situation (familiar to all of the teachers spoken to in this study) whereby
the school attempts to direct students one way while the peer group pulls them another
way, offering far more attractive, 'cooler' personas than those which can be offered by
the school or the teachers. The boys construct their own masculine identities by
measuring themselves against their peers and calculating their own positions in the
masculine hierarchy.

The peer group thus validates and censures certain forms of

masculinity and is a powerful force in their lives. Yet, 0 'Donnell and Sharpe also note, as
do others, that boys - especially in single-sex schools which are generally maledominated and certainly have male teachers in senior management and teaching roles are influenced by what they see around them at school. Boys do not receive balanced
representations of gender in all-male environments and often the culture of boys' schools
reflects not only hyper-competitive sporting cultures, but an 'all men together' attitude
within which sexism and other discriminatory ways of thinking can and do flourish.

32

The

ratio of male to female staff and the roles they perform are significant factors in the
single-sex school environment and were discussed in interviews I conducted with several
of the teachers facilitating EM. In response to my question about how many women were
On

staff Hillside' Paul had this to say:
We have about nine women but none of them would be permanent which, in
itself, i a ignificant indicator. Most of the staff were recruited when the school
wa expanding between 1969 and 1977/78. All the staff recruited then would have
been male and that probably wa n't by accident, there was a strong emphasis on
hurling, football, GAA game

.. , the subjects were male orientated in the

stronge t tradition of a Chri tian Brothers boy's secondary school with strong
empha i on th academic ide a well ....

7

The predominantly male environment produces disciplinary problems associated with
large numbers of teenage boys contained in small spaces and leads to a necessary overemphasis on power and control. The importance of sport and physical activity in the
curriculum of boys' schools is a basic response to the need to provide for the release of
energy; however this emphasis also leads to the often over-privileged position given to
sport and to sporting success. The highly competitive nature of schoolboy sports means
the validation of masculinity through physicality and the able muscular body is reinforced
daily in boys' schools as being an ideal state. This is seen clearly in the general attitudes
to successful student athletes (Lynch and Lodge 1999: 233-234).

Hammertown to Hillside: Charting New Paths
The original aim of Learning to Labour was to look at English working class culture in
detail in a midlands industrial town. The work then developed into a focus on both how
and why working cla s boys seem to accept, through their own apparent choice, a lifetime
of poorly paid manual labour. Using an ethnographic approach, including participant
observation direct ob ervation and group interviews, Willis tracks the production of what
he refer to a a 'counter- chool culture' in a group of young men, whom he refers to as
the 'lad " in their fifth year at a midland comprehensive school (1977: 3). His primary
lUtere t are in th reproduction of a working clas identity through labour power and
how it i und r tood ubjectively when it is applied to work. This leads him to a critical
examination of th way in which young, non-academic, white, working cIa s males are
sociali d into a culture of academic failure and social immobility.
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Willis's ethnography, although problematic particularly in relation to questions of
gendered ethnographic practice and the role and responsibilities of the researcher (an
issue I raise in chapter two), is a primary resource. In the same way as the oppositional
culture created by the 'lads' in Willis's ethnography is transferred beyond the classroom,
so too is the defensive masculinity seen in the response of the Hillside boys to EM. The
'lads', in what has become a familiar phrasing when referring to the interactions between
school curriculum and student cultures, reject school, preferring instead to engage with
their own counter culture, which as they understand it, better serves their needs both now
and in their immediate future. This counter-school culture is based on a strong negatively
traditional working class identity where masculinity is inseparable from 'meaningful'
work, physical strength and the role of the male as sole breadwinner and head of
household. Willis's 'lads' hold defiantly sexist and racist views that appear to be as
integral a part of their masculine identity as any of the above. The whole understanding
of negatively traditional masculinities cannot, however, be founded simply on the
disservice it does to the young men who embody such forms. The racism, sexism and
homophobia that characterised Willis's 'lads', 25 years on, still characterises the Hillside
boys. For all of their engagement with racial and sexual diversity through the myriad
forms of popular culture with which they engage, they remain profoundly racist,
homophobic and sexist. The worst insult that can be levelled at another boy in the
classroom or hallway is that he is a 'gayboy', a 'queer' or a 'fag'. The boys hold
extremely traditional views on the division of labour in terms of gender and are deeply
opposed to any alternatives such as house husbands or male childminders. Their attitudes
towards race are more complex. They valorise and emulate African American and Afro-
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Caribbean musicians but are biased against the larger African communities in the local
area such as Cork city's growing Nigerian population. It would be easy to, much like
Willis, refrain from open condemnation of the racist and sexist attitudes of the boys and
of others like them and to regard such attitudes as the last gasp of a terminal masculinity,
motivated by fear of difference and usurpation. This, however, would negate any call for
structural and institutional changes to encourage and foster young masculinities that are
receptive to diversity and change and not motivated to forms of discrimination and bias
because of social and personal insecurity.

Willis has been criticised by other theorists, most notably and as discussed above, by
Skeggs (1992) in relation to his lack of engagement with the sexism and racism of the
'lads'. He is criticised for his over-identification with them, his romanticising of their
culture and for his lack of condemnation of the negative attitudes expressed by them.
Skeggs writes:
Willis provides descriptions of how sexuality pervades the power structure of the
classroom: the 'lads' fake masturbation, they continually recite chat-up lines,
accusations of homosexuality are frequently invoked to win points

III

a

competitive conversation, they call a female teacher 'a cunt' to undermine her
authority, they are admired by teachers for their sexual prowess. The language
they u e is brutal, violent and misogynist; women are there to be used, they are
defined, labelled and categorised in ways that 'the lads' fiercely resist. They speak
of rape: 'you know, you're struggling with her, fighting, to do it, and you've got
her knickers down (p.43) which is theorised by Willis as a complex of emotion.
Yet even the fear of women noted by McRobbie (1980), articulated through their
frequent reference to menstruation, is seen as a product of their resistance, rather
than a a legitimation and articulation of power and domination (1992: 191).
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In addition, Angela McRobbie in Settling Accounts with Subculture: A Feminist Critique

(1991), in a broader attack on the male centricity of youth culture research, takes issue
with the failure of male researchers to adequately distance themselves from the groups
they study. She sees them as losing objectivity and critical awareness. One of the
criticisms that has been levelled against Willis in Learning to Labour, is what sociologist
Les Back has described as 'fictitiously dissolving the division between self and other'
(1993: 222). Back, reflecting on his own experiences carrying out ethnographic research
in a working class neighbourhood close to where he grew up, imagined links and a
connection between himself and his young subjects that he realised can no longer exist.
By virtue of his age, his new 'class identity' (in the eyes of the local youth he is middle
class - a ocial worker or a teacher figure) and his position as a researcher, the nature of
his relation hip to the e young people has changed. The experience through which he
came to this realisation opened up for him 'issues which remain unresolved' but which
are grounded in the nece ity for the ethnographic researcher to identify and explore the
Position from which he or she peaks (ibid: 223).

In the appendice to Learning to Labour, Willis reproduces conversations he had with the
'lads' ab ut the re arch he conducted and how they feel about it now. He includes this
'edited tran cription of a group di cu ion' (194). The following sequential excerpts are
extracted from thi :

Bill:

You wer
t

J y:

taff at fir t), you were omebody in between, later on I

k y u a one of u .
. ,. y u were omeon to pour our hearts out to. You were

2

obviously as old as most of the staff, and yet none of the
staff... they represented ... they were so far apart from us ...
Spanksy:

(... ) If any of me mates had told me, 'Oh come on Spanksy, you'm
too much there mate' I'd'a' said, 'Ok it's gone far enough'.
Comin' from you at that time, it would have seemed as if it was
one of them tellin' me (Willis 1977: 197).

This false 'dissolving of distance or division' between Willis and the boys is problematic,
as is his lack of engagement with that relationship (Back 1993: 222) Both echo
McRobbie's questioning of the male researcher and his research persona in the field.
Taking this critical engagement on board, the influence of Willis's work is still
recognised and appreciated as one of the most far-reaching and important studies of late
adolescent boys and their attitudes to work, education, and their own masculinity.
Willis's work foregrounds the importance of the home life of the boys, showing how their
families, friends and local communities support and sustain their counter school culture
by encouraging the traditional form of hyper-masculine masculinity practised by the
'lads'. He balances the multiple spheres of activity of the 'lads', switching between their
performances of masculinity in the home, at work and in school, while either under the
eye of teachers or unsupervised. Willis's study is a notable example of interdisciplinary
crossover and integration, as it combines elements of a sociological emphasis on
structural and material dimensions of the lives of young men with documentation of their
free unstructured time and their own interests and cultural expression.
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Learning to

Labour has certainly provoked responses and Willis's work has shaped numerous case
studies that update his research in the context of contemporary school and social life. In
these more recent case studies, elements of a broader racial and ethnic diversity are
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acknowledged in addition to a more visible debate on sexuality and sexual orientation.
This fosters an awareness of where the descendants of the 'lads', today's working class,
non-academic youths, are situated, both socially and culturally, on the margins. There are
strong echoes of Willis's findings throughout my research, as there are in the majority of
school-based ethnographies with a focus on class or gender. My work is also located in
the classroom, foregrounding the importance of the outside influences and references
shared by the Hillside boys. The importance of their broader community, their social and
economic cla s position and their shared understanding of what it is to be male is
understood and discu sed through the ways in which these structures impact upon their
attitudes to work, family gender, race and difference.

The Hill ide boy adhere to an inherited masculinity that is founded on the exclusion of
anyone who does not conform to the requirements of a traditional and increasingly
Socially invalid way of being. Willis found that the boys he interviewed and observed
attached ma ive importance to the ability to do hard, physical labour. They created their
OWn en e of them elve a male through what he described as a primitive confrontation
with their individual and collective physicality as they experienced it through their
Under tanding of m aningful work (Willi

1977: 53). For the 'lads', work is a direct

eXhibition of th ir ma culinity with trength and ability serving as powerful signifiers of a
phy ical mal hi rarchy. In 1970 Britain the 'lad' measured their manlines in terms of
work comparing and
nature of ffi
Ireland and

aluating them elve and their p er along ide the 'womanly'

-ba d r whit -c liar w rk. 34 The Hill ide boy and other like them in
ritain h v
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'lad '. They hare similarly negative

attitudes towards people of different races and ethnic origins, they hold firm to traditional
gender roles, expressing distaste for women in what they see as male roles in the
workplace and vice-versa. Where it differs, however, is in what happens after they leave
school: they do not have the same, albeit limited, opportunities available to the
Hammertown 'lads' in terms of employment without qualifications and at a relatively
young age. O'Donnell and Sharpe have noted that the academic underachievement of
boys, despite how it is presented in the media, is not a new phenomenon. It has, as is seen
in Willis's work, been historically ignored as such boys typically entered the workplace
at the lowest level of manual labour, requiring no formal qualifications (2000: 22). Yet,
as my research reflects, these boys can no longer be ignored due to changes in global and
national economies and the nature of work in contemporary society. This means that
failing male students who leave school early or without formal qualifications now face
little opportunity for successful employment. Boys like the 'lads' are no longer absorbed
out of public sight and kept off unemployment records by traditional structures of work
and home. In the same way as girls no longer disappear into the hidden private role of
mother, wife and homemaker, neither do boys disappear into entry level manual labour or
industrial roles. Western economies are now primarily knowledge and service based, with
skilled, educated workers required for the former, and an unskilled permanently
temporary female workplace preferred for the latter.

The e modern day incarnations of the 'lads' are thus in a very different position. Their
home CUlture and environment a well as their own version of the counter-school culture,
Or

peer group culture arguably, as will be seen in the following chapters, still socialises
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them into a traditional working class masculine identity, even if this identity has little or
no currency outside of those environments. Willis explores the way in which the home
culture and environments of the 'lads' prepared them, from an early age, for a future of
manual labour. He goes on to track the processes by which the 'lads' are socialised into a
familial and peer group culture of academic failure. Documenting the reproduction of
working class identity and working class masculinity through labour power, he further
examines how their destiny as low-paid blue-collar workers is reinforced and
strengthened on a daily basis by interaction with their peers through the sharing of their
counter-school culture in the classroom setting. The 'lads' have rejected school and
regard their teachers as class enemies as, by virtue of their position as teacher, they are de
facto members of the middle class. This extreme situation, characterised as 'them or us'
is not replicated in Hillside or in the school ethnographies of Mac an Ghaill (1994), Foley
(1996) or O'Donnell and Sharpe (2000). There is, however, still a growing gap between
students and teachers, one identified by American theorist Ava Collins (1994) in her
writings on critical pedagogy.

Collins looks specifically at the relationship between understandings of popular culture
and teaching theory and practice and believes that the explosion in popular culture is the
single greatest challenge to the way we understand and dispense knowledge (Collins
1994: 56). Her argument is based on the understanding that when students step into the
classroom they do not leave their own particular social, economic and cultural contexts
Outside. She further argues that the growth of popular and accessible yet advanced
technology has fundamentally changed the relationships between student and teacher and
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traditional forms of knowledge and popular culture. Collins feels it is the duty of the
educator to work with the knowledge that students already have in order to remove the
risk of silencing their voices. If the teacher can incorporate elements of the students' lives
into the classroom without being patronising, the knowledge held by the students in
relation to huge reservoirs of popular texts is then legitimised and validated instead of
being labelled as an inferior form of knowledge.

Much like Willis's 'lads', the Hillside boys feel that school, as it exists, has little to offer
them. Coming from a community with low levels of participation in further education,
they do not see a relationship of causality between further education and financial or
personal success and security. Further disadvantages associated with school centre on the
fact that while the school does present opportunities for them to perform their hypermasculine roles, they are continuously, and in their view, humiliatingly, under threat from
teachers and their authority. The Hillside boys perform different masculinities in different
situations. In the corridors or in unsupervised classrooms the most primitive rules apply,
With the biggest and the oldest at the top of the food chain. The sports field, as noted,
provides opportunities for physical superiority to determine status, as does the
playground. The classroom requires a different mode, and the EM classroom requires a
heightened form of this resentful and aggrieved masculinity. This resentment stems in
part from one of the fundamental elements of the Hillside boys' masculine identities, and
that is their feeling, shared by Willis's 'lads', that they are adult males trapped in the
childish world of school and lessons, when they could and should be working and earning
money and taking full part in the adult male world (Willis 1977: 39). The Hillside boys

87

are trapped in the 'no man's land' between childhood and adulthood: they have the
responsibilities of adults in terms of part-time jobs outside of school, relationships and
family duties. In return for this they feel entitled to adult pleasures and so at 15 and 16 the
majority of them smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol and are sexually active. Their
resentment at being treated like children by the occasionally patronising programme
materials is revealed as they expressed it throughout the fieldwork. This irritation is
further heightened by uncertainty and insecurity about the next step towards their
traditional and inherited identity benchmarks of breadwinner and head of household.
They are, like Nayak's Geordie lads, to be denied full masculine status in their own eyes,
the eyes of their peers and their community by global changes to industry and services
that have cut them out of the job market (Nayak 2003: 309). In this way the Hillside boys
both anticipate and lower their expectations of fulfilling the requirements to take their
place in the hegemonic order of traditional Irish working class masculinity.

O'Donnell and Sharpe consciously do not use the term hegemonic masculinity in relation
to their subjects as they feel they are precluded by age from being part of the hegemonic
structure of masculinity. They do acknowledge that the boys in their study are actively
anticipating their place within the patriarchal system (0 'Donnell and Sharpe 2000: 10).
This is at odds with my experience in the classroom. There it is clear that the Hillside
boys consider themselves as already adult and resent their lack of autonomy and power.
The defensive masculinities they perform are closely related to, in their eyes, an unequal
and unfair power relationship and they reject, as did the Hammertown 'lads', the school,
its culture and its opportunities for academic and social advancement. Taking this
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defensive relationship further, Willis demonstrates how the dominant educational models
act to confirm for the 'lads' that their main option as a class is manual labour while also
dislocating any culpability by referring to their disruptive behaviour and lack of academic
ability. This refusal to make relevant the school curriculum to the Hammertown 'lads'
and the consequent blaming of their academic failure on their own poor behaviour is not
something Hillside could stand accused of. The staff and principal at Hillside are fully
aware of the needs of the community they serve and make every effort through the
cUrriculum and through the support services they offer to best interest, retain and provide
for the futures of the students who attend the school. The battle to keep young working
class men engaged and interested enough to stay in the classroom beyond the compulsory
cut-off of 16 year of age is larger than anyone school and requires institutional and
structural efforts and change. Allied to this challenge is the need to transform the
a sociation of both male and female working class youth with immorality, lack of self
Control and a criminality burden ome to the rest of the law-abiding, hard-working social
World (Skegg 2004: 87).
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CArnot 2004: 32; Rizvi 2004: 87). They are also more visible as early school leavers,
young fathers and holders of traditional understandings of masculinity that no longer
have currency in wider social life. Taking into account the global changes which have
taken place in that period of 25 years - deindustrialisation and the growth of the service
industry - it could be argued that there is now, in a very real sense, an actual crisis, not
for a generalised masculinity, but for the globally impacted local lives of young working
class boys in Ireland and Western Europe. This crisis is inextricably linked to the social
and economic position rather than the gender, of those who are caught up in it.

This dialogue between the local and the global, between class and gender and between
the competing ideal of masculinity across the spheres of education and popular culture
Continues throughout thi thesis, haping my methodology and my presence in the field. It
eems to me, having experienced the culture of the Hillside boys through their stories,
recOunted experience ,attitude and beliefs, that there can be no more productive way of
engaging with their youthful ma culinities and besieged cultures than through a rich
knowledge of and an awarene

of their ocial background and environment. It further

eem that an engagement with ocial cla

provides a crucial code of belonging and of

knowledge and i e ential to fully under tand and explore the negative connotations of
thelr
. particular local cultur which contribute to their increasing social marginalisation
Within the wid r nati nal c mmunity. Bringing the e approaches together with an
analy i and und r tanding f th material culture of the boy i one of the fundamental
aim of th r

hapt r tw continue thi proce ,exploring the methodological

11l1plicati n of arrying ut la r om-ba ed fieldwork while introducing the boy and

o

their environment in terms of Hillside school itself as well as the boys' immediate local
community.
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Notes
1

Transition year is typically understood by teachers and the Department of Education and
Science to be a year in which students are allowed to mature, to take an interest in social,
personal and community affairs and to generally broaden their interests. It is a break
between the rigours of the first state examination - the Junior Certificate - and the final
examination, the Leaving Certificate. It is generally and traditionally regarded by students
as a 'doss' year, where they have no exams and therefore can take a break before going
on to fifth year and beginning study for their Leaving Cert. Recent publication of research
on transition year shows that students who take a fourth year gain more points in the
Leaving Certificate and are more likely to go on to higher education than those who do
not. Released in January 2005 and entitled The Transition Year Programme: An

Assessment, the study was carried out by Emer Smyth, Delma Byrne and Carmel Hannan
for the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) in Dublin. However, they have
also shown that transition year is of little benefit to those attending schools in
disadvantaged areas where fourth year is often compulsory. They also highlight the
cancelling out of the academic advantage gained by some students in the case of those
who begin working part-time jobs in transition year and who continue to work up to their
Leaving Certificate. A complementary study has just been released by the ESRI, authored
by Selina McCoy and Emer Smyth (2005), and entitled At Work in School: Part-time

Employment among Second Level Student. This study further supports and reinforces
concerns about the effect part time work can have on students and on their education.
2

These Government publications include: The First Report of the Joint Oireachtas

Committee on Women's Rights, Education,' Third Report of the Joint Oireachtas
Committee on Women's Rights - Portrayal of Women in the Media; Second Commission
on the Status of Women - Report to Government 1993; Report of the Task Force on
Violence Against Women, 1997.

3

Much of the media coverage of the programme focused on the belief that EM was
a 'feminist plot' designed to emasculate boys. Columnist for The Irish Times, John
Waters described EM as:
... a flabby, intellectually dishonest vehicle for the implanting by stealth of
feminist ideologies in the heads of teenage boys. Mostly it reads like' doss-class'
fodder, offering a break from serious schoolwork. But the flabbiness, on closer
study, reveals itself as a strategy to camouflage the true purpose. The bulk of the
programme is an unwieldy woollen glove, inside which lurks the steely fist of
Big Mac feminism (Waters 2000 October)
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4

The issue of differentiation within the male sex is an essential one, masculinity and
its relationship to categories of social class, sexuality, race, ethnicity and disability
influences strongly both the construction of masculine identity and the way in which
that identity is perceived by others.

5

The programme, with its own emergence marking a key moment, is invaluable as
documentary evidence of the state of the debate on youth, men and masculinities in the
Irish context:

Hearn et aI, (in a paper extracted from their larger research project) offer

a synopsis of the state academic discourse on men from ten countries across the European
Union. In relation to Ireland they conclude that:
In Ireland scholarship has been slow to incorporate the study of men and
masculinities into gender studies, and men as gendered subjects have remained
largely outside of the gaze of critical injury. Traditional Irish hegemonic
masculinity was rural, dominated by the Catholic Church and privileged
marriage, sexual purity, and the celibate life. In the context of rapid social and
economic development, it has been replaced by a metropolitan business
ma culinity influenced socially and economically by global culture. Beyond this
hegemonic form, men live out diverse lives and a plurality of masculinities
coexist... Even by the standards of the arguably quite slow development of
critical studies of men in North America and the United Kingdom, academic
re earch into men in Ireland has barely begun (Hearn et a12002: 393-394).

6

Book such a the Iri h psychologist Anthony Clare's On Men: Masculinity in Crisis
(2000) and American feminist theorist Susan Faludi's (2000) Stiffed: The Betrayal of

Modern Man (2000) along with the emergence of men's 'liberation' groups and web
communi tie all contributed to and both sustained and were sustained by the media focus
on ma culinity and the belief that men had become victims of a new female oriented
world. Popular men studies books within what was known as the mytho-poetic
movement have al

0

had a trong influence here, key texts include Robert Bly's Iron

John: A Book about Men (1990), Sam Keen's Fire in the Belly: On Being a Man (1991)
and Robert Moore and Dougla Gillette's King, Warrior, Magician, Lover (1990) all of
which called for a return to the 'es ence of true ma culinity'. These books rc-directed
di cu ion about ma culinity and femininity to csscntialist notions of malc and female
difference and ex r lc , they hark back to a mythical, glorious timc when men were 'real
mcn and ft n , a with M ore and Gillctte's work, look a far back a

ro-Magnon man:

Wh n we vi it the cavc of our di tant Cro-Magnon ance tors in France, and
de cend into the dark of tho e otherworldly, and inner-worldly, anctuaries and
light our lamp we jump back in tartled awe and wonder at the mysterious
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hidden wellsprings of masculine might we see depicted there (Moore and Gillette
1990: 3).

7

See Canaan and Griffm (1990), Henson and Krasas Rogers (2001), Petersen (2003),
Segal (2001) and Whitehead and Barrett (2001) for more on the 'crisis in masculinity'
and social inequalities.

8

See Devlin (2006) for more on the predominantly negative coverage or media
representation of young men.

9

The NCCA was established in 1987 to advise the Minister for Education about all matters
relating to the national curriculum across early childhood education, primary and postprimary schools. It has a website, accessible at www.ncca.ie. In July 2001 it was reestablished as a statutory body and given a new brief under the Education Act (1998). Its
primary objective is to contribute to improving the quality of education in schools
through the provision of advice to the Minister as a result of research carried out in
reviewing and updating the national curriculum and assessment procedures of pupils in
school and in the State examinations In this case their brief was to hold consultative
meetings with all interested parties and to accept tenders from individuals and teams of
academics who had an interest in carrying out the research phase of the report. The
review was commissioned in October 2000 and in July 2001 the NCCA accepted two
tenders. One was from Mairtin Mac an Ghaill at the University of Newcastle. The second
tender was accepted from Dr Paul Conway and Dr Joan Hanafin, both based in the
Department of Education at University College Cork. With both tenders having been
accepted, it was decided after discussion between the NCCA representatives and the
applicants that both would work together to carry out the research report. The combined
research team conducted an extensive review of the programme, the materials, its
reception

in

the

cia room

and

the

media

coverage before making

several

recommendation to the Department with reference to the future of the programme and
other programme of its type. The NCCA held a series of consultative meetings with
groups who had availed of the opportunity to make an oral presentation to both NCCA
repre entative and the member of the re earch team. The e meeting were held on 18,
19 and 31 October 2001 and were attended by Anne Looney, Chief Executive of the
A and John Hammond Deputy
total of 9 meeting

hief Executive a well as the three researchers. A

took place with member

of parent and other interest groups

(www.A.ie [Acce ed October 2001]. The NCCA al
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0

provided its own

commentary on the main points and recommendations made by the research team and this
commentary provides an introduction to the main body of the report.
10

Out of a recorded 42 letters published on the subject, seen across 19 publications
including all of the daily national newspapers, three main Sunday newspapers, the Gay

Community News and The Catholic World News amongst others, 23 of those letters were
written to The Irish Times (Mac an Gbaill et aI, 2002: 103-6).
11

See http://www.CCA.ie [Accessed October 2001] for these more substantive responses.
Respondents here included Niall Crowley of the Equality Authority, Denise Kelly,
National Co-ordinator of the Transition Year Curriculum Support Service, Marie
Mu1cahy, Assi tant General Secretary of the ASTI, and representatives of the Parent's
Association of Community and Comprehensive Schools, The National Parents Council
Po t Primary, and St Patrick's College of Education.

12

Cleary et up Amen, a support group for victims of male domestic violence in December
1997 ( ee http://www.Amen.ie. for details of the origins of the group) The group, based
in

avan, County Meath runs a help-line which its web-site claims has been contacted by
exce

10

of 20,000 men. The group liai es with unspecified men's groups around the

country about upport and legal matters including separations, access to the family home
and child cu tody. Amen al

0

maintains two web ites. The first is dedicated to the

group' original project repre enting and alerting people to the existence of male victims
of

dome tic

violence.

The

second

site

maintained

by

Amen,

http://www.exploringmaculinitie.com. i dedicated to the posting of negative reviews
and pre

coverage of the EM Programme.

13

xtract from an interview conducted with 'David' a contributor to the programme.

14

ornmentator referring to the exi tence of a 'femini t plot' include Water in The Irish

Time wh

refer to 'home-grown man hater' (October 24 2000) and AMEN whose

ubmi into the

A claimed

M i ' ... an attempt to indoctrinate a generation of

youn lri h men with femini t propaganda' (www.Amen.ie).
15

Th aceeptanc

f diver e ma culinitie i extremcly threatening to these boys and their

pe rand i particularly
ac ptabl
c n mi p

16

0

and de irable

in the face of the a ertion that all form of ma culinity are
c pt their own. Thi

i clo ely related to their ocial and

iti nand i expl r d in detail in chapter two.

11 n nand
Cupati n . K

ra

R

200 I) ~ r m re on men rna culinitie and feminized

in H n nand Jackic Kra a R ger (200 I) explore the ma culinity of
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male temporary clerical workers who, they argue, expenence marginalisation both
because of their economic and social position and because of their presumed
homosexuality. These men experience difficulty in the workplace because, due to their
occupation, they are unable to fit into the narrow definitions of conventional masculinity
i.e. the 'breadwinner role' (2001: 235) and are regarded as 'incomplete' males both
within the workplace and the larger social world (2001:235). Henson and Krasas Rogers
write:
Male clerical temporaries, as with other men who cross over into women's work,
fall increasingly short of the ideals of hegemonic masculinity on at least two
fronts. First, they face gender assessment through their lack of a "real" job (i.e., a
full-time career in "men's work"). Second, their location in a feminized
occupation that requires the performance of emphasized femininity, including
deference and caretaking behaviours, calls into question their presumed heterosexuality (ibid: 219-220).
17

For a full and detailed explanation of the 'public debate' see Mac an Ghaill et al (2002).
The authors conclude that it is incorrect to use the phrase 'public debate' in relation to the
media contributions and prefer instead to use the phrase 'sustained media attention'
(2002: 141). Gleeson, Conboy and Walsh (2003), authors of the controversial Limerick
review, concur.

18

Dolores Mullins is a teacher at one of the original pilot schools that took part in the early
stages of EM. The report of her small-scale case study is available in the online journal,

The Red/and Papers in a special edition focused on gender in school.
19

Michael Kimmel's work is concerned with pro-feminist men, with men and their
respon es to femini m, and representations of masculinity as it is linked to power and
race. Glee on Mac an Ghaill, Paul Conway and Bohan, Project Director for EM, also
attended

20

An executive

ummary of the report findings was provided with the programme

handbook - thi ran to 15 pages and was written by Gleeson.
21

Elizabeth Byrne, repre entative for the Parents Association of Community and
omprehen ive chools state in a ubmission to the NCCA:
Wc would al 0 challenge that masculinity is a ' ocial construct' as stated in this
Programme. Thi i not ba ed on any proper research or evidence. (2001: NP).
Echoing Byrne, two further parent representatives Margaret Garvey and Roger Eldridge,
re pectively, had thi to ay in their

CA submissions:

To attempt to cia ma culinity, femininity, Fatherhood, Motherhood,
hetero exuality a culturally created 'gender roles'(which should be
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deconstructed) so that there are no differences between men and women is less
than worthy of true educationalists (Garvey 200 I: NP).

22

The notion that "masculinity is a social construct" has no basis in any scientific
literature. As the 'raison d'etre' of this programme it shows the desire for the
authors to change our sons according to their feminist ideology (Eldridge 200 I:
NP).
Although unconnected to the EM's design, planning and implementation, Lynch of
UCD's Equality Studies Centre and Dympna Devine of UCD's Education Department
asked the Irish Times for a chance to respond to the media characterisation of EM. In an
article (November 7 2000) they outline why EM should be considered as a 'timely and
welcome resource for teachers and students' dismissing much of the criticism of the
programme in their final comment which states:
It is regrettable that a pioneering initiative in education such as Exploring
Masculinities has been trivialised in such an ill-informed manner. .. Undoubtedly
a programme of such importance deserves to be reviewed and examined.
However, this analysis should be undertaken by journalists and commentators
who are knowledgeable on the subject matter (NP).

23

See appendix for additional examples of programme materials. In addition to providing a
wide selection of visual and textual material reproduced from the programme throughout
the thesis, I have also included this appendix to allow the reader to form his/her own
understanding of the course materials without my framing context and commentary.

24

Men's Studies is currently being challenged as the premier location for work and theory
arising from the study of men. Jeff Hearn, a former men's studies contributor, has, in his
2004 article 'From hegemonic masculinity to the hegemony of men' identified a new
framework which he refers to as 'Critical Studies on Men' (CSM). Here, unlike in men's
studies where it is frequently ignored, the centrality of power issues is recognized (Hearn
2004: 97).

25

Further examples of media attention and focus on the twin concerns of male
underachievement and a 'feminist plot' can be seen in headlines like: Dempsey (2000) 'A
man's world no more'; O'Callaghan (2002) 'Why Ireland's Girls are top of the class';
Water (200la) 'Better look out Bob! It's feminazis'; Waters (200Ic) 'The horrors of
feminised education'; Waters (2002) 'Bending facts to prop up myths about male
Violence'; Cussen (2002) 'Course made 'sissies' out of boys'. All of these stories
perpetuate and give further legitimisation to the belief that men are now the oppressed
gender.
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See also Connell (2000:23) for his discussion of the move away from discourses of
power, social inequality and masculinity.

27

See Hearn (2004) and Petersen (2003) for more discussion of possible future directions of
men's studies.

28

Nayak (2003), in particular, writes of the disenfranchisement of a group of young men
with an industrial heritage from Newcastle who face a bleak future due to the shift away
from heavy industry in Western Europe. These boys are, in a sense, the sons of Willis's
'lads', who left school early for careers on the shop floor of the steel manufacturing
plants of the north of England. The impact of global shifts has hit the Newcastle youths in
every aspect of their lives. It profoundly shapes their particular identifiable culture, which
Nayak calls 'The Real Geordies'. Their behaviour, interests, manner of dressing and
speaking, and the way in which they perceive themselves were all observed by Nayak
during his period of ethnographic fieldwork. They are recorded in rich detail allowing
him to explore the youths' relationship to the global through their experiences in the
local.

29

Gray di cus es the criticisms that have been levelled at cultura~. studies from within
sociology and anthropology. In particular she states that these criticisms can be simplified
down to two bone of contention: scale and breadth, depth and duration. She illustrates
the difference between the macro view subscribed to within sociology which draws on
large ample or ubject groups and aims to produce 'representative and generalisable
re ult which shed light on the movements, formation, dimensions, [and] changes in that
broader population' (Gray 2003: 16). She follow with the insistence of some within
anthropology that cultural

tudies practitioners do not 'engage sufficiently with the

ubject of their re earch' (ibid: 17). Gray introduces this in order to put forward the
unique approach of cultural tudie to ethnography and to the production of meaning. Her
defence of, for example, the mall- cale ca e tudy hinges on her sense of it ability to
re pond to

uch que tion

a why

ome people or groups are invested in particular

practice

r text and what meaning certain artefacts or behaviours have for different

people.

r

ray the mall- cale ca e tudy can al 0 addres the ways such questions

relate t the interplay and relation hip between class, identity, gender, race and sexuality
ID

30

everyday life.

For furth r di eu ion
cdueati n

e Jam

f the u c

Paul

of technology -

pecifically video games - in

ec (2003) What Video Games have to Teach Us about

9

Learning and Literacy. In chapter five Gee's research provides the foundation for my
discussion of the ways in which the typical youth culture of young men is considered to
be problematic by those external to it such as parents, teachers, and the media.
31

This will be seen throughout the thesis, most notably in chapter two where the boys
subvert, or appropriate to their own ends, the messages of EM and the behavioural
demands of the school through various stratagems.

32

Several cases of gender discrimination involving female teachers have come before
equality officers in Ireland over the past decade. In one of the first cases of its kind, two
female teachers were awarded damages of €7,000 and €12,000 respectively after it was
found that the Wicklow school in which they taught had not dealt appropriately with their
complaints of sexual harassment by male students. A series of stories have emerged in the
press over the years relating to this problem - an example of one such story can be seen
in a news story by Flynn (2001: NP) 'Teachers get damages in victimisation case' Other
examples of these cases include gender discrimination in relation to promotions and post
appointment - see Dooley (2004: NP) 'Teacher says hers was not an isolated case of
gender discrimination' and McGarry (1996: NP) 'Equality ruling backs teacher'.

33

See chapter four, which focuses on the boys' culture as evidenced through the cultural
. artefacts prized by them, for a full exploration of what these items express about them
and their masculine identity.

34

For further discussion of 'feminised' labour see also Henson and Krasas Rogers 2001.
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Chapter Two
Into the Classroom

Figure 2.01: Photo taken by Sean in the Hillside locker room. The sign reads 'Please Leave the Place
Clean'.'

Chapter one introduced the main themes running through this research, documenting and
contextualising questions and issues relating to social class, 'boy culture', masculinity,
the media, the EM programme and the problematic and disputed notion of a 'crisis in
masculinity'. These multiple threads are drawn together through their relationship to the
overall question of representation which provides the central focus throughout this
chapter. The public representation of young working class masculinity means that boys,
and working class boys in particular, are typically rendered visible in the public sphere
through stories of deviancy and criminality (Devlin 2006: 43-54). Even a programme
such as EM, which sets out to 'help' boys, furthers this view of young men as both victim
and threat. It proposes that they are at risk themselves while simultaneously proposing
that they present a ri sk to others. This risk is contextualised as arising as a result of boys'
OWn inability to move away from the core values of a negatively traditional masculinity.

Thus, EM ultimately presents an image of boys as simultaneously threatening and
threatened by their own masculine identities. Throughout I interrogate this type of narrow
representation that restricts young men to a small number of media-assigned public
personas, many of which are largely contingent upon their social class position. In the
chapter that

follo~s, I hope to challenge this one-sided view by opening up an alternative

perspective on both the stereotyped working class boy and his range of cultural references
and influences. While the EM programme was overtly designed for all boys attending all
single sex boys' schools in the country, it can be interpreted from the direct and particular
focus of the programme that it is aimed at a certain type of young man. Undoubtedly EM
does address problems that cross all social barriers such as violence, drug and alcohol
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abuse, bullying and misogyny. Yet, I would argue that EM is designed explicitly to
neutralise and to normalise what are commonly seen as the deviant excesses of working
class 'youth' (Skeggs 2004: 80).2

Chapter two is underpinned by my classroom ethnography. As much as this brings the
reader into my narration of my experiences in the classroom, it also provides a basis from
which I discuss how EM both stems from and re-inscribes an overwhelmingly negative
perception of young, white working class Irish men's culture and behaviour. In Section I,
I document the progression of my small-scale ethnographic case study in the field. Here I
address questions of access, reactivity, research flexibility and the role of the
ethnographer and I take the reader into the school where I introduce the voices of the

..

boys and their teacher, Paul. In Section II I look in detail at Hillside as a locale and
attempt to understand my subjects and their classroom culture in the context of the
eConomic and social circumstances which define the area in which they live. In Section
III I carry on my engagement with Willis' ethnography and focus on the ways class and
COmmunity shape the attitudes of the boys to their own masculinity and education as well
as to the world around them and their perceptions of their role in it.

The Ethnographic Experience
My ethnographic experience began in an overheated ground floor classroom at Hillside
School at the beginning of October, 2002. I arrived at the school early for the first class
session and, as directed by the large signs on the wall by the front doors, somewhat
nervously presented myself at the office. There followed a lengthy interrogation by the
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school secretary, conducted through a small glass window, as to why I was there and
what exactly I was doing. Once her curiosity was satisfied, she sent a message to Paul,
the EM teacher, and I was directed to a chair in the hallway to wait to be collected. I had
met Paul previously with the vice-principal to talk: about the fieldwork and the research as
a whole, and had struck up a good working relationship with him. However, as classes
had started in the period in which I was waiting, Paul instead sent a 'volunteer' to bring
me to the classroom. 3 This was, in essence, my first face-to-face meeting with an
informant and programme participant.

As classes were in session, the long, high-ceilinged corridors were empty. Muted noises
filtered out from the rooms as my guide, Brendan, and I proceeded towards Room Five.
On our way he was a good ten paces ahead of me, determined seemingly to disassociate
himself from my presence. Catching up with him at the door of the room, I found
Brendan in loud conversation with a fellow student who was leaning dispiritedly against
the opposite wall. This boy, I found out once inside, had been selected as a 'volunteer' to
take the starring role in that day's lesson. However, at the time, both Brendan and I
presumed he had been put out for causing trouble. This, added to the fact that both boys
Were laughing at me as I arrived, belatedly, at the classroom, did little to help my firstday nerves.

The classroom, like the majority of rooms at Hillside, is longer than it is wide, with five
tall windows down the far wall, and 25 or so old-fashioned individual wooden desks with
flip-up seats attached and a shelf underneath for books. The desktops are liberally
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graffitied, with names, pictures and slogans gouged into the surface with compass points
and pens. The underneath of the desk, its legs and the underside of the seat are speckled
with old hard pieces of chewing gum. To the left of the blackboard at the front of the
classroom there is a shelf for a 'Holy Statue', in this case a representation of the Virgin
Mary, and to the blackboard's right there is a cabinet. A teacher's desk, chair and a
further cupboard complete the furnishings. I learn later that nothing is kept in the
classroom; teachers store books and teaching materials in their offices or cubby holes in
the staffroom. The classrooms are locked between classes, so that students congregate
loudly and energetically in the hallways before and after class as they wait for their
teachers to arrive and let them in. The walls of the classrooms are bare; the only
decoration in Room Five is a large wooden crucifix and a battered map of Europe, which
hangs lopsidedly on the wall by the door. In contrast, the ground floor green and white
painted corridors are brightly decorated with student artwork and photographs of teams
and outings as well as graduating class groups.

I arrived in the middle of the first actively student directed module of EM. The
'ListeninglNot Listening Game' and the 'Pairs Listening Exercise' were my first
introduction to the field site and the reality of conducting observational research in a
classroom environment. Both of these activities involve the students being out of their
seats, directing their own conversations and engaging with each other on an individual
basis. They also provide a perfect opportunity for the boys to have private conversations,
mock fights and outbursts of hilarity. The majority of the tasks in the programme require
students to be either out of their desks or working in groups. This brings a new level of

104

mobility and freedom to bodies in the EM classroom while at the same time demanding a
much higher level of discipline and structure from the teacher present. 4 These two
exercises, together with selected others, form part of a series of vignettes extracted from
my field notes. They will be discussed in Section II of this chapter and in chapter three.
Field notes are reproduced here and throughout the thesis in order to explicate the
research process and explore, in narrative form, the pastimes, attitudes and beliefs which
comprise the youth culture of the Hillside boys.

From my first meeting with the vice-principal at Hillside, it was made clear that my
presence in the school was entirely conditional upon the assigning of pseudonyms to the
local area, school, students and teachers involved. The fieldwork was to run over two full
school years (September to June) with two fourth-year classes, one commencing in the
School year 2002-2003 and the second in 2003-2004. Following this agreement of
anonymity, the second part of the entry negotiation process focused on securing the right
to return to the classroom on a regular basis over this period in order to conduct ongoing
observation. This was agreed upon with the understanding that I would attend only the
EM classes and only on the days EM was scheduled. The desire of the vice-principal and
the school to protect their students from unnecessary interruptions was made very clear to
me and my presence was restricted to this one non-academic/examination class.

As was outlined in chapter one, the difficulties associated with gaining access to the
classroom for research purposes require strategy and, occasionally, even subterfuge.
Educational theorist Martyn Hammersley and sociologist Paul Atkinson both have a
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particular interest in ethnography as research practice. In Ethnography: Principles in

Practice (1993) they advise that, on occasion, the researcher ought not reveal everything
on their research agenda to either gatekeepers or informants (Hammersley and Atkinson
1993: 68). This permission to make reasoned decisions about the withholding of, or
downplaying of, certain aspects of research is supported by educational theorist and
researcher Peter Foster. In Observing Schools: A Methodological Guide (1996) Foster
goes further than Hammersley and Atkinson and discusses the implications of giving the
'complete picture' of the research plan in situations where such information may
significantly change the behaviour of informants or result in the limiting or refusal of
access by gatekeepers. Foster outlines the protective measures researchers can offer
Schools, such as confidentiality agreements and guaranteed anonymity for the students,
teachers, the school itself and the locality (1996: 28-29).

It was not necessary for me in this situation to resort to subterfuge, although I did play up
my research interest in the running of EM both to the gatekeepers and to the boys
themselves. A series of reasons lay behind my decision to locate EM as my central focus
as opposed to social class or youth culture. For one, this gave me a clearly contextualised
Position and role as researcher in the classroom with the programme providing a concrete
central object. Further on in this chapter I discuss the research difficulties associated with
directly questioning adolescents and young people, especially in relation to sensitive or
embarrassing topics. 5 An acute awareness of the potential for discomfort arising from this
led me to present myself to my informants primarily as an observer of the programme and
of their teacher. This was in order to avoid making the boys uncomfortable and thus
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adversely affecting their willingness to engage with their teacher and one another and to
speak out in class. Any of these would have denied me access to their stories. The
decision to present myself as being mainly interested in the running of EM, with a
subsidiary interest in general youth cultures, was designed to maximise my limited time
in, and my access to, the classroom.

The minor limitations imposed upon me in the course of the fieldwork were counterbalanced by the relative freedom I experienced in the classroom itself. While I was not
free to wander at will in the school corridors or grounds, to approach or converse with
students outside of their classes, I was free to locate myself wherever I wanted to within
the classroom and to observe and record all that happened there. The limitations of time
imposed by the nature of the research and the school-imposed limitations of space and
movement have always been an integral part of the thesis, factored in from the outset, and
as such have not restricted the work. The freedom to move about the classroom each
week, trying out different seats, was enabled by the fact that there are only 12 boys in
each group and, thus, at least twelve desks remained free in anyone session. In the first
year of the fieldwork I experimented with several different desks, finally settling on a
desk in the back row, beside the door. This gave me a panoramic view of the classroom,
allowing me to see the teacher and all of the students at all times. As students tend to take
up the seats next to the window first, filling up from the back of the class, there was
sUfficient distance between myself and them for the boys not to feel threatened by my
'immediate' presence. At the same time, I was close enough to my informants to overhear
any whispers or asides.
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The classroom used by the second group was also a long narrow room with five tall
windows down one side. Much like the other classroom there were four rows of desks in
the room, facing forward towards the empty teacher's desk, a wall clock and a large
crucifix. There is also a large blackboard that Paul very rarely has time to use, and only
does when the boys are being particularly uncooperative and silent. 6 It is on the third
floor on a corridor referred to by the staff and students as 'Harbour Terrace,' an allegedly
'rough' area in a nearby estate. The reputation is deserved as this corridor is the furthest
away from staff offices and the staff room, thereby rendering it susceptible to a certain
amount of chaos when there is no visible staff presence. In fact encounters with highly
sexualised conversation and offensive gestures in this hallway and in the classroom
Without the presence of a recognised authority figure, especially on the third floor, further
convinced me that the situation whereby I gathered my information from the boys in the
mediated setting of the classroom was preferable to direct conversations with them.

As noted, my entry to the classroom was characterised by a lengthy process of
negotiation which, as outlined below, had failed in several other schools. The success of
the negotiations with Hillside depended very much upon my willingness to allow the
requirements of the school and its gatekeepers to dictate to me the shape the fieldwork
would take. As is the case with most other ethnographic research, this opened up multiple
Possibilities while at the same time giving rise to obvious restrictions. Limitations and
Possibilities were equally imposed and created from the very outset of this project by my
above-discussed decision to frame the research as largely concerned with the EM
programme. My interest in the programme brought me into contact with the teachers who
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had contributed to the writing of the materials and who were teaching it to students in
their own schools. Nevertheless, questions of access were problematic in all the three
schools (out of seven at that time) that I was invited to visit. The unresolved issue of
access resulted in one school only being visited once as the restrictions placed upon me
Were so severe that no productive fieldwork could be carried out. 7 The second school,
Greenfield, was far more open to the prospect of my carrying out fieldwork but the way
in which the course was structured meant that there was a high turnover of students every
six to eight weeks or so as it was carried out with several small groups of up to ten at a
time. Hillside school was the best option as the class was run with one group at a time
over the whole school year, allowing me to become familiar with the boys in each group
and giving them sufficient time to become used to me and to my presence in their
classroom. Also both the teacher, Paul, and the principal were open to the prospect of my
Continued presence and were undeterred by my desire to record the classes, first in the
form of field notes and a field journal, and later in the form of a digital audio tape
recording. The restrictions on my movements in the school and the impossibility of
meeting with the boys outside of school limited my interaction with them in the
Classroom. This shaped and directed the relationship that existed between us, whereupon
both the boys and I were fully aware of the gulf of experience which separated us. Thus,
over-identifying with and subsequently idealising the boys and their culture was not a
possibility for this research. However, as is discussed in the following section, it is still
vital for me to explore my position as a young, female, middle class researcher in relation
to the position of the boys as ethnographic subjects.
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Relationships in the Field
McRobbie and Garber (1991) problematise the relationship between male researchers and
male subjects specifically in relation to research into youth subcultures. They postulate a
'natural rapport' or what I understand to be a sense that 'they are all men together' as
being a possible reason for the non-existence of girls in youth-centred research from the
1970s and 1980s. McRobbie and Garber explore whether girls are invisible because they
do not participate in popular subcultures, or because male interviewers and researchers
render them invisible through a conscious or unconscious adoption of the attitude of their
YOung informants that girls are unimportant except for sexual purposes? They ask:

How do we make sense of this invisibility? Are girls really not present in youth
subcultures? Or is it something in the way this kind of research is carried out that
renders them invisible? When girls are acknowledged in the literature, it tends to
be in terms of their sexual attractiveness. But this too is difficult to interpret. .. Is
this simply a typically dismissive treatment of girls reflecting the natural rapport
between a masculine researcher and his male respondents? (1991: 1-2).

This problematic is echoed by Skeggs, (1992) who through a rereading of Willis's

Learning to Labour, takes issue with the fact that Willis appears to tacitly align himself
with the attitudes of the 'lads' by not distinguishing genuine coping strategies from
Incidences of sexism and racism (1992: 190). The 'lads' negative attitudes are not
challenged by Willis, but they are challenged by the school system. However, they have
chosen to respond to the school's challenge by rejecting the formal curriculum in its
totality thus renouncing any claim to its benefits. The views of the Hillside boys are not
challenged by me in the classroom; I document and interpret them in the text alongside
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the opposing view as expressed by the programme or by the teacher. The problem of
over-identifying with or forming too much of a rapport with my informants, flagged as
potentially problematic by, among others, Skeggs, McRobbie and Garber, and Back, does
not arise for me. 8 This is the case because the boys and I both perceive an enormous gulf
between their experiences, gender, age and situations and my own.

In 'Gendered Participation: Masculinity and Fieldwork in a South London Adolescent
Community,' (1993) Back approaches the problem of over-identification from a personal
perspective. He focuses on work he carried out in a white working class community.
During the fieldwork period he was employed as a youth worker for part of the study and
lived on the estate where the youth club was based. Ostensibly, he was researching the
way in which racist ideas flourish in areas of poverty. However, out of this research came
the subsidiary question: what does the researcher do in a situation in which the
transmission of sexist or racist ideas is ongoing? And, how does a researcher adequately
take into account the gendered positions of and power inequalities between researcher
and SUbject(s) when reading over and writing up ethnographic field research? Back refers
to the criticisms made by both McRobbie and Skeggs of research that does not do this,
where the ethnographer fails to identify his/herself and his/her position in relation to the
research and to the informants. Based upon his own experience, he suggests that the
problem ari es when the researcher 'fictitiously dissolve[s] the division between self and
other' (Back 1993: 223). Recounting how it was a shock to him to realise that although he
had grown up in that part of London and had had many of the same experiences as his
informants to them he was ju t another ocia) worker/youth worker. For his informants,
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because Back was educated he was assumed to be fully middle class and thus totally
alien. Of this experience Back writes:

In a sense, my childhood experience was quite close to those of these young men
and women. But I had a degree and a university education, and I no longer spoke
the language of their experience... to the people who lived in Riverview I was just
another educated - and, by implication, middle-class-social worker, one of the
'red spectacles and woolly hat brigade'. In this situation the young people were
rightly suspicious. The point that I want to make here is that although I had real
experiences which informed the research, it was simply farcical to pretend that I
had remained what I once was. In a sense I possessed a language and operated
intellectual models that were simultaneously my possessions and yet not mine.
There were occasions on which I felt this tension (1993: 222-3).

My situation does not produce tensions as pronounced as those described by Back. My
perSonal relationship to Hillside is predicated on a familiarity with the area and a family
COnnection to the school based on the fact that my mother taught in one of the nearby
feeder primary schools for 36 years. As a result she had taught a large number of the
Hillside boys at some stage of their education and is known to them and to the staff of the
School. This made it easier to build a relationship with the teachers and principal as we
had a common point outside of the research, but did not help my status with the boys.
They have regarded me in much the same way as Back was understood by the South
London adolescents; I am, in their opinion totally removed from them and from their
experience. Although I would have regarded my self as familiar with the school, the local
area and the local slang, it is quite clear that they regard me as just as foreign to them as I
realise they are to me. My connection to the teaching profession both through family and
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through my position as a researcher serves only to further their OpInIOn of me as
thoroughly uninteresting and also on the wrong side of the teacher/student line. This,
however, works to my advantage in that, after a while, they have so little interest in me
and my presence that they behave, according to Paul, in much the same way, when I am
there as when I am not. There are of course exceptions to this general disinterest, several
of which are discussed below.

The rapid growth of familiarity with the situation, whereby I am present in their
classroom, is best demonstrated by comparing the boys' reaction to me in the first few
classes with their sporadic interest thereafter. 9 Each time Paul turned his back to the class
in the fir t two ession, the boys, as one, swung around in their desks to look directly at
me. During these fir t weeks of observation I was undoubtedly a source of great
distraction. This relatively brief level of interest and Paul's summation of my novelty
value is reflected in note made after the third class and extracted below:

All the boy are very fidgety today, all turning round and laughing. Throughout
cIa

kept hearing whi per and bursts of laughter, muffled in hands, and followed

by quick glance in my direction. Paul explains at end of class - 'they'll get used
th

to you [b ing] there in no time' (4 November 2002).

As the cIa e wor on and it became apparent to the boy that I was not likely to do or
ay anything funny

r div rting that would have interrupted the class, they rapidly lost

lntere t in me. They n v r t tally forgot that I wa there - any mention in the class of
Women , particularly in th

tion

n 'women'
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work' and on relation hip

- was

enough to remind them of my presence and once again I would be scrutinised for any
reaction to their comments. IQ Occasionally the boys attempted to provoke me into a
particular response with jokes or comments designed to offend or amuse. However, for
the most part, they are occupied with each other, their teacher and the materials or topic
at hand. On one occasion, during a discussion of personal freedoms Paul asks the
question:

Paul:

Have you the freedom to be all that you can? Do you have to
change anything about yourself? Why do you wear your hair short
like that? Why do you wear a uniform?

Class:

Because we're made to.

Paul:

Is that why you are coming to school? Because you're 'made
to'?

Brendan:

[Looking around at me and muttering]. That's why we're here.
Who's making her be here?))

A.part from such early, humorous, attempts to extract a response from me, there was only
One incident where the boy reacted strongly against my presence. This took place at the
end of the final term with the econd group and came about after a period of negotiation
Whereby I petitioned for the u e in the cIa room, of a digital mini-disc recorder and
tereo microphone. I hoped to record in much greater detail the conversation and
di cu ion a they occurred. Thi would have the additional benefit of leaving me far
freer to ob erv the ight

ge ture, ignal, and other vi ual in the classroom space. I

u ed the reCord r for a peri d f three cia e with the econd group, but made a rea oned
dec· .

I IOn

to return t fi Id n t

having ob erved the dra tic change in the behaviour of

J 14

the boys when faced with the reality of being recorded. The fIrst class in which I used the
recorder was not considered a perfect example as this extract from my fIeldnotes shows:

Seven boys today - half missing? Boys are very quiet, cowed by tape recorder or
missing ringleaders? (2 nd February 2004).

Further on in the notes for that class I observe that it is moving much more slowly than it
normally does. I also note that Paul is using the blackboard, something which he never
Usually gets a chance to do, as the debates tend to move so quickly. I go on to note the
fact that when asked questions the boys put their hands up as opposed to shouting out
their answers. Today's class is dealing with the emotional and diffIcult subject of mental
illness and depression and the role played in that by alcohol and drug abuse. This may be
playing a part in their uncomfortable silence as it raises the question of whether the boys
are unwilling to admit that they drink alcohol or use drugs in a situation where their
voices are being recorded. As a further extract taken at the time shows, I note this as
fOllows:

Paul:

How many fellas got drunk ever?

They look embarrassed and all put their hands up instead of shouting like usual. Is
tape recorder ruining flow or are they missing louder boys? Will use next class
and if still quiet even with full class will let it go and go back to f-notes? (2 nd
February 2004).

A.t the beginning of the next class Paul asks me to ask the boys if they mind being
reCorded. He had noticed the difference in their behaviour in the previous session.
A.lthough I am not averse to having the consent of the boys I am, at the same time,
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anxious not to draw attention to the recorder and once it has been pointed out to them
they again react very badly to it with mutterings about invasions of privacy and so on
rising up from the back of the room into a groundswell of dissatisfaction. 12 This silence
and reactivity, whereby they assert their power of non-compliance through apparent
model behaviour which entails not speaking unless spoken to and answering with the bare
minimum of information, continues into the third class and, as the end of term approaches
rapidly, I decide to return to the previous method of recording - the in-situ fieldnote.

This experience highlighted for me the importance of being flexible in my approach to
the field (Foster 1996: 4). Had I been irrevocably wedded to the idea of using a mini-disc
Or other sound recorder and arrived at the impasse outlined above I would have been
forced into a major restructuring and rethinking. What is more, I might possibly have had
further access to the fieldsite denied due to the disruption and discomfort caused by the
recording. On the other hand if I had been equally set against recording the classes I
Would have missed out on the important reactions and responses to the recorded situation.
The refusal of the boys to be recorded and their ensuing disengagement marks an
Important moment in the power relationship between them and their teacher, but also
points to the power relationship between ethnographer and subjects. The boys are willing
to talk openly about their lives in my presence, in the classroom, but only in a way that
they can control. A mini-disc recording of their voices is a tangible object which I can
take away from the cIa room and use in a sphere in which they have no influence. It can
be played and replay d li tened to by anyone and provides incontrovertible 'proof of
What Wa said and of who aid it. A mini-disc recording points to the nature of my
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presence in the classroom in a way that field notes do not and draws attention to the
underlying and constant question of representation and who has the power of definition. 13
It is a prime example of the way in which larger issues which trouble the boys in the
outside world are replicated and worked through in the classroom, and it is this mediating
function or role performed by the classroom to which I now turn.

Questions of Method and of Methodology
The adult power structures the boys encounter and run up against in many aspects of their
lives are reflected in the power structure of the classroom. This provides a bounded space
for the reproduction of and retelling of their status and experiences in the outside world.
The ability of the classroom to provide an accessible, familiar, location that is reflective
of the lives of the students in the world outside of the school places it as the ideal site for
ethnographic analysis. This classroom power structure can be mapped in relation to social
class and economic positioning and re-introduces the key questions of resistance, refusal
and conflict, which run throughout the research as a whole. These key issues are
embedded in the classroom both in theoretical terms and in the light of the classroom
dYnamic, wherein the boys, the EM programme and the teachers attempt to negotiate
spaces for their competing understandings of masculinity. In addressing this problematic,
I use observational ethnographic methodologies to record and narrate the diverse 'voices'
of the boys. Stories of their experiences outside the classroom provide primary
dOcumentary material, creating a crucial verbal archive of what it is to be young, male
and Working class in Ireland today. Because it is informed by the preferences
demonstrated by the boys themselves, it avoids omitting the most important aspects of the
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boys' lives in favour of what is considered by official sources to be suitable material for
their schooling.

For example, ignored by some teachers and the programme, yet shared by the boys, are
the essential forms of popular culture, e.g., video games, music, clothing and television,
which they use to express their masculine subcultures - subcultures that situate and
facilitate a performance of their public masculinities These public masculinities depend
heaVily on the active performance of an aggressively heterosexual masculinity, marked
by a particular defensiveness toward any new figure of authority. This impacted largely
On my entry to the classroom whereupon the boys were unsure of my role and my reasons
for being there.

A.t the beginning of each fieldwork period both groups of boys were suspicious of my
presence. They were unsure of my interest in them as a group and it was important for me
to explain my research and thus my motivations for being in the classroom. As I hoped to
cause as little di ruption a po sible in the EM class, this was done in a very brief three
minute interlude on the fir t meeting between me and each of the two groups at Hillside. I
emphasised the role of the programme in my research in order to counter the boys' early
IInpre sion of me as an evaluator of them and of their classroom behaviour. Placing the
programme rather than them, in the spotlight allowed the boys to feel more relaxed about
my pre ence. E tabli hing my po ition a exploring the effectiveness of the programme

With reference to their youth culture and their experiences outside of school was a
rea Oned deci ion to avoid b ing characteri ed by the boys a a moralising figure passing
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jUdgement on their speech and behaviour in the classroom. Directly related to this is the
fact that the boys do not respond well to direct questioning either from their teacher or
from myself. The best material collected in the field and the occasions when the
programme ran most successfully in the classroom both resulted from a different type of
questioning on the part of Paul. When questions are couched in story or experience and
delivered to the boys in a slightly 'softer' format they respond far better and in greater
detail, with the best information coming from instances whereby observations made by
Paul are left to percolate and be picked up upon by the boys as they wish.

For example, in a class session using materials from the programme section entitled 'Men
Working', Paul observes that things are very different today in terms of equality and
Women working. He goes on to wonder, in a tone of mild interest, if there will be further
changes in another ten years that would lead to a rise in men staying home and women
going out to work. Once he stops speaking the boys clamour to be heard, shouting over
each other and trying to get his attention. Their eagerness to respond is due in large part
to the style of questioning. As can be seen below, a direct question coming later in that
same class gets a very different response:

Paul:

What work do you do around the house? lan? Padraig?

Padraig:

Don t know ... nothing ... wash up ...

Paul:

Anyone else?

la s:
Paul:
teph n:

[ ilence.]
tephen?
Same ... (9 th December 2002).
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The boys defensiveness in relation to direct questioning here has less to do with the
subject matter than with the importance of remaining 'in charge' in what is ultimately a
very uneven power relationship. The boys are not offended to be asked if they do
housework. After much probing it turns out that they almost all do something regularly
around the hou e, albeit in very specific circumstances and within a continuum of
acceptability - cutting the gra s or painting is good, changing babies' nappies or doing
laundry is not acceptable. This i discussed in more depth in chapter three, in the section
headed CIa

One: 'Who works where?' The importance of the exchange reproduced

abOve lies in the pow r play and negotiation of status. A direct demand from a teacher to
the boy requir

a c rtain r pon e in order to maintain their dignity and standing in the

eYe of the group. Thi

ituation b comes doubly difficult when an embarrassing or

aWkward ituation or i ue come up for discus ion, such as relationships, sexuality or
ex. Invariably Paul handle nec
USually a king no on

ary questioning on his part with a detached air,

tud nt in particular, and thu avoiding placing the focus on any

One boy.

In th'I way th b y d not tI I pre ured into an wenng
. que tlOn
.
an d a can be seen
thrOugh ut th r

a k th dir ct qu
11l1ply a
down. If h w
lw

r t a k dir

arch th pr gramm and the teach r broach the awkward topics and
hi

11 w m t r m in a relatively n utral pre ence and to act

nd thu

riginal ho tility toward me ventually dies

r, in m un It r bl

ubj

t p iti n a a female middle cIa

re earcher,

uality, und rage drinking violence, and

Intimate relation hip with women and men, they would most likely become hostile and
feel threatened embarra ed and awkward. 14

The boys react again t the officiaVadult portrayals of them in several negative ways,
Primarily through their peech and body language and also non-verbally through pointed
silence and group di engagement. What they see as unfair or incorrect understandings of
them and of th ir intere t are rejected and neutralised through their complexly arranged
social grouping and hi rarchie and, within these, through their use of particular cultural
artefact a object of eparation or boundary- etting. Their understanding and assertion
that adult or official figure of authority imply 'do not get' their culture validates their
choice , rather than undermining their confidence in the ways in which they choose to
eXpre

them elve . Thi aJlow, for example, for certain types of music or a certain style

of clothing to be u ed both for elf-reference and as a unifying force against the remotely
authored official per pective

on them and their lives which presently have popular

Currency and ar almo t totaJly out ide of their control. As discussed in chapter one the
boy did not have a public voice in the debates and discussions which were carried on
both ab ut them and aJl around them. In the EM classroom the questions and
reprc entati n p

d by th programme can be chaJlenged and answered by the boys, so

eVen a th mat rial r pr duc the publicly hared negative view of young working class
l11a cUlinity th
oPPOrtunity to

nvir nm nt aJlow
haJl n

what

lOt rv nti n. It mat ri I and th
at ri k du

for them to chaJlenge it. Allowing boys this

pre ented i one of the key elements of the EM
are flawed; partly rooted in a conviction that boys are

nly t th ir parti ular gend r identity and
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reproducing problematic issue

aired in the public discussion of men and masculinity. Yet, the airing of these issues and
questions in the classroom means that boys are given the chance to address them head on,
albeit in a closed space. My observation in the classroom acknowledges the importance
of their views and documents their responses.

Reflecting the significance of the boys' perspectives and verbal contributions I also
collected a different kind of data. In addition to the notes and observations made in the
field and to the programme materials, the media controversy and the theoretical literature
all of which inform this research, I also worked with visual representations of their
culture. The e images, which feature throughout the work, are made up a mixture of
photographs taken by the boys them elves, and images taken from video games and
album cover . The image taken from the various media forms that the boys engage with
are used a examples and guide for the reader who may be unfamiliar with these media
forms. The photograph taken by the boys are a more integral part of the overall research
design and process. I asked the first group of boys, 12 in all, to take part in a project
loo ely ba ed on the work carried out within photo-elicitation (Hurworth 2003; Prosser
1999; 2003).15 However rather than ask the boys to select photos they felt to be
repre entative of them and their live, I instead provided each student with a single use,
di po able camera containing 24 hot and marked with a number corre ponding to a list
ofth .
.
elr fir t name only. Th brief I gave to the group asked them to photograph anythmg
Within their h me and local community that th y felt to be representative of themselves,
both per onally and in t rm of th ir peer culture and hared influences. This project
worked extr m ly well and the byre ponded very po itively to it. It i di cussed in full
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detail in chapter three and the photos are used to illustrate the thesis throughout, including
the title page of this chapter. The success ofthe photo project was twofold. First, the boys
were actively engaged in the process of representing themselves. Second, the results
illustrate an alternative fonn of incorporating their perspectives into the text without the
need for invasive and personal questioning to which the boys, as noted, respond badly.

The value of using the programme and the photographs as a type of buffer between my
position as observer and recorder and the boys' position as infonnants is clear as it allows
the programme materials and the teacher to address questions and issues that would be far
more problematic coming directly from me in this particular environment. A further
advantage of this buffer is that in the eyes of the boys I remain relatively objective, and
Importantly, non-judgemental. This is the case because the programme challenges are laid
down by the teacher rather than by me. The questions of rights, comfort and the invasion
of privacy must be addressed, especially in the context of carrying out research work with
informants who are under the age of 18. Access, pennission and the protection of the
Privacy and comfort of my underage infonnants is obviously of paramount importance.
Therefore I explore here the tension between the research imperative and the essential
ethical considerations which are inherent in this type of research. Exploring these
Conditions which are imposed on the fieldwork by the nature of the education system and
by the Structure of Hillside School, I create a space for a further exploration of the
Implications - both positive and negative - of these boundaries for this work and for other
research in a similar environment or situation.
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Environmental Concerns

The classroom as fieldsite offers important environmental conditions that are conducive
to working with teenage boys. These include natural boundaries of time and space,
required and consistent attendance, and a true distillation of the defensive and conflicted
relationship that exists between teenage boys and manifestations of authority. Essential to
my understanding of the classroom as fieldsite is its nature as a space that is at once
profoundly familiar yet totally new. Once it is looked at in the abstract, that is, once the
'familiar' classroom is made 'strange', the intricate nature of its power relations becomes
clear. Here I explore and provide insight into the rationale behind the conducting of
research into the life-world of white, teenage, working class boys through what appears,
at first glance to be a single site, and one in which, by its very nature, the particularity and
otherness of that life-world is stifled and regulated. The classroom does not appear to be a
space where the various cultural elements which interest the majority of teenage boys can
be entertained, or even emerge. The violent and sexualised nature of their media
consumption seems to be totally at odds with the school curriculum. However, once in
the classroom and observing the programme in action, I saw the extent to which the boys
draw on their own personal experiences to interpret the programme material used in class.
The series of vignettes reproduced throughout this chapter are exemplary incidences of
the boys' reliance on outside experience and prior knowledge of a situation whether that
prior experience comes through their own lives or through media representation is not an
clear distinction for them, something which is discussed in chapter five. An important
example of this lack of contextualised knowledge centres on the issue of sexism as
discussed in relation to the women's movement for equality in pay and status in the
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workplace. Because this is not something that the boys encounter in their own daily lives
or through their media consumption, it is not a subject that they can easily contextualise
and so they are offended by what they understand to be a baseless and personal attack on
them.

On the other hand, they are so familiar with violence of all varieties - real life, televised,
video games and comics - that they can debate all aspects of the subject in class and show
a clear understanding of motivation and potential situations that give rise to it. 16 Of vital
Importance is the realisation that the boys do not leave their personal experience, their
cultural interests and their media consumption at the door of the classroom (Collins
1994:58). Their experiences and encounters outside of the classroom form the basis for
the personas that are brought to bear inside the school walls. Their sense of self as male is
Constructed around and propped up primarily by their interaction with certain media
artefacts that are inscribed with cultural and social meaning for them. A reference made
by a boy in the class to the Sopranos, an American cable television show about an Italian
American Mafia man and his family, places him in relation to the other boys who also
Watch the show for the same reasons. The Sopranos storylines are secondary to its glossy
Portrayal of hyper-masculinity as seen through graphic violence and a stereotypically
male, working class code of honour that is loyal to the ideals of family, tradition and
place. Likewise, a reference to the Playstation game Grand Theft Auto 3 - Vice City, not
only lets everyone know that the speaker has a Playstation console, but that he is also
PlaYing the video game equivalent of a show like the Sopranos. Cultural artefacts, such
as these, function on far more profound levels than the simple provision of enjoyment,
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distraction, sociability and media savvy. They provide cohesion for the groups who unite
in their shared interest and appreciation; they provide for the boys clear markers between
'them' and 'us'. J7 Even though these games and television shows, like all of the material
culture engaged with by the boys, are widely available and part of a mainstream
Americanised media culture, they are engaged with on different levels by different
groups. For the boys, as will be discussed in chapter four and chapter five, these games
and shows reaffirm their collective heterosexuality through portrayals of violence and
situations and storylines that are traditionally viewed as representing the total opposite of
female media interests. According to the boys, women like 'the soaps' and 'chick flicks'
th

While shows with a lot of violence or action are 'for men' (9 December 2002).

A major part of the fieldwork and the preparedness for the fieldwork focused on watching
the television programmes and films, reading the magazines and playing the video games
the boys like. This also necessitated reading interviews with, listening to the music of
and watching the videos of musicians in whom the boys are interested. It is essential for
me to understand and to be up-to-date with the current trends in music, gaming, television
and film. It is through listening to the music, watching the programmes and playing the
Video games that I have gained a crucial form of access to the raw material of their
Culture. I ee what occupies and interests them through their own frame of reference as
plaYers, listener or watcher . This awareness has allowed me to understand the distance
that exist between the M programme and popular 'boy culture'. This distance accounts
for the lack of appeal offered by the EM's ideals of masculinity when it is forced to
COmpete with the slick vi ion of masculinity offered by the boys' media consumption.
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Authority, Normalcy and Rules
The first section of this chapter focused on the 'how' and the 'why' of my classroom
ethnography, outlining the process of entry to the fieldsite and detailing how I established
and consolidated myself as observer in the classroom space. This second section explores
the culture of the classroom itself and of its inhabitants. Once in the classroom, there
followed a period of adjustment, necessary in order to become accustomed to the
Surroundings and to begin to build a familiarity with the space and the people who
occupy it. The confusion between memories of school days, mental images of fictional
school days and the school days encountered first hand in Hillside was surprising to me.
Upon leaving Hillside each day I had to, whatever the weather, sit on a wall a few
hundred feet away from the school and write down everything that I had not been able to
note in the classroom or in the hallways on the way in and on the way out. The barrage of
Images and noises in the classroom is so continuous and unrelenting that occasionally it is
easy to forget what you are there for and simply become caught up in the undercurrent of
Confusion. The feeling of imminent chaos is always there and is perhaps characteristic of
any place in which upward of 500 adolescent boys are confined for a large part of the
day. However, standing between the outbreak of mass disorder and anarchy are the
strangely powerful 'school rules'. These rules are posted in the school and are explained
to students from their first day. They are, of course, broken regularly in a multitude of
different ways, from cycling as opposed to walking with one's bike up to the bike-shed,
to running, shoving and kicking school bags in the corridor rather than walking quietly, to
Smoking, swearing or not wearing the correct uniform. However, the one rule which
seems to hold fast and is accepted by all, is that the teacher is in charge. 18
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Many times in the EM classroom, particularly during sessions that involve the students
being out of their seats, the breakdown of order has seemed inevitable but for the timely
intervention of Paul and the unspoken invocation of that rule. Paul only needs to appear
at the side of a particularly boisterous group or a lewd conversation and good behaviour
immediately returns. It seems therefore to me that a major characteristic of classroom life
is contained within the understanding that the teacher is in charge. All other rules appear
to be negotiable and flexible in some way (as will be seen in chapter three where I discuss
some of the ways the boys negotiate their way through the EM programme and its
challenges). Applying the questioning below to the school rules at Hillside, it seems that
however unruly the boys may be on occasion, there is still an acceptance of the
legitimacy of the teachers claim to power in the classroom:

What are the rules in schools and classrooms? Which rules are allegedly broken in
imputations of deviance? Who makes the rules? Are the rules ever negotiated?
How are the rules communicated to members? What justifications are given for
the rules, by whom, to whom, and on what occasions? Do teachers and pupils
view the rules in the same ways? Are some rules perceived as legitimate by some
teachers and some pupils? How do members know that certain rules are relevant
to (i.e. are 'in play') in a given situation? How do members classify the rules?
What differences do members see between different rules? For example do rules
vary in importance? (Hargreaves et a11975: 23-4).

The importance of school rules in relation to the functioning of the classroom from
Primary school to university is part of an overall accepted understanding and way of
behaVing in that environment. So accustomed are we to the behaviours and ways of
speaking that are accepted practice in the classroom that questions such as those above
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are seldom aired, and, when they are, it is only in the context of addressing deviant
behaviour and the importance of controlling that behaviour. Rules, it would seem, are
hidden even when in play, unquestioned, ifnot unbroken, and accepted as the foundation
for the effective and efficient transfer of knowledge. This accepted relationship among
teachers, students and rules supports and sustains the ultimate goal of the education
system - the successful passage of large numbers of students through a series of formal
academic examinations. The major examinations in the Irish school system are the Junior
Certificate Exams, taken in third year, which provide access to the senior cycle in
secondary school and the Leaving Certificate Exams which lead to further education at
third level or Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) level. Compulsory subjects in these exams
include English, Irish Mathematics and a foreign language. 19

This research , however, looks at a different kind of classroom, one in which exams are
not set and a different pedagogy is introduced, creating a new space in which the
accepted practices of the cia sroom are subverted and reversed. It is a classroom in which
the EM programme questions what the 'education product' or 'output' can be - exam
success and financial u tainability for the school, or students who have confidence in
th .
elr ocial per onal and emotional lives that complements their academic knowledge?
My Work i located at two di tinct moments of challenge to that established system of
regul .
atJon. The fir t mom nt come in the ubver ion of normal classroom standards
Whereby the boy, normally confined to their desks in ilence, unless a ked to speak, are,

In the EM cia room often expected to move about and to peak freely. The second point
t h
.
f
occur ate
moment of re i tanc and direct challenge to both old an d new practIces
0
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di ciplining and control as seen through the reactions of the boys to the programme and
its material . The pedagogy of EM is vitally important and plays a key role in its relative
succe es and failures in the clas room as is discussed in chapter three which follows.
This cIa room confrontation i at the heart of this research; it is that moment wherein the
articulation of the particularities - belief: , relationships, responsibilities - of the culture
of white working cia

Iri h teenaged boy is at its most cl ar and unambiguous. Their

macho ma culinity i infu ed with eemingly benign levels of exism and homophobia
and a culture (not unique to them) which link consumption of alcohol to enjoyment and
. The n ironmental culture of the boy is uch that they feel no real need to

'manline

hide their underag drinking and moking and they are proud of their illegal nights out in
pub and nightclub . Th y dilut th ir account of night out in the cla sroom and in the
pre ence of th ir teacher through humour often making jokes about drinking or smoking
10

COnnection to oth rwi

unrelat d topic. For example, in a discus ion about healthy
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levels of social marginalisation and exclusion. 21 The local community has undergone a
seismic shift as older areas are redeveloped and additional neighbourhood subdivisions
are created in the form of new private housing estates. The ongoing development of the
Hillside area is tied directly to those feelings of exclusion and marginalisation
experienced by the local community. Progress in the area has been primarily focused on
private developments, including gated communities of houses and apartments, private
gyms, new bars and new restaurants. This process of 'gentrification' and infill building
(bUilding on derelict or run-down sites) appears to reinvigorate deprived areas while
offering new opportunities to residents, both old and new. However, such redevelopment
also effectively removes from young people the possibility of remaining, in the longterm, in their own local area as house prices rise and council property is privatised. The
freedom of movement and autonomy of young people in the area is also restricted by the
delimiting of previously public spaces. Bars, restaurants, shops and clubs which hope to
attract wealthier clients automatically exclude through dress codes, prices and the
Intimation that such places are not for everyone. A recent study of disadvantage and
deprivation in local authority housing areas carried out by Cork Corporation in 1990 1991 focused primarily on the well-known northern suburbs of the city, but agreed that
the findings were equally applicable to, and were reflected on the south-side of the city.

22

South of the river Lee the City Corporation has identified two major pockets of
deprivation and disadvantage existing in what is a generally more affluent environment.
This differs somewhat to the Northside experience with a concentration of local authority
hOUSing and WI'd e areas of as oClated
.
poverty. Th'"
IS mcurslOn

0f

.
weaIth and pnvate

enterprise is, however, a growing trend as previously run down areas such as docklands
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and older former council e tate and terraces in traditionally worlGng class areas are
remark ted a affordable hou ing to young middle class professionals. Located on the
outh ide of the city Hill ide fall within the larger of the e two pockets of deprivation
and i on of the area which ha be n wor t hit by high unemployment over the years.

At one point in 19 6 2 percent of th labour force in this area was actively seeking
work. Unemployment rate had peaked previou to this in the 1970 with the loss and
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compounding and emerging from these problems are the dramatic changes in family
structure which have led to a predominance of single parent female-headed families in
this area. These changes and shifts have grown out of this cyclical process of dependency
and inter-generational poverty and have significantly contributed to current social
problems in this and other areas.

Continued imposition of divisions and the ensuing creation of new spaces that are now
forbidden to the boys clearly accelerates and enhances the perception amongst them of a
growing cla s divide. They are keenly aware of this and their view of themselves as
tending toward or being more likely to engage in an accepted and expected deviance is
encouraged and further developed by media hype and by the types of topics that are
covered and focused upon in EM. The fact that the local area is becoming more
inho pitable to the non-middle class residents is part of a wider trend of reinforcing class
divi ion and bia . Thi trend is identified by Skeggs (2004) most powerfully through her
diSCUSsion of the public denigration of the symbolic figure of the young white working
elas

ingle mother.

he broaden her analy is to the entirety of Britain's working class

eOrnm umtle
" who he argue are now:

' .. [B] ing p ken ab ut in many different ways: a underclass, as white blockage
to m dernity and global pr perity, a irre pon ible elves to blame for structural
inequ lity a pa iv non-market comp titors, a lacking in agency and culture,
whil t th

middl -cia e

nati nal id ntity and a
evaluati
Working_ la

la

r repre nted a the vanguard of the modern, a a
ultural re ource. In thi

ymbolic identification and

di i ion being made. The rhetorical po itioning of the

a p w rful m ral fi rmulati n, pre ented a literally u e-Ie s, a a
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group as inept as they are dysfunctional. This is rhetoric designed not to enhance
mobility and opportunity, but to fix firmly in place, metaphorically and physically
(2000: 94).

Such modes of 'moral formulation' suggest that the Hillside boys are 'fixed in place' not
only by their economic and social position but by a general turn away from discussion of
class-based advantage and disadvantage in its wider structural context. Focusing on a
personal or group ineptitude or laziness allows for the apportioning of blame or of
CUlpability to members of the working class for their own social and economic status.
Masking the problems of social class based disadvantage and bias with spurious gender
concerns is one of the main complaints which has been laid against men's studies and
against the EM programme specifically. EM does not overtly address this issue; there is
no mention of the institutional structures of class-based bias which keep some people
fixed in poverty while helping others to reproduce cycles of privilege and opportunity.
Instead the programme focuses on the types of discrimination experienced by minorities
1ll

terms of ethnicity, sexuality, race and disability. The feeling that EM is only for the

Poor or working class who do not know how to behave, is reflected in the take up of the
programme by particular schools.

The vast majority of fee-paying boys' schools have rejected or ignored the programme on
the grounds that it is irrelevant to the lives of their students, who, by that same moral
formUlation are immune from or 'above' the more negative elements of male youth
cUlture.

24

Many of the more traditionally 'academic' schools, which tend to be fee-paying

and thus draw their student body from the middle and upper classes, do not use the
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programme for those very reasons. There are obvious exceptions to this, as is the case of
Greenfield School, an upper middle class boarding school in a suburban area which was
also visited in the early stages of the fieldwork. The programme is taught there as an
elective in Transition Year, where in 2002 some 35 boys out of a total of 110 students
elected to take EM as a class. The teacher, Evelyn, described in an informal interview
with me the reactions of the boys in her class to the materials she chose to use, which
included the topics of men working, aggression, domestic violence and bullying:

I am surprised sometimes at the depth of information that's come out of [the
group] and the shock and horror at the behaviour of some other men. Like when
we did that project last week [on media coverage of men and violence], they were

horrified at it 'good lord could you imagine that...' They really couldn't get over
it, and I wouldn't say that they were embarrassed but I suppose that they were in a
way. They were embarrassed that other men could do such things (2002).

Of key importance here is the use of the word 'other.' Evelyn unconsciously reflects the
students' understanding of the programme as being about 'other' men. In a general and
Uncritical overview the programme appears to deal with situations that are relevant to all
boys across class and social boundaries. This includes topics such as bullying, alcoholrelated violence, the hyper-competitive masculinities that are encouraged and produced
by all-male school environments and questions of equality and building good
relationships with those around one regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, disability or
class. At a more specific and closely read level, however, the programme deals with
Problems that have their roots in the social environment of the boys and as such emphasis
IS

given to problems that are far more likely to be encountered by boys from a working
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class background. These range from encounters with violence, whether on the street, in
the home, in gang-related incidences, to drug and alcohol abuse, or to involvement with
petty crime and with the Gardai. The programme materials highlight the problematic
aspects of certain behaviours. It presents solutions and alternatives to these activities or
mindsets yet still, through its patronising and remote tone, it simply manages to reinforce
the naturalness of the particular negative behaviour in question to the boys. This can be
seen in the following example of a classroom debate on personal freedom.

Boys will be Boys ... ?

Here we have a debate prompted by visual material on gangs (EM 2000: 23) from the
first section of the programme, entitled 'Starting Out'. What emerges of interest from this
IS

not the actual material, or the actual class debate, but rather an undercurrent of

Whispered talk upon which Paul picks up. He interrupts the class discussion as he
becomes aware of the conversation that is taking place at a quieter level among three
boys. As I am sitting almost opposite these three at the back of the class, I have been
listening primarily to them for the last five minutes or so and taking notes all the while.
Two of the boys have turned right around in their seats in order to confer with the third. I

arn just out of their line of vision and they continue talking quietly among themselves.
They are not held back by my presence, which normally acts in a constraining manner
When their attention i drawn to it by Pau1. 25 They are also, for once, not troubled in the
slightest when Paul, and therefore the rest of the class (and me), join in their
conversation. The following i an extract from my fieldwork journal written up directly
fro rn not s taken in the cla room a the conversation developed:
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Suddenly hearing the boys next to me utter the word 'arrested,' alarm bells visibly
go off in Paul's mind. He stops everything, makes everyone shut up and asks who
was arrested? One of the trio - Owen - puts up his hand. Paul waits for him to
explain. He is quite happy to talk about what happened, not embarrassed or
ashamed, as I would feel or I would have imagined someone would feel. Instead,
he seems to feel it is part of a good night out (4 th November 2002).

It seems, in his words, that Owen and nine of his friends were picked up by the Gardai for
,
no reason, we were only standing in the road' and brought to the local station. They were
not, as it turns out, arrested but were cautioned, had their names taken and had their
parents called. They were not charged but were kept there for an hour or so as they were

drunk and probably, although he does not say so, disorderly. Paul asks what their parents
said but receives no answer, only a broad smile and a shrug, indicating to all, that he 'got
away with it'.

Two points of interest and importance arIse here. Firstly, the relatively unrestricted
reaction and response to the programme materials provide a clarity and urgency to the
Way in which the boys alter or refute the official perspective on them and on their lives as
it is represented to them through EM. The obvious censoriousness of the programme on
the subject of hanging out in gangs merely reinforces the rightness of that behaviour for
the boys. The willingness to talk about it is the second point of interest. Owen is suddenly
the centre of an admiring circle of impressed peers. It is not necessarily the fact that he
got caught or the fact that he was drunk. That is something they are all familiar with.
Rather it is the fact that there were no repercussions. He 'got away with it'. In the
particular counter-culture of the boys, second only to 'having a laugh' is 'getting away
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with it'. This provides an awkward situation for Paul. He is, on the one hand, anxious to
condemn the behaviour that led to Garda intervention but at the same time he is keen to
remain supportive of the boys who feel that they have been, once again unjustly picked
on. 26

Although, as can be seen from the preceding example, the boys are remarkably open and
free with their opinions and experiences, they are obviously not totally unrestricted in
their reactions and re pon e
humorou

retelling

and they regularly, as discussed, dilute things through

or through joking. Their relationship with Paul is positive and

demon trate high level of tru t and respect on both sides.
thing they will not har in thi

evertheless, there are some

chool etting. Thi is, in part, due to the very strict

Y tem of cen or hip which op rate amongst the boys within the social hierarchy of the
group a it i acknowledg d in the clas room. Behavioural cues are taken from the
aCcepted group leader

who operate an a cending level of censure when an individual

goe too far. The importance of this behavioural code lies in the complex and highly
struCtured ocial hierarchy of the boy which i a major re ervoir of inscribed meaning,
of 'I am d ma culinity' and the way in which they position
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... Roy Keane was praised and admired by many of the participants in the study
for his manliness. Keane presents a classic version of hegemonic masculinity:
physically fit, successful, powerful and emotionally strong. He was variously
praised for being a good family man, for rising above the disadvantages of his
working class background and for his physical game on the football pitch (Curtain
and Linehan 2002: 67).

The type of masculinity most favoured by the Hillside boys is this 'hard man' persona:
Someone who resists the feminised processes of compromise or talking out of problems in
favour of conflict and taking any problems 'outside'. They regard this type of action as
feminised and unmanly and give examples of how they would react in a particular
Situation described to them by Paul (EM 2000: 119). The situation chosen by Paul
Involve a boy getting angry and possessive becau e his girlfriend is talking to another
man. He want them to think of what they would say to this boy to help him deal with the
situation and

0

relate it directly to their own friend :

Paul:

ow have you seen possessiveness amongst your own friends?

Stephen:

0,

not rally.

Brendan:

He might ju t hit the guy in tead.

Owen:

You might bang omething or break something.

The notion of talking it out either with the girl or with the other man involved does not
OCCUr to any of the boy . Paul ugge t it but it i laughingly dismis ed. He is also
concerned by th

en

of owner hip of women that the boys unque tionably go along

With an d'1 unwilling t I t it go unchallenged.
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orne minute

later after a slight

digression into a discussion on control and power, Paul reposes the problem of a sense of
male ownership over women and the danger of such inequality in a relationship:

Paul:

Should fear be part of a relationship?

Class:

[Shouting together.] Yes.

Paul:

Where does fear come into a good relationship?

Brendan:

[In a mocking undertone] Fear that it would end some day.

Stephan:

[Pretending to cry.] Stop you're making me cry.

Alex:

She should fear you a bit sir.

Paul:

[Talking loudly over the noise that has erupted.] Is control part
of a relationship?

Class:

[Emphatically.] Yes.

Paul:

What about trust, communication, understanding... ? Lads ... ifit is
only fear then you have a problem (3 rd March 2003).

At this point the boys lose all interest in the topic and begin to joke about how to 'punish
her', making exaggeratedly violent gestures and noises. Again while the humour may
lessen the impact of the actions and comments, it is at the forefront of my mind and
clearly to the front of Paul's that there is some element of belief in their right to control
and extend ownership over a girlfriend.

Examples like this demonstrate the way in which the boys see the programme as a direct
challenge to their understanding of themselves and the roles they play in their wider
community, as well as a straightforward threat to their coherent group structure. This is
One of the key reasons why I chose to carry out fieldwork in the EM classroom
en .
V1rOnrnent and why EM is so central to the research.
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As an occasional reminder to the boys that they are, in a sense 'on show' due to my
presence, Paul will stand near my desk. As all heads turn and follow him on his
classroom perambulations, they will invariably end up looking directly at me. This
Usually, as shown above, works well in terms of lightening the atmosphere or prodding
the boys into a less sexist frame of mind. However, my presence, particularly at the start
of each term, also provides much opportunity for attempts at embarrassing me, making
me laugh or provoking me through sexist jokes, innuendo, and general clowning. In fact,
the only time the boys show embarrassment, either individually or as a group, is when
they realise that they have taken something too seriously. In situations where they have
engaged with the topic, answered honestly and debated amongst themselves in a genuine
manner there arises an urgent need to reassert their subversiveness. Brendan's
Intervention above is a classic example of an attempt to recover ground in the face of
perceived over-earnestness. The boys constantly police themselves in order to remain and
function as a coherent stick-together group. In this instance they had reached a level of
engagement and enthusiasm with the programme that is excessive in their eyes and so the
Code of censure is invoked by the ringleader of this group, Brendan. By making a joke
Out of it he sets the tone for the rest of the class, where students' chief fears now include
'being buried alive' and 'being castrated'.

Occasionally the provocative nature of EM does not work, as is seen in situations where
the students switch off and reject the challenge through a refusal to engage with the topic
Or question at hand. This is particularly interesting in terms of EM's own challenge to
trad" "
thonal pedagogies, whereby it subverts the established rules of the classroom by
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putting forward a student-centred and student-led template. Carrying out fieldwork in the
classroom, I see that the boys normally respond well to the non-didactic 'there is no right
answer' style of the programme. It also appears that the boys enjoy and, more often than
not, engage with the opportunity to express themselves more freely and to present their
OWn take on the issues within the conditionally supportive structure of their peer group.
However, there are occasions when the boys reject entirely the challenge laid down by
the programme and instead of disrupting the class in the traditional manner - by creating
noise and disturbances, talking or leaving their seats - they reassert these traditional
values of the classroom by sitting still in straight rows without talking. This means that an
observer passing by the classroom door would see them as perhaps a class of wellbehaved, model students, when in fact they are performing the ultimate act of rejection
and sUbversion in terms of EM and what it sets out to do.

Negatively Traditional Masculinities

As previously noted, my use of the descriptive phrase negatively traditional masculinities
comes from an understanding of the characteristics of a traditional patriarchal form of
masculinity as it is engaged with by Irish educational theorists Lynch and Lodge from
findings contained in their 1999 study of young males in full-time, second-level
edUcation and their attitudes to the world around them. Most challenging and interesting,
hOwever, are the similarities between the particular form of defensive masculinity that is
Put forward by the Hillside boys and the macho masculinity that is an integral part of the

,
cOunter-school culture' expressed by the 'lads' in Willis's Learning to Labour. Both
groups draw heavily on their under tanding of themselves as 'real men' separated by
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choice rather than by circumstance from middle class 'fags' and 'ponces'. Their
defensiveness and rejection of alternative masculinities is understandable in this context
through the level of social and personal investment evident in their gender identity. This
negative traditionalism or defensive masculinity as embodied by the 'lads' is
rediscovered in the majority of studies dedicated to young men and their masculine
subculture . It reappears in responses to and updates of Willi 'work, primarily in schoolbased re earch, key example

of which include 0' Donnell and Sharpe's Uncertain

Masculinities (2000), Mac an Ghaill's The Making of Men (1994) and Foley's 1996
ethnography Learning Capitalist Culture. It also appears in studies of young people in
other setting
similar cIa

uch a youth club and sports clubs, and is often reinforced by girls in a
po ition a they relat to the macho ma culinity as a familiar male identity

and one that further reinforce their own femininity (McRobbie 1991: 45-51).

A primary motivation of much chool-based re earch within sociology and cultural
stud'
,
le , mcIuding tho e above, ha been to uncover and examine the way in which social
and educational inequaliti
(Fo ter 1996: 2).
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conversations are occurring, there remains a strong sense of the 'lads' agency, both of
their acute awareness of their social position, and of their knowing complicity with a
system which encourages and maintains their rejection of the chance to 'better
themselves' through working hard, behaving and accepting their subordinate positions as
students at school. Willis's 'lads' consider their part-time manual jobs to be far more
Important than school. Not only are they earning money which they cannot do in school,
but they are participating in the male world of hard physical work as painters, labourers,
milkmen and butchers' assistants. Willis writes:

From the fourth form onwards, Spike thinks his work at a linen wholesaler's is
more important than school. He gladly takes days and weeks off school to work...
Joey works with his brother as a painter and decorator during the summer. He
regards that as real work, and school as some kind of enforced holiday. There is
no doubt that this ability to 'make out' in the 'real world' ....and to deal with
adults nearly in their own terms strengthens 'the lads' self - confidence (1977:
39).

The majority of the Hillside students have part-time jobs in places such as shops and
sUpermarkets, work roles and spaces that were traditionally female and are now reflective
of the current economising drive towards younger, permanently part-time, casual
employees who are easy to recruit, lay-off and replace. The boys' choice of available
after-school work is determined and limited as much by their immediate environment as
it is by their age and gender. The area surrounding the school is primarily residential, on
the inner outskirts of the city. The typical suburban landscape of video rental stores, small
Privately owned local shops, larger local chain stores including Spar and Centra, several
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hairdressers, a private creche and a hackney cab base make up the local business
community. There are also several small offices located above shops and a small medical
centre. A large number of small to medium-sized pubs, a GAA club, several primary
schools and churches, one of which is now used as a community centre, are also within
Immediate reach. These remnants of the older, more established community still flourish
but many smaller independent businesses such as butchers, a small bakery and cake shop
and several small newsagents are empty and boarded up. Now residents travel to larger
SUburban outlets such as the Tesco supermarket a mile away, or else into the city for their
shOpping needs. The boys also travel to the city for after-school work options, with most
Working in supermarkets a 15 to 20 minute walk from the school. The public faces of
these establishments are dominated by women. Trips to Dunnes Stores and SuperValu
supermarkets, both large employers of school age workers, revealed all checkout
operators to be young to middle aged females, as were bag packers. Background workers
SUch as trolley attendant and

helf stackers were predominantly male, with a split

between younger boys clearly working after-school jobs and older male foreign nationals.

In this way the jobs worked by the Hillside boys and their peers reaffirm masculinity only
by Virtue of the pay check received. There is no inherent value in or satisfaction to be
gained from the work it elf. That i the crucial difference between Britain and Ireland in
the late 1970 and the pre ent day. The pride the 'lads' took from the part time jobs they
did and the full-time job they mov d on to was part of the overall valuing within their
commu .
nlty of a certain type of hard, ma culine work. They were not treated as
schoolb

oy earning pocket money but as adult , allowed and expected to pend their
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wages on grown-up pleasures such as alcohol, cigarettes and nightclubs (1977: 18 - 20).
The Hillside boys are not afforded this status; their work is seen and understood purely
from a financial standpoint. There is no social or cultural value to be gained from the
actual work itself. The value of hard physical labour and the ability to do it successfully is
still an integral part of the male working class psyche. Although the conditions and type
of work are different, it is not to say that the Hillside boys do not spend their money on
the same adult pleasures that the 'lads' did. Almost half of the Hillside boys smoke, and
all of them drink alcohol regularly, as is evidenced in conversations with both groups
about the issue of alcohol consumption. Paul does not condone their drinking, but he is
aware of the fact that they do drink and makes it clear that he does not approve but
equally does not condemn it outright in what would be a futile gesture. Instead he
approaches alcohol at their level of experience, linking it carefully to the issue of getting
caught, or the fear of getting into trouble:

Paul:

When would you be afraid of getting into trouble ... getting
caught? Is it when you are sneaking inside home at two in the
morning and there is a smell of 'Silvermints' off you? 28

Owen:

It's 'Triple X' mints, Sir.

Paul:

Is that the voice of experience there? (3 rd March 2003).

Alcohol and cigarettes are major social props employed by the Hillside boys. Going
Outside at work or at school lunchtime for a smoke is a mark of maturity as is the ability
to get 'langers' (meaning very drunk) and both are highly social activities. The Hillside
boys mirror Willis's 'lads' in this regard, placing emphasis on their sociability and the
Cultural props they use to help separate off and maintain groups of friends. So, rather than
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educational success it is the importance of the social and the personal networks of friends,
family, place, work and tradition that are of central importance to both the Hillside boys
and the 'lads'. Particularly clear from Willis's research is the fact that the 'lads' are
unWilling to risk the established security of their embedded position and their innate
understanding of that world for the disruptive effects of a move away from family,
friends and home to a job or even university further afield. This is one of the substantive
differences between the 'lads' and the 'ear'oles,29 in Willis's work. It is not just a
difference in scholastic ability as such. Rather, it is a disinclination to separate the self out
from the familiar bulk of friends and an insecurity about doing this. The fathers of the
'lads' tell stories of interactions with men with whom they were in school, who are now
foremen or bosses in the steel works and factories that provide local employment. These
stories ridicule and show disdain for and distrust of these men, strongly expressing the
reality that once these men separated themselves from the undifferentiated blue collar
floor they severed their ties to their local support network and thus may no longer be
Considered to be part of the community. Willis writes:

A foreman is like, you know what I mean, they're trying to get up. They'd cut
everybody's throat to get there. You get people like this in the factory. Course
these people cop it in the neck off the workers, they do all the tricks under the sun
(1977: 54).

MUch like the boys at Hillside the 'lads' themselves are keenly aware of the division
between manual and mental labour. Their fathers reproduce the relationship of mistrust
and diSdain in the home, an extension of the counter-school culture and a reassertion of
'them and us' that the 'lads' have been practicing at school in preparation for entry to the
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Workplace. In a group discussion Willis asks the 'lads' directly why they are not like the
'ear'oles', why they do not try harder in school. He receives the following response from
a student named Spanksy:

I mean, what will they remember of their school life? What will they have to look
back on? Sitting in a classroom, sweating their bollocks off, you know, while
we've been.. .I mean look at the things we can look back on, fighting on the Pakis,
fighting on the JAs [i.e. Jamaicans]. Some of the things we've done on teachers,
it'll be a laffwhen we look back on it (14).

This behaviour is also actively encouraged by the mothers of the 'lads'. There is no
censure or reprimand for their behaviour, with one boy explaining how his mother keeps
all of the letters the principal sends home about his bad 'behaviour - drinking during
School hours, stealing, non-attendance and so on:

Our mum's kept all the letters, you know, about like the letters Simmondsy's
sent [about the drinking]. I says, "What you keeping them for?' She says, "Well
it'll be nice to look back on to, won't it, you know, 'show your kids like you
know, what a terror you was" (21).

I .
Introduce these extracts here for two reasons. First, they enable me to explore the
conflict highlighted in Willis's own work. This is Willis' insistence that the 'lads' have
agency, that they are not merely passive drones resigned to manual labour and poverty as
an accident of birth, and his competing claim which negates the 'lads' as well as his own
concept of agency_ This is his assertion that his subjects would reject this life and the
future it entails if they were able to see far enough through the veil of social oppression
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which makes them believe that this is the best and only option for them as men. This
prevention of the political articulation of oppression occurs for Willis through deep and
disorientating divisions between mental and manual labour. These divisions are produced
and sustained by social systems that work from the top down, in a didactic model,
primarily in this case, through the intervention of that social state apparatus in the form of
the school, which is populated by class enemies (teachers) whose role it is to continually
reproduce inequality in order to sustain their own class positions (1977: 11-13).

A similar ituation emerge at Hillside. The boys are quite keenly aware of their lack of
Power at an individual level and they submit to their subservience at this time because
they are young living at home with their parents and in full-time education. They are
also, however quite vocal about their lack of power, specifically in relation to media
representation and the wider question of who has the power to define youthful working
class masculinitie :

You'd always ee the ame pictures of young fellas like, hanging around with
their face blobbed out ... They use the same kind of pictures always for the same
torie '" (4 th

ovember 2002).

The am e k'md of tori
gang

r ferred to above de crib feature pieces about young men and

, YOung men terrorizing hou ing

tate , joyriding, taking drugs, stealing and

seemingl Y mo t threat ningly ju t 'hanging around'. The Hill ide b oys d 0 not cons)'d er
them el
they

ve to be intimid ting, and claim not to et out to intimidate other people unless

are

them elve

pecifically
ab'
em

qu ring up to a
individu Ily

imilar group of young men. They regard

afer wh n in gang, but a
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open to intimidation

themselves, as a group, both from rival groups and from the Gardai. In a class discussing
the different perceptions of teenage gangs, the following conversation ensued:

Paul:

Now why would the Guards be interested in you at all?

Owen:

Only if you're in a gang of young fellas, sir.

Ian:

They'd come up to you because they'd think like ... you'd be up
to something if you were in a gang of lads .. .like ... all together. ..
(4 th November 2002).30

The disparity between the boys' perception of themselves and their behaviour and public
perceptions of them is growing, although occasional intervention from Juvenile Liaison
Officers attempts to address this, often in response to media hysteria on the issue. As one
senior Garda points out, 'There is a hell of a lot of horseplay among young people and if
YOU're an elderly person it can look worse than it is and can be very frightening indeed.
But, in a lot of cases, they'll be causing no harm to anybody' (Marsh and Fox-Kibby

1992: NP).31 Instead of seeing themselves as powerful and threatening to others, the
lIillside boys see themselves as relatively powerless against an adult world of sanctions
and refusals. Interestingly, within this understanding of the power balance, the Hillside
boys, unlike Willis's 'lads', understand their powerlessness as having more to do with
their relative youth as opposed to a socially institutionalized class bias. There is a
groWing perception of this in response to the changes in their local area, but it has yet to
be fully articulated.

The' gentrification' of the locality has the potential to cause further upheaval for Hillside
SChool, building on the dramatic demographic changes wrought over the past three
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decades. Old narrow streets of small terraced cottages have become sought after as an
alternative to apartments for investors and first-time buyers. Likewise, former council
houses and flat complexes have been sold off and new private developments established
on those sites. Areas previously derelict or open to anyone have now become bastions of
middle class security, with locked gates for both cars and pedestrians. A number of pubs
in the surrounding area have changed hands and now offer high-class 'gastro-pub' food
service and a brand new clientele. A delicatessen and an organic butcher's shop have
opened on a nearby street notorious for its roughness and for having 28 pubs on a street a
half a mile long (Koehane 1999: 3-4).

The Hillside boys live and are immersed in this sea of change and have grown up in a
locale that encompasses several diverse communities. The problematic lies in the
understanding that the delicate balance of representation has shifted and the younger
members of the older communities are now effectively facing exclusion through rising
house prices and a lack of development land for public housing. They are aware of the
changes around them in the en e that they encounter them on a daily basis but, as noted
above, they regard any re trictions to their movements or to their daily lives as being due
prim an'I y to their ag . They are

in accordance with their 'negatively traditional

masCulinitie , expecting a certain level of traditional male power in the home, in
relation hl'p and in the workplace once they leave school and get jobs. However, un I'k
I e
Willis's 'lad', thi
anYmore.

type of power i no longer recognised or even available to them

ocially culturally and

conomically the world has change d . A Ith ough th e

Billsid b
e oy are not in a extreme a working cia s or industrial setting as seen in
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Hammertown, and as shown in the examples and extracts introduced previously, their
feelings on work are linked to a strong understanding of there being a division between
feminised (but not necessarily female) mental and properly masculine manual labour. The
Hillside boys, and boys like them, appear on the research radar 'as a problem' now that
they are no longer absorbed into, and therefore rendered invisible, heavy industry,
labouring, or various trades upon leaving school whether after Junior Certificate, at
fifteen, or after the Leaving Certificate at eighteen years old (Lingard 1998). They also
share a derisive attitude to third-level education which they regard largely as a waste of
time. This is an attitude best explained through the use of O'Donnell and Sharpe's
concept of a cultural lag combined with environmental factors that prevent wholly or
Impede the progression from second-level to third-level education.

lfillside school itself has also undergone much change. Previously the local catchment
area would have included long established 'respectable' working class neighbourhoods
along with a large influx of boys from the then rural, now suburban hinterland. The
demographic of the area has changed massively and this is reflected in the school
statistic . In the 1970s about seventy percent of each Hillside Leaving Certificate - sixth
Year - class would have gone on to a university or institute of technology. Now, as related

by Paul, that figure is in the low 20s. Paul told me:

At that time more than 70 percent of our Leaving Cert's would have gone on to
third level and today it would be in the low 20s. My definition of third level today
would be univer ity college of technology or apprenticeship and if you take that
into account then it would be over 50 percent. But since we introduced
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programmes like Leaving Cert Applied we are obviously catering for students
who would not have any ambitions to go on to third leveL .. (2002).

It is important to state that the boys are not prepared in school for lives of manual labour
in the somewhat insidious way that Hammertown Secondary Modem institutionalised the
reproduction of class positions through the 'lads'. There is rather an acceptance of the
social and cultural realities and backgrounds of the Hillside boys that removes for them
or makes unattractive to them the possibility of third-level education, which is still,
despite its being 'free', dominated in Ireland by the middle and upper classes. The staff at
Hillside School are unanimous in their positive attitude of encouragement and practical
advice to any student considering further education and are proud of those that go on to
third level. They do not, however, uphold university education as being the best option
for all students, or the option for only the best students. It is simply one option among
many that they offer, including apprenticeship schemes, FAs Schemes and the Leaving
Certificate Applied - a vocational skills-led senior cycle programme. 32 There is a
cOmmon sense acceptance that the majority of the boys in attendance at Hillside do not,
Or cannot consider third level as an option. This normalisation of social class expectations
IS problematic, if unsurprising and i supported by data contained in recent newspaper
league tables howing the spread of feeder schools for the first-year degree course intake
Within each of the major third level institutions in the country. As expected, private feepaYing schools accessible to the middle and upper classes dominate the major universities
In the country.33 Public chool in prosperous suburbs also feature high up in the league
tables, With the greatest growth area emergent in the private grind school sector, where
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parents again pay above average prices for fifth and sixth year attendance, as well as
extra tuition.

Further drawing out the parallel between the 'lads' and the boys at Hillside, there is
evidence of a milder version of the counter-school culture where the latter too are almost
entirely geared towards getting, in the 'lads' words, 'a lafr. Status within the group
Comes from the ability to disrupt the class without getting oneself or anyone around one
Into serious trouble. In both groups of boys the acknowledged leader is also the class
comedian, always ready with a clever remark or on occasion a rude gesture or noise. The
classes are generally characterised by a high level of humour, which is usually accepted
by Paul as one of the benefits of EM - it allows the boys to be themselves more so than in
any other class. When I asked Paul about this he replied:

A certain level of humour is important, but you know that the jokes people have,
often are part of a mindset and they are aware of that... I think with this group
we've got to the stage where they can say things freely from their own point of
view ... Very often they are more inhibited by each other than by the teacher, you
know, but that kind of inhibitor isn't there in that group. They all come from the
same classes as last year which helps, they have been together for a while (2002).

Two key points here include the recognition by Paul that the humour expressed by the
boyS is more often than not more reflective of their true beliefs than anything else they
say. The second point of importance concerns the way in which the boys inhibit or do not
inhibit each other. From my experiences in the classroom, I can discern a distinct and
highly structured level of peer censure. Anyone 'sucking up' to the teacher is sniggered
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derisively at. Likewise anyone showing too much enthusiasm or willingness to engage
with a topic is laughed at and mocked. A major tool of censure is imitation and repetition
of the last words said by the victim, normally accessorised by what is known colloquially
as the 'gay hand', a limp-wristed gesture accompanied by a simper or a giggle which
always produces hysteria in the rest of the group.

The boys, like Willis's 'lads', the boys in Mac an Ghaill's, O'Donnell and Sharpe's, and
Foley's studies, are generally homophobic. The worst insult they can dole out is that
Someone is gay, or a job is gay. An idea, a shop, a drink, anything that they disapprove of
or don't understand or just don't like is instantly labelled 'gay' and is relegated
Immediately through mockery to isolation and disinterest. For example, during a class
focusing on healthy eating habits, Paul asks a seemingly innocuous question about fruit,
unleashing a wave of innuendo and mocking:

PaUl:

What fruit do you like?

Class:

[Pointing at one boy.] Bananas, Sir. He loves bananas.

PaUl:

[Ignoring the obvious insinuations.] Ok, bananas. Anything
else? Apples? Oranges? [Silence].

Paul:

So you're not too big on the fruit, then?

Darren:

Sir. [Pau e.] Fruit is gay. [Muttered comment.] (26

th

January

2004).

Regular examples of a

emingly benign homophobia occur in the classroom with some

mOre Overtly aggre ive incidence

being provoked by the portrayal of a softer

. on the programme VIdeo.
. 34 The segment .
'
h
h b d
mascu rlllIty
III questIOn features a ouse us an
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(see Figure 2.02a and Figure 2.02b, who stays home to mind his two little girls while his
wife goes out to work. Paul asks the class to think about the memories the two children
will have of their father when they are old:

He's a pussy.
He's a housewife.
He's a gay-beard.

The man featured has clearly been chosen with a level of care by the producers. He is not
'just' a house husband; he also works from home as a carpenter. His job is assumed to be
Sufficiently masculine to override the fact that he appears happy to stay home and mind
his children while his wife works outside the home. However, the Hillside boys are still
Unable to accept the fact that he is happy to be a part-time house husband and a part-time
carpenter and still consider himself to be a 'real man'. The problems facing teachers, gay
and lesbian adults and young people in addressing the issue of homosexuality can be seen
graphically through the type of media, and particularly music, preferred by the boys. In
terms of music categories, while all except generic pop music is represented, their
favoured type of music is rap. The American white rapper Eminem, alter ego of real life,
Working class Detroit boy Marshall Mathers, features high on their list of chosen
musicians and role model. Eminem is important as he is representative of their attitudes
and of their a pirations. The rapper gave an interview in 2001 to NYRock, a New Yorkbased w eb magazme,
.
. focused on the anger he rouses amongst gay an d lb'
whIch
es lan
groups both in the United States and across the rest of the world. He is quoted as saying
that he u es the term 'faggot,35 as an insult not necessarily because he thinks the recipient
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is homosexual or is attracted to men but to underline that this man is representative of
everything a man should not be. Matbers said:

I'm not gay ba hing. P ople ju t don't under tand where] come from. 'Faggot' to
me doe n't nec

arily mean gay people. 'Faggot' to me ju t mean ... taking away

your manh od. You're a i y. You're a coward. Ju t like you might sit around in
your living r om and ay, 'Dude, top, you're being a fag, dude [... ] it does not
nece arily mean you're being a gay per on. It just means you're being a fag.
You're being an a hole or whatever. That's the way that the word was always
taught to me. That' how 1 learned the word (Gabriella 2001: NP).

The fact that th boy at Hill ide agree with Eminem on thi point and may use the word
'faggot' in the ame way doe not le en their homophobia any, ju t a it does not dilute
Mather

clear di like of gay people. U ing 'gay' or 'faggot or any other variation on the

theme a an in ult do

not mean that the in ulter believe the victim to be attracted to or

sexually active with men but rather aim
l11a cUlinity by th implication that he i

ig ur 2.02:

id 0 till

to take away his claim to manhood or

omehowan incomplete or unworthy male.

howin. th 'lIou c Hu band' in Action.

What an awareness of the boys' evident complicity as regards the 'unmanliness' of gay
men does, is give us insight into the importance of the researcher's awareness of the
cultural and social influences that impact upon the social attitudes of the boys. It is
particularly important in this case in order to fully comprehend the effectiveness or worth
of the efforts made by EM in attempting to shift or somehow alter the negatively
traditional masculinity that demands an abhorrence of the homosexual male. It also
highlights the still pervasive understanding that to be a gay man is to be in some sense a
fake or false man. Sexual activity and sexual orientation is of paramount importance in
the construction of youthful masculinity. It is linked indelibly to the centrality of the body
In youth

culture and is explored in full in the following chapter.

On another occasion the group had been watching a further segment from the video, this
time featuring members of the South East Men's Network, a men's collective that meets
for discussion groups. One individual featured announces that 'men think that they own
women' and goes on from there to discuss sexism in society and to denounce it.
FOllOWing up on that specific comment, Paul asks the class in general if they agree with
the statement made:

Paul:

Do you think that? [e.g., do you believe that men feel that they
own women?]

David:

o.

Darren:

[Interrupting.] I do [think that].

Paul:

Do you really, though? Do you Darren?

Darren:

No ....

Class:

[Laughing and pointing.] He does, sir. He does. You do.
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Once the class settles down, Paul reposes the question. In response to muttering from the
back of the class that 'that fella is gay' and that he 'has a problem with sex', he asks the
boys to explain further. But, no one seems to have an answer beyond that this man is,
although married to a woman, gay. Paul waits. Standing at the back of the class leaning
One shoulder against the wall, he is unwilling to let this go unchallenged. He asks again:

Paul:

So, if a man has a problem with sex, he is gay? Or do you just call
other men gay ... ?

Owen:

lfmen think another man is better than them, they all call him gay.

Darren:

Like the singers, sir. All the women love them and so all the men
call them gay (1 st March 2004).

OWen and Darren's comments provoke the interest of the rest of the class, who had
preViously been ignoring Paul and talking amongst themselves. Now they are suddenly
Willing, with no apparent sense of irony or embarrassment whatsoever, to dissect their
lllost serious and commonly used insult. They admit to the fact that calling another man

,
gay' often has little to do with individual sexual orientation. Using 'gay' as a pejorative
term then signifies both a degree of genuine homophobia and the widely shared social
understanding that being gay makes you 'less of a man' .

\V omen, Work and Macho Men
InClUding extracts from Willis's work functions as a prelude to the more essential
diSCUSsion, introduced briefly above, of the way in which aspects of this counter-culture,
h01ll0Phobia and sexism are related to the persistence of this very traditional form of
lllasculinity. This macho working class masculinity may have seemed to be on its way out
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in 1970s Britain with Willis's 'lads', but it nevertheless remains one of the strongest and
most coherent male identities expressed by boys at Hillside school today, almost 30 years
after Learning to Labour was published. Importantly, this time lag is experienced to some
extent, both in the Irish fmdings of Lynch and Lodge and in the British equivalent by
O'Donnell and Sharpe by all boys (but more so by working class and non-academic boys
Who are the present day equivalent of the Hammertown 'lads'). The educational
performance of middle and upper class boys is still good. They continue to dominate
male participation at the top universities while working class boys are now understood as
receiving little or no benefit from the education system (O'Donnell and Sharpe 2000: 23).
So much is this so that they are now considered its main failures, with working class boys
of ethnic or racial minorities making up the majority of young men who have opted out of
the school system (ibid 2000: 17).36 This replication of the macho masculinity amongst
groups of non-academic, working class young men is found in Mac an Ghaill's study. He
links it to an insecurity about their role as young working class men in a society which
seemingly has no function for them (1994:59). The macho persona is a major part of the
performance of the aggressive heterosexual masculinities which are so strongly evident at
Billside. It is seen through the high levels of sexism that are exemplified by the
seemingly unshakable conviction that men's work and women's work are, and should be,
inherently different. The boys are not comfortable with men who perform what they
understand to be a woman's role. Returning to the theme of the house husband, they
further criticise him in terms of the actual work he does in the home.

Paul:

Is he the breadwinner or the child minder?
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Class:

He's both.

Paul:

Is there anything that the father is doing that's unusual?

Liam:

He cleans up.

Darren:

He's a wimp.

There is a general consensus among the boys that men should work outside the home.
They realise that most women work outside of the home too, but feel strongly that if there
is a situation in which one parent must stay home that it should be the woman, even if she
earns more than the man. In addition to this, they strongly believe that, if, as a man you
are working outside of the home, you should not have to do any housework. One of the
boys states, 'If you're bringing in the money like... You shouldn't have to do housework

if you've been out all day workin' (8 th March 2004).

The traditional views held by the boys are sustained across both groups with each boy
admitting to a certain amount of housework as well as to looking after younger brothers
and sisters or nephews and nieces. However, they are all equally adamant that they
Submit to the indignity of 'women's work' only because they are young and are living at
home. When asked by Paul if they would do the same when they are married, or have
children, the question is rejected outright. Collectively they feel that to work outside of
the home and to provide for a family is one of the fundamental elements of being a 'real
tnan'. They genuinely, as is underlined by all of the 'joking', do not identify with the
hOuse husband featured and consider his situation to be both 'depressing' and 'abnormal'.
Their identity in being masculine is totally bound up with the idea of work and within
that, with the categorisation of work that is suitable for 'men'.
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With specific reference to both the pervasiveness and perseverance of this particular form
of negatively traditional masculinity, it is essential to understand why it is continuously
so attractive to young men, and especially to disenfranchised groups of young men. Of
particular interest at the moment is the situation whereby, paradoxically, these boys and
young men are being pushed further and further to the margins of affluent western
societies even as they appear more and more frequently in the media and on academic
agendas, where they are characterised in an increasingly narrow and one-sided manner as
being inherently deviant and as therefore posing a specific threat to those affluent
societies. This understanding of young people, and especially of young working class
boys, as constituting a threatening population has been explored by educational theorist
l-Ienry Giroux. In 'Hollywood, Race and the Demonization of Youth: The "Kids" are not
"Alright'" (1996) he looks at the long American history of the complicated relationship
that exists among adult, white, middle class society and young, black and Hispanic
Working class people. Giroux discusses the assertion that this has moved beyond the
traditional white fear of the other and that a more democratic and inclusive fear now
extends to all but the most privileged groups of young people. He writes:

... [S]ociety at present exudes both a deep rooted hostility and chilling
indifference toward youth, reinforcing the dismal conditions under which young
people are increasingly living ... Fuelled by a degrading visual depiction of youth
as criminal, sexually decadent, drug crazed and illiterate. In short, youth are
viewed as a growing threat to the public order (Giroux 1996: 31).

While this is familiar ground for Giroux and his American readers, there is clearly a
different tradition and a different context as far as the Irish situation is concerned. The
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teenager, as an individual who is someplace between child and young adult, still with
characteristics of one yet with some responsibilities of the other, has had a more tenuous
grip on the imaginations of teachers, parents and policymakers in this country. Added to
this is the relatively recent commodification of young people, helped by retail industry
realisation of their spending power across social classes. The upsurge in young people
Working after school and improved legislation to protect and ensure fair pay has led to a
generation of relatively wealthy teenagers spending their money primarily on themselves
and on their own interests. 37 Changes in family and community structure, including local
physical changes with the loss of green spaces due to housing and private developments,
coupled with longer working hours and commuting time for working parents, means that
not only do young people spend more time on their own, but that their time is relatively
unstructured and undisciplined. The tendency to gather in groups and to simply hang
arOund is one of the biggest problems associated with young men and young women. It is
generally regarded as a precursor to, or cover for, high risk behaviour, criminal activity
and intimidation of other community members. Undoubtedly, this is true in many cases.
But, in general, it is due to boredom, lack of facilities and lack of direction along with a
natural inclination to hang out with friends that leads to the nightly gatherings of anything
from three to 20 youths in the Hillside area. Local and national media reports on the
problem across the country are generally one-sided and tend to exaggerate the situation,
inflating fears on the side of older people and neighbours and sowing resentment on the
Part of the young people (Devlin 2006).
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This hostile media portrayal, which is understood by many to be legitimised through
policy decisions such as EM, further invests a sense of crisis, urgency and moral panic in
both official and public understandings of a delinquent, out-of-control youth. Such
Coverage manages to be simultaneously extensive and alarmist while steadfastly ignoring
the actual roots of social problems. This coverage diverts all attention towards debates on
gender-based academic achievement tables or the criminality of a minority while one of
the more vulnerable sectors of society is being further marginalised through a collective
public identification of working class boys in particular as being criminally maladjusted
(Lingard 1998). Accompanying this characterisation of boys is the general understanding
that the only adult figures to whom blame or responsibility could be apportioned are the
parents of these socially and morally irredeemable youths, with occasional swipes at the
teaching profession for not providing an adequate moral framework. 38

In response to and as a counter-measure to such mindsets and media coverage, it becomes
eVen more essential to understand the many different contexts and applications of the
descriptive phrase 'negatively traditional masculinity'. I see this cultural identity as a
viable persona that can be adopted by the boys; the boys see it as necessary for
acceptance and survival. It is a defensive stratagem and also an attractive persona for
Young working class men. It is also understood here as academic shorthand for a
reductive and over-simplified way of looking at aspects of masculine culture, and as an
agent of moral panic when used in the media context. Therefore my use and
understanding of the descriptive phrase 'negatively traditional masculinity' is cognisant
of all of the above and places emphasis on the importance of addressing the underlying
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factors which contribute to the ongoing attractiveness of a macho masculinity amongst
groups of young Irish men.

Without condemning or championing this type of hyper-masculine/negatively traditional
identity, it is important to recognise it in order to see it as performed by the boys.
Understanding the attraction goes towards addressing that which is missing from the EM
programme. It is the lack of a sustained engagement with, or questioning of, the social
conditions behind the continued attraction to this type of behaviour both together with,
and on behalf of, young Irish men that is problematic. My response to this is to directly
personalise my fieldwork practices and methodologies, adapting to the moods of the
students and the atmosphere in the classroom. Attention to details such as smells, silent
Interactions between boys, noises and sounds such as rumbling stomachs, forbidden
mobile phones, the rustle and scratch of surreptitious note writing, enables me to make
the most of my presence in the classroom. Awareness of the prevailing mood and how
qUickly it changes is an essential part of understanding and interacting productively with
a situation in which the boys participating in EM are constantly explaining and justifying
their masculine identities and subcultures in response to the challenges laid down by that
programme.

Conclusion

This desire to re-examine both the literature and the actuality of the life world of teenage
boys came from a personal dissatisfaction with official, media, academic and other
POPular portrayals and (mis)understandings of these teenagers as universally deviant and
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with no interest in or commitment to the wider society that must uncomplainingly support
them and their excesses. Popularised understandings of teenage working class boys as
members of a deviant subsection of society who pose a threat to the stability and safety of
all around them is common, reiterated and reinforced primarily through the media.
Paradoxically, then, this particular social grouping is both one of the most marginalised
yet most visible in Irish society. As a result, a situation arises in which these boys are not
only presented as a universal 'one-man' but also as un-personalised non-entities who
exist only in connection to anti-social behaviour or criminal activity, and who are
consistently characterised through their silence. Denial of the voice of these young men is
part of a complex relationship of separation and alienation. This prevents, through
structural and ideological barriers, the right of access to the type of language, the power
to define oneself and have that definition accepted and the means which allow you to
make your voice heard in the public media (Foley 1996: 159; 192).39

Part of my emphasis m situating my fieldwork in the EM classroom is to reflect a
radicalised space in which the boys are offered the opportunity to express themselves
more freely on a wider range of topics than is generally experienced in the classroom
Setting. The EM programme itself is a central text, but this new space that it creates in the
trad' ,
Ihonal clas room i

of greater interest, purely for the resulting exchanges and

revelations enabled by the extra freedom. The programme encourages students to speak
their

'
mInd

.
to contradict and to interrupt and to leave theIr seats for role-play and for

eXperirn ents In
' language and debat . The e changes are huge - both lor
.(.' the teac h er an d
the stud

ent -

.

In

the context of the typical Irish boys' school which does not have a

168

tradition in social education but tends instead towards a 'clear instrumental bias' which
values examination performance and other tangibles (Hannan et al 1996: 21). The
transformation can be observed chronologically in the fieldnotes as the boys first take
advantage of this new freedom and seeming absence of an authoritarian voice instructing
and 'telling', and soon move on to a far more self-directed and naturalised environment.
In this environment the boys police each other as they do in their peer groups. Anyone
who is too enthusiastic or too sarcastic is censured. Anyone who is too disruptive or who
causes trouble for, or as is more common, embarrasses those sitting near him is
momentarily frozen out of the group. They respond to material they find offensive or
challenging by disengaging and refusing to participate, deploying a rigidly observed
group silence as a lethal weapon. Often, on occasions of such silence and disengagement,
the re entment and refusal on the part of the boys can be far more telling than their
enthusiastic participation. Embedded in any discussion of silencing and articulation is the
question of how to glean meaning from what is left unsaid, what is merely referred to and
What the boys refuse to engage with as a reservoir of cultural data expressed through an
eloquent ilence. My sustained emphasis on the stories told by the boys and their
experiences as they are retold in the classroom is a reflection of the main aim of this
research _ to document the boys through their encounters with a new classroom
en '
Vlronment one that encourage them to speak their experiences within those newly
eXpanded boundarie
boundarie allow

me

of what i

acceptable in the classroom. This expansion of

pace within which to document their mediated voices, thus

COntr'
Ibuting to the c n truction of a verbal and experiential archive focused on the
exp ,
enence of b ing young, white urban working cla
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and male in po t-boom Ireland.

Chapter three continues this process of documentation with a sustained look at the details
of life in the EM classroom, building up a picture of the complexities inherent in and the
importance of everyday school life and culture to the boys and to the structure of their
peer group.
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otes
1

This image is a photograph taken by one of the Hillside boys in response to my request
for images of daily life both in and out of school. The picture shows a sign, handwritten
in Irish, in one of the boys' locker rooms at Hillside. The photographic project carried out
with the boys is discussed in full in chapter three and their photographs are featured
through out the dissertation.

2

'Youth' as a descriptive label is widely used by the media when referring to young men.
In this context it is particularly pejorative as it comes with a series of negative
associations relating to the fact that this young man is not named as a 'boy' or a
'teenager' but as some 'other' category which need special terminology. Devlin (2006)
engages with the way in which young men, and young working class men, in particular,
are named or classified in this manner.

3

In the school setting the understanding of a 'volunteer' differs to its general conception in
the outside world. In the classroom 'volunteers' are selected at random, without ever
volunteering, to fetch televisions, take part in role plays, deliver messages, read things to
the class and so on. The lack of enthusiasm displayed when asked to perform any task is
essential to the social fabric of the peer structure. Anyone showing disproportionate or
unseemly eagerness to do anything leaves himself open to mockery and denigration. The
only barely acceptable task is one which gets you and, crucially someone else (to have a
laugh with) out of the classroom for any period of time, no matter how brief.

4

See educational ethnographic researcher Mary Kehily (2001) for further discussion of the
body in the classroom On the issue of school discipline, she writes:
In contemporary schooling, pupils become the objects of disciplinary regimes
that aim to control and regulate the (sexed) body as well as the mind. Rules
govern the physical use of spaces where pupils move - in classrooms,
playgrounds and corridors. The spaces, in their architectural design and layout,
also prescribe, to some extent, the type of movement that is possible and
desirable. For example, the subject of 'classroom management' taught at teacher
training colleges suggests to student teachers that the learning environment can
be shaped in particular ways by the strategic placing of tables, chairs and
classroom equipment. Bodies in school can be seen in two ways: collectively as a
student body, to be controlled and moved about with ease, and as individual
bodies to be, simultaneously, trained and protected.' (Kehily 2001: 177-178).
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5

See Laberge and Albert, 'Conceptions of Masculinity and of Gender Transgressions in
Sport among Adolescent Boys. Hegemony, Contestation and Social Class Dynamic.'
(1999: 246). Suzanne Laberge is Professor in the Department of Kinesiology at the
University of Montreal and has research interests in the sociology of sport, gender, class
and health. Mathieu Albert is a post doctoral fellow at the Interuniversity Center for
Research on Science and Technology in Montreal. His research interests include the
sociology of sport, performance arts and the nature of research in the social sciences.

6

The boys' tactic of deploying a rigid silence is extremely important to them and is used
with pointed accuracy. It is discu sed in greater depth further on in this chapter and again
in chapter three.

7

The restrictions involved my agreeing to simply observe classes with no recording of any
type including a ban on fieldnotes, and undertaking to make no mention of the school
even with a p eudonym in place of the actual name as it was considered by the staff
involved that the chool could be identified by the process of elimination as only seven
chools were working with the programme at that time (during the Autumn term in 2003).
The econd

chool Greenfield, a a private, fee paying suburban day and boarding

chool, i at the oppo ite end of the educational spectrum from Hillside, and as such
offered a ub tantively different environment in which to observe both the progression of
the EM programme and the interactions between soeial cIa s, gender, youth culture and
repre entation. Greenfield wa visited on four occasions and the EM teacher, Evelyn,
interviewed. Greenfield

chool provided an interesting contrast to Hillside as the main

field ite, however logi tically it became impo sible to maintain my presence in Hillside
and e tabli h a pre ence in Greenfield as the cIa e were run on the same day. For that

8

9

IQ

rea on it wa decided to focu on the Hill ide cIa room.
For further di cu i n of ov r-identifying with ubject
and arb r (1991) and Back 1993).
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11
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la

prior to beginning ob ervation at the

start of each school year. The boys were given a verbal outline of the project and
encouraged to ask questions throughout. My offer to request written permission from
parents was regarded a unnecessary by both Hillside's principal and the class teacher,
who were appraised of the non-invasiveness and total anonymity of the research.

13

This refer to the way in which the boys understand the broader relationship which exists
between them and tho e who have the power to represent and define them through the
media and through the programme.

14

For further di cu sion of the responses of young people to the presence and questioning
of a re earcher ee Back (1993)

15

Ro alind Hurworth i Director of the Centre for Programme Evaluation at the University
of Melbourne, Au tralia.
and ha

he i pa t president of the Association of Qualitative Research

a particular intere t in qualitative research methods involving the use of

photograph a data particularly in the health, welfare and education sectors. John Prosser
is enior lecturer at the
include

chool of Education at Leeds University. His research interests

chool culture and management as well as image-based research and visual

ocioJogy.
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the Core of chapter £ ur. Their intere t in mu ic or film or gaming is introduced here in
order to provide context for their prior knowledge and advanced under tanding of some
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K hily (2003) £ r more on rule
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tudent to take half

hild ar ,h rticulture, ffice admini tration and

customer care and graphics and construction studies as opposed to the academic focus of
the Leaving Certificate. The LCA is described on its website as being:
... [A] distinct, self-contained two-year programme aimed at preparing students
for adult and working life. The programme puts an emphasis on forms of
achievement and excellence, which the established Leaving Certificate has not
recognised in the past (http://lca.slss.ie)

20

ASTI President Pat Cahill. Quoted in Downes (2004: NP).

21

Social exclusion in this context is understood to mean the unavailability of particular
opportunities and life chances due to social class positionillg. The Hillside boys
experience social exclusion on several levels, ranging from exclusion from particular
shops, bars, restaurants or communities to exclusion from third-level education and
highly paid employment. Social exclusion ill this context also means that they are outside
of what are now considered mainstream youth experiences as defined by the middle
classes. This further suggests that their own activities and experiences, particularly
hanging around 'doing nothing' are deemed problematic and even criminalised. This
becomes even more of a pressing issue in the wake of the possibility of the illtroduction
of ASBOs in this country.

22

See Kiely (1995) for further detail and breakdown of the social and economic divisions
seen in Cork city and county.

23

Major industries included textiles production and processillg, such as the defunct
Sunbeam Mills on the city's northside as well as auto-part manufacturing in the Ford
Plant and the Dunlop Tyre Plant. Both of these closed in the 1980s along with the city's
shipbUilding indu try which al

0

ground to a halt at that time. Brewing and distilling

survived and new indu tries arrived in the form of the massive multi-national chemical
and pharmaceutical companies which now occupy industrial parks in Little Island on the
Lee Estuary. The e industries however have limited opportunities for unskilled manual
labourers and as

uch have had little impact on the future or current employment

pro peet of uch workers. For more on the economic histOly of Cork see Kiely (1995).
24

This belief, however, was dramatically shaken in August 2000 when a young man, an expupil of one of Dublin
Anabel'

high tatus private schools was killed in a brawl outside

nightclub a venue popular with upper and middle class teenagers. The

'Anabel's ca e' a it became known saw four boys, all ex-pupils of the prestigious
BlaCkrock ollege in Dublin, tand accu ed of the manslaughter of and violent assault on
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18 year old Brian Murphy. The media coverage of the case was characterised by a
disbelief and discomfort that this could happen among what were described by one
commentator as 'gilded youths' (Sheridan 2004:NP). 'Nightclub killing that convulsed
and divided the middle classes '. The Irish Times. 16 March). Sheridan also reposes the
question, one of many asked on radio television call in shows, 'If the accused had been a
bunch of skangers from Damdale, would you be feeling so sorry for them? and 'is it that
we believe boys from such backgrounds were reared to know better?' Other headlines on
stories and coverage of this incidence and the court case which followed included
examples such as Cusack (2000b) 'Culture of thuggery centred in the rugby schools'
(September 9th ); Flynn (2004) 'Case has not enhanced image of prestigious school'. The

Irish Times (28 th February).

25

Paul generally draws the boys' attention to me when he wants them to calm down or to
think more deeply about what they are saying. As they all turn and follow his progress as
he walks around the classroom, he reminds them that I am there by simply settling near
my desk and thus placing me right in their line of vision.

26

Paul's 'love the sinner, hate the sin' approach is finely balanced. He manages his
responsibility to deplore the act without giving the perpetrator(s) an opportunity to play a
'hard man' persona in response to outright criticism of their behaviour.

27
28
29

Mayfield is a deprived community on Cork's northside.
The boys use mints to mask the smell of alcohol and cigarettes.
Ear'oles (ear-holes) in the 'lads' vernacular denotes 'swots' or those boys who reject the
counter-school culture and work hard at their lessons, behave in the classroom and, rather
than regarding the teachers as class enemies, ee them as the only people who can help to
get them out a future of poorly paid manual labour by giving them access to the language
and knowledge that will get them through exams and so on to a white collar future or
even university. See al

0

Foley for his discussion of Chicano males who adapt to ear'ole

behaviour and are perceived to be acting 'white' as a result.

30

See Devlin (2006) for his analysi both of media coverage of young people and also the
respon es of young people to the ways in which they are portrayed.

31

Unnamed 'Senior Garda' quoted in Mar hand Fox-Kibby (1992) in response to
que tioning about Iri h teenager and media reporting of alcohol abuse 'cider parties' and
public drinking in urban area . It hould however be noted that this report was published
by the Portman Group _ a drinks industry member - although the 'Senior Garda's' words
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are backed up by Devlin's focus group research with young people whereby they discuss
the assumptions of adults that they are always 'up to something'(2006- 20-26).
32

Foras Aiseanna Saothair (FAS) is Ireland's Training and Employment Authority. A large
part of their services include the provision of courses in for the unemployed, early school
leavers, people with disabilities and those on long-term social welfare support. The
courses are designed to facilitate the acquisition of skills on an ascending level and cover
all areas of work from forestry to construction to administration or mechanics.
Participation in courses can qualify the student for various levels of financial bonus and
assistance.

33

This refers to the three largest and oldest Universities in Ireland, including Trinity
College Dublin, University College Dublin and University College Cork. The National
University of Ireland at Galway and Maynooth, the University of Limerick, Dublin City
University, Dublin Institute of Technology and the smaller Institutes of Technology
around the country are also included. This data is taken from The Irish Times Publication
of Third Level Feeder Schools Listings published throughout May 2004.

34

The programme video has many problematic elements associated with it, in terms of
ideology and representation. It was not received well in the classroom either by teachers
Or students and was condemned by both the review and the report. The video and the
problems with it are discussed in detail and fully contextualised in chapter three which
follows.

35

Faggot or fag is generally understood to be a derogatory term describing a homosexual
man. It can also be used to mean a cigarette.

36

O'Donnell and Sharpe refer here to the situation in the UK where the relationship of, in
particular, Afro-Caribbean boys to education is acknowledged as being in difficulty. As
yet there is no data available in the Irish context however, this is particularly important in
the light of Ireland's increa ingly racially diverse school intake and population.

37

For more information on i ue around teenagers and part time employment see the Irish
Government Web page :
~ww.oa is.go .ie/employment/employment right Iprotection of young people

In

emp

lQ.vment.html

38

In a peech delivered at Univer ity ollege Cork a part of the Last Lecture Series, being
run through the City

European

apital of Culture programme, Professor Emeritus and

founding pre ident of the Univer ity of Limerick, Dr Edward Walsh, lent legitimacy to
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claims that overly generous social welfare payments to the poor and particularly to
working class single mothers have created social problems in Ireland:

Clearly in ways we do much better in 2005 in looking after young lone females
who become pregnant and have children than we did previously. Yet the support
the State provides may have moved further than it should: very real fmancial
incentives are now in place that may actively encourage the formation of lone
parent families ... many of the social ills we face in Ireland can be traced to the
growth of lone-parent families, and especially to families where the father is
absent.
This extract was taken from a transcript ofDr Walsh's speech which had been released in
draft form and seen by the paper. The extract was published in an editorial in The Irish

Times on January 27 th 2005. The speech was to be delivered on the 2nd of February as part
of the Faculty of Science Public Lecture Series. The title of the speech was 'Science,
Technology and the Future ofIreland'. The response to the publication of his speech was
overwhelmingly negative with individuals and a group condemning Walsh's oversimplification of what is a complex social issue. A further response to his speech was
written by columnist Kevin Myers of The Irish Times on February 8th 2005 in his daily
column 'An Irish Man's Diary'. In it he referred consistently to single mothers as MOBs
or Mothers of Bastards and referred to young mothers as 'the unmotivated, the confused,
the backward and the lazy' who 'consciously embark upon a career of mothering bastards
because it seems a good way of getting money and accommodation from the State'. He
goes onto refer to single motherhood as a career in 'cash crop whelping' (ibid).
39

See also Willis's discussion of 'partial cultural penetrations' and the barriers to a full
understanding of the conditions of the existence of the individual and the group as part of
the social whole (1977: 185-93)
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Chapter Three
Policing Themselves? Boys, School and Youth Culture
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are considered to be superior to others as is seen through the Hillside boys' prioritising of
the strong, athletic or 'tough' masculinity. Subsequent to this prioritising there is a
subordination of non-athletic, 'softer', or more academic. boys, who are, as Connell notes
In

relation to his suburban working-class Australian subjects, then 'symbolically

assimilated to femininity' (2000: 31). These 'unmanly' boys are, as will be seen here in
the case of Hillside's Kevin, subject to ridicule and censure by their 'more masculine'
peers.

This hierarchical structure of masculinity is clearly seen at Hillside, and is

explored here through the classroom vignettes which feature throughout this chapter.
Within these vignettes the boys can be seen to vigorously police themselves, their speech
and their attitudes, relegating those who, however briefly, step outside of the boundaries
of acceptable masculinity to a lesser status.

Mac an Ghaill (1994) engages with this hierarchically structured relationship through his
discuSSion of schooling and the development of heterosexual male identity. He traces this
process through an analysis of student interaction with both the formal and informal
School curricula, or what he refers to as the 'social scaffolding' of the school and the
pupil CUlture alike (1994: 4-5). Mac an Ghaill uncovers the way in which schools
normalise and reify ~ex and gender categories like heterosexuality and machismo and
thus ensure, at least in part, through a sports-centred curriculum and gendered subject
selection (such as

wo~d-work

or mechanical drawing) that a homogenous and hyper-

masculine identity is at the base of life in boys' single-sex schools (1994: 9-12).1 This
fOrmal or official school culture is echoed in the informal student culture of the Hillside
boyS which shows high levels of intolerance and hostility directed at those who fall
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outside the narrow definition of what IS, as considered by them, acceptably or
appropriately 'masculine enough'.

In explaining how schoolboy masculinity is both produced by and in the school system,
COrmell highlights the necessity of taking broader influences into account. 2 The
significance and value mass youth culture holds for young people from an increasingly
early age is such that it simply cannot be ignored. The Hillside boys are so invested in
their material culture that they are almost impervious or oblivious to other outside
influences. Their culture is one of 'cool'; it is aggressively peer-sanctioned and
POwerfully reinforced by adult disapproval. It is also, in a seeming contradiction and as
noted previously, a distinctively old-fashioned or traditional form of masculinity in that
the boys still adhere to outmoded views on gender roles in the home and in the workplace
and are extremely resistant to difference and to change. They, backed up by their
POWerful popular culture based life-world, reference themselves and each other through
teleVis'Ion, f
il'
.
1 m and VIdeo game verSIOns of manhood. This influential and reciprocal
media relationship is explored in full in the following chapter, where my focus moves out
of the classroom and into the community and the material cultures of the boys at Hillside
School. The boys are powerfully attached to their cultural forms and to the images of
hyper-masculinity portrayed by them. The centrality of film, music and television in their
lives POints to the reality that the school, while still a key player in the construction of
Youthful m ascu 1"lllltIes,
.
.. In
. a
cannot produce and reproduce c1ass an d gend er 1'd entItIes
Vacuum f'
o mfluence. That function has been eroded somewhat due to the importance of
elements of popular culture in the lives of boys, but schools are still widely considered to
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exert a significant influence. Examples of this are clearly seen in the media coverage of
EM, particularly in the feature writing and letter writing elements of the coverage,
Whereby there is evidence of an underlying conviction that the school and, more
specifically, the official school curriculum is the major influence in the construction of
gendered identities amongst young people - and in this case amongst young men. While it
is clear that the school, in both its official exam-based curriculum, as well as in its more
informal socialising and holistic aspects, is a central and essential player in the formation
and reproduction of classed and gendered identities, it is equally clear that there are other
forces that must be considered in full.

However, before beginning in chapter four to explore the cultural artefacts the boys
Interact with on a daily basis, it is necessary first to understand the essential relationship
that exists between the school environment and the defensive and hyper-masculine
identities practised and performed by the boys. This defensive masculinity is seen to
Operate on two levels, each of which is explored here. Therefore, in this chapter I first
document the boys' own cultural agency at work in the school setting as they unsettle and
disrupt the new versions of masculinity the programme presents to them. I then move on
to present a series of performative 'vignettes' wherein the boys perform their defensive
lllascUlinity in response to material that threatens it. For example, their rejection of the

~~ acy of the manhood of a house-husband, as seen III
. the chapter two (and as
d'

IscuSsed here in the fIrst extract from the classroom) is the first manifestation of that

defens'
,
,
lYe attItude. This is the case because they understand and perform theIr own
lllascuI' ,
Inlty through both an awareness and a demonstrable refusal of what they are not.
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Defensive masculinity is also practised by the boys on another level and is seen through
the processes of interference, subversion and resistance, highlighted in chapter two,
Whereby the boys use a variety of means to unsettle the new plurality of masculinities
presented to them in the EM classroom. This disruption of the classroom space is readdressed through a reproduction, from fieldnotes, of classroom dialogue and details of
interference tactics. In Schooling as a Ritual Pelformance: Toward a Political Economy

of Educational Symbols and Gestures (1999), the North American ethnographer and
pedagogue Peter McLaren explores student tactics of disruption in a Canadian junior high
school. He examines the way boys resist the authoritarian culture of the classroom and
reject the 'structure of conformity' for what he terms the 'antistructure of resistance'
(ibid: 145). He describes it thus:

Whatever sense of identity was stripped from the student during class time was
returned through the tom seams, fissures and eruptions of the resistant and liminal
self. In both subtle and overt ways, recusant students exhibited actions which
undermined the consensually validated norms and authorized codes of the school
(ibid: 147).

This disruption is an essential part of the boys' defensive masculinity and part of the
elaborate system of rule-bending, testing and breaking which confers higher status on the
perpetrator among his peers. Within the group this 'messing' or 'having a laugh' is
SUPported and required by the clearly defined boundaries laid down in accordance with
the dominant elements of machismo and bravado which hold sway within their particular
YoUth culture. This machismo is primarily played out through the attachment to and
engagement with elements of the boys' material culture. However, when in the classroom
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and in the absence of their artefacts, the boys are forced to rely on their immediate
surroundings and on their classroom personas which are constructed and designed to
amuse and entertain their peers.

Because popular culture is not typically discussed in the classroom there is a broadening
gap between the boys' understanding of what constitutes desirable masculinities and what
fulfils the criteria of the programme and of its teachers. The boys continually reference
themselves through television and film characters and interact socially with each other on
the basis of shared experiences that are increasingly virtual as well as actual. Yet, the
only occasions in which popular culture was mentioned to me by teachers or discussed in
the class were overwhelmingly in a negative context. Television, music videos and video
games Were discussed with me only in terms of their negative aspects, such as the
denigration of women and the promotion of a violent lifestyle in which alcohol and drugs
feature prominently. As these aspects increasingly make up a large proportion of the
CUltural forms targeted at young males, some concern is warranted. 3 However, my
Interest in youth-orientated popular culture goes further than the familiar discussion of
either the presentation of women as being permanently sexually available or the casual
violence and aggression which go with a 'cool' male media persona. I also move beyond
the

'
CIrcular logic based on the relationship between media violence and male youth

Culture . Th'IS CIrcular
,
.that
,
. VI'deos
approach implIes
vIolent computer games an d mUSIC
In

'
eVltably create a violent and desensitised youth, irrespective of circumstance and

eu '
Vlronment. The constant production of aggressive imagery featuring posturing, gunt f

o lUg males is worthy of attention. Yet, there is a stronger case for a wider exploration of
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the way this material affects particular types of boys within that general target audience
of young men. 4 Following this, what provides the impetus behind this research and
represents my interest here, is the way the boys use these global cultural forms to both
prop up and represent their ideals of a specific form of manhood as defined by class and
locality. I unpick this relationship here and in chapter four. s

When Doing is Being: Men and 'Women's work'
The Hillside boys are, as discussed, extremely resistant to the notion that there are
different forms of lived masculinity. Their overall response to various examples of men
who by virtue of their race, livelihood, physical attributes or sexual preference fall
Outside their model of traditional or hegemonic masculinity, is overwhelmingly negative.
For example, they respond particularly badly, as noted briefly in chapter two, to the video
Which accompanies the programme and showcases, among a variety of other people, a
series of men who could be understood to be living 'alternative' masculinities. These
alternatives include a gay man, a full-time carer and a househusband. The section
featuring the househusband is especially difficult for the boys to come to terms with as
Will be seen in the section which follows entitled Class One: 'Who Works Where?'. The
boys' attitude and response is explored in detail and in the wider context of their
understandings of what constitutes masculinity. Before moving on to this, and by way of
Introducing the video itself, I would like to comment briefly on another section that raised
ISsUes

and problems both in and outside of the classroom. It should also be noted at this

Point that although the boys reacted particularly defensively or aggressively to several
sections of the video (another problematic section is discussed in chapter five), they did
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In

general respond badly to the video as a whole, reflecting the wider experiences of

teachers and students who took part in the EM review. 6 Their general response, while
predominantly negative is not in itself exceptional or unusual with regard to the type of
Overtly 'improving' or instructional material contained by the EM video. They laugh at,
mimic and mock the contributors, making crude gestures and often simply talking in loud
whispers over them. Yet, occasionally, as will be seen below, the boys move beyond this
relatively benign interference and 'messing' into a far more defensive mode.

The video material, which runs for approximately an hour and a half in total, follows
roughly the same seven theme structure as the programme with each theme containing a
series of short segments - generally 'talking heads' or 'vox pop' style clips.? A number of
adult commentators are featured throughout with individuals drawn from the academic
disciplines of women's studies, men's studies, social work, education and history. The
remaining adult figures provide 'real life' examples of alternative masculinities or are
engaged in grass-roots men's movement activities. There are only a minimal number of
teenaged participants in the video, six in all, interviewed in two sets of three boys and
three girls. While the majority of the segments featuring adults were subject to much
ridicule and mockery, it was the sections featuring the teenagers that presented the
biggest difficulty in the Hillside classroom. The overall problems with the video are
associated primarily with what was seen as the excessively critical tone of the material as
it relat

.
es to boys and to youthful masculinity, as well as, more prosalcally, to poor

prOduction values and visual content which dated extremely quickly (Mac an Ghaill et al
2002: 224). As well as discussing the video in interviews with teachers and programme
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contributors, I attended three classes in which the video was used. My field notes from
one of these classes document the negative responses of the boys to the material:

Boys seem to find it [the video] alternatively hilarious/stupid - they are laughing
and appear to have no intention of taking it seriously. One boy at back left corner
is imitating the gestures of the women talking on screen and miming breasts with
his hands - those around him are convulsed with laughter. No one is watching or
listening to video tape (9 th December 2002).

To adopt a phrase from the boys' vernacular the high level of 'piss-taking' evident in
relation to the video is not something I had encountered as frequently with regard to the
print materials. This is perhaps due to the changed nature of the classroom environment
Which shifts with the expectation of watching a 'film' - however short it may be.
Watching a video involves a teacher or 'volunteer' fetching the wheeled cabinet in which
the tel

'.
eVISlon and video player are kept, desks have to be moved out of the way so it can

be Pushed up the aisle, leads and plugs must be untangled, the remote controls located,
the correct channel selected and the video tape cued up. There is a feeling of normal
classroo

.
.
m servIce beIng suspended, however briefly, which has an effect on the

atmosphere in the room. The boys feel that they are able to be, if not completely open,
then less Covert about their dislike of the material being presented to them. Watching the
Video th

.
.
ey laugh out loud, turn their backs on the screen, made InsultIng comments,

Itliltlic the participants, make offensive gestures, and are quick to ridicule and deride both
the ind

o
0

IVlduals portrayed and the message being presented.
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This type of response, although elevated to a higher level in this instance than is usual, is
arguably a fairly natural and familiar response in any classroom. Yet, at times, moving
beyond this joking and ridicule (as will be seen in reference to the particular example
discussed below) the boys respond in a more serious manner. As they viewed the video
extract featuring the three teenage girls they became extremely defensive and, unusually,
Were SUddenly unable to find any cause or stimulus for humour in the clip. This defensive
attitude is seen and brought to bear on the classroom environment through a mix of
Interference and subversion: during the clip the boys direct a steady stream of sotto voce
Commentary at the screen and one other when they should be quietly listening and a stony
silence prevails after the screening and during a time when the boys should be making
observations and answering questions.

This reaction is provoked by two main problems with this extract, both of which are
diScussed below. The first problem is immediately obvious to the boys, and the second,
While not as immediately evident, is one that the boys are aware of and which they
artiCUlate in different ways. The transcripts reproduced here come from the section
entitled 'Listening to Women's Voices' which features three teenage girls (see figure
3.02) discussing their experience of, and thoughts about, sexism, violence, gender
discrimination and the 'ideal man'. The immediately evident problem or issue stems from
th .
elr very dismissive attitudes to boys their own age, coupled with their relatively 'adult'
Way of speaking. Again this is not unique amongst teenagers. However, the boys take it
as a personalised attack on themselves. They interpret the girls' comments, reproduced
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included in the video: three girls and a separate set of three boys. The segments featuring
young people make up approximately 12 minutes of footage out of an overall 90 minutes.
Within this, the girls speak for around 10 minutes while the boys are allowed two. The
girls are all extremely articulate, confident, well-dressed, evidently middle class and from
urban backgrounds. They speak clearly and directly to the camera, making eye contact
With the viewer. Comparatively, the adolescent boys are scruffy and inarticulate. They
seem intimidated by the camera and are obviously rural and from working class
backgrounds. They do not speak directly to the camera, looking up or off to one side as
they speak. They are, like the girls, being asked questions, some audible, some not, by an
off-screen interviewer. However, their conversation is framed very differently. Unlike the
more Wide-ranging conversation with takes place among the girls, there is a direct focus
On the boys. The conversation takes place as follows:

Figure 3.03: EM video still featuring from left - Michael, Kenny and John.

Kenny:

I'd love to be a D.J. [continues speaking but is inaudible].

John:

I'd like to be a vet.

Interviewer:

Why's that?
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below, as insulting and as commg from, as one boy remarks, 'three ugly stuck-up
bitches'.

Figure 3.02: EM video stiU featuring from left - Amy, Clare and Rhea.

Clare:

Well, in terms of expecting behaviour from young men, you don't want
men to whistle after you, you don't want crude male chauvinist comments
etc. etc. You don't mind being complimented - everybody wants to be
complimented and told you're attractive and so on. But, the stereotypical
view of women as sex objects to men, it just doesn't work anymore you
know? I don't think: [pauses] I certainly wouldn't put up with it and I don't
think any young woman would put up with it today, you know? You can
take compliments but you're not going to take patronising attitudes.

Rh ea:

I think a lot of the time it's just to impress their friends, that kind of
behaviour. It's peer pressure really (EM Video 2000).

As Clare remarks that she would not 'put up with' sexist behaviour, one of the boys', in a
stage whisper, announces that 'we wouldn't put up with you either bitch'. The girls'
Confidence, their apparently dismissive attitude and language is combined with the larger
Problem of what can be een as a kewed gender representation and means that once
again the boys feel unfairly picked upon. As noted, only' two sets of young people are
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John:

I love animals.

Michael:

I'd love to be [pauses] a model [laughter in background].

Interviewer:

What kind of a model?

Michael:

Oh modelling clothes, love it.

Interviewer:

Why exactly... Why would you like to be a model?

Michael:

Ahh ... there's a lot of money involved [pauses] and
building. I love building as well. Hard working man's job.
You get muscles, the whole lot from it, well-paid as well so
there's nothing wrong there. [pauses] The likes of us
wouldn't get jobs like that. No one would take us on.

Interviewer:

Why's that? Why do you think nobody would take you on?

Michael:

All full of tattoos and the way we talk? You'd know by us
we're proper scamps.

Interviewer:

[Question unheard]

John:

A real man... [interrupted by K]

Kenny:

Suppose having a job, a wife and children [interrupted by J]

John:

Like Kenny said - having a wife [interrupted by K]

Kenny:

Boys have more power than women because they get better
jobs like. They've more control over women than girls have
over boys like d'you know what I mean? [Section ends]
(EM Video 2000)

While the clips are played the boys whisper, comment and complain about what is on
screen. There are a series of hushed conversations going on in which the mood of
dissatisf: .
.
actIOn IS distinct although the exact words which express that mood are more

di~ficu1t to distinguish. This hubbub is in marked contrast to the pointed silence that falls
at the end of the clip featuring the girls and is broken by a question wherein Gavin asks,
'Wh

Y are all men always the bad ones, even the ones who haven't even done anything?'

(9 th
December 2000). Answering Gavin' s question is difficult both for Paul in the
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classroom and for me to address here. The boys very definitely see the programme as
being 'unfair', echoing, unconsciously or not, the voices from the media and public
sphere who enquire 'why there is no 'Exploring Femininities' programme'. 'Because
girls are perfect I suppose' is one sarcastically muttered response from the front of the
class. The video, which was presumably designed to engage its viewers and to challenge
their perception of what is the norm, actually succeeds in presenting girls as both
intimidating and threateningly dismissive of boys of the same age, while showing boys as
slow, under-confident and insecure. This is an unfair representation by the programme. It
Ignores the question of social class, presenting two groups of girls and boys but making
no comment about them or attempt to redress the clear social and economic inequalities
between them.

Both the asking of 'why is there no 'Exploring Femininities' programme?' and the
anonYmous response to it, have echoes of the wider discussions, most particularly those
framed within the 'competition discourse', that continued on outside the classroom.
POsitions within this discourse suggest that girls are pitted against boys (and vice versa)
In a competitive relationship where there is little regard for any difference beyond that of
gender and where neither gender can win unless it is at the expense of the other 'side'
Social class, race, ethnicity, sexuality, religious affiliation or disability are all discounted,
thus making the issue of sexism as talked about here very difficult for the boys to
address.8 In response to this the boys show their genuine displeasure and lack of
cOmprehension as to why they are being seemingly singled out as 'personally' violent,
Se .

XISt Or responsible for inequality that they themselves may well experience, by simply
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refusing to engage with the video and running out the clock for the rest of the class period
in relative silence. 9

This section of the video reinforces for the boys the fact that they are 'in the wrong' with
regard to their views on women and work. It also lends credence to the public
endorsement, as they understand it through the video, that all men are sexist, set against
feminism and potentially violent. This does not provoke a rethinking of position or
atfltudes amongst the boys or an understanding of the problem at a structural level, but
merely strengthens their feeling of being hard done by and unfairly maligned. The boys
understand the following extract to be 'proof of a publicly endorsed anti-male stance:

Amy:

... and one thing definitely, like, that's not on is violence in the
home and, like, just violence towards women, just aggression, you
know? Well, like guys hitting their girlfriends or whatever. That's
just not right you know?

Clare:

In terms of violence, I mean, men are always gomg to be
physically stronger than women. They are always going to be able
to beat a woman up and a woman cannot beat a man. But to gain
any equality within the home, ... men have to realise that you
cannot hit a woman.

Rhea:

In terms of, just intimidation, in terms of their [men's] general

conversation, even just their physical ... if they are talking to a
woman, sometimes just the way they [men] stand, it can just be
intimidating (EM Video 2000)
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The fact that the boys react as badly to what they perceive to be a dismissal of themselves
by a confident, articulate teenage girl as to a househusband is perhaps related to the threat
that both are seen as offering to traditional 'macho' masculinity. Primacy and dominance
by men in the workplace and the identity construct of the breadwinner are of fundamental
Importance to sustaining a 'negatively traditional' masculine identity. The Hillside boys
are defensive and threatened by both above-discussed video excerpts due to broader
feelings of a generalised insecurity that relates to their increasingly marginalised position
in Irish social life. Because the Hillside boys are potentially excluded from the traditional
middle class markers of a successful masculinity, such as a third-level education, a
relatively high-paying job, home ownership and a dependent family, they must all the
more Vigorously defend and protect the aspects of masculinity which are under their
Control. Thus they are quick to pick up on an attitude or stance that is out of step with the
macho personas that they project and perform both in the classroom and outside it. They
are disinclined to be seen by the group as accepting difference or variance in behaviour or
atf
ltude. A good example of the boys' reluctance to tolerate any deviation from their
preferred understanding of masculinity, as defined by what a man does, is seen in the
mat .
enal reproduced below from fieldnotes. These extracts were taken (as was the video
material) from a cIa

using templates from the programme's second theme - 'Men

Working' (EM 2000: 51). Working and the notion of 'man's work' is of key importance
to the Hillside boy a a ite, or an embodiment of a bastion of traditional male power.
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Class One: 'Who Works Where?'
The discussion topic today is nominally the role of men and women both in the home and
in the workplace but actually introduces the boys to the possibility of reversing and
dramatically changing the traditional roles to which they adhere so strongly. The idea of
men who, for various reasons, work at home as carers, househusbands or child-minders
Was broached in several of the video segments watched in the previous class. Now, the
boys are asked to move on and to discuss the issues raised by the lifestyles of the
individuals featured. The class thus begins with Paul asking the boys to think about
themselves in ten years' time, to imagine themselves married, or with a partner, and with
a family. Appreciating the potential for enjoyment in this case the boys at first make no
attempt to do this in any serious manner, beginning instead to speculate loudly on the
relative unattractiveness of each others' future wives and children. However, once Paul
stops them by asking loudly, over the hubbub 'Would you be at home and she at work?'
they become a lot more interested in this topic and begin to engage almost seriously with
the question of men working in the home (9 th December 2002).

FOllOWing Paul's provocative question, there is a chorus of unambiguous 'No'. The boys
are affronted by Paul's query. They view the suggestion that they would be at home while
. mascu 1··
their wi~le worked outside of it as a direct challenge to theIr
illIty. Th e boys are

V~ry

definite about the importance of 'real' work to a man and, having seen in the

Previou s c1ass the video clip of the husband and wife who share housework an d ch·ld
I care, it is very clear that they con ider that man and other men like him to be legitimate

figu

res of fun. IQ Interestingly, they are quite unclear as to what exactly they mean by 'real
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Work' for a man and choose to negotiate the topic by loudly outlining what they consider
to be inappropriate jobs or careers for men. l ! Predictably, unsuitable jobs include the
feminised

positions

of nursing,

primary

school

teaching,

childminding,

and

Overwhelmingly, the role of 'housewife'. The class continues after some confused
moments when everyone is talking at once and it emerges that the majority of the 11 boys
present in the classroom that day has a mother who works either part or full-time. The
boys are not generally opposed, once the job is 'suitable', to the idea of women working
and they agree that it would probably be necessary today for both partners to work in
order to support a family. Paul then rephrases the question and asks, 'Imagine financially
that both of you don't have to have jobs. Who should go out to work?' Again, the class
answers as a whole with a resounding 'the men'. Paul continues to push the boys, asking
'Why' and trying to force explanations out of them. They respond defensively with a
selection of reasons as to why they feel this should be so. Their responses include:

It's abnormal for men to be home.
It's depre sing.
You'd have to clean the house.
Becau e I want to work.
Women houldn t be working... well not hard jobs anyway.
I wouldn t be a hou ehu band. I wa n't raised in a situation like that.

If! had to I uppo e .. .I wouldn't mind ... but if it was a choice then no.
th

(9 December 2002).

In general the boy are taking Paul' que tion quite eriously as they regard th em to be
an as
Class

sault on the typ of ma culinity and gender role they aim to embody. The resident
comedian Brendan alway ha a re pon e with which to delight his peers, and
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more importantly, with which to dilute or deflate any situation that is in danger of
becoming too serious or in which the class is becoming too earnestly engaged. Thus,
shouting over the rest of the class, Brendan announces:

Brendan:

I would [stay home] and I would sit down and watch telly all day.

Paul:

[Laughing]. And who would do the washing and the cleaning and
the dinner and change the baby?

Brendan:

[Laughing]. She could when she got home, sir (9 th December
2002).

This type of give and take generally amuses Paul as well and he points out to me in an
aside during another incidence of Brendan's humour that he allows it, to a point, in a
class like this where he wants the boys to feel like they can relax and talk naturally. The
lllain point of Brendan's joking seems to me to be about policing, rather than relaxing,
and is designed to rein in the other boys when they begin to take it all too seriously. His
rOle as joker or class comedian is primarily about reminding the class of the appropriate
behaviour but also serves to cut the sudden tensions that can arise out of seemingly thin
air in the middle of apparently innocuous debates or conversations. 12 As a leader of the
group in the class sessions, Brendan often sets the tone for the level of discussion and is
Very quick to instigate dissension and to bring about a shift in attitude amongst the other
boys. Following his intervention, as often happens, the discussion continues in a different
atmosphere and in a very different tone, with an unidentified voice from the back
reiterating his comments:
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Student:

Women should work, sir.

Paul:

Why?

Class:

So we can watch telly all day (9 th December 2002).

This humour, or 'banter' as it is colloquially known in Cork, is central not only to the
litany of methods of class disruption but also to the type of masculinity performed by the
Hillside boys. Their ability to turn things to their own amusement is reminiscent of the
Hammertown 'lads' 'having a laff and is part of their battle against their relegation, by
virtue of age and social position, both in the classroom and the larger community, to the
Position ofjunior or inferior males with little or no authority or power (Willis 1977). The
Hillside boys continually assert their claims to agency and independence within the
School through humour, messing and 'banter'. This 'jokey' type of communication allows
the boys to engage with the teachers on a more informal level within certain parameters.
As an accepted form it also means the boys can score points and gain status within the
group by getting in a good joke, saying something rude or funny or outwitting the teacher
momentarily without having to worry about getting into trouble.

After the boys settle down, which takes several minutes, Paul asks them to make a list of
all of the work that is done in the home by men, women and children. Here he is adapting
seVeral of the sections contained in the programme materials 'Men Working' and using
them together to address the main point of interest. This is the very traditional attitude the
boyS have towards work and it encompasses their views of women in the workplace and
the types of jobs that are suitable for men or for women, but not for both. At this point in
the class, the discussion is, as usual, accompanied by low level talking and messing
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around which continues until the boys suddenly breakout into gales of laughter. Aware
that he has missed something, as have I, Paul zeroes in on the most likely culprit and asks
him what was so funny. After a minute of being stared at by the teacher and his
classmates, with a soundtrack of muffled giggling, Brendan is finally provoked into
repeating himself and, grinning broadly, addresses the top of his desk. He says:

Q: What do you do if your wife is nagging you in the front room?
A: Shorten the leash to keep her in the kitchen (9 th December 2002).

Al111 boys swing around partly to check out the effect of this joke on their teacher who
IS standing beside me and partly to see how I am taking it. As this is one of the first times
that they have seemed particularly interested in my reaction to anything that has been said
In the class, I take my cue from the teacher. He adopts an ambiguous expression, neither
approval nor disapproval and does not laugh. The boys' sense of humour is an expression
of their deeper beliefs: men work outside the home and while women occasionally have
to do so, there should not be a situation where a man intentionally stays at home while his
partner intentionally goes out to work. This, for the boys, is the absolute feminisation of
the masculine. They believe that if a man does too much housework, he will become, in
the muttered words of one unidentifiable student, 'her bitch'. 13

By this point it is clear that it will be quite difficult to get the boys back into a frame of
mind Where they will address the issues in a serious manner. In an effort to get them back
On track Paul asks the boys to, 'Think about it yourself... what is your role in the family?
What part do you play in keeping the home, as opposed to the house, ticking over?' There
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is a long pause, punctuated only by feet kicking desk legs, ostentatious faux coughing and
a pen clicking contest in the back row. He asks again, 'What work do you do?' Again
there is a protracted verbal silence full of non-speech noise and movement as the boys
shuffle in their desks, kick their feet about and make faces. The boys are invoking their
most effective weapon: non-compliance through verbal silence. It is clear they are bored
with the topic now and as the acknowledged group leader seems too uninterested in the
question to make jokes, they take their cue from him and stay quiet. They are also a little
angered by being forced to engage with what they see as promotional material for women
Working which forces men to stay home and thereby inhabit a position of emasculation
Which is represented by having no money and 'no balls' .

To COunter the boy's sudden aggrieved silence, Paul asks the question again in a much
firmer voice and uses far more formal language. This is clearly a voice that has familiar
repercussions if it is ignored as the boys straighten up in their seats and assume looks of
deep thought as he demands, 'What would be expected of a young man of your age at
home?' There is a flurry of answers as jobs are called out. In general the boys tidy their
rooms, empty and fill the dishwasher and do odd jobs like painting or lifting furniture.
They do not cook meals, vacuum, clean or do grocery shopping apart from running to the
local shop for milk or butter. Many of them have younger siblings or nieces or nephews
Who live with them or who are looked after in their homes and they all, very reluctantly,
admit to being forced to, ('you'd be made to') baby-sit, change nappies, dress and take
ch'l

1 dren

out for walks and to play. All of the boys agree though that they try to avoid
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being seen pushing a buggy or a pram and, admit that they laugh at those men or boys
they see doing so.

As the time period is nearly up, Paul recaps the main point covered: the conviction
amongst the students that in a situation whereby only one partner in a marriage or
relationship needs to work, it should be the man. He asks them to think about what
happens if the woman earns significantly more than the man in the relationship. How
Would the boys react to that? The firm consensus is that any 'normal man' would react
badly as it means a complete lack of power, with the main problem, as the boys see it,
characterised in the words of one horrified student as 'you'd have to ask her for money so
You could go out and stuff ... '. The reduction of every question and topic to a powerbased relationship runs throughout these boys' interpretations of the EM material. It will
be examined in further examples that focus on the defensiveness of the students and their
Contextualisation of almost every situation or encounter as potentially posing a threat to
th .
elr status or power.

Single-Sex Schooling and Traditional Masculinities

The boys' collective and mutually supportive reaction to this material on women in the
workplace reinforces the prejudices and 'jokes' with laughter and visible approval,
ShOWing how the actual, physical school remains one of the essential and key sites in the
life-WOrld of young people. The amount of time spent in the school and the highly social
aspects of school life for most students means it is the place where most peer group
Interaction takes place and also, therefore, where their essential cultural and social mores
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and codes of conduct are both disseminated and policed. The strength and tenacity with
which the boys cling to their 'negatively traditional' form of social masculinity, as seen
clearly in the account related above, is illustrative of the intertwining of their outside
material culture with the social elements of their lives. Also well integrated here is the
formal school culture which is not as incompatible with the boys' own value system as it
may seem. At fIrst glance it may appear that the boys indiscriminately resist and fight
against everything connected with the school and indicative of its apparent values.
Nevertheless, it quickly becomes clear, upon spending time in the school and in the
classroom, that the official or formal school culture and the informal culture of the
students are very much related. The qualities valued by the boys' own culture, such as
strength, physicality, 'respect', loyalty, emotional reticence and conformity, are the very
same qualities promoted by the school culture. They may have slightly different
IUterpretations and applications but at root they are distinctly similar. Compounding this,
the almost all-male atmosphere of Hillside has a massive influence on the gender identity
of the boys, paving the way for how they relate to each other as well as to other boys and
girls and Women outside of school time. 14

Single-sex boys' schools, it is argued, place too much emphasis on sports and are
Understood to give rise to environments in which the more exaggerated forms of
hierarchies existent within masculinity can thrive.

15

Boys who are not athletic or who are

Uninterested in popular sports such as rugby or hurling, as well as boys who are very
academic or who seem to be effeminate in voice, interests or appearance, are generally
aSCribed a subordinate position by their peers. Such 'unmanly' boys are examples of
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those who suffer under that hyper-masculine structure of acceptability, popularity and
Power (Lynch and Lodge 2002: 107-109)

This exaggerated hierarchy whereby the

student athlete or team member is ascribed a preferential position by other students and
often by staff is, if not liked, largely accepted and understood to be simply an expression
of the 'natural order' by most boys. It also appears to be part of the vernacular of the
Hillside boys, who attribute high status to those students who are more physically able
and pick on those who deviate from the physical norm by being very short, very skinny or
very overweight.

It is clear that boys' schools offer two curricula, the formal core syllabus of academic
Subjects and exams, complemented by a second curriculum centred on informal school
Culture and its pervasive masculine ethos. This ethos is spread though all aspects of boys'
school life, from sports to the subject choices offered. The regular academic curriculum is
thus embedded in the perpetration of a hyper-masculine form of gender identity that
reinforces negative behaviours and stereotyping. The majority of boys' schools do not
offer subjects such as cooking, home economics, music, or social, personal and health
edUcation (SPHE) (Mac an Ghaill et al 2002: 8). Rather, subjects offered tend towards the
traditionally 'male' interests of maths, engineering and more vocational activities such as
WOOdwork or metalwork. This skewed curriculum is further compounded by an emphasis
On participation and success in very competitive schoolboy sport as opposed to exercise
for he I h
at, fitness and enjoyment. Boys are thus schooled to be men in terms of gendered
Interests, gender specific behaviours - for example boys are required to be unemotional,
'tough'

and independent - and gendered abilities and ambitions. School is then,
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ultimately, a positive affirmation of this dual or hidden curriculum approach and is
directly linked to the continuance of the negatively traditional masculinities identified and
condemned in educational research, men's studies and cultural studies.

So, while at a first glance the boys appear to resist and struggle against official school
Policies and rules, it is important to understand that they do so only on a surface level.
The boys, both openly and covertly, challenge the external rules and manifestations of
authority within the school culture while simultaneously and continuously reproducing its
deeper content and ethos in their own interactions. The external challenge to break certain
rules, particularly ones which relate to the actual physical agency of the boy, such as
clothing or hairstyle or habits such as smoking, is central to that public display of
lllasculinity which maintains status in the peer group. However, that public display of
autonomy and recklessness is also a large part of the schools' formal culture. Boys'
Schools have always, as noted, set out to 'make boys into men' and touglmess,
Conformity, strength of will and a desire for independence are seen as essential
Characteristics for adolescent males, and ones that will, it is felt, serve them well in
adulthood (Conne1l2000; Mac an Ghaill1994).

leaVing aside for the moment the material elements of their popular culture, the question
then arises as to which is the more problematic aspect of the boys' interests. Are the
CUltural habits, value systems and personas of boys themselves more troubling, or should
the underlying culture which surrounds both the academic and non-academic aspects of
boy ,
.
.
s schoolIng give more cau e for concern? It appears that both are locked 111 a self-
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Sustaining system of mutual support whereby the negative aspects of youthful
masculinity, as they are played out or performed outside the school, are reinforced in
school through the continuation of the informal peer-based code of conduct as well as the
school's official culture. For example, the aggression considered so dangerous and
problematic in the school hallways, playground or outside a nightclub is frowned upon in
these spaces, yet actively encouraged and positively reinforced on a daily basis on the
rugby, hurling and football field. The same aggressive and fierce policing of the
boundaries of support that is associated with and encouraged among school and team
fOllowers under the guise of 'school spirit' is similar to the divisive and sectarian
behaviour seen outside of the school in relation to neighbourhood 'territory'. This type of
double standard is part of the overall problem of the mixed messages about masculinity
that are regularly received by boys wherein behaviour that is condemned in one setting is
actively praised in another. Relating to this, a major concern highlighted in both the
re .
VIew (Mac an Ghaill et al 2002: 50-60) and the report of EM (Gleeson et al 2000: 1358» focused on these mixed messages as well as on the notion of a 'solo run'. The term

,
Solo run' refers to the fact that teachers of EM and of SPHE courses in general usually
oPerate alone with little or no support or interest from colleagues. 16 The main problems
With this, according to Gleeson, Conboy and Walsh (2000), relate to the danger of mixed
s
llle sages being given to boys whereby other teachers may contradict or undermine the
lllessag

. '
es pre ented in EM. One teacher from a PortlaOlse school remarked In the report

that:
You wouldn't get much upport within the school- the best we got was tolerance
of it [EM] '" it al

0

limit it by the fact that the rest of the staff probably don't

know what is going on (Gleeson et a12000: 136).
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The same teacher went on to say, 'It wouldn't be impossible to fmd yourself teaching this
programme and find that the complete opposite was being taught in another subject'. In
the Executive Summary (2000) of the report Gleeson points out the problems associated
with the 'School Cultural Factors'. These include the fact that boys' schools are often
resistant to change, as well as being particularly opposed to the beliefs which underlie the
programme. I? He states:

The culture of some boys' schools is resistant to change in general and to the
values underpinning 'Exploring Masculinities' in particular. .. There is a real
danger that students in participating schools will hear conflicting messages in
relation to masculinity (Gleeson 2000: 10).

The constant social pressure on the boys 'to be men' or to behave in an adequately

,
rnasculine fashion' in terms of the deeply embedded social expectations of gendered
behaViour is fundamentally at odds with the materials presented in EM. Compounding
this difficulty is the fact that beyond the 'solo run' problem, not all teachers in boys'
Schools supported the initiative or wanted to incorporate its ethos of tolerance and
Plurality into their classes and sports teams. One student's comments, reproduced in the
repOrt), perfectly illustrated the coming together of the negative attitudes of the boys with
those of many of their teachers. This student asked:

Why should we learn about women's rights when we're not women or never will
be [?] As another teacher said to us today 'Why did the woman want a window at
the kitchen sink?' ... Because she wanted to have a point of view' (Gleeson et al
2000: 122).
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Another teacher commented on the problem of this lack of support for the programme in
schools, remarking that once boys leave the EM classroom they are more often than not
going straight 'into a class where the very attitudes we have been talking about are
reinforced because of the way that particular individuals in the school deal with them'
(2000: 136). These experiences of such mixed messages are confusing for students and
undermine the teachings of the programme. Again, what is not taken into account here is
how the popular culture of the boys performs exactly this same function, promoting
gender stereotypes and aggressive hyper-masculine personas as being the epitome of
cool. This leaves boys to wrestle with the alternative and multiple masculinities presented
In an EM session before being reminded in their next class, or when they turn on their
teleVision, that there is only one socially acceptable and valid form of masculinity to
Wh'Ich to aspire.

F' ,

lXlhg

Class and Making Gender

A.s noted, Connell (2000) discusses the role institutions play in forming and maintaining
specific gender roles, particularly the socially dominant heterosexual form of masculinity.
Be explores the influence of the education system and the way it reinforces class and
gender boundaries through constant reaffirmation of the status quo. His study of
A.ustralian schoolboys and masculinity summarised in his essay 'Cool guys, swots and
Wirnps' relies upon life history interviews in which adult males recall their schooldays.
Their Comments help him build up an image of the school as a system th
. In
. th e
at 'IS actIve
Process of ,making and u taining a particularly restrictive male gender identity (Connell

.
200 0,
, 131-133). Although the e men are looking back over a penod of several years and
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recounting tales from an adult and therefore less immediate standpoint, their stories and
experiences are disarmingly familiar. The voices of Mal and Eel, two of the participants
in Connell's study, discuss their school days, illustrating the similarity of experience
across culture, time and place. They recall:

In high school [my friends] were real hoods [toughs] ... like we used to hang
down the back... We'd sit down there and smoke cigarettes and talk about
women, get dirty books out... Just the things you do at high school in the first
year (ibid: 133).

I was in a bit of trouble in the last four years of school. I got busted for ... selling
pomo books. Third form it was getting drunk at the school fete ... Fourth form,
wasn't much happening in fourth form really, busted in the dunnies [toilets]
having a smoke! (ibid: 134)

Another man, Danny, recollects the physicality of school and the competitive nature of
the peer group status system of masculinity:

When the first form joins and all comes together from all different [primary]
schools there's this thing like sorting out who was the best fighter, who is the
most toughest and aggressive boy in the form ... It was like this pecking order
stuff (ibid: 136).

The voices of Willis's 'lads' are evoked as are instances narrated by the Hillside boys
through these older men's stories of getting into trouble, getting away with things, and
'knOWing Where you stand' in relation to older, younger, stronger or weaker males, with
· replaced by the effemmate
.
the 'ear' o1es ,)8 b emg
· 11y mc
. 1·me d'C yn·1,19
s . Th e
or aca d
emlca
refleXivity the older men bring to their accounts is illuminating in that it makes clear to
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them the very institutionalised processes which produced their youthful masculinities
when they in fact, at the time, felt them to be products of their own free will or choice.
One working class young man recounts the way in which he changed from being a quiet
boy in primary school to being a 'tough' in high school, reflecting now on the way in
which the boys in his class were encouraged, by the school, to toughen up:

Once I started getting used to the place [high school] and not so afraid of my own
shadow, I felt here was a chance to develop a new identity. Now I can be a coolie,
I can be tough. So I started to be a bit more belligerent. I started to get in with the

gangs a bit, slag off teachers behind their backs, and tell dirty jokes and stuff like
that (2000: 138),

The Hillside version of this 'processing' is clearly evident. The stories the boys tell in
class and the responses they give to the EM material bears all of the hallmarks of a
continuous and ongoing process of'masculinizing' both in school and outside.2° Such is
the influence of this dual aspect - the peer group and the informal school culture - that

EM is almost powerless against it.

One of the EM programme's major obstacles is directly related to the production and
maintenance of masculinity in both the informal and formal school curricula. The nature
of classroom interaction, whereby every word spoken is subject to the scrutiny of the peer
group means every word is carefully chosen to fall precisely within the boundaries of
acceptab'l'
1 lty and any failure to understand or adhere to this leaves the speaker in a
VUlnerable position, open to mockery, ridicule and censure. The boys actively police
th

eIhselves in terms of speech and engagement in the classroom, Excessive enthusiasm or
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eagerness is tempered by the awareness of the favourite form of punishment practiced by
the boys among themselves. The tactic or technique of cutting off an offender by turning
away from him, ignoring him and then focusing on his embarrassment in jokes and
conversation is employed often by the boys, sometimes for a whole class or longer,
sometimes just for a matter of minutes. An example of both the narrowness of these
boundaries and of what happens when a boy steps outside of them is discussed in the next
segment which occurred in a class about fear, in the module on 'Violence'.

Class Two: 'Breaking the Rules'

At the beginning of this class (24 th March 2003), just after the bell has rung and the boys
have settled down slightly, Paul jumps right into today's topic, asking the class as a
Whole Where they think different kinds of people may feel or experience fear? He gives
the example of a small child who can't find his or her mother in a busy supermarket or
street. He then asks the boys can they think of any other situations where a specific type
of person may feel particularly afraid. Clearly Paul is hoping that they will engage with
the material and take this more seriously than some of the other topics. The session starts
off Well as one boy, Kevin, suggests honestly that 'you might be a bit scared sometimes
at night walking home on your own from the pub or somewhere'. This, even with the
addition of the pub as a legitimate and 'manly' location, immediately produces a variety
of derisive responses ranging from an instant physical shifting away from Kevin by the
boyS sitting closest to him, to the whispers - 'he wouldn't get into a pub' - to outright
laughter, exaggerated mincing and sneering. At this point over the general racket Paul is
forced to remind the boys of the ground rules of EM by which they, in much the same
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sense as they 'volunteer' for things, had agreed to abide at the beginning of the year.
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These ground rules, known as the' code of practice', fonn the basis of the first two class
sessions in the programme materials. In these opening sessions the students are asked to
conduct a code of behaviour that will help to 'facilitate open discussion, to establish the
right to be heard, and to allow us to reflect on our development as people' (EM 2000: 3).
The teachers' notes suggest that teachers may prompt students in the development of the
good behaviour charter by using the list which follows:
No laughing at other students' ideas or feelings.
Good humour is acceptable.
Confidentiality.
Importance of listening.
Everyone gets a chance to participate.
No put downs.
One person speaks at a time.
Honesty.
Respect.
No 'slagging' (EM 2000: 2).

One of these rules involves an undertaking not to laugh at anyone else in the class when
they are speaking; however, the boys are bound by a far more powerful set of ground
rules than those of EM. Letting Kevin's words go un-remarked is tantamount to the
admission that they too are such incomplete and inadequate men that they are afraid to
walk home alone at night. Of course, the reality is that there exists, for all of the boys,
lllost likely a healthy and sensible level of wariness, if not outright fear, associated with
Walking around the city at night. However, the group code of conduct requires this to
re1l1ain unsaid. The masculinity of the boys is founded on defence, machismo and a
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pervasive sense of bravado. They regard themselves as the equal of both the 'toughs' they
Watch on television shows such as Buffy, The Sopranos or the 0. c., where adult, 20 to 30
year old men and women improbably play teenagers, and the exaggeratedly pumped up
parodies of men whose music videos they consume on MTV. This type of laid back,
effortless cool that comes from a scripted character's feeling of control has filtered into
their personas from American-produced popular culture and is now linked to their
understanding of their own power and personal autonomy. Therefore, to admit to feeling
POwerless in an actual and realistic situation such as the one Kevin has outlined is to
admit to the actuality of being powerless in the broader social context.

The qUiet, studious and un-athletic looking Kevin is clearly the class patsy or easy target.
lIis attentiveness and willingness to engage with the teacher and the material, his
neatness and generally well-behaved and tidy demeanour marks him out as different. A
gOod example of his' different-ness' is seen in the photographs, reproduced here in figure
3.04, he submitted as part of the camera project I conducted with 12 of the boys. This
project, as noted in chapter two was loosely based on the broader technique of photoInterviewing or photo-elicitation (Hurworth 2003; Prosser 1999; 2003) whereby each of
the boys was given a disposable camera to take pictures with over a weeklong period.
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The participants were asked to photograph what they considered to be the central or
essential elements of their lives outside of school. These were to include places where
they hung out with friends, places where they went to spend time on their own and the
1l1aterial th'lng that repre ent their interests, pa times and hobbles.
. Protectmg
. th e pnvacy
.
Ofth b
e oys and that of the chool was paramount and I had no desire to make the former
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or any members of their family feel uncomfortable by initiating invasive research
practices in the family home or community. Reflecting the importance of maintaining and
balancing the boys' interest and comfort, the brief for the photo project focused only on
the picturing of places and things as opposed to that of family, houses or friends. This
lllanimate/impersonal focus worked well, allowing the boys enhanced scope to narrate
themselves and their culture through a different medium without concerns or
embarrassment about intrusion into their private family lives. Following this, as the
Billside boys conducted their photographic work on their own and because each camera
was tagged only with their first name, they did not feel constrained by possibly being
identified by anyone outside of their classroom. Nor did they feel obliged to take full rolls
of film (each camera contained 24 shots). Some boys used the entire roll of film; others
tOok no more than two or three shots. Because of the anonymity of the process and the
broadness of the brief, the boys felt free to photograph anything they wanted rather than
being limited to a selection chosen by me, a cultural outsider who could therefore only
lh.ake suggestions and presumptions as to their interests.

The films returned to and developed by me yielded an unsurprisingly narrow range of
Places and of things. Bedrooms featured prominently with most of the boys
Photographing their bedroom first as a place they hang out in, before going on to
dOcument the things they keep in there. Items such as stereos and associated equipment,
headphones and extra speakers, personal computers, video game consoles, as well as
lh.Usic eDs, DVDs, video games and mobile phones were photographed by the majority.
OUtside spaces featured were all public in nature and were all characterised as places to
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hang out, to drink alcohol (a practice known as 'bushing'), to smoke cigarettes or to just
meet up and 'do nothing'. As I could not follow the boys to these spaces, in order to
spend and record time in their company outside of the classroom this photo project
represented an important opportunity and source of data.

It created a space for the

Hillside boys to represent themselves to me through the subjects and places they chose to
photograph. This helped to rebalance the uneven power relationship that existed between
the class and myself and it gave the boys a sense of agency and control over the physical
photographic representations of them that I would take away with me from the classroom.
Returning to Kevin, his difference to the other boys is, as noted, marked out by his
appearance, his speech and his behaviour. It is also represented through the photographs
he chose to take. As shown in figures 3.04a and 3.04b, they are all internal shots of his
bedroom and include his library of science fiction and fantasy novels and, more
remarkably, in this context, his school books (see figures 3.04 a-b).

Figure 3.04: Photographed by Kevin, his schoolbooks and Sci-Fi library.

These photos are in contra t to the photos of the other boys (see figure 3.05) which
feature, a

di cu ed above, outside public

paces, various accessories to 'manly'

activifles such a weight and motorbike and the accessories of a medla. b ased cuIture
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such as Playstation and televisions. To the rest of the class (and probably to some of the
teachers) Kevin is an 'ear'ole', a 'Cyril', or to use the vernacular of the boys, a 'suck'.

Figure 3.05: T.V., weight and bike - a election of photos taken by the Hillside boys.
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Kevin has chosen to remain outside of his peers and as such has marked himself off as a
class and a gender traitor in much the same way as the academic boys in Willis's,
Connell's and O'Donnell and Sharpe's ethnographies were set apart from the bulk of
their compatriots through appearance, attitude and behaviour. There are other quiet boys
10

each class who do not directly engage with the teacher or make jokes but they, unlike

Kevin, remain within the main body of the group, laughing at the right times and sharing,
to my mind, the same appearance - a type of general dishevelment and an air of
Unconcerned nonchalance - as the ringleaders.

Pollowing on from Kevin's comment on fear and walking home at night the boys are on
the defensive and are eager to make up for his perceived moment of weakness as they
fear it may tarnish them all. As such, the remainder of this class is spent trying to
expunge his over-earnestness by being as scatological and offensive as is possible. Thus,
as indicated below, when Paul asks the question again he receives a very different type of
resPonse:

Paul:

C'mon now ... where would... say ... a young man feel fear?

Sean:

In a gay club.

Mark:

In prison. [Mimes washing his arms with a bar of soap].

Student:

[Muttered in the back of the class.] Especially in the showers!

Paul:

[Ignoring the raucous laughter.] Where else would someone be
afraid? What would some fellas be afraid of ... ?

Brendan:

Fat fellas would be afraid of the gym, sir. [He mimes a fat person
by puffing out his cheeks and jiggling imaginary rolls of fat
around.]

215

Paul:

[Treating it seriously.] Well, some people would fear exposure or
that people would be laughing at them or commenting at them...

Len:

Fat fellas would be afraid to go on a swing.

Tadgh:

Black fellas would be afraid of the KKK.

Sean:

Gay lads would be scared in a straight bar

C02

they're afraid of

women, sir. (24 th March 2003).

By this point all of the boys are laughing and shouting out things, acting out pantomimes
of surprise and fear with elaborate hand gestures and exaggerated facial expressions. As
the class is nearly over, Paul gives up, rolling his eyes at them and at me, he shrugs goodnaturedly and lets them talk until the bell goes a minute or so later. Paul recognises the
centrality of humour to the boys and also their need to reassert themselves after Kevin's
seemingly minor, but important transgression of their norm. However, he also recognises
the deeper reality and the strength of conviction and belief that lies behind their comedy.
Laughter is central to the policing of the group as well as being one of the more public
WayS of displaying scorn and of reinforcing the exclusion of the transgressor. The jokes
the boys make are reflections, as much of their uncertainties, as they are of their
prejUdices. The often dubious humour used reflects their fear and dislike of difference
Which is generally perceived as threatening. I understand their jokes and mockery - most
particularly those 'joking' comments made in relation to women and to gay men - as
being

representative ofa deeper truth; (McLaren 1999: 160-164).

Class Three: 'Breaking the Rules (Again)'

<\n acceptance of diver

ity is promoted throughout the programme and is founded on an

attempt to illustrate to the boys the importance of being open to differences in gender,
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race, ethnicity, sexuality, ability and disability. However, my experiences tally with those
of Mac an Ghaill (1994) and Lynch and Lodge. The former depicts boys' schools as
places of homophobia and misogyny while the latter find within single-sex boys' schools
a particularly old-fashioned masculinity that embraces the opposite of what EM presents.
My time in the classroom as an observer showed me beyond doubt that one of the
greatest fears entertained by the boys is the fear of being different, of standing out from
the crowd and being singled out as 'other'. Broadmindedness is not an option within the
structures of the defensive masculinity practiced by these boys. Difference is perceived
primarily as a threat and tolerance of certain variations within sexual orientation or
ethnicity is not acceptable to the group as a whole. This is also evidenced in the case
studies which influence this work. Willis (1977), Foley (1996), O'Donnell and Sharpe
(2000) and Mac an Ghaill (1994) all show the doggedness with which boys in a school
Setting will cling to their identity as a group, isolating and harassing those who do not
conform to the dominant ideal. The self-policing carried out by the boys in terms of their
oWn masculinities is intense and thorough. Any deviation from the approved script of
Illanliness is pounced on and ridiculed with the perpetrator mocked and chastened.

In On e IncIdence
. .
.
in a class seSSIOn on 'Power', the discussion deve Ioped mto
an
eValuation of the type of power that adults have over young people.
Paul:

Does a teacher have control over a class?

Class:

No! [Shouted.]

Cathal:

It depends on the teacher, sir.

Paul:

Does a teacher have power? [His emphasis.]

Class:

Yes! [Resounding.]

Paul:

What gives them that power? What quality?
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Brendan:

Fear, sir. [Sarcastically.]

Paul:

What are you afraid of?

John:

You'd get into trouble.

Brendan:

They'd tell your parents and you'd be in trouble.

Alex:

Some teachers have no power because they don't know how to use
it, sir.

Paul:

How'd you mean?

Alex:

You've to project an image of power ... to show that you can't be
messed with.

Paul:

So .... [pauses]. What are you afraid of then? Punishment? What
type of punishment?

Class:

[All talking together.] Detention, suspension.

Paul:

But none of you have ever been suspended have you?

Class:

[Meditatively.] No.

Paul:

So it is about control? About a threat if you don't behave? Is there
anyway a teacher can have positive control?

Stephen:

If a teacher takes it easy on you .. .if he respects you, you respect
him.

Paul:

So mutual respect? How does that come about?

Stephen:

Fair play, like.

Brendan:

Leaving you off once or twice.

Kevin:

Depends what you do in class, what kind of relationship you have
th

with the teacher. (24 March 2003).

A.t this point the class dissolves into disorder; the serious discussion which had been
Co .

ntInUing apace is abandoned instantly in a storm of mockery and laughter. Their
derisi

On

.

IS

all focused on the fact that Kevin, once again, has stepped outside the

bOUndaries, this time by using the words relationship and teacher in the same sentence.

The bo

.
Ys Instantly pounce upon the possible although barely perceptible homosexual
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COnnotations and immediately invoke their own code of censure. Kevin is clearly very
embarrassed and Paul is once again forced to remind the class of the EM ground rules to
which they were unenthusiastic subscribers. It takes several minutes for the boys to settle
dOwn again and when they do their interest in the topic has once again evolved into the
far more diverting pastime of mocking Kevin. Moments such as this where Paul is forced
by the boys' behaviour to rebuke them or to show disapproval has a totally contradictory
effect Upon them. The fact that Paul is perceived as coming to Kevin's aid simply
reinforces his position as a traitor and an 'ear'ole' and in turn reinforces the rightness of
the behaviour of the rest of the class. Because Kevin is, in their view, bringing it upon
himself by being a 'suck' the boys feel that they are merely rebalancing the scales by
mOcking and teasing him. The adult intervention in their 'justice system' merely
reinforces the perception of 'rightness' among the group, whereby Kevin's weakness, if
not commented upon and therefore erased, will otherwise be understood to be applicable
to all of them.

Personal Freedom, Power and Youthful Masculinity
This adult position of disapproval qua moral superiority produces in the students a desire

to

SU

bVert that logic and there are countless such acts of subversion by the boys

throu gh out

the school day. Most of these are small and may appear to be petty and

meaningless and often seem to be irritating purely for the sake of it. Yet, acts such as
Sitting SI'deways in a eat until told to sit properly, weanng
.
.. t : : 'mcorrectIy,
th e Ull1l0rm
adding banned articles of clothing or riding bicycles up to the door of the bike shed are
necessary if the boys are to maintain the integrity of their own masculinity.23 The

219

Constant stream of remonstration from teachers is part of the maintenance of their
Positions of authority, as opposed to signifying a classroom which is out of control, as I
had first assumed. Even a teacher such as Paul, who clearly has both the authority over
and the respect of the students in his class, keeps up a running commentary of
admonition.

As he moves around the class directing discussions, he seamlessly integrates warnings
and cautionary observations. These are an important part of the student-teacher
relationship and are essential for the smooth running of EM in a classroom setting. Far
from being a student-led initiative as claimed, the programme is fundamentally about
Conflict, negotiation and the remote possibility of compromise between several different
and opposed value systems. The culture of the school and the culture of the boys come
together in an effort to subvert the messages contained within EM. The emphasis on
difference, diversity, and change is at odds with the type of masculine identity preferred
by boys' schools and by the boys themselves. The gulf between what the programme
advOcates and what exists is almost unbridgeable. At times the boys do, as seen, engage
seriously with the material and topics but for the most part they are confused or otherwise
at a loss to understand what they see as a baseless attack on them in particular and on
th .
elf totally 'normal' way of life. An excellent example of this in relation to the
affirrnat'Ion of the values and belief systems of the boys IS
. seen III
. d"ISCUSSlOns centre d on
the t

.

. '

°PIC of personal freedom. The dominant attItude of the boys IS generally, as noted,

one of defence. Everything is reduced to a question of power and their unarticulated
POwerlessness as young male subjects. This is demonstrated most clearly through their
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Constant return to the use of and understanding of the word 'trouble'. Everything comes
back to trouble for them: getting into trouble, getting out of trouble, causing trouble,
avoiding trouble, looking for trouble and being punished, rightly or wrongly for it. The
toughness and bravado that emerges in their recounting of experiences is an essential and
fundamental part of their cultural coherence. The defensive attitude is seen at its strongest
and most overt when they are offended by or feel threatened by certain extracts from the

EM: video. In particular they are angered by the presentation of young men as scruffy and
Inarticulate, juxtaposed with polished,

confident and well-dressed girls.

This

defensiveness does, however, emerge in more subtle and interesting ways in the general
class discussions. The symbolic importance of traditional masculinity cannot be
Underestimated and it is by not acknowledging, appealing to or addressing that side of
their identity that EM (as will be addressed in full in chapter five) loses its audience at
key moments. While there are obvious problems with an overly or hyper-masculine
identity such as excessive violence, criminal activity, sexism and a certain lack of fear or
gOod sense, it is an important part of identity formation for the young Irish male. Clearly

EM: does not wish to encourage or legitimise this type of masculine identity by allowing
the focus to shift away from a concentration on the negative aspects of this form of
lllasculinity. It is also important to note at this point that these boys are not the
testosterone fuelled delinquents which constitute the default characterisation of working
class Irish youth in the media (Devlin 2006). Their culture, as will be seen in chapter
fOur, is part of the mainstream. Their idols include men such as the former Irish footballer
y

Ro l(eane (see Figure 3.06), who was previously discussed in chapter two. Keane was
t~t

e ed for his willingness to throw himself into fights on the pitch and off and for his

221

refusal to be told what to do in any situation, yet he is still predominantly regarded as a
national hero. 24

Figure 3.06: Graffiti referring to Roy Keane photographed by a student at HiUside.

I(eane is celebrated by the boys for, to use the particularly Irish phrase which can be both
laUdatory and derogatory, his eagerness to 'play the hard man'. However, he is equally
admired for his perceived qualities (especially during the 2002 World Cup) of
Intransigence, fierce loyalty and pride, all characteristics highly valued by the boys. Other
rOle models (some of which I have noted above) include motorbike racers, action heroes,
television anti-heroes or villains such as the ruthless mafia characters in the American
cable TV series 'The Sopranos', American rap musicians such as Eminem and 50 Cent
and characters from video games such as Grand Theft Auto.

A.II of these characters, both actual and fictional, as will be seen in chapter four, represent
total freedom. They all exist in almost exclusively male worlds (such as Mafias, football
teams, motor racing teams, bands, rap groups and prisons), free from female disapproval
and criticism. These are both, it is interesting to note, characterised by the boys as
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feminine traits, regardless of the gender of the disapproving party. In sharp contrast to
themselves, the characters the boys admire have agency and power. Any women who
feature in these texts are generally there to provide sexual services or domestic comforts.
This contentious form of masculinity is, however, simply a fiction or an aspiration. It is
temporary and unreal, but these facts in no way diminish its attraction. The boys are
aWare of the consequences which occur in response to unrealistic behaviour such as
excessive violence or complete refusal to abide by rules. The situation in which they find
themselves, whereby they are subject to the rules of home and school, bound to appear
every day at the appointed hour in the correct attire, nominally forbidden to drink alcohol,
smoke cigarettes or drive is a frustrating one. They are old enough to work, and the
majority of them have after school jobs and many of them have familial responsibilities
to parents and siblings that other young men of their age may not have. The boys are
trapped in a no-man's land between childhood and adulthood. Highlighting this limbo is
the tone taken by EM. It attempts to appeal to the 'adult' within the boys by stressing
responsibility for the sake of good citizenship and other (in the boys' opinion) heartfelt
Itrelev

.
.
.
ancles and thereby censures the behaviour that develops out of a frustratIOn WIth

the boys' lack of status or power in everyday life. This frustration can be channelled into
.. wh erem
. th e b oys crea te th'
alternative constructs of citizenship or commumty
. spmt,
elr
oWn standards of behaviour and acceptability as well as their own system of
advancem

.
.. 1 1
ent, conferring status and power within the group. ThIS process IS partlcu ar y

attractive t

.
. db
h
o and Important for the Hillside boys as they are not only restrlcte y yout

bUt also by th elr
. SOCla
. 1 an d economIC
. c1ass posltlOnmg.
..,
F or examp1e C 0 h en (1955)'m

Delin

quem Boys: The Culture of the Gang discusses the concept of a 'delinquent'
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SUbculture in which young working class boys and men or 'corner boys', disengage from
the norms and values of mainstream society because they find that they cannot achieve
status or advancement in that system, stacked as it is against them. Instead they construct
their own yardstick or standard by which to measure social and personal success and thus
reject the middle class value system that has both denied them entry and graded them as
inferior (1955: 121).

In her co-edited collection Young People, Leisure and Place (2004), Australian social
theorist, Margaret Robertson explores the issues facing young people in urban life in
terms of personal geographies and the use of space. As part of her discussion of the local
community, she uncovers the frustration experienced by young people in the West who
cannot afford to buy or to experience all of the commodities which are advertised to them
as signifying social success. (2004: 41). That is part of the frustration experienced by the
B.illside boys but it goes far beyond simply that desire for material goods. As will be seen
In chapter four, the Hillside boys already have a huge investment, both emotionally and
financially, in entertainment media such as games consoles and audio visual equipment.
Th'
.
elr dIssatisfaction comes primarily, I would argue, from an ongoing feeling of
POWerlessness linked to an uncertainty about the world after school. Because the
traditional path of getting good work in the locality and settling down in an established
community that existed for previous generations is gone, the boys are facing an uncertain
future. Once they leave school, in order to establish their claim to a socially valid adult
masculinity they will have to negotiate a new way of doing so. They find themselves in
mUch th

e same predicament as Nayak's (2003) subjects. In the vacuum left by the
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destruction of the traditional way of life in a Northern England town, formally a centre
for shipbuilding and other heavy industries, these young men 'the Real Geordies' find
themselves clinging to tactics and values that are almost identical to those of the Hillside
boys (2003: 310-12).

Class Four: 'The Freedom to Be the Same'

25

The desire of the boys to have a sense of power over their own lives becomes more and
more evident as the classes move on. Their frustration at being permanently confined by
the rules of home, school and work contributes largely to their defensive attitude and the
ensuing reduction of situations and conversations to a context within which they have
either Won or lost. It also relates to what is perceived and presented by the media as the
active/potential delinquency of young working class men. 26 This generally takes the form
of inspection of the behaviour of young men outside of school, home and work wherein
dUe to a lack of facilities and a lack of engagement they simply hang around their housing
. town ,.Just messmg
. , .27 Th ere IS
. a
estates act'lve Iy 'd'
omg noth'mg' or h ang around m
feeling

. .
.
among the boys that everyday lIfe IS a battleground on whIch they must constantly

prove themselves to their peers by fulfilling the group requirements for acceptance and
Il1embership while keeping within the boundaries set by the adults in charge. The young
people interviewed in Devlin's study echo the Hillside boys in both attitude and
recoUnted experience; they feel their lives to be more complicated than those of young
PeoPle in the past and feel adults have little understanding of them and of their needs.

Respond'lllg to the questions the participants commented that:
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You need a lot of money these days like. Like if you see someone wearing good
clothes you're gonna want the same. So you don't feel left out... (Devlin 2006:
22).

...All of us get tarred with the same brush. You're a teenager, you hang around in
a group, you must be a vandal (ibid).

Negotiating the space between what is defined as acceptable behaviour by the peer group
and what is seen as appropriate by the teacher highlights a range of subject positions with
the class 'swot' at one extreme and the class clown at the other. For example, at Hillside,
the class 'swots' Kevin, in one group, and Tim in the other, are this school's versions of
Willis's 'lad's' 'ear'ole'. Neither boy participates in general class disruption. Both
respond only to direct questions and neither laughs at the clowning of the boys around
him. Both answer seriously when addressed by Paul and pay attention more or less the
whole time. Neither tests the limits of speech or behaviour and so each one stays firmly in
the good books as far as the teacher is concerned but is viewed as a traitor and a 'suck' by
his classmates. Brendan, as the class comedian, is at the opposite end of the scale. He is
appreciated by the boys as a source of amusement and is the acknowledged leader in most
d'

1scussions. Yet, occasionally, when he takes it too far, he risks getting them all

ID

trouble and so is temporarily disassociated from the group. This is generally done by the
rest of the class turning their gaze from him and not engaging with him until the danger
has passed.

The s tti
e ng of boundaries through rules and shows of authority are a major part of the
School day and underlying this is the continuous testing of and shifting of those bounds of
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acceptable behaviour in the context of different classes and teachers. Behaviour that is
acceptable in the EM classroom would not be tolerated in science or history class.
Talking back to one teacher would not be tolerated by another and forgetting your
homework in one class can be taken a lot more seriously than in another. Aggression that
translates into enthusiasm and dedication on the playing pitches is seen as dangerous and
understood in the corridors as bullying. 28 The students are highly sensitive to minute
changes in tone and body language amongst both their peers and their teachers and are
Continually aware of what they can get away with at anyone time. The boys' sensitivity
to the people around them is based on those peoples' perception of their status and
behaViour at that time. This responsiveness is based on a constant awareness of the status
of the self and the need to maintain that status in the eyes of the group. EM had set out to
prOmote a more altruistic sensitivity based on the needs and feelings of other people but
SUch is the high potential for embarrassment and the subsequent belittling at the hands of
the class that the majority of boys focus only on remaining 'cool' in front of their friends.
Standing up for those who are different or supporting an unpopular viewpoint is therefore
not an option.

The importance of acceptance by the group is seen clearly in a lesson entitled 'The
Freedom to Be' (4 th November 2002). As stated in the objects, the aim of this session is
'that

tu

s dents may explore the Key Question: what personal freedoms do we, as

Ind· .
IVlduals, need in order to develop emotionally?' (EM 2000: 23). The student materials
fOr th·
.
IS seSSIon include a cartoon and a list of freedoms (see figures 3.07 a-b). The
teaChers' notes suggest that the class be divided into small groups in order to discuss the
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cartoon amongst themselves and then report back to the rest of the class. Paul adapts the
methodology here and gives each boy a copy of the cartoon and tells the class to look at it
individually and quietly themselves. After a few minutes, he asks them to 'read' the
cartoon or, in other words, to tell him what is happening in it. Having waited for an
unprompted answer, Paul points at Brendan and demands that he 'Tell us'. Once Brendan
starts to speak the other boys all start to speak at once and the general consensus is that
One pigeon is a 'loser'. It is obvious that the boys are not all that interested in the cartoon
and only perk up again when Paul goes into the meaning of the words used and the puns
Involved. Asking what 'flocking' means to birds and what the human equivalent is
provokes much laughter. Paul ignores this and goes onto ask what the birds are doing in
human terms.

The boys have decided to read 'don't nobody flock with us' as 'don't nobody fuck with
us' and sensing an opportunity for diversion, some of the boys claim not to understand
the cartoon, and try to get Paul to say 'fuck with us'. After a stand-off of a few minutes,
when Paul asks them again what the pigeons mean by saying 'don't nobody flock with
us,' Alex announces in an extremely bored voice, 'They are telling him not to fuck with
them sir. ,29 B
'
'd
' h'IS h and up,
expressIOn
an puttmg
ren d
an 'Imme d'late Iy assumes a pIOUS
(the first time I saw any student do so), he says in a faux-shocked voice, 'Sir he said

'fuck"

.

H . .

e IS Ignored by Paul but congratulated by the rest of the class through an

OUtburst of near hysterical laughter. Having spoken with the boys in the hallways and
ha .
VIng listened to them talk amongst themselves in conversations littered with a selection

of

sWearwords including 'fuck', 'shit', 'cunt' and a wide array of others, this becomes a
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further example of the naivete of some sections of the EM material. The childish nature
of the cartoon is irritating enough, judging from the expressions of the boys and the fact
that the two boys in my eye-line have already scribbled all over their copies. The coyness
and poor word play is patronising and lends itself easily to the thorough going over with
which it is greeted.

h

Figure 3.07a-b: Student Material from EM
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Over a hum of boredom-induced muttering and shuffling, Paul pushes ahead with the
cartoon and its relation to 'real life' . He suggests that the lone pigeon is being invited to
join the group but that in so doing he must behave in a certain way. This is obviously to
Suggest to students that the personal freedoms of the pigeon will be limited if he
conforms to the rules of the gang and it is intended that the students will sympathise with
this individual. The boys have decided to read the cartoon in quite a different way. Rather
than seeing it as an invitation to join the gang, the boys see it as the playing out of a threat
Or as a warning to the lone bird. This ever-present defensive mindset emerges strongly on
oCcasions and does so particularly here, when, as suggested unsubtly in the Teacher
notes, Paul asks 'Does this scene remind you of any scene you may have seen or

experienced in the school yard' (EM 2000: 24) This is greeted with laughter by the class
and so he asks, 'Well, would you see it anywhere else?' If none of the boys has seen this
kind of behaviour in school it is well-represented outside in 'the street', 'the park',

,
estates', 'outside the shop' and 'all over town'. The next question for the class, leading
On from their responses, concerns what is going to happen next, or what the gang is going
to do to this pigeon. This provokes a briefly considered and serious discussion among the
boys, with the most likely outcomes being that the gang will:

Alex:

Hit him.

Stephen:

Take his money and stuff. .. or his phone ...

lan:

Beat him up, sir.

Paul:

But how do you know that they won't just let him go on his way?
Alex? Stephen?

Alex:

Because he looks scared.

John:

They have him surrounded.
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Edward:

One is pointing at him and they're all looking at him.

Paul:

Ok, imagine they are human and inside in town. Where abouts is
this happening? Is it day or night? What time? (4 th November
2002).

The boys, who have only had a passing interest in this up to now, have switched off
Completely. It is obvious to them what will happen to the pigeon and where and when this
will occur. Because Paul is looking at them a few boys call out some street names and the
name of a park as possible locations. Paul moves on and asks if they think any of the
pigeons will get into trouble for this. One of the boys points out that if there is a fight,
more people would join in, maybe friends of the lone pigeon, with the most likely result
of this being the arrival of the Gardai. In light of one of the boys' experience with being
arrested, Paul decides to explore further their feelings about the police. He asks, 'Why or
when would the Gardai be interested in you at all?,3o The boys are very interested in this
and they all have the same answer, 'Because you'd be hanging around in gangs ... and
people are afraid of them [gangs]' They feel victimised by the Gardai and the defensive
element of their masculinity once again comes out here as the boys compete to be heard
oVer a stream of stories involving their friends, cousins or brothers being treated, as they
Perceive it, unfairly by the police. The boys vigorously deny any wrongdoing on their
Part and claim they are picked on because of where they come from and how they look
and dress.

Th'
IS

relates directly to a pervasive feeling of grievance amongst the boys. They are

angered by the negatively comparative presentation of young men in the programme
Video (
See figures 3.02 and 3.03) and are able to link this to the way young men are
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talked about in the newspapers and on the television and the radio. In stories of their
experiences it seems they are regarded with suspicion and mistrust outside of school and
home. Because the spaces in which they congregate are public (see figure 3.08 a-d), the
activities in which they engage, however innocent, are regarded as threatening and antiSOl
OCla and the boys themselves are regarded as delinquents.

The photographs featured both here and throughout the research, offer clues to the
problems facing the boys in their local communities. These same problems are also
reflected in the comment below from one of the participants in Devlin's focus groups:

Everybody stares at you, there's no where to go like. As adults, they can go to the
pub, they've more things to do with their time. We haven't. That's why, there's
nothing really for us to do, nothing else to do but drink. We're just knocking
about and you can see us more, we're just kids. We don't have no where to go.
Adults can hide but we can't. Whatever we want to do we have to do it outside
(2006: 22).

The lack of money means that they will often congregate to just hang around or to drink
alcohol outside, in parks, playing fields, playgrounds and street corners rather than go to
the pub. Their unwillingness to take part in adult organised activities means they prefer to
'do nothing' rather than be supervised in an activity, or will simply retreat alone to the
sanctuary of their bedrooms and their media-based popular culture. Outside of the home,
th .
elr hangouts are public spaces where all activities, however harmless, come under the

scrur

my of other 'more legitimate' users of these spaces.
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Figure 3.08 a-d: 'Hanging out' spots as photographed by Hillside students.

Class Five: Crime and Punishment
The boys' attitude to crime is complex. They are eager to deny any active involvement in
actiVities such as fights or vandalism but they do not condemn it. They are proud of their
Underage drinking and smoking and the fact that they can get into over-18 pubs at
Weekends. They work after school for their money like adults and they expect to be able
to spend it on adult pastimes. The reaction of Paul to the behaviour of the students outside
of his classroom is crucial. It is clear from his comments that he disapproves of whatever
behaViour may bring them to the attention of the Gardai. He does not condemn them but
does not condone their behaviour either. In this class Paul spots an opportunity to raise
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Some questions about vandalism and petty crimes and their impact on the community.
The conversation which follows below was sparked by a conversation among several
boys about throwing water balloons and stones at buses on Hallowe' en night.

Paul attempts to have the boys think about the impact of actions like this on the rest of the
community by asking the boys what should be done about the problem. One boy suggests
that the buses shouldn't run on Hallowe'en night. Several agree with him saying, it is
stupid as they will 'only definitely have stuff aimed at them'. Paul asks the boys to think
about the people who will be inconvenienced by the cancellation of bus services because
of behaviour like this and is gratified to have at least half the class agree with him that it
IS '

tu .
s pld' and 'done by young fellas who don't know [any better]'. However, this

conversation is derailed by Brendan and an accomplice, Alex, who announce loudly that
it is fun and that they do it every year. Brendan mimes throwing something at Paul's back
(he has turned around and is walking towards the front of the class) with a look of
Comical false concentration on his face. This provokes much laughter and diverts
attention away from the fact that Hallowe'en is becoming increasingly problematic for
local communities, both urban and rural. It is now a holiday typically associated with
large bonfires which draw large congregations of youths and involves excessive alcohol
consUmption and varying degrees of violence. Paul rejoins the conversation, attempting
to direct it away from Brendan' s mimed throwing by walking down the room and settling

by the back desks, before asking the class in general, 'what other fun could you have on
liall ow e ' en mght?'
.
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Stephen:

Get drunk.

Brendan:

Egg houses.

Stephen:

Egg people.

Ian:

Egg cars.

Liam:

Stay in and watch football.

Paul:

What are we celebrating on Hallowe'en?

Class:

Sweets and drink.

Paul:

It's the spirits of the dead.

Ian:

The spirits of vodka, sir. (4 th November 2002).

As time is running out for this class, Paul brings it back to the cartoon by picking up a
COpy, unfortunately one that is scribbled upon all over, from a desk as he walks past it.
Be asks what freedom the pigeon has, answering himself and saying 'he can flyaway'.
Be then asks what freedoms do they all have in their lives? He suggests that they have
some freedom in that they have the freedom to choose in certain situations. Paul points
Out the limitations to the boys' freedom that are a direct result of their age but stops short
of discussing, in the classroom, limitations that are a direct result of their social and
economic positioning and that of their parents. In the class he sticks to restrictions on
them because of their youth. For example, the boys have to live at home, they have to
Wear a school uniform and their hair short, so they do not have the freedom to choose the
\\Ta'

.

y 10 WhICh they live, dress or look. He then asks them to think about freedom for the

next day, to think about the ways in which they are restricted in their choice of friends,
cloth

es, places they go and things they do.
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Class Six: Limitations and Restrictions
The next class begins with a return to the topic of personal freedom. This is a difficult
concept for the boys, as for them freedom is broadly understood and articulated through
any challenge to their behaviour or self. This defensive attitude or stance is seen clearly
in their reactions to the questions posed in this session. They understand the notion of
'being free to be your own person' very differently to the way in which the programme
and the teacher would like them to. For example, in response to Paul's questioning about
th .
e ISsue, they are unable to get beyond the idea that personal freedom means absolute
freedom to please the self at all times. Paul asks:

Which freedom is the most important? Is it the freedom to be your own person?
Why?
To wh'Ich the boys respond:

If you don't stand up for yourself, nobody will.
If you aren't looking out for yourself no one else will be doing it for you.
So people aren't always telling you what to do all the time like...
th

(11 November 2002).

While this programme section is clearly designed to make students think about the way
they behave with their friends and to create an awareness of peer pressure, the boys cling
to the characterisation of any challenge to their freedom as coming always from an adult
sOUrce. They are obviously aware of and familiar with the concept of peer pressure. It
Seems that to admit to be affected by it, or fall victim to it, is taboo. Further contributing
to the problem is the confrontational nature of their interactions with adults. These
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generally seem to consist of adult direction and censure and adolescent compliance or
disobedience. The boys do not understand the limiting of personal freedoms as emanating
from their friends, but characterise any limitations imposed on them as an adult challenge
to their independence and agency.

Throughout this class Paul tries hard to get the boys away from the ideas that freedom
means always being able to do what you want and that any limitations to - or
In

.

ampulations of - your freedom or independence come from adults, as opposed to the

peer group. He also works hard to challenge the notion that freedom amounts to the total
Control of the self, and by implication, others. Rejecting this, the boys keep coming back
to the Conclusion that the most important freedom is the freedom to be your own person
because it means being able to do what you want. Sensing that

th~ ~o;s are intractable on

this point and as the mood begins to sour in accordance with their stubbornness, Paul tries
another tack. He challenges their basic belief that once they are 'grown up' they will have
absolute freedom, announcing 'You will never have the freedom to do what you like all
of the time. Why?' Shouted from the back of the class comes the only answer 'Because
You'11 get arrested, sir'. This provokes much laughter and lightens the atmosphere,
a110 wi p
. .
.
.
ng aul to wrap up the seSSIOn by askmg the boys to thmk beyond the chOIces they
lllake or have made for them and to focus on the consequences and other choices that
fOllow. He explains his point, finishing the class here:

You have the ultimate choice not to wear the [school] uniform on anyone day,
but the freedom to make that choice is restricted by consequences, so the freedom
to be your elf is restricted (11 th

ovember 2002).
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Who is Man Enough?

The Hillside boys are very aware that there are other ways of thinking and other ways of
being a man. They are, however, unconvinced that any of those other ways are socially
valid or acceptable in their contextualising of what constitutes 'man enough'. The work a
Inan does or the job he has, his appearance and physicality, his family status and his
status within the peer group and the wider community are all, for the boys, essential
elements of a masculine identity. This is well understood by the production companies
and editors who cater to boys' popular culture interests and who provide them with
characters who check the correct boxes at different stages of their lives and who inspire
envy and respect, and thus consumer or viewer loyalty. Chapter four moves out of the
_ classroom into the wider communities inhabited by the Hillside boys in order to explore
and to address this relationship. Communities explored outside of the school include
lIillside's local community and the local environment in which the boys have grown up
as Well as the more ephemeral taste communities that they inhabit over different lengths
of l'
lIne and levels of intensity. The effect of the local on the global forms of popular
CUlture consumed by the boys results in a geo-specific youth subculture complete with
dress COdes, slang and other linguistic codes which are broadly similar to those of other
YOUth SUbCUltures but are tied directly to local place and time. Chapter four then directs
the dis

.
.
cUSSlon contained here away from the correlations between the officIal or formal

cUltur f
.
.
e 0 the school and the masculinity of the students and mto the matenal cultures of
the boys as P
t 'lse d'm th'
.
.
rac
elr Ielsure
tIme.
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otes

See also Rannan, et al. (1996); Smyth (1999). Mac an Ghaill (1994). Rannan et al and
Smyth both explore questions which arise about gender and curriculum and class and
curriculum, focusing primarily on the difficulties associated with girls in co-educational
school environments and traditional 'boy' subjects such as higher maths, physics or
vocational subjects like metal-work or wood-work or mechanical drawing. They also
discuss the problems of the narrow curricula of typical boys' single-sex schools. Mac an
Ghaill looks at the way in which boys' schools use gendered subjects as a way of
sustaining their gender regimes.

2

See also Collins (1994) for her discussion of the place of popular culture m the
classroom.

3

In actuality the television watched by the boys is in general quite low in drug references.
However, because they, as will be discussed in chapter four, mostly play video games and
watch films which have an '18 Certificate', and are thus designed for adults they are
encountering themes and content intended for a different audience. Storylines and plots
often include drugs - both sale and supply of, as well as the use of various substances extreme violence and strong sexual references.

4

This is the focus of chapter five where a different approach to the maligned youth culture
of boys is explored.

5

See Nayak (2003) and Pilkington and Johnson (2003). Both articles discuss the study of a
global youth culture in the localised context of geographical and class based adaptations
made by young people.

6

See Mac an Ghaill, Ranafm, Conway et al who state:
We recommend that the video be updated. Its production values could be
enhanced and certain sections elaborated in light of the ongoing revision of the

programme (2002: 224).
See also (Mac an Ghaill et al: 2002: 58; 65; 116; 223) for further comments on the

7

programme video and its reception and use in the classroom.
The seven themes are: Starting Out; Men Working; Men and Power; Relationships,
Health and Sexuality; Violence against Women, Men and Children; Men and Sport and
Wrapping it Up (EM 2000: IX).
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8

This discussion of sexism is particularly relevant to the lives of these boys and it is vital
to understand their particular 'sexism' in its social and personal context. Understanding
the way in which these boys express a very traditional sexist ideology is best achieved in
terms of Connell' s discussion of men and sexism. Connell highlights the position of men
and boys who do not now, and possibly never will, experience the patriarchal privilege as
it exists for men at the upper end of society, but who, as he strongly asserts, still have an
interest in the maintaining or attempt at maintaining the gender imbalance or status quo
(2000: 21-22). The Hillside boys are, in terms of the local economy and environment,
currently at more of a disadvantage than their female counterparts in relation to
employment. Young women are preferred and are more likely to work in the everexpanding service industry and are more likely to find work in light industry. The
traditional destinations of these boys of heavy industry, labouring, or trades are by no
means as available as they once were. They are aware, as recounted in class, that at this
age their girlfriends are more employable and are more likely to get jobs that pay slightly
better, as Owen states, 'my girlfriend makes more money than I do, and I have two jobs'
th

(9 December 2002).
9

Chapter five looks in more detail at a series of classes with the boys in which they react
and respond to the programme materials in a variety of different ways. Their reactions are
documented and placed in the context of their broader culture and the reasoning behind
the methodologies employed by the EM materials.

10

There are many problems and issues beyond this with the video; however, the boys are
able to use it effectively to demonstrate their dissatisfaction with the portrayal of young
men throughout the programme materials.

11

This is perhaps to do with the fact that the boys are unsure as to what exactly they want
to, or will be able to do once they leave school. It is in the face of such insecurity, which
Springs from broader international and national economic and industrial changes
Impacting upon the local it is easier to negotiate uncertainty and find confidence in
knowing what you won't do. Thus the boys are very vocal and assured of their blacklist

12
13

ofjobs or career in the absence of a selection of viable roles.
See McLaren (1999: 160-164) for his discussion of the importance of the class clown.
Often a dissenting or rude voice will emanate from a section of the classroom, but it is
difficult to identify who has spoken due to the fact that, as in the case above, the student
feels he may be pushing the tolerance of the teacher a little too far and does not want to
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get into trouble, but at the same time wants the approval of the boys around him. Often
the students will speak out as a group, or several of them will make the same point
together, when this happens they are referred to collectively in field notes as 'Class'.
However if an individual speaks out but cannot be identified he is referred to as
'Student'.

14

See chapter one for a full discussion of the gender breakdown at Hillside.

15

See Connell (2000); Lynch and Lodge (2002); and Mac an Ghaill (1994) for their
discussion of the particular and problematic cultures of many boys schools.

16

Of course, there are exceptions to this lack of interest and support from colleagues and
principals and these are discussed in both the report and the review. Teachers spoken to
by me had a variety of experiences with colleagues and principals. In particular the two
main teachers, at Hillside and Greenfield, had very positive responses from their
principals and from other staff members, particularly those who taught religion, English
and civic studies. However, fitting the profile of the typical EM teacher, both these
individuals are senior staff members, are highly experienced and operate at an
autonomous level. Therefore their isolation in regard to the programme would not
perhaps be as noticeable. They did also experience problems with certain members of
staff with the female teacher at Greenfield in particular recounting, in an interview, how
some male staff or 'machos' as she called them had mocked and laughed at the name and
the programme values:
The name of it - Exploring Masculinities - got an awful lot of ... it got me an
awful lot of slagging ... I had men going 'I'm male' 'I'm masculine' ... I got an
awful time from machos ...

17

This Executive Summary was originally published with the programme in 2000. The
main report although commissioned in 1997, completed and in the possession of the
Department in 2000, was not published until April 2004. See chapter one for a fuller
discussion of the problems this delay led to as well as an exploration of the possible
reasoning behind it.

18

This refers to the terminology used by the young men in Willis's study. They refer to the
boys in their classes who conform to the school rules and study hard as 'ear' oles'. They
regard these individuals as traitors due to their alignment with the teachers and their
desire to study and achieve white-collar positions when they leave school. The love of
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studying and the implied aversion to physical labour makes them different in the eyes of
the dominant social group that is the 'lads' and marks them out as 'sissy' or effeminate.
19

Academic ability and enthusiasm is regarded as and equated with a negative femininity
amongst the boys at Hillside in much the same way as the Australian working class
infonnants in Connell' s research. The 'ear' oles', 'swots', 'Cyrils' or Hillside 'sucks' are
at the very bottom of the schoolboy masculinity hierarchy, regarded by their peers as
overly feminine and as not reaching the physical or social standard of the peer judged
'real man'. This primacy of toughness and physicality is not the same at all boys schools,
although there is an interesting dichotomy at work/play in Irelands' middle and upper
middle class fee-paying schools between the drive for university acceptance and the
massive importance attached to schoolboy rugby, wherein training and matchplay is
prioritised over all else.

20

For more on the understanding of the school as a 'masculinizing' institution see chapter
one here, and also Connell (1995: 28-30; 66); Mac an Ghaill (1994: 40-51); O'Donnell
and Sharpe (2000 14-24).

21

See chapter two for a fuller discussion about 'volunteering' and 'volunteers' in the
classroom.

22

See Prosser and Schwartz (1998) and Ziller (1990) for further discussion on the various
Uses of photography within the research process.

23

See McLaren (1999) for his discussion of student methods of resistance and his listing of
the most common incidences observed. He writes:
The most common instances of resistance were: leaning back on chairs so that
students nearly fell over (and often did); knocking each other on the backs of the
knees and other fonns of 'masculine' jostling; leaning over the desk and talking
to other students; lollingly sitting at your desk and looking around the room with
a bored expression; insurrectionary posing such as thrusting out the chin and
scowling at the teacher; being in a restricted space without pennission (such as a
hallway or a washroom) during a classroom lesson or activity; obeying a
teacher's command but performing the required task in slow motion (symbolic
stalling); 'horsing around' or fighting in class and wearing 'intimidating' clothing

24

(McLaren 1999: 149-150).
See chapter two for a fuller discussion of Roy Keane and the importance the boys attach
to him in particular and chapter four for a further discussion of the importance attached to

242

footballers in general. Also here - the problem of generalised and sweepingly negative
portrayals of working class boys has been discussed in the preceding chapters and is
something which will be returned to both in chapter five with specific reference to the
pamcked discourse which surrounds 'boy culture' and the associated artefacts.

25

Although referred to as two separate sessions, class four and class five actually took place
in the same session. There is however a distinct shift between the two parts of that session
and as such they have been labelled as separate entities.

26

This, and the point which follows below, is extremely interesting and important in terms
of the possible introduction, to Ireland, of ASBO's which originated in the UK under the
current Labour government and whose value and use has been widely questioned.
Opponents argue that ASBO's, which can be applied to young people as young as ten
simply criminalise already marginalised youth for their engagement in non criminal
'nuisance' behaviour. Hearsay evidence is admissible in court and the breach of an
ASBO allows for criminal proceedings to proceed in the absence of any actual criminal
activity (other than the breaching of the order) having taken place. Supporters of the
orders argue that ASBO's are effective in forcing young people to think about their
actions and that they have had a positive effect on petty crimes such as vandalism,
graffiti, nuisance drinking and large congregations of youths in public places. See also
Devlin:

In short, Irish news stories tend in the vast majority of cases to portray young
people either as being a problem or as having problems, which is obviously a
stereotypical representation (and one ... of which young people themselves are
acutely aware). A comparison of the news reports with a sample of feature items,
and of tabloid with broadsheet newspapers, found that the overall pattern of
representation was consistent. (Devlin 2006: 65). [Italics in original].

27

This particular problem (and its wider context) of large groups of youths hanging out in
public places is discussed in more depth in chapter four. See also Devlin (2006: 22-7).

28

This is one of the problems identified by the report of EM (Gleeson et al 2000: 135-138)
as being endemic to boy's schools. The potential for mixed messages about masculinity
and appropriate male behaviour is there in all schools and is heightened by a
Controversial programme such as this where extensive debate has not resolved many of
the differences of opinion and understandings of masculinity allowing for a certain
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amount of confusion among teachers and students, some of whom would be unwilling to
take on board the message of EM.

29

Arguably, the pigeons mean that the lone pigeon cannotj7ock with them in the sense that
he cannot hang out with them as much as they mean he cannotluck with them. However,
the boys have so little interest in the, to their eyes, childish cartoon that the only thing
holding their attention at this point is trying to make their teacher say 'fuck'.
Interestingly, Mac an Ghaill et al (2000) question why some students regard the
programme as patronising and as more suitable for primary school classes: 'It is unclear
why some students may have viewed some of the teaching methodologies and activities
in EM as childish' (165). The neglect of boys' culture, interests, class and belief systems
by the programme and subsequently by its review and report means that there is little
understanding of what is required to engage with adolescent boys especially on topics
such as those contained in the programme which are totally 'uncool'.

30

See chapter two for the boys' retelling of an encounter with the Gardai.
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Chapter Four
Life on the Margins Culture, Consumption and Commodities

Figure 4.01: Boy Toy?

kes ervo Irs
'
.
.
' 0f
Meamng
and I1JustratlOns
of the UnsaId
'There a
'
re two predommant
approache to the study of youth and youth cu Iture: th e filrst
eXplore a conceptual ver ion of 'youth' and the youth experience at a macro/global level
wh'l1 e the econd take

maller more locali ed groups of young people at face value and

attempts to understand their experiences through their own specific references and their
OWn constructed communities of meaning (Nayak 2003: 306). In this chapter my focus is
mainly directed towards the latter approach. I situate the Hillside boys in relation to their
Immediate local community and background while making reference to their broader
Context, especially with relation to the more generalised classifications of youth and
nationality, race and social class. I explore their lives and culture both in terms of the
micro/local level of the visible communities of their school, their neighbourhood, their
special interests and wider peer groups as well as the more broadly applicable and generic
communities of gender, age, ethnicity and social class which serve to distinguish and
classify the boys at a macro/global level. The small scale and intensive nature of the casestudy work allows me a familiarity with the boys' lives and their local community,
enabling a better understanding of the ways they have chosen to express their identities
through their media use, culture and consumption patterns. It also allows me to question
these choices with an awareness of the local environment and the structural class-based
limitations that impose themselves on the lives of these boys, directing their choices and
tnanipulating their futures even at this relatively early stage.

Shifting attention away from what happens in the classroom to what occupIes
. th e b oys ill
.
their f r ·
.
f
ee tIme' the mam focu in thi chapter is, therefore, centred on the processes 0
.
identity ~
10rmatlOn via popular culture con umption amongst the Hillside boys. The
Central importance of the p er group and its acceptance or validation of individual
life tyle
Intere t

and per ona i

I argue, one of the primary motivators behind their cultural
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246

representative selection of the cultural artefacts that are desired, purchased and used by
the boys as a primary part of that process is integrated into a wider discussion of the
actual conditions of their regular, daily existence. Their lifestyle is explored in terms of
the social props and commodities that act as markers of identity, separating them from
other groups while, simultaneously, visibly underpinning their loyalties to place, class
and peer group. The boys describe and explain their lifestyle anecdotally, referring to and
referencing themselves through the television shows they watch and the music they listen
to. They also display their interests and allegiances through graffiti on their school bags
and books. Their consumption practices are alluded to in terms of the clothing labels they
like and the magazines, CDs, DVDs and computer games they buy. My main interest in
exploring the purchases the boys make and the media with which they engage is centred
On the question of what is interesting and appealing to them. Why are they interested in
certain media and not in others, what speaks to them and reflects their interests in ways
that they find significant or enjoyable? Looking beyond notions of significance or
Pleasure, I also address the essential question of what it is that has shaped those tastes or
Interests through a focus on social class.

Skeggs (2004) explores how class as a social category has disappeared as a consideration
In today's supposedly meritocratic society. She argues that we have 'entered a time when
speaking of class is not acceptable (even distasteful)' and, as a result, social
classifications have re-emerged in terms of cultural criticisms (ibid: 46). We no longer
Overtly talk about people in terms of their being 'working class' or 'middle class' and
there is a commonplace refutation of the existence of ingrained structural inequities.

247

Definitions and decisions about social classifications of people are still made but they are
couched in cultural terms and hidden or glossed over by references to a supposed
meritocracy in which everyone can equally take their chances. Under this rubric the
majority of poor people are understood to be poor because they embody a culture of
laZiness, failure, or a lack of marketable talent. This is in direct contrast to the perceived
'hard working' minority of publicly visible people who have pulled themselves out of
POverty, usually to fabulous riches and fame. Particularly insidious according to Skeggs,
and as previously discussed, is the return of this 'culture of poverty' discourse which
focuses attention on the cultural failings of working class (although they are no longer
defined in these terms) people, rather than deep-seated structural inequalities which
prevent subjects from accessing the same opportunities across the board (2004: 87-88).

Reflecting this awareness, my research incorporates a socio-economic analysis of the
choices the boys make in the marketplace, focusing on the ways they pass their time
Outside of school. The limitations on and restrictions inherent in these choices are
explored with a strong emphasis on the question of social class and the realities it
Imposes upon the boys. The significant purchases and commodity/media consumption
patterns displayed by the Hillside boys are thus analysed in a contemporary re-evaluation
of the cultural and social aspects of their lifestyles. Their particular local youth culture is
expressed in the classroom and beyond through their relationship with the various
Commodities and mass media products that are introduced across the following sections.
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Exploring this particular youth culture requires an understanding of both the structural
mequalities to which Skeggs refers and the particular manifestations of disadvantage as
they are experienced in this community. As the boys' culture and interests have generally
developed from their environment and immediate experiences, it is essential to reflect as
Wholly as possible the interwoven and interdependent nature of the socio/economic and
the cultural spheres. The decisions made by the boys in terms of what media to engage
With, what subjects to study in school, what music to listen to and what kind of life to
aspire to are not simply their own unhindered personal choices. They are influenced and
directed by their understanding and experience of the world, as it exists both for them and
around them. In 'Ivory Lives' Nayak (2003) addresses this divide by identifying two
main strands in youth culture and subculture research.

The first strand is identified as a traditionally sociological emphasis on the material and
structural dimensions of the lives of young people, with a focus on social class and
transitions to adulthood through experiences of education, training and labour. The
second strand Nayak identifies as slightly divergent; it moves away from what is often a
rather 'bleak' perspective to encompass altogether 'more colourful "cultural" accounts of
Young lives' (2003: 306). This strand takes in the more fragmented aspect of youth
Culture or subculture, exploring how young people use their free time, documenting and
examining their cultural expression and tracking the consumption and enjoyment patterns
of th'

IS

.
partIcular demographic.

ayak, while drawing attention to notable examples of

crossover and integration such as that in the work of Willis and the sociologist Robert
lIollands (1995), identifies as problematic the lack of dialogue between structural
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theorists who focus on transitions and cultural theorists who focus on lifestyles and
identity.] His ethnography is based on a desire to integrate these two approaches in order
to reflect a clearer understanding of the way young people react at a local level to
changes at a national or global level by constructing new subject positions and reevaluating residual or inherited understandings of the self in response to periods of
(global/local) transition that have impacted upon their lives (Nayak 2003: 305-6).

My research reflects this critical interdependency and is founded on an understanding of
its centrality to the development of greater knowledge of both the lifestyles aspired to by
the boys and their particular appeal. As I described in the previous chapter, the Hillside
boys live in an area that has undergone seismic shifts in population both in terms of
expansion and demographic make-up.2 This is a direct result of changes in both the local
economy and sociaVfamily structures. As a result of these changes, the boys are forced to
construct new subject positions on the bones of the older, inherited, roles they might have
eXpected to inhabit. This reordering is essential if they are to make sense of the altered
expectations that are applied to them. Changes are required in the ways they must see and
Understand themselves and their role as young working class white men in a social
structure that undervalues their contribution, both current and potential. The assumed
Inability to handle responsibility results in an actual removal of accountability in terms of
expected welfare dependency, single parenthood and unemployment. Young, white,
Working class men are expected therefore, to be socially and economically unproductive.
They are Surrounded by media characterisations and publIc
. expectatIOns
.
Poverty

d
an unemployment.
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f deVIancy,
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The fact that poverty and educational disadvantage are, to an extent, relative terms in that
they are experienced to differing degrees by different sectors of the community does not
lessen their impact on the community as a whole. 3 While a growing proportion of young
people in the area, and in the feeder primary schools in particular, could be considered to
be experiencing abject poverty, this particular group of boys, in contrast, could be
considered 'privileged.,4 This relative level of privilege is based on the fact that by virtue
of their presence in the classroom they have been able to remain in full-time secondary
edUcation. Figures from 1999 show 10,600 pupils left school before taking their Leaving
Certificate exams (Combat Poverty Agency (CPA) 2003: NP). Within this a significant

25 percent are registered as coming from families located within the 'Unskilled Manual'
socio-economic bracket (ibid: NP). Figures from the same year show a further 2,400
students - or just over three percent of the Junior Cycle cohort - left school with no formal
qualifications i.e., before taking the Junior Certificate exams (ibid: NP).5

EdUcational disadvantage is part of a wider cycle of social marginalisation and is a main
COntributor to intergenerational poverty as young people who leave school early or
Without formal qualifications are effectively cut out of much employment or restricted to
casual and/or low paying work. This type of casual labour offers little or no chance to

b 'I
6
Ul d a career, acquire transferable skills or build long-term employment prospects. Such
work is also increasingly structured around short-term contracts with no benefits, sick
dayS, health or pension plans, However, the benefits of staying on at school are often not
re d'l
a 1 Y apparent to young people in areas experiencing high long-term unemployment

(S '
rnIth 1999:269). It co t them and their families' money in the short-term through the
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associated costs and they do not see evidence of its benefits around them. 7 Consequently,
choices made by the boys in all aspects of their lives are delineated by the actuality of
their surroundings and the material conditions of their existence. Their culture,
COmmodity choices and lifestyles, which are representative of their identities, are tied
directly to their economic and social status and, as a result, any exploration or analysis of
their consumption habits and leisure pursuits must take these elements into account. An
exploration of youth culture that fails to acknowledge the full details of the social class
and environment in which the study is embedded can only contribute to or reflect one part
of a much broader picture. The Hillside boys are, then, relatively advantaged in terms of
access to education. But, to reiterate, this advantage is not unbounded, as the boys, in the
Words of their teacher Paul in chapter two, do not consider third-level education to be an
available option for them. In the 1980s Hillside set out to provide for those students who

,
Would not have any ambition to go onto third-level' (Paul 2002) by shifting curricular
priorities to allow for the study of vocational subjects. Paul explains:
During that time [1980s] ... we introduced subjects like woodwork, mechanical
draWing, which up to then would have been regarded as subjects for vocational
schools ... because we felt that students needed a wider range of subjects ... we
should have probably had a full time music teacher in the early 80s but we opted
for a third woodwork teacher so that gives you an idea of the direction that we
were headed (2002).

Bowever, with youth unemployment amongst early school leavers aged between 18 and
24 standing at 17 percent in 2002, their prospects for finding a 'worthwhile' job or trade
do not look promising (CSO 2002:

p).8 The outlook is even bleaker without the option

of some further Post-Leaving Certificate (PLC) training or a place on a coveted
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apprenticeship scheme. Hillside School, as discussed in chapter one, prepares its students
for their options after school, having taken into account their abilities, interests, family
Position and responsibilities. Within the school curriculum, vocational, social and
personal education have taken on a more prioritised role in response to the needs of the
students the school serves. 9 This reaction on the part of the school board and staff
tOwards servicing the local community follows the Combat Poverty Agency's (CPA)
main recommendations for the reduction of the effects of educational disadvantage. A

epA paper identifies

one of the main factors contributing to this problem as being 'the

failure of the school to reflect and validate the cultural backgrounds and learning styles of
allleamers' (CPA 2003: 3).

Unsurprisingly, the non-consideration of third-level education as an option for the
Hillside boys is reflected in similar schools across the city, county and country. The
PUblication this year of tables showing 'Third Level: Feeder Schools' for each University
and Institute of Technology in the Republic of Ireland shows the depth of the division
between the fee-paying and the public education sector' J 0 It exposes what Labour Party
edUcation spokesperson, Jan O'Sullivan identifies as a 'growing educational apartheid in
seCond level schools ... specifically in relation to facilitating progress to universities'. I J
Most problematic is not merely the financial inability in poorer schools to reduce class
Size, retain top teachers, maintain discipline and provide the range of facilities and
sUPPort to encourage and enable disadvantaged students to achieve college places. What
IS far worse is that this inability is compounded by long established notions of class
norms and traditions which act as ideological constructs and constraints and lead to a
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shared conviction amongst the students themselves that college is not 'for them'. 12
Discounting the option of third level education is not in itself problematic; there are many
other options with vocational training, 'on the job' training and apprenticeship schemes
being especially important and relevant for young people who are not attracted to the
prospect of three or four more years of study. What is problematic is the fact that these
boys reject the possibility of college outright, fulfilling the social expectations of them as
YOung working class men who are uninterested in academics and are destined for a life of
manual or unskilled labour.

Willis asked' ... how and why it is that working class lads come to accept working class
jobs through their own apparent choice' (1977: 185). He suggests this phenomenon is a
form of cultural reproduction by members of the working class that is perpetuated by the
dominant ideologies of class and labour and the real ways these contribute to the fmancial
secUrity and advancement of those in the upper and middle classes. For example, through
the outright rejection of third level education in favour of immediate and generally low
Paid Work or unemployment, the Hillside boys are reproducing and reinforcing their own
class Position.

Th"
IS process of cultural reproduction is often solely understood through the macro
structures of employment, location, educational attainment and financial situation.
lIowever, it is not sufficient to assume that these variables alone will determine the
ch .
OIces that young people make (1977: 172). As Willis points out, we must understand
the w

ay

"

In

which the e macro structures become meaningful in the culture of young

254

people; we must allow them to have influence on attitudes and ways of thinking and thus
understand them as shaping behaviours. Birth place, social class, parental education and
InCome are not in themselves the only determining factors in the lives of the Hillside boys
and their peers. Their life expectations are a reflection of the influence of these larger
structures on their own localised youth cultures. Their cultural association of third level
education with 'ponces' and 'rich people' thus has two dimensions. The fIrst includes the
macro determinants of fInance, opportunity and social disadvantage. The second
dimension is the manner in which these determinants are worked through into the
COllective culture of these young men. Equating college with effeminate wealthy young
men or 'ponces' echoes strongly the relationship constructed by Willis's 'lads' between
White-collar or non-manual work and effeminate or less masculine men. This is part of
the engrained set of class-based 'expectations' which reinforce and bolster class divisions
and disadvantage. The children of the middle classes are expected to go to university, just
as they are expected to have careers. The children of the working classes are, on the other
hand, subject to a different and far more negative set of expectations and hence of future
Prospects.

The key word here is 'expectation'. Working class boys do not have to actually 'achieve
criminality or immorality; they have been positioned and fixed by these values' (Skeggs
20

04: 4). By virtue of being working class boys from a particular area, the belief is that

they will fulfil the stereotypes and continue the cycle of poverty. They are, in short,
almost totally disenfranchised. They are expected to be underemployed if not long-term
Unemployed. As such they are relegated to a position of being a burden on the State, a
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Position which effectively disallows them the possibility of any social contribution. They
are, to refer to Nayak's graphic characterisation of a similar group of young white
Working class men in post-industrial Newcastle, like 'flies in amber' (2003: 309). They
are trapped in State-sponsored delayed adolescence and as such they are' ... outsidersWithin whose transition into the masculine world of work would remain, in many cases,
as if in a perpetual state of deferral' (ibid: 309). The unavailability of traditional markers
of manhood - providing for a family, working full time, etc. mean that other attributes
that can be problematic in excess and that are traditionally understood to signify
masculinity must instead be emphasised. Thus the process of forming or constructing
negatively traditional gender identities or masculinities is related to this widespread
uncertainty and social disadvantage.

Each young man who performs his designated class role as expected, who leaves school
for unemployment or low paid work, who engages in criminal activity or who fathers
children he cannot support, reinforces the fixedness of the category for those boys behind
him. It is the reproduction of a cycle of poverty that is maintained by structural conditions
and that leaves those who try to escape it through, for example, further education, as
'other' in their own communities. The lack of mobility and of opportunity in their lives is
reflected most graphically in terms of the lifestyles that they aspire to. The ever-widening
fiSSures between the lives these boys live, the futures that are available to them and the

a .

SPIrational and fantastical qualities which make up the bulk of their culture is indicative

of the demoralising effects of living a life on the margins. None of the Hillside boys falls
Into the category of the desperately or abjectly poor. However, the fact remains that all
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the boys are currently unable to take full part in a society and social life that, dangled
before them, remains tantalisingly just out of reach.

Choose Life...
The choices the boys make and the preferences they express in terms of music, in
particular, but also film, television, computer games and other media are, in general,
ch '
Olces that are reproduced acro

class and age boundaries amongst different groups of

Young men (Bennett and Kahn-Harris 2004: 10). However, it is the reasons and the
JUstification

for tho e choice

and the Hillside boys' applications of specific

cOlllmoditie a life tyle accoutrement where differences amongst different groups of
Young men m rge. Though young people engage with global culture across class and
social boundarie through tele i ion the Internet and magazines in both online and print
ver io n
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of class rather than racial associations. Rap in particular, due to its subject matter and
predominantly black performers, is regarded both here and in the United States, as being
both produced by and for those in lower socio-economic brackets. Therefore while
middle class teenage boys may like and listen to this type of music, their legitimacy as an
aUdience is contested by those who make what they feel to be a more rightful claim as
fans. Being a legitimate music fan is extremely important and, in this youth culture, it is
almost obligatory to listen to the music of young black American rappers who parade
their working class credentials as much as their hyper-masculinity and gangster-style
moral code of support for their community and in constant opposition to the law. It seems
that although the gulf between the experiences of the black urban working classes in the
Dnited and those of white urban working classes in Ireland is wide, it is easier to bridge
than that between the Hillside boys and their middle class contemporaries. The working
class credentials held by rappers and hip hop performers are played up by record
companies to enhance the sense of danger and the sense of 'gritty reality' which is
perceived as lacking in so called 'college bands' or 'art school' bands like Coldplay or
The Thrills.

A.lthough music, film, television and video gaming cross boundaries of class and age, this
does not in any way imply a similarity or familiarity of experience among separate
groups. In fact, this crossing of class and age boundaries often serves to further the divide
between groups as each group regards the other as incapable of fully understanding the
material and thereby usurping it. 'Ownership' of particular cultural forms is important to
the boys. They feel that they can relate to the lyrics of Eminem or Beenie Man in a more
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authentic manner than their middle or upper class counterparts. Shared class credentials
combine with attitudes developed out of years of oppression and marginalisation to strike
a chord with young white working class boys such that they feel the music is uniquely
theirs to understand (Ging 2005: 45).14 The alignment of experience and knowledge with
these media forms is further evidence of both their centrality to the lives of young people
and to the different ways original media are read or interpreted. The choices young
people make in terms of cultural relevance and expression are then indelibly marked with
their experiences of the world in the local context. Throughout the course of the
fieldwork these choices and the explanations for them have become far more telling and
more informative than I had ever thought possible. The rich reserves of meaning which
are layered throughout the things the boys buy are unspoken utterances or articulations of
both their local allegiances and their wider aspirations.

My research focus

thus extends to a full exploration of the formation of such specifically

gendered and classed identities. The local environments of the home, family, school, peer
group and community provide the basis for the construction of masculine identities that
Will be successful and viable within class norms. However, these identities are, at this
stage, constructed primarily in relation to and for the benefit of their immediate peer
group. The importance placed on breaking the rules and asserting one's power and
strength at this age means that a male identity deemed successful within a peer group is

Co .

nSldered by wider society to be fundamentally pathological, dangerous, destructive,

and basically anti-social. 15 A successful young male working class identity in the eyes of
the peer group is not always viable in the eyes of teachers, parents, academics, or media

259

commentators. The significance attached by the boys to the crossing of adult-defined
boundaries and of 'getting away with' any transgressive act has been discussed in the
previous chapters, primarily chapter two and chapter three. It has been explored in terms
of the bad behaviour displayed and flaunted for laughs in the classroom and in relation to
more covert delinquent activity both inside and outside the confines of the school.
Drinking alcohol, for example, is an integral part of the lives of the Hillside boys, as
apparently it is for most young people across the country. An Irish Times/MRBI Poll in
September 2003 showed that 60 percent of all teenagers aged between 15 and 17 years,

drink alcohol, with a quarter of that number allowed to drink at home. 16 It also showed
that four in ten young people between the ages of 15 and 25 regularly smoke cigarettes,
With an average starting age of just 14 years. 17 There is amongst young people a
'Continuum of acceptability' (McShane 2003: NP) with alcohol, cigarettes and smoking
cannabis or hash being regarded as normal and acceptable behaviour while the use of
cOcaine or heroin is on the outer limits of tolerance (McShane 2003: NP). Somewhere
between these limits are the other 'youth' drugs. These include chiefly ecstasy, or E, a
stimulant powder known as MDMA that is closely linked to the dance music scene, and
speed, the street name for amphetamine. Speed is commonly sold in powder form in
Wraps (small pieces of paper) unlike ecstasy which is generally taken in tablet form.
Ecstasy and speed are still quite closely linked to specific music and clubbing scenes,
While hash smoking is far less regulated in a spatiotemporal sense. Most 'dope' smokers
smoke at home, in their rooms, in friends' houses or outdoors around quiet areas. This
Outdoor smoking is also closely linked to 'bushing', a local term used to describe outdoor
drink'
l11g parties held in parks, sports-grounds, fields, alleyways or on streets, and
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attended by young people who either cannot get into pubs or who wish to save money
and buy their alcohol cheaper in the off-licence or supermarket. The Hillside boys are
familiar with the parlance of the youth drugs listed above and while they stop short of
actually admitting outright in the classroom to any drug use, there is a culture of
awareness and familiarity among them. As discussed in chapter two and chapter three,
they are more than happy to admit to drinking alcohol, usually to excess. The 'hard man'
Culture of an ability to 'hold your drink,' where drinking is undertaken with the sole aim
of getting drunk as quickly as possible, is widespread amongst young people of all social
and economic backgrounds.

Drinking alcohol is by far the most common fo~ of illegal activity among young people,
With over half of all MRBI Poll respondents agreeing with the statement 'I love the buzz
of drinking' (McShane 2003: NP). As discussed in chapter two, hungover students,
Incapable of concentrating or taking full part in their classes, are now common enough to
have become one of the top issues addressed by the secondary teachers union, the ASTI.
Yet, because drinking alcohol is often combined successfully with playing sport and is
indeed openly encouraged and indulged as a part of Ireland's 'sporting culture', it is often
regarded as less dangerou or destructive than other drugs. This is most effectively
demonstrated through the continuing sponsorship of the Gaelic Athletic Association

(GM) by drinks giant Diageo. 18 A pattern has developed over the years in which a
SPOrting organisation which is active in almost every school in Ireland, and which forms
the ethos of many boys' schools, is allowed to advertise alcohol at matches and lends its
name to th e advertIsmg
..
. beverages. A GAA task lorce
~. .
of alcoholIc
commISSIOned to
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address the issue unveiled a plan to combat alcohol abuse following a year of
consultation with health boards and clubs. This task force has called for a total end to
sponsorship by companies with a connection to the alcohol industry. This idea has so far
been rejected by the former president of the association, Sean Kelly. He states:

The easiest thing for me and the GAA to have done last year was to say we won't
renew the Guinness sponsorship, full stop. Everyone, from the highest political
people on down, would have said well done to the GAA. But what difference
would it have made in reality? We were the first organisation to ban smoking
sponsorship and did it make one bit of difference in the overall context? Smoking
increases and we banned it 30 years ago. The exact same would have happened if
we'd just ended drinks sponsorship and done nothing else (O'Brien 2004: NP).19

This ongoing debate about sponsorship is particularly relevant in reference to Hillside
School, which has a long tradition of involvement with, and excellence in, Gaelic games.

w·Ith

such adult encouragement or at least acceptance as displayed through a lack of

Outrage about underage drinking, smoking cigarettes and taking 'softer' drugs becomes
almost required in order to sufficiently demarcate and draw attention to the transgression
of adult norms. Such physical acts of transgression like drinking or smoking are a large
part of teenage life, and are seen to be replicated across class and gender boundaries.
'They are part of a highly visible and extremely common rejection of adult sanctioned
actiVities. A group of drunken teenagers is comparable to a group of teenage Goths or
pUnks. They are easy to spot, classify and identify as 'they wear their difference in the
fo nn of 'semiotic guerrilla warfare' (Stahl 2004: 52-3). Their rebellion is obvious and
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forthright. It is, however, the less visible, less dramatic forms of youth culture that are of
interest to me here.

Figure 4.02: Owen's whiskey and brand of cigarettes as pictured by him.

Determining Local Lifestyles
The lifestyles of the Hillside boys are identifiable in relation to their local area. Outside
of that they are relegated to a mass unindivuated classed identity, a singular many headed
body of 'knackers' in tracksuits andjewellery.2o The strong Southside identity of the boys

i .
s Ignored. North or south, 'norrie' or 'whacker' they all look the same and are to be
avoided.21 'Keeping the head down', is the most successful strategy for most young
Working class men in a society that has constructed an aura of fear and mistrust around
them. This is characterised by media hype and moral panic and often the best path is
simply to keep to yourself and to your local area. Even though working class boys like
these are currently at the centre of social debate and media coverage they are, in actuality,
extremely socially excluded in a very real and tangible sense. In their article on peripheral
Youth and localised experience, Pilkington and Johnson state that'Although some groups
may be culturally central they may continue to suffer social marginalization' (2003:
261).22
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Many places are simply off limits to the Hillside boys and others like them. The
appearance of a group of track-suited youths in a middle class housing estate in any
affluent Cork suburb is likely to result in the prompt arrival of a Garda patrol car. The
boys relate occurrences exactly like this in the classroom. They tell of being investigated
and removed if and when they gather together in a public place outside of their immediate
'legitimate' environment. An extreme example of the pathologizing of working class
youth culture and its expression can be seen in the pub and nightclub ban on particular
brands, as opposed to types of clothing, that is spreading across Britain. Parts of the
country, including Aberdeen and Dundee in Scotland and Leicester in the English
Midlands, have banned certain brands of footwear as well as Burberry and Henri Lloyd
clothing and accessories. The recent association of these supposedly exclusive labels with
Working class youths classified as trouble-makers seems enough of a reason for them to

be barred without question. The unimportance attached to the ban by Burberry

III

particular is part of the wider disdain associated with this type of 'customer'. A
SPokesperson for the company spoke to the BBC in response to the ban and stated that as
far as the company is concerned 'it's actually quite insignificant' (BBC 2004: NP).23

'Tribal Hijacking'

Designer labels such as these are traditionally the preserve of the wealthy and the famous,
With Lloyd in particular being designed for yachting and country sports such as shooting
and h .
untmg. However these brands are now perhaps the most recent examples of

In .

cldences of 'tribal hijacking', a term used by the clothing industry to describe the

lhOlhent that a brand becomes a badge of belonging for a section of society that is not part
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of the intended target market. The famous Burberry check is now identified primarily as
the uniform of the white football hooligan across Britain, with Henri Lloyd becoming
lllcreasingly popular with black inner city youths. The wearing of these labels does not,
however, reflect a desire to 'dress up' in the sense of aspiration towards upward social
mobility. Rather the taking of and the subversion of the meaning and context of a piece of
clothing reflects several very important moments for these young men. Firstly it shows
the people around you that you have the wherewithal to purchase expensive designer
goods (even if they are fakes); secondly it allows a moment of subversive power that
alters the perception amongst the typical wearers of a brand. The power this gives
otherwise uninfluential young people, is in direct correlation to the adoption of the trend

by their role models, particularly rappers and other musicians. The adoption and
endorsement of a particular brand by a certain star has the power to convert an entirely
new type of customer, whether desired by the company or not, to that brand.

This phenomenon of working class boys dipping in and out of upper middle class culture
reflects a nice turnaround or backlash against designers and fashion editors who
Continuously and reverently court the newest and brightest stars in the world of music and
film. This is part of the commonly observed middle class practice of dipping in and out of
Working class culture - a world is perceived as hard edged and as representative of true
working class grit and as such is plundered for its coolness and credibility of experience.
White working class culture, and black inner city culture in particular, have been
ransacked for music, fashion and underground style all of which has been sanitised and
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repackaged for a white middle class audience who are 'living on the edge.' Skeggs
explains:

'" [W]hat was projected onto one group (the working-class) as the site of the
immoral and dangerous is now re-valued when it becomes attached to another
group

(the

middle-class)

as

exciting,

new and interesting...

Different

combinations are put together to create the greatest value: the blackness that is
figured as 'cool' is a particular '(safe) version of working-class blackness ('of the
street'). The hardness of white working-class men, the anti-authoritarian mafia
'Italianness' (e.g. the whole of Martin Scorsese's output and The Sopranos), and
the authentic grit of Irishness too, are marketable, offered as an experience, an
affect, a partial practice, a commodified resource, offered for others to consume
(2004: 105).

It is in fact the mark of a well rounded 'culturally aware' middle class individual to know
about the culture of others and to display ease in referring to it. The ex-crack dealing
rapper, 50 Cent, who has, reportedly, been shot nine times, lends bland upper middle
class labels a sanitised edge of danger by appearing in a sweater or a jacket by Henri
LIoYd or Tommy Hilfiger. This makes marketing managers happy. Dissatisfaction
emerges, however, when full tribal hijacking occurs and legions of the less affluent and
less famous fans of the particular star begin to wear the label (or a counterfeit version of
it) On their council estates. 1t is generally at this point that the public estimation of that
brand begins to change. The power this gives otherwise disempowered young men is
paradoxical. They remain in a position of what is perceived to be tasteless and culturally
inferior yet have taken a previously enduring symbol of the middle and upper classes
With them. They have, in this example at least, reversed the middle class process of
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cultural adoption and adaptation, emptying out a recognisable symbol of its associated
values and totally subverting its meanings. This resembles the way in which the Hillside
boys, irritated with constant media portrayals of themselves and their peers as
stereotypical loutish youths in hoodies and tracksuits, have subverted the meaning and
message of EM, through group disengagement, in order to effectively refuse and
undermine what they see as its condemnation of both themselves and their lifestyles. 24

In the Irish context specifically, these labels or more commonly counterfeit versions of
them, are beginning to have a cultural presence amongst young people. Nevertheless, in
this localised context of Hillside, designer sportswear is far more prevalent and indeed is
ubiquitous enough to be referred to as the uniform of Cork city working class youth.
Clothing is obviously extremely important in terms of identity and the displaying of
visible signs of belonging. When they are not in school the Hillside boys wear tracksuits
and running shoes, or 'runners', as they are known locally. Their hair is shaven to a blade
One or a blade two, usually with a small gelled fringe of longer hair arranged over their
foreheads at the front. 25 Earrings are common, usually just in one ear, and are generally
taken out during school hours. Large gold signet rings and chunky gold-plated or silver
necklaces are also worn by almost all the boys. This distinctive style is not unique to
them; it is replicated across the country and identified specifically with a working class
identity. It is a style that comes laden with negative connotations for those outside of that
shared identity and is commonly perceived as having an aggressive edge. It is in itself,
With a full awareness of those negative connotations, a declaration of loyalties and of
community belonging. This style of dressing is, in the true sense of the phrase, a fashion
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statement, proclaiming all of the above in a matter of seconds to the onlooker. Non-verbal
communication means that 'dress is one of the most basic and reliable methods of placing
ourselves and others in the social world' (Braham 1997: 127). Clothing and appearance
are two of the quickest ways members of a community have of recognising those who are
Outsiders or those who belong. The tracksuits, haircuts and jewellery worn by the Hillside
boys effectively identify them all as being members of a particular cultural and social
grouping. What is perceived as the uniform of youthful criminality by some members of
the community is simply the uniform of youth for others. The way in which the Hillside
boys dress contributes to the reproduction of stereotypical representations of themselves
and of their behaviour and is also a major factor in the delimiting of public/accessible and
private/forbidden space for them.

'B usy Doing Nothing'
Devlin's study of young people and media stereotyping shows that 32.7% of news stories
about young people focus on crime or violence while good behaviour as a theme accounts
for only 8.9% (2006: 46). Themes of news stories about young men, specifically, feature
crime and violence at 44.1 % and good behaviour at 6.6% compared to stories about girls
Which showed 15.2% and 12% respectively in these categories (ibid:48). Young men
were also overwhelmingly referred to in stories as 'youths' (47% of the time), as opposed
to less pejorative or less implicitly negative terms like 'teenager', 'teen', 'boy' or 'young
Person' (ibid: 48-50).26 Typically the same stories and types of stories about young
people, and especially about young working class men, are seen in the media meaning
that this particular group are uniquely and continuously associated with a particular form
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of negative commentary. This becomes more prevalent as communities change, as two
participants in Devlin's study commented:

If they see us hanging around... but like there's nowhere else to go ... they feel
intimidated... they write into the local newspaper, but its not our fault, we have
[the youth club] once a week, there's six other nights, like, with nothing else to do
but hang around (ibid: 23)

I think: things have gotten worse as new estates have been built... because there's
more teenagers now and there's still nothing to do, there'd be bigger
gangs ... (ibid: 25)

In Chapter two I looked at the reordering of space in the immediate neighbourhood of
lIillside and the way in which this reflected the new delimiting of access for local
residents. Even in their own neighbourhood, the boys do not have the freedom to move
about as they want. Their appearance, which marks them out as fashionable and part of
the group in one part of the neighbourhood, works against them and debars them from
another. They are, as related in their own classroom narrations of their experiences,
generally moved on by the Gardai if they congregate in a visible public place, such as on
a street corner or in a playground. New housing estates and apartment complexes are
closed off to them, as are bars and private sporting/leisure facilities. Much work has been
done in the area in order to counter the specific problem of young men hanging around
With nothing to do and as such there are now several options available to the boys. Due to
these efforts there currently is, in theory, no great shortage of things to do or places to
hang out. The immediate local area offers clubs and organisations such as the Scouts, an
Ogra Chorcai Youth Club and the YMCA which runs a variety of programmes ranging
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from homework clubs to hip hop dancing. 27 There is also a GAA club, several
cOmmunity centres, and several other sports clubs including Judo and soccer.

Yet, young people in any area, no matter how similar their social and economic
circumstances may be, cannot be considered as a homogenous group. There are, within
the confines of the school alone, several different groups of students based on different
Interests and pastimes. These different groups of young men can be seen to congregate
together and to react to the presence of other groups during break periods and in the
hallways between classes. Among the groups, the athletes and sports team members stand
Out as Using their time differently, both outside of and during school hours. Much of their
free time is organised in the sense of going to training sessions and playing matches or
attending games and other functions. Other students who are involved in extra curricular
actiVities such as chess club or playing music also have structured free time, which is
Supervised, if not by adults, then by their own sense of a need to achieve certain goals.
The majority of the Hillside students, however, have no obligations outside of school
beYond part-time jobs and family duties. Therefore, their free time is generally their own
and the overwhelming majority of them prefer to spend that time away from and
unsUpervised by adults.2 8 The general perception of the clubs in the area, with the
eXce .
PtIon of the sports club, is that they are for younger boys or for girls. Not all boys
Want to be involved in sport at club level, and quite a few of the boys in the subject group
fOllow English Premier League or Championship football religiously while having little
Or no interest in the sport at a local level. There is in general a derisive attitude to 'youth
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groups' and a reluctance to participate in adult organised and supervised activities such as
Youth discos or homework clubs (Kiely 1995: 9; Devlin 2006: 25).

The reality is that none of these organised groups or clubs are attractive in comparison to
the Possibilities offered by the playing-out of the rich fantasy lives provided by the
plethora of video games, television shows, and music videos with which the boys engage
and Which are enhanced, rehashed and appropriated during unstructured, unsupervised
'doing nothing' time. The allure of 'doing nothing' as seen and wlderstood from the adult
perspective of equating and qualifying this with doing nothing productive can be difficult
to understand. Further to this, the very elements of doing nothing - playing video games,
hanging out in groups in public places, drinking with friends, listening to music and
Watching hours of television, are all the elements of youth culture that cause concern
from several points of view. Growing rates of obesity, partially attributable to an overall
decrease in physical activity in the West, and a steady stream of violent and sexually
exploitative images piped directly into the bedroom of a teenager are likely to genuinely
Worry parents, teachers and other involved parties. Beyond the actual pastimes of the
'doing nothing' youth culture, the accessories themselves cause further concern, with the
mOst offensive of these fetishised by young men purely for what seems to be their offence
Value. The video game, Manhunt, (see figure 4.05 and figure 4.06) having been vaguely
Implicated in the murder of a one British teenager by another, was recently withdrawn
from stores in Ireland and Britain, and is as a consequence of this action wildly popular. 29
MUSic with sexist and/or homophobic lyrics such as that produced by Jamaican musician
Beenie Man, or American rappers Eminem and Ludacris are also all high on the list of
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preferred choices amongst the Hillside boys. While these media texts may cause concern
and appear contrary to accepted social norms they do not, in fact, offer any challenge to
the long established, traditional masculinities embodied by these norms (Ging 2005: 3940).

Is What You Have Who You Are?
Most adolescents are at a stage of their lives where the most important decisions about
how one presents oneself to the world in terms of appearance, residence and interests are
lllade, or at least ratified, by parents or guardians. Therefore, other strategies which may
take second place in an adult identity become, for the Hillside boys, the composite facets
of who they are. Thus, class and community belonging is displayed overtly in appearance
while musical taste is outwardly displayed in personal graffiti on school bags, books and
clothing. Subcultural membership is displayed through appearances, hair style, jewellery,
clothing and attitude, as well as through established peer group associations. Role models
are referenced through imitation, quotations and devotion as well as through visual
representation and graffiti, such as names, logos, band symbols and so on. Teenage male
identity is built up and sustained through these associations, allowing boys to classify and
Understand the others aroUlld them through their stated allegiances.

For example, the Hillside boys, although they attend what is, nominally at least, a
Catholic denominational school, do not appear to be especially devout Catholics. Nor do
they appear to be virulently nationalistic. Yet, they display an extreme attachment to the
SCottish Premier League football club Glasgow Celtic. Founded in 1888, by an Irish
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monk, in order to give poor Irish immigrants in Scotland something to be a part of, Celtic
has become a primary symbol of sectarian and religious divide. The club has a bitter and
violent history of clashes between Celtic fans and their Protestant rivals Glasgow
Rangers, with outbreaks of rioting common in Northern Ireland, Scotland and parts of
Britain after matches between the two. Players on both sides have been threatened with
sectarian violence, including one extreme incident in which a Celtic player was forced to
retire from international football for Northern Ireland after he received death threats and
his extended family was targeted by loyalist paramilitaries. 3o For the Hillside boys, the
nationalist associations which come with being a fan of Celtic may be equal - if not more
Important than the actual football game itself.
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Figure 4.03: Celtic Posters in Stephen's bedroom

A.s can be seen above, Celtic is extremely popular among the boys. However, other
football teams (here it is Liverpool) are also represented in the boys' photographs and are
fOllOwed obses ively in the real football'. English premiership football teams are the
major SPorting intere t of the boy , with the Celtic connection being more of a cultural
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reference to a working class heritage of emigration and disempowerment. The devotion to
Celtic provides just one example of the often complex reasoning behind the choices the
boys make. Not all of their choices are random attractions to soulless commercial
enterprises, or simply latched on to in order to follow the herd. The context in which the
boys make choices about their interests and media engagement is as important as the
things with which they choose to identify themselves. This is important when considering
EM and its influence in the classroom. Few of the boys would be likely to fully articulate
the complex relationship between the history of colonialism in this country, the plight of
Irish immigrants in Britain, and their own feelings of social disempowerment. Giving
them this confidence and this ability to challenge their own assumptions and interests is
Part of what EM set out to do, and interestingly, in my experience, it has managed to
achieve this primarily in situations where the boys themselves have chosen who and what
they would like to talk about and why. They are, for example, able to, through their
SUpport for Celtic as a symbolic institution rather than simply a football club, address
sOme of those complex issues pertaining to a history of colonial occupation and emigrant
Poverty. My understanding of their support of the club relates to its long association in
th'
IS country with

orthem Irish republicans and with the broadly working class support

that e .
XISts across Scotland,

. '
orthem Ireland and the Repubhc of Ireland. ThIS means that

fanship is, in this case, about much more than just football. This football club plays an
ImpOrtant role for its fans in general and the boys in particular in Ireland's postcolonial
rei .
ahonship with Britain. What is more, the anxiety displayed by the boys about new
forms of citizen hip in Ireland (as observed in the classroom) is expressed through a peer
enforced obligation to be 'au fait' with Celtic. The primarily working class support the
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club enjoys in this country is not solely because of their football prowess but also because
of what they represent on a cultural level.

Enabling an articulation of these competing dialogues of culture and consumption, of
structural conditions and of practice means understanding the multifaceted relationships
that exist between the processes of and the artefacts employed in identity formation at
both a group and individual level. It requires an exploration of the environmental and
social limitations imposed upon the construction of a viable masculinity and a parallel
examination of the possibilities which exist for the building of a successful male identity
Within class norms and boundaries. This double-sided aim can be achieved through an
analysis of the cultural artefacts that are relied upon by the boys in the public expression
of their group allegiances and a conversation structured around that description and
analysis of the actual raw material make-up of the boys' culture. This conversation has
been and is informed by a textual analysis of and a practised familiarity with those
artefacts and a full exploration of the process of identity building that is constructed
arOund them. For the purposes of that representation here, I have chosen several brief
examples of the type of media product and its associated practices and social uses which
are relied upon and enjoy d in a very full sense. The boys' interaction with the media
gOes beYond simply just watching or playing, and is seen to come out in all aspects of
their I'
.
.
. .
Ives and personas. These artefacts are cruCIally Important for the HIllSIde boys as
Part of their con truction of the self as a 'real man'.
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Having spent a large part of this research, and in particular, two long months, listening to
the music, watching the films and television shows and playing the computer games
highlighted by the boys as the ones that are most likely to fill their time outside of school,

I now want to focus directly on the content and composition of these artefacts. As noted
above, cultural commodities are purchased and utilised by the boys not only for
enjoyment but as markers of identity and difference both within and without their various
peer groups. These commodities have the power to illustrate choices and aspirations and
to fill in the spaces in our conversations and the conversations in class in which the boys
leave things unsaid. This ability of consumer goods and media products to express the
Unsaid is particularly relevant in terms of the discussion of social class and the material
and structural conditions within which the Hillside boys live. The choices made by them
about which media to engage with, which pastimes to enjoy after school, which clothes
labels to buy or to desire all speak volumes, albeit wordlessly, about what it is that they
have decided is relevant to them and to their lives.

Iterns chosen by me for close reading include Playstation Two games Grand Theft Auto

2· V
.

lee

City and Manhunt. 31 The Playstation Two games console was selected as most of

the boys have, as part of their extensive audio visual collections, either their own console
Or regular access to a shared one. The film chosen is 2001 's The Fast and the Furious,
starring action hero Vin Diesel. The professed musical interests of the boys are quite
broad

.
WIth many citing an interest across reggae, rap, rock, heavy metal, dance and

garage mu ic. Such a broad crossover is indicative of the fluidity and choice that is
allowed'

10

peer regulated judgements of musical taste. The only music that is truly
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frowned upon is genenc, manufactured pop such as Westlife, Justin Timberlake or
Britany Spears, The attractiveness of the fantasy world of hip hop and rap is obvious and
elements of that world cross over into, and are linked very much to the types of video
games that appeal to the Hillside boys. Playing Playstation is one of the greatest timefillers (outside of school and work) for the boys. However, it is important to recognise
that hours spent using the Playstation are not just 'down time' or 'doing nothing', These
games are, as will be discussed more fully in the chapter five, complex, mentally
challenging and can be both a solitary and a communal experience. Games can be played
alone or with two players and because most of the boys have the same games they can
and do Converse about them in terms of high scores, stunts managed, and cheats or
shortcuts discovered, Playing video games is extremely involving in terms of the time it
takes to master the controls and to master the various skills which obviously differ across
fighting, driving or sports- based games, Because they have the consoles and equipment

In th elr' bedrooms, for the most part the boys are able to practise and to play for as long as
the y l'k
1 e, often for as long as six or seven hours in a row. Manhunt and Grand Theft Auto,
the two games selected for analysis here, are both 'first person' or 'role player' games,
games in which the player takes on the persona of an on-screen character and works
thrOugh ob stac1es and fights enemies to complete tasks and move up levels, Grand Theft
"
d
T
Auto ' to wh'lch I now turn, takes place .
111 an Amencan cltyscape an centres on ommy
VerCetf1, a young male free-lance hitman working for an unname d cnmma
. ' I orgamsatlOn,
"
preSUmably the Sicilian Mafia.
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Tornmy's - and therefore the player's role - is to steal cars and use them to complete tasks
like contract killing and the collection and delivery of packages and prostitutes to specific
addresses for a crime boss while being sure to keep the police off of one's trail. As each
task is completed, money is earned and visits can then be paid to gun superstores to
purchase new weaponry and ammunition, to clothes shops to buy new outfits and to
illegal auto spray shops to have cars re-sprayed and disguised in order to help to avoid the
police. Within the game, methods of car stealing are based on the car jack, where

TOrnmy/the player stands in the middle of the road or at a stop light and drags people out
of the car before hopping in and speeding off. A small feature indicative of the detailed
nature of the graphics means that if at any point a pedestrian or car owner is punched or
kicked enough slbe will bleed profusely onto the sidewalk and onto Tommy's/the
player's shoes. This of course means that when Tommy/the player runs away, bright red
bloody footprints are left behind.

Figure 4.04: Tommy Vercetti

Reckless driving is essential to complete the tasks and pedestrians scream realistically if
knocked down. The high speed nature of the game means a lot of swerving and crashing
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about, as each mission is timed and must be completed in so many minutes or seconds.
As Tommy/the player earns more money and moves up levels, it is possible to go to clubs
or certain areas of the city to pick up prostitutes. If Tommy/the player pulls up beside a
prostitute, she will get into the car and the money meter at the top of the screen will start
to tick downwards, continuing to do so until Tommy/the player gets out of the car.
Scattered throughout the game, at transition points to new levels and new missions there
are interludes with dialogue which sounds as though it is from a typical mafia or crime
film. The boys are familiar with this type of dialogue and with the setup from shows like
the Sopranos and films like The Godfather. Within the context of the game, it is but a
matter of practice before the boys become virtual street racers and hit men, aware of both
the best place to hide to get their victim and all the shortcuts and hiding places that can
help them evade the police and get from point A to point B before the clock runs out. It is
a difficult game, and one that takes persistence and practice before a player is able to
manoeuvre around the congested streets of the city with any confidence or speed. As the
player moves up levels, s/he also gains access to helicopters and speed boats which
enable hirnlher to carry out more complex missions. The amount of weaponry and the
Cold-blooded manner in which the tasks must be carried out make it an exceptionally
Viol e t
.
n and therefore very popular and very 'cool' game. The soundtrack IS a large part of
that, arranged a it i to repre ent different radio stations playing different kinds of music,
depending on what type of car Tommy/the player steals. For example, the radio in a
Pickup truck plays Chri tian rock or country music, while that in a low rider sports-car
PlayS Hi panic dance mu ic.
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The high level graphics and attention to detail make the game's cityscape the ideal
fantasy landscape. The streets and buildings are detailed, as are the cars and people. The
sounds, separate from the music soundtrack, are excellent and realistic, with the whole
experience resembling an interactive film in which the player is the hero who must make
decisions in split seconds and according to skill and ability. It is not hard to see why
Young men like it; it is like the video world of American hip hop and rap - glossy, high
production values and full of scantily dressed women who are prostitutes, gangsters'
molls or disposable pedestrians/car owners. The chance to escape into a sun drenched
Virtual world of safe danger, wherein one is in control of the world around one and able
to solve problems by driving over or away from them is a very attractive prospect.
PlaYing on their feelings of powerlessness and defensiveness, it is especially attractive to
boys Who do not have that freedom. I found it a difficult game to play and to enjoy. The
dedication needed to become competent at 'driving' and shooting and beating up
townspeople was out of my reach, but then I am clearly not the target market for this
game, or any like it.

Generally more unpleasant is the second game, Manhunt. This game is also made by
R.ockstar, the same company that makes Grand Theft Auto. It also has high production
Values but is very low on glossiness. The main reason for this visual grittiness is that the
game takes the shape of a snuff movie, so a low grade video camera is simulated. The
footage is poorly lit and grainy, replicating the type of footage expected from a wobbly,
hand-held camera. The screen shot below strikingly illustrates this:
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Figure 4.05: Manhunt screenshot

The aim of this game is far more sinister than that of Grand Theft Auto. The central
character, lames Earl Cash, seen above wielding the blood stained baseball bat over the
head of his victim, is the persona the player takes on for the duration of the game. He has,
for Some reason, been rescued from state execution by lethal injection. His saviour is an
Unseen and sinister 'filmmaker', who replaced the poison with a strong sedative. At the
start of the game Cash awakens in a locked room to hear a voice-over telling him he has
been given this chance to live and that to take it he must kill as many people as he can in
One night. Furthermore, he must do this while avoiding the gangs who are trying to kill
him at the behest of the person behind the disembodied voice. The rationale behind this
task is to allow the 'filmmaker' to video the murders, thus providing real footage for his
snuff movie business. This game differs from Grand Theft Auto in several ways. There is
none of the filmic feeling and because it is all the same shades of black and grey with
dark dingy backgrounds, there is almost no break from the depressing colour scheme.
lIowever, one splash of colour is added each time Cash attacks a gang member and bright
red blOod sprays out of his/her body and spatters on the ground. The soundtrack is also
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unsettling as it consists primarily of heavy breathing, a rhythmic heartbeat, the menacing
voice-over and the screams of victims as they plead with Cash/the player not to kill them.
In Grand Theft Auto many of the missions, especially at the earlier and easier levels,
simply involve ferrying people and things to different places. There is also the option to
take a break from missions and just cruise around the cityscape, choosing different cars
and motorbikes whilst practising driving. In Manhunt there is no opportunity to do or
experience anything other than kill or be killed. Points are gained for the number of
killings and for the methods which are used to kill, with higher scores for more brutal
murders.

Figure 4.06: The central character - James Earl Cash

This game is also incredibly popular. Much of this popularity, I would argue stems more
from its infamy and through word of mouth rather than any advertising in the public
arena. The more appalled journalists, parents and teachers are about a game like this, the
mOre teenage boys are going to want to play it and have it. Of course, both these games
are rated' I 8' - i.e. they are not to be sold to anyone under that age. That clearly does not
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stop these 15 and 16 year old boys purchasing them or getting them from their parents,
Who mayor may not be aware of the contents, at Christmas or at birthdays. A further
factor in this, as noted, (and as can be seen in figure 4.07 a-b) is that most of the boys
have their own entertainment systems in their bedrooms. Therefore, they are not being
overlooked or overheard as they play and so the more horrific and savage scenes from
games like Manhunt are not being experienced by parents or other family members.
Keeping the game and its box in the bedroom away from casual onlookers also means
mOst parents probably do not read the instruction manual or see the opening sequence of
the game's introduction which advises the player that 'To best experience Manhunt you
should ... Turn off the lights ... Close the drapes ... Lock the dooL .. Then get ready to kill'
(Rockstar 2003:
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Figure 4.07 a-b T.V/AudiolVisuaI/Games Equipment in Brendan's and Stephen's
Bedrooms

Bowever, the boys' relationship to the television set changes when it is used for watching
scheduled television programming in the sitting room or kitchen. In contrast to often
sOlitary game playing, watching television is, for the boys, generally a social activity,
Involving family members and friends. Unsurprisingly it also accounts for a large amount
off
lIne with up to and beyond three hours a day spent watching (McShane 2003: NP). As
noted, most of the boys have televisions in their bedrooms that are used primarily to play
cOmputer games. As this is their primary use, often they are not hooked up to a television
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point and so can be used only to watch videos or DVDs. This means that the boys are
forced to mix with the rest of the family in communal areas of the home if they want to
Watch regular scheduled television programmes.

The mobile phone, like the video games console, is another form of technology that is
available for private use by young people although it does not have the long history of
association such as that between teenage boys and television or teenage boys and video
games. This is due only to the mobile phone's relative newness, something that is not
reflected in its (now) omni-presence but is reflected in the absence of literature assessing
the mobile phone and its cultural implications for teenagers and young people. 32 The
mobile is a central player in the lives of the vast majority of young people and the
Billside boys are no exception. (It is interesting to note that several boys returned photos
oftheir mobile phones as part of the photo project. Two examples are reproduced below):

Figure 4.08: 'Mobiles' as photographed by the Hillside boys.

The

Y all have one and it seems that their social lives and sociability are almost

COtnpletely constructed around their mobiles. The ubiquity of the mobile phone is
Cert .
amly a cultural phenomenon, since over 90 percent of young people own one and the
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market (beyond the original outlay for the actual handset/contract) for covers, ring tones,
Screensavers and tags is almost totally directed at teenagers, both boys and girls alike. 33
The mobile is contradictory in that it presents both a new level of ease of communication
along with a new series of issues and problems. As mobiles become more and more
advanced - 'camera phones' can now capture streaming image and sound as well as still
photographs - concern about their potential improper use in schools, playgrounds and
changing rooms is increasing. Meanwhile, older or more constant concerns related to
bUllYing are resituated or repositioned via the mobile phone as young people are bullied
anonymously or from a distance via text messages. These issues present important
questions for further address. However, in this particular context the mobile phone is
Considered as primarily a tool of connectivity and mass cultural belonging, allowing the
boys to keep in touch on their own terms through text messages or phone calls. 34 With a
mobile phone, like the video game console in the private space of the bedroom, boys can
make their communications invisible or unobservable from the shared family space, a
place they are largely required to inhabit in order to watch television. It is to this practice
that I now turn.

l'elev' .

lSlon:

Scheduled Culture

The boys' interest in the regular television schedule is not limited to televised sport
.to.
. draws. A
'
although'It IS,
. accordmg
theIr preferences, one of the mam
mencan
cabl e
show

s Such as The Sopranos and Buffy the Vampire Slayer and MTV's Jackass are also

eXtremely popular. Several of the boys also mentioned the major British soap operas,
CorOnation Street, East Enders, and the Irish soap, Fair City, which is set in Dublin. But
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Soap opera is very much seen by them as a woman's genre and all are quick to qualify
their watching of such shows with a comment like:

Alex:

Me Nan watches Coronation [St] and has it on all the time so
you'd always see it in her house like... (9 th December 2002)

Buffy is extremely popular with the boys with several of them display posters of the

actress, Sarah Michelle Geller on their bedroom walls (see figure 4.09 a-c below).

Figure 4.09 a-c: Posters of Buffy actress Sarah Michelle Geller on bedroom walls

While undoubtedly a large part of the programmes' draw is due to Geller's attractiveness,
there is also the element of the fantasy world in which the main character Buffy and her
friends exist. The series updates ancient folklore and biblical mythology and splices it
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with elements of horror, action and romantic comedy/teen drama genres. The basic story
centres on the fact that the town in which Buffy now lives - 'Sunnydale' - was built on
One of the seven mouths of hell. Furthermore, it is known to have a portal through which
come the vampires and demons that Buffy is destined to slay until she herself is killed
and the next slayer found. 35

The formulaic progress of each show moves through the appearance of a new or
Continuing threat facing Buffy and her loyal friends, on to crises of confidence, and the
seeking of advice from the non-judgmental, wise, adult figure of the librarian. Finally, at
the close of each episode, there is the overcoming of the evil force. These are familiar
fantasy tropes and in the same way that the boys claim to have enjoyed and related to. the
themes of Lord ofthe Rings, in both book and film format, so they enjoy and relate to the
fantastical trials and tribulations faced by Buffy and the town, which are always,
Ultimately solved by Buffy 'kicking ass'. The unreal evils that threaten in the show can be
seen as abstract representations of the obstacles that threaten to overwhelm the boys in
adolescence but can be overcome with advice, assistance and the tackling of them head
On. Of course, ultimately the morals and upbeat messages are deeply buried in the glossy
package of a sexy blonde girl beating up demons while backed up by her uniformly
attractive friends. It is interesting, however, to compare the package that is Buffy the
VamPire Slayer with EM in order to explore the positive messages each contains and to

better Understand the interest which greets one and the derision which greets the other.
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Of course Buffy has the advantage of featuring a cast of young, beautiful, fast talking,
action-women whereas EM is a relatively dry text. The boys' main tactic, in the
classroom, is the undermining, through humour, of anything that is presented to them that
takes itself too seriously. They can disarm EM by laughing at it and poking fun at the
formal language it uses, especially when the programme attempts to be 'young', for
Instance with the cartoon featuring the pigeons. Buffy, however, is remarkably clever in
that while encouraging laughter with slapstick and wit, at its core it is composed of a
series of old fashioned morality tales, in which good triumphs over evil with the help of
gOod advice, citizenship and teamwork. The show thus spins the same messages as EM.
These are of course well hidden under aforementioned layers of slapstick comedy,
moments of misplaced humour (often apparent at moments of seeming peril), and
rampant teenage sexuality. Buffy is careful never to come across as actually having a
message, nor does it seem to be something that is likely to create a lasting effect in the

m'

Inds of young people.

evertheless, it gets that same moral message across to viewers

In their thousands by addressing issues which impact upon teenagers in an upfront, nonserious and active manner on screen.

As a result of what the boys see as its somewhat 'priggish' tone, EM is constantly
undermined and mocked, occasionally with good reason. No teacher I spoke to had been
able to fully use or even approach the material on 'Understanding Gay People.' This was
the Ca

se not only becau e it proved so controversial with parents groups but also because

of the type of language used. For example, in one section students are asked to 'explore
the Key Question: What i life actually like for our gay brothers?' (EM 2000: 225). There
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are many examples of the boys subverting and transforming the material in the
programme for their own amusement. One such occasion is illustrated through an
exchange which came at the end of a discussion on father-son relationships. This
conversation was based particularly around the memories children may have of their
parents when they are older and the particular focus was on a story from an unnamed man
about how the father he barely knew tried to teach him how to swim. 36 Paul reads the
story in which the man recounts standing shivering nervously on an Irish beach while this
unknown father stood in the water beckoning him in. The boys find this story hilarious
and as whispers of 'pervert' and 'paedo' are circulating around the back of the room, Paul
raises his voice in an attempt to get their attention and asks:

Paul:

What is the father trying to get him to do?

Darren:

Drown sir.

(8 th March 2004).

The Power that the boys have to disrupt the narrative of the programme as it is played out
both in the accompanying video and the actual textual material is the equivalent of the
POWer they have to witch Buffy off (which tellingly they choose not to do). They cannot,
how

eVer turn off EM no matter how much they would like to. Their only option then is
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g WIth televi ion and it obvious importance to the boys, there is, at the other end

entertainment p ctrum Soprano . This how seems to function on a completely
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different level to Buffy. It is billed as an adult drama and focuses on the life and extended
family of a mafia don named Tony Soprano who is in therapy (he suffers from 'work'
related anxiety attacks). This is again a glossy American cable show. It is set in New
Jersey and focuses on the hyper-masculine world of stereotypically portrayed ItalianAmerican men. Its target audience is older than that of Buffy but it still contains many
elements which are extremely attractive to teenage boys, not least its status as an adult
show. The world portrayed in it is one of 'hard men' who smoke, drink, drive big cars,
play poker, and kill people who insult or threaten them or their livelihoods. They are
Violent, unreasonable and bound together by loyalty and fealty. It is attractive to the boys
because of the undeniable cool factor enhanced by the excellent soundtrack and well
chosen guest stars. These men do everything that is not allowed and not only do they
(almost) always get away with it, they irritate and evade the parent figure of the FBI and
lOok good doing it. Once again the peppering of the show with attractive women in roles
as girlfriends, wives, and the inevitable hookers and corpses helps retain the attention of
the YOung male audience. It is of course not just that which draws them in. The bleeding
of references across the world of television, video gaming and film means that the
elements of escapism, unreality, danger and fantasy discussed in relation to Grand Theft

iluto and Manhunt, also re-emerge in Buffy and Sopranos, of whom Tommy Vercetti is
Clearly a distant cousin.

MTV's Jackass is a completely different type of show and is mentioned here because of
it .
s IConic status among the Hillside boys. The basic premise of the show involves a group

Of male friends challenging each other to complete dares and tasks ranging from the
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ridiculous to the insanely dangerous. Each show begins with a warning to not attempt any
thing seen on the show - one episode featured the leader of the gang, Johnny Knoxville,
'bobbing for jellyfish'. Other stunts include snowboarding naked, 'testing' mace and
pepper spray, freewheeling down (closed to traffic) stretches of hillside roadway on
children's bikes or in shopping trolleys. Skateboarding, nakedness, disgusting food
challenges such as drinking three gallons of milk in one sitting and jokes about erections
make up the bulk of the show. It has struck such a cord with teenage males across the
United States and Europe that the first warning, which is clearly ignored by the bulk of
Jackass' viewers' is now followed by a second one which advises people not to send in

their own tapes of themselves and their friends performing Jackass-style stunts. The
SUccess of the series was capitalised on by the release of a Jackass film. This was
baSically 87 minutes of the crew wreaking havoc on golf courses, eating urine soaked
sno-cones and being assaulted by various other members of the gang. The masculinity
POrtrayed here is irredeemably adolescent, in contrast to the adult stars of the Sopranos
and the maturity of Buffy and her cohorts. The sheer idiocy of each of the stunts involved
seems calculated to appeal to teenage boys on the most visceral level and much hilarity
and disgust has been witnessed as stunts shown on television the night before are
recounted in the classroom the following day. The familiar elements of safe danger and
the breaking of rules are again encountered here, along with the bleeding of references
from n .
.
lUSlC played over the stunts to the famous guest stars featured. EscapIsm and

v·
Irtual realities wherein no one is ever seriously hurt are mixed in with the gross out
stunts making Jackass just another video game, feature film, or teenage fantasy. It is a
hYb'
.
od - Intensely popular amongst its target audience and loathed by almost every one
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else. The hyper-masculinity of the hard man is reinterpreted in Jackass and given a
lighter and more humorous touch. The crew do not take themselves too seriously -- which
IS in itself perhaps the only positive element which can be taken from the entire show.

This intensity of purpose in portraying a 'real man' re-emerges in the types of film
discussed by the boys. They particularly enjoy high-octane action and describe in class
sequences from The Fast and the Furious that feature muscle man Vin Diesel who is, in
himself, an icon of hyper-masculinity. He plays Dominic Torretto, a man wrongly
aCCUsed of stealing millions of dollars worth of electrical equipment who also happens to
be head of an illegal street racing gang. The story line is however submerged within
seconds in a blur of fast cars, fast talking and beautiful, available women, and is clearly
superfluous. The similarities to Grand Theft Auto are obvious, but themes familiar from

The Sopranos also emerge, particularly in terms of the degree to which the audience is
eXpected to accept the inherent criminality of both men as the defining nature of their
l1las culinity. Both the show and the film feature men who are criminally active and who
are defined as men primarily through their criminal activity. The coolness and the
hardness of their masculinity are built on their uncompromising natures and willingness
to take risks and defy the law. Although, in The Fast and the Furious, Torretto is
InnOcent of the theft charges, his real role in life is as the leader of a gang of illegal street
racers. Tony Soprano may be in therapy seeking assistance for his 'job' related panic
attacks but he too is the head of a family of mafia hit-men. The personification of
c'

runinals as cool has a long tradition in cinema and television and is increasingly the
U°rtn in music videos and song lyrics where musicians trade on the historical associations
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of outlaws and renegades to give them an instant edge. The glorification of what is
ultimately criminal behaviour and its re-inscription as cool in a filmic sense is damaging
in the extreme. Behaviour such as joyriding which is regarded as (and is) extremely
dangerous, is condemned and criticised in the strongest possible terms when it is
performed in reality by young working class men. It becomes exciting and new, however,
When performed on screen by wealthy actors and stuntmen. The fact that the hard men of
traditionally working class masculinities and associated criminality are marketable in the
worlds of films and computer games is entirely due to the thirst for a sanitised experience
of a world removed from their own, thus allowing momentary escape from overly
feminised versions of masculinity (Skeggs 2004: 105-110). The mobility that the upper
and middle classes have allows them to dip in and out of working class culture, adopting
certain aspects and ignoring others. The Hillside boys do not have this mobility. They are
stuck with this perception for as long as they live where they live, dress the way they do
and speak the way they speak. Their potential or possible associations with criminality
are regarded fearfully, and as a threat, not as a sign of manliness.

Is Who You Are What You Have?
In the introduction to their edited volume, After Subculture (2004), sociologists Bennett
and Kahn Harris consider the nature of the theorised relationship between young people
and the mass media. They identify as problematic a tendency for researchers within the
field of youth
i
'
.
culture to ignore the importance
of the two way
re atlOns h'Ip th at eXIsts
betwe

. '
en YOung people and the media. They draw attentlOn to the common understandmg

that fI
Or teenager the media s role is seen to be a mere reflection of a youth subcultural
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movement, thus confinning its existence, rather than a creator or an instigator. In
response to this widespread oversight they highlight the media and subculture critic Sarah
Thomton's (1995) concern that researchers do not focus on the fact that often it is a
television show or a film or a type of music that introduces the trends or provides the
Visual prompts for particular teenage subcultures. 38 They prefer instead to claim a type of
grassroots purity for these subcultures or youth cultures, portraying them as always one
step ahead of the media producers and scriptwriters. A more accurate reflection of the
cOmplex relationship between young people and the media takes into account the
eXistence of a two way flow of influence and reflects the mutual sustainability of that
relationship. As much as young people can be said to exert their influence over what is
Shown, by switching off or not purchasing, they also pick up on trends or new movements
through media exposure (Thornton 1995: 117). This is not to say that the scriptwriters,
mUsic producers and programme makers do not draw inspiration from young people and
their lives, which they then repackage as new and exciting shows. There is, however, an
Uneven reciprocity or a relationship of diminishing returns whereby the advertising
directors, marketing managers or scriptwriters take inspiration from a particular element
of Youth culture, package it, link it with their own product in some immutable way and
then sell it back as something unique to other young people.

.RepreSentations of young Irish working class boys in the mass media are, as has been
diScussed in the preceding chapters, generally quite negative, particularly in the context
Of cUnent affairs, news reporting and features focusing on young people. 39 Home grown

Ir"

Ish programming for this age group is almost non-existent, with most boys instead
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Opting to watch sport, MTV or cable channels. The Irish-made, Dublin set soap opera
Fair City and the Irish language soap Ros na Run do include several young male
Characters in their casts. But, these young men are frequently involved in unrealistic
storylines and shown in an overwhelmingly negative light. A selection of the young male
Characters from these soaps depict young working class males in storylines that are
representative of disastrous

and unlikely situations,

featuring

violence,

death,

Imprisonment, rape, unplanned pregnancies, multiple abortions, drug and alcohol abuse,
SUicide, kidnap, cult membership and unemployment. 4o

While these are in general wholly unrealistic storylines, elements of them are not entirely
Unrepresentative. Yet while the extremes of experience listed above are dealt with by the
Soaps, the far more prevalent problems faced by young men who do not pop up on that
extreme radar remain unquestioned. The over-hyping of criminal and degenerate
behaViour as it is practised by a minority of young working class men is forever in the
Spotlight, drawing attention from the everyday existences of other boys. Such hyperbole
is .
JUst one further example of the way these young men see themselves represented and
POrtrayed in the popular media. The value of the social experiences, both positive and
negative, of working class communities for these scriptwriters is completely unreflective
of the product they turn out, which unfailingly offers a bleak view of chaotic family lives
and destructive environments punctuated by encounters with the law. The lack of
prOfessed interest in these genres and types of programming is therefore not surprising.
The Unrelenting nature of these shows in which poorly dressed, relatively unattractive (in
comparison to the fixation with male and female youth and beauty in American materials)
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characters lurch from CrISIS to CrISIS are less than appealing to this particular
demographic. Far more attractive to them is glossier American, and to some extend
British programming, where the production values are higher, the budgets are bigger and
the sense of distance between the character and the viewer is widened and reinforced by
visible cultural differences such as local variations of accent, appearance and
surroundings. This rejection of, or lack of interest in, familiar accents and situations may
seem odd or irrational, but the fact remains that Irish teenagers appear to find more of
relevance and import in television shows wherein the 'reality' and experiences of
Characters seem far removed from their own. 41 The lack of strong and well-produced Irish
programming for young people means that they will, by necessity and preference, either

turn to non-terrestrial channels or watch solely the ever increasing quantity of imported
programmes on the four national channels. 42

The unsurprising situation in which many young men watch almost exclusively American
and British programming means that the boys are subject to the appropriation of localised
and geographically specific youth cultures. 43 The televisual linking of particular local
Youth Cultures to certain types of clothing, behaviours, speech and music such as
Skateboarding hip hop or British garage cultures, means that young white working class
men in Hillside wear almo t the same type of clothes as young black working class men
In Los Angeles' South Compton or young white and Asian boys in poverty blighted
London boroughs. The Hillside boys are, as a result, highly unlikely to see their own
Unique culture and locali ed peech, slang and style reflected in programming drawn
from these market, even if that peech, slang and style is a mishmash or collage of
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elements of old Cork, Hackney and Detroit. Their way of speaking, dressing and even
walking all show elements of outside, global influence, including the infamous 'pimp
roll' as it is known in hip hop parlance, or 'knacker gatch,44 as it has become known in
Cork. This refers to a loose limbed, low-slung, slouching strut which appears both
aggressive and laid-back at the same time. It is an assertion of masculine authority and
strength coupled with a familiar defensiveness. This slouch along with the wearing of a
Particular style of clothes in the social world marks one out as a member of a particular
group while at the same time telling adult or outside observers, or other young people,
What music one probably listens to, what television one watches as a communal activity
and what one does with one's friends.

Bow one appears to others provides them with a visual shorthand that allows them to
place one in relation to themselves and their experience of the world. As previously
noted, the tracksuit, with hoodie and runners are the three elements which make up the
staple of the Hillside boys out-of-school uniform. They wear their school uniform of grey
trousers, white shirt and grey jumper during the day in a slapdash manner, adding banned
items such as earrings or non-regulation shoes and leaving out required items such as ties
Or crested school jumpers. Far more attention is given to the clothes they wear outside of
School. This uniform has little to do with the utilitarian aspects of school clothes and is
far more than a fashion statement for them. The way they look outside of their school
clothes identifies them immediately in relation to the established social strata in Cork
City. It places them socially, economically and geographically and is a powerful statement
both of belonging and personal loyalty. The look not only identifies them with an area
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and a social position; it also identifies them with other working class youths. The primary
association (in their view) is with the status and standing of gangs as they are understood
in the American context, with their deserved reputation for toughness and territorialism.
The blade one haircut and uniform appearance sends out a 'don't mess with us warning'
to other youths and has become a media shorthand for criminality.45

The uniform appearance of the Hillside boys is part of a larger package of associations
and behaviours and is an integral part of their identities at both a group and individual
level. The popularity of expensive designer sportswear is undoubtedly linked to the
grOWing visibility of footballers as fashion, as well as sports, role models. It is also
attributable to the massive rise in popularity of music traditionally popular amongst Black
teenagers, such as rap and hip hop, and in the new status afforded to personalities
associated with these genres. The continuing diversification of Black music stars such as
Diddy (SeanJohn Clothing), Snoop Dogg (SnoopDogg Clothing) or Jay Z and Damon
Dash (Rocawear) into clothing and accessories further influences taste amongst young
people. These brands are not yet widely available in Ireland, and are still prohibitively
expensive in the United States where they sell, both on-line, and in upmarket department
stores. However, their influence is felt and is taken on board by the major sportswear
Pr
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allegiances through one's clothing. The working class 'ghetto chic' of Black urban music
appeals to the Hillside boys in terms of the credibility enjoyed as the voice of the
disenfranchised youth of America. Interestingly the strong connection the boys feel with
this type of music is at odds with the casual racism they express in daily life. The fact that
their style icons and heroes are Black does not make any odds with the Hillside boys.
Presenting the possibility of a change, either for better or worse, in this mindset is the fact
that Hillside and its surrounding area are rapidly becoming more ethnically diverse, with
a sizeable number of immigrant families settling in the area. The primary schools in the
locality are thus eeing a wider variety of racial and ethnic groups in reception classes,
and UPwards throughout the school, offering the potential for the development of positive
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episode of MTV's Cribs. 47 This however makes no difference and in fact simply
Increases the popularity and coolness of the music and the artists themselves.

Realistically the Hillside boys cannot fully relate to this type of lifestyle, but this in no
way diminishes its worth for them. Throughout this chapter emphasis is placed on the
way in which the boys use certain consumer items and media products as a way of
proclaiming their selves to the world around them. Because their references are
emphatically youth/peer orientated and their role models more diverse and fragmented
than ever before, it is difficult to understand their interests and influences from an adult
perspective. The ridiculous and cartoonish nature of exaggeration and extravagance seen
in the gangsta' culture of hip hop is clear from the album covers as can be seen overleaf.
50 Cent's Guess Who's Back and Ludacris's Chicken and Beer album show that while
perhaps they, and certainly their marketers, do not expect to be taken literally, all of the
elements of teenage male fantasy are contained within.

Figure 4.10 a-b: Album covers from 50 Cent and Ludacris.
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Lyrics from both these artists as well as from Eminem and his D12 band reflect a major
focus on sex, money, drugs, guns, crime, and revenge, but there are also many references
to poverty, violence, deprivation and the drive it takes to escape from this life. There is
also a very clear code of conduct that centres on loyalty, not forgetting where you come
from and looking out for your friends. While such a balance promises to construct the
Potential for positive role models amongst rap and hip hop artists, at present the scales are
tipped heavily in favour of what is exciting and what is perceived as cool by young men
and so what is seen as dangerous and sexist by others. I discuss this problematic in full in
the follOWing chapter, by addressing the different understandings of boy culture by the
Billside boys, the EM programme and parents, teachers and other interested parties.

The value that the Hillside boys ascribe to their media interaction and engagement means
that it is something which exerts far more influence on them than an invocation to explore
masculinities in the classroom. So, as seen above, their primary public response to the
material in the programme is to laugh at and ridicule the examples of 'diverse' or
'alternative' masculinities shown in the programme video. On the subject of women the
boyS prefer the beautiful, sexually available, pliable and biddable women who drape
themselves adoringly over their heroes in music videos rather than the educated,

o ..

PInlonated, fully clothed women who appear on the programme videos to tell them

Where they are going wrong and why, in the case of the three young girls featured, they
Wouldn't go out with them.
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Figure 4.11: Publicity shot for rapper 'Chingy'.

Media Engagement, the EM Programme, Identity and 'Boy Culture'
The relationship between young men and the media provides some of the most important
resources for the lives and cultural development of these boys. Their wholesale and
dedicated engagement with the media is essential in terms of the foundation it gives to
their friendships and to their identity construction. The massive importance attached by
teenagers to first hand knowledge and experience of particular television shows, certain
musicians or films cannot be underestimated. Groups grow up around television shows,
Video games, or bands and base inclusion and membership on this knowledge, as well as
on the ability to converse about and engage with the material concerned. Appearances,
likes, dislikes, activities, conversations are all framed by the communal experiences of
the mass media, shared between and rehashed by the boys on a daily basis. The attraction
of these virtual and unrealistic landscapes may be difficult for some to fathom. They
represent an escape into a fantasy world of freedom and power, the two things that are
mOst Commonly denied to young people. The dedication to and investment in media
forms can be quite staggering, with boys admitting to spending up to six hours at a time

pi

.

aYlDg one game, repeating levels until they are completed. This commitment is, in

itself, a reflection of the difficulties and the contradictions that are inherent in the
construction of a uccessful and viable male identity.

303

Realising the problems and obstacles that are part of this identity construction process is
eSsential. The sometimes uncomfortable realities of being a white working class male are
difficult to reconcile within the parameters of the double disadvantage of youth and social
exclusion. A successful male working class identity requires elements which are often not
readily accessible to young men. Addressing this, this chapter explored the fantasy world
of the video game, drawing attention to the access it gives to some of the primary markers
of that successful male working class identity. These markers are still, for the boys,
focused around the very traditional aspects of male power and agency. The cars, the
ability to use force, the mastery of weapons, the control of malleable women and the
Continuous bloody defeat of enemies is a response to a world in which young working
class men feel that they are powerless. Many aspects of male youth culture, and male
Working class youth culture in particular, are troubling and harbour potentially harmful
elements which can be very damaging when encountered by vulnerable individuals.
MUch of the engagement of teenage boys with the media is with violent and coarse
Imagery which degrades both women and men, or is so far removed from their own
reality that it is nearly impossible to see how they can relate to it. However, relate to this
material they do and to communicate this is the purpose of this chapter. My aim was, not
to simply critically evaluate the content of youth media. Rather, it was to look beyond
What it contains and to question both the relevance of these particular forms to young
White Working class men and the relationship the boys have with these media. In addition

I Wanted to trace what consumption patterns, media products and cultural practices say
about the social, cultural and environmental background and development of these boys
both now and in the future.
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This chapter looked specifically at the type and content of media forms that are engaged
with by a small, geographically, economically and socially localised group of boys.
While the fieldwork focus is relatively narrow, the questioning is situated within the
broader context of general concerns about male youth culture. Chapter five is also
motivated by these wide-ranging concerns about young men. It brings together the
classroom culture as discussed in chapter three with the popular media culture explored
here. Chapter five returns the focus to the EM classroom, exploring the interaction
between the programme materials and the boys' own cultural references. This interaction
IS

shown through a series of critical vignettes that illustrate the conflicted relationship

Which exists between the boys' media based culture and the ethos of the EM programme.
The video game is given particular emphasis again in Chapter five as it is widely used
and understood to be a material representation of male youth culture. It is also one of the
mOst demonised aspects of 'boy culture' and discussion of it in the public sphere is
regularly accompanied by high levels of concern in relation to portrayals of violence and
gender stereotyping. However, in chapter five, the general understanding of the video
game as a harmful or destructive influence is inverted and the video game is reContextualised as the basis for a possible 'rethinking' of the type of materials that are
selected for use in the EM programme.

Rethinking EM is the primary focus of chapter five and this is grounded in an awareness
of the centrality of popular culture to the lives of young men. Recognising the incursion
of Popular media forms into all aspects of boys' lives highlights the need for the
emergence of alternative pedagogies and methods which can better reach and engage
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with the young men in the EM classroom. Reflecting this importance, the video game is
used as a model which has the potential to inform a different approach to the collection,
presentation and, ultimately, the reception of EM materials in the classroom. My reading
of the video game proposes that the relationship between young people and their
preferred media forms needs to be discussed in light of the potential benefits popular
culture offers them in terms of sociability, literacy and learning. It is not about hijacking
Or remaking young men's culture, but rather about understanding where boys 'are' and
starting from that point in order to address the problematic or offensive elements
Contained therein. In chapter five I explore the ways in which 'boy culture' could be
Incorporated into a reworked EM programme in order to bridge the existent gap in
understanding between the boys' own experiences and the version of masculinity as
presented by the programme. Reworking EM to include and incorporate material that is
both attractive and familiar to young men is simply the first step; however, this step is not
In

itself unproblematic as incorporating 'boy culture' into the official curriculum raises a

series of questions and an apparent contradiction. This contradiction is based on the
understanding that if elements of male youth culture are inherently problematic,
prOpagating and encouraging violence, misogyny and stereotyping by gender, race and
sexuality, then the question arises of whether a valid argument or case can still be made
for the incorporation of that culture into the pedagogy, materials and approach of EM.
This is a central question framing and guiding the argument throughout chapter five.
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otes
Of specific interest here is Hollands' 1995 study, Friday Night, Saturday Night: Youth

Cultural Identification in the Post-Industrial City. The cultural significance attached to
'going out' amongst Newcastle's 16-24-year-olds is the central focus, explored through
the different rituals and behaviours that are built up around the city nightlife for these
young people.

2

See chapter two for a fuller account of these shifts.

3

See the Combat Poverty Agency (2003) report on Educational Disadvantage in Ireland.

4

In conversation with a teacher with 36 years of experience in one of the main feeder
schools for Hillside. She refers to the huge growth in uptake of financial support services
for families in need including the school book rental scheme, the school uniform
recycling scheme, free school milk and free healthy snacks for all children in need.

5

These reflect the most recent figures derived from the Combat Poverty Agency's Summer
2003 report on Educational Disadvantage in Ireland. Details of the report are available
online

at:

http://www.cpa.ie/downloads/publicationslPovertyBriefings/Educational

Disadvantage.pdf

6

Examples include working in supermarkets, petrol stations, video shops, other shops,
assembly line work, casual labour on building sites and other unskilled, impermanent
forms of employment.

7

Associated costs include books, lunch money, uniform, footwear, sports equipment and
clothing, school trips and other sundry expenses.

8

Statistics from www.cso.ie. For a more in depth analysis and discussion of the issues
around youth unemployment, see Gorby, McCoy and Watson (2005).

9

Paul talks about the introduction of subjects such as wood work, mechanical drawing,
construction studies and other vocational options in response to the changing needs of the
community the school serves (November 25th 2002).

IQ

Feeder Schools in this context denote the school at which the university entrant first sat
their Leaving Certificate Exam. The data is taken from lists provided by Universities of
first year students and which were published in the National Press. The data here is taken
from The Irish Times newspaper across a period extending from the May 20th 2004 to the
May 26th 2004.

11

Jan 0' Sullivan as quoted in (2004) 'Elite Schools top the league tables' The Irish

Independent (21 May) p. 12.
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12

Universities and Institutes of Technology are working to address this social imbalance,
and programmes designed to assist and encourage students from disadvantaged
backgrounds both to apply to third level courses and to manage their subsequent learning
are now in place in all institutions. However international research has demonstrated that
even with greater numbers of disadvantaged students finishing second level education
and participating at third level, social class inequalities in educational attainment still
continue (Smyth 1999: 282)

13

See Skeggs (2004) for further discussion of cultural hijacking and assimilation by, in this
case, the middle classes.

14

This sense of ownership is expressed very strongly among the Hillside boys. It is also
reflected in Debbie Ging's 2005 research in which one boy comments on Eminem:
When Eminem was younger his father left... He was also brought up in a poor
family so was 1. Nobody understands what he says in his music about his
childhood and family because they don't know what he went through but I can
relate to him a lot.' (Ging 2005: 45)
Ging carried out her research into the media consumption of teenage Irish boys across
nine secondary schools and through focus groups and questionnaires with boys in
Transition Year. The paper: 'A 'Manual on Masculinity? The consumption and use of
mediated images of masculinity among teenage boys in Ireland' which is referred to here
is an extract from a larger study.

15

The simultaneous and paradoxical affirmation and condemnation of this type of negative
masculinity through the accepted culture or gender regime at many boys' schools is
discussed in depth in chapter three. Here I refer to the broader social or public
conceptions of what constitutes anti-social behaviour or threatening masculinities.

16

MRBI is the largest research company in Ireland with a full time staff of over 40
employees. They carry out market research as well as non commercial research for social
and political opinion polls such as the poll referred to here which focuses on young
people and their experiences of alcohol, drugs, sexual relationships and their levels of
engagement with the mass media.

17

Ian McShane, Managing Director of TNS MRBI, is author (listed) of the survey which
provided details for The Irish Times Poll published in a series of three reports on the 18th,
19th and 20th of September 2003. The survey was carried out over the period of the 20th
of August to the 6th of September 2003. It covers several aspects of the life of a typical
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Irish young person aged between fifteen and twenty-five, including Alcohol and Drugs,
Relationships and Sex, and Media Consumption and Social Issues.

18

Diageo, the international branded drinks company are sponsors of the Guinness Hurling
Championships and involved in expensive, high profile advertising campaigns featuring
Gaelic sports stars and match footage.

19

Sean Kelly quoted in O'Brien (2004) 'Last Call for GAA Drink Link'. The Irish

Examiner (30 June).
20

'Knacker' is now a generally derogatory term related to the Travelling community.

21

Cork slang for a north-sider or a 'knacker'. While 'norrie' usually denotes a person from
the northside of the city it is often interchangeable with knacker which includes people
from both sides of the river.

22

Pilkington and Johnson (2003) present a dialogue between a range of theory and research
on global/local identities and relationships. They put forward the case for situating
global/local studies in the peripheries of the social, prioritising the sub cultures and
foregrounding questions of race, ethnicity, class, generation, gender and sexuality.

23

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) News World Edition. (2004) 'Pub goers
facing Burberry ban'. (20 August) Online: http://news.bbc.co.ukl2/hi/uk_news/england/
leicestershire/3583900.stm

24

See chapter two for a full discussion of disengagement by the boys.

25

'Blade one' or 'blade two' refers to the setting or position of the blade on the clippers
used to cut or shave the hair. A 'blade one' gives the closest/shortest cut.

26

Devlin discusses the 'naming' of young men:
Stories about young men [in newspapers] tend to focus more on
criminality/deviance ... for instance, the word 'youth' tends to be used in a very
formulaic way in the context of stories about crime and deviance involving
young men, while the other words (like 'teenager', 'youngster' and so on) often
have more benign connotations ... [this] is a distinctive feature of their social
position in our society, and is clearly related to the ease and frequency with
which they can be stereotyped (2006: 65)

27

This translates roughly as the Young People of Cork's Youth Club.

28

The information given by the boys on what they do outside of school and work
commitments makes it clear that they prefer to hang around with their friends without any
adult intervention or supervision.

29

Millward, D. (2004) "Manhunt' video game is blamed for brutal killing'. (29 July)
http://news.telegraph.co.uklnews/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2004/07/29/ngame29.xml
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30

BBC News World Edition. (2003) 'Sectarian attack on Lennon'. (9 May). Online:
http://news.bbc.co.ukl2/hi/uk_news/scotland/3012613.stm

31

In terms of reading, books and comics in the fantasy and science fiction genres are
popular with several of the boys. Newspapers are read primarily for sports news and the
titles read are generally whatever is in the house, or bought by their parents. Most popular
are the national tabloids - the Irish Sun and Star as well as the Cork local paper The

Echo, which has a narrow focus on Cork city and county, and is primarily comprised of
local news and sports results. Magazines aimed at older men such as Maxim and
specialist music and computer magazines, such as Loaded or P2 are most popular with
the boys. However because of the relatively peripheral role these media play in the lives
of the Hillside boys, they are sidelined here as well.
32

One important analysis of this area is contained in Sonia Livingstone's Young People and

New Media, a new publication of the report of the research project 'Children, Young
People and the Changing Media Environment' originally reported in Young People, New

Media by Livingstone and Maureen Bovill in 1999. Livingstone, Professor of Social
Psychology at the London School of Economics notes in her introduction that 'Curiously
there is a notable discrepancy between the high levels of public concern over children and
young people's use of new media and the paucity of empirical research conducted thus
far' (2003: 3).
33

In a sample of advertisement breaks lasting approximately four minutes between 16:30
and 17:30, and 21 :30 to 22:30 on MTV, one the most popular channels with the boys,
there was a staggering number of ring tone, mobile tags and phone screen saver adverts,
numbering even adverts in each break out of an approximate 14 adverts in all shown
(These services provide, at a relatively high cost, chart hits as ring tones, the ability to
'tag' your mobile whereby your name appears on its screen, or a picture or screen saver
of a semi-naked girl or a fluffy kitten depending on your tastes). This was conducted over
a period of two weeks. The time slots were chosen as they are representative of the prime
programming slots on MTV when their audience has returned from school or has finished
homework/part-time work. Other adverts seen in these breaks include spots for clothing,
snack and junk food, pain killers and banking services.

34

Mobile phones are no longer expensive and basic models can be bought extremely
cheaply. 'Pay a you go' phones require no bills or contract with providers, which means
young people can, once they have purchased a handset spend as little or as much as they
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can afford on their phones, 'topping up' their 'credit' in increments of€S, €10, €20 and
upwards.

35

See Lodge (2004: 164-181) for her discussion of the show as part of her wider
exploration of children and young people as active and critical users of media.

36

This story is an extract from Irish novelist Colm T6ibin's The Heather Blazing. It is clear
that the boys consider it to be particularly embarrassing and over-sentimental and much
sniggering and muttering breaks out in response to it. The extract focuses on a young boy
named Eamon and his father as they go swimming in the sea on a hot day. Eamon is
afraid of the water and does not want to go in, while his father stands in the water and
tries to encourage him. After a show of reluctance, Eamon eventually does decide to trust
his father and allows him to help him swim. However, by the time this point is reached in
the class the boys are laughing derisively and mincing about in their desks making
exaggerated faces of fear. They find the language used to be especially hilarious,
particularly the extract reproduced below:
He changed into his togs. He felt sweaty in the heat and noticed when he layout
on the sand again that the sand was sticking to his skin. He stood up and walked
down towards the sea. He knew it would be cold, but with the warm sun on his
back it was not as bad as he expected. His father was waving to him and
swimming in a dog paddle towards the shore. Eamon moved out until he, too, had
to jump to avoid the waves. He wondered how you would get the courage to dive
in: what would those first moments be like? His father was beckoning him to
come out further (EM: 196-7).
The overwrought nature, to the boys' sensibility, of the memoir requires neutralisation.
The wimpishness of Eamon is much mocked as is the 'creepiness' of the father and until
Darren breaks the embarrassed silence which has resulted from Paul's question, there is a
feeling of imminent mutiny in the air.

37

The nature of the boys' responses, negative and positive, to EM and its materials is
discussed in chapter five with regard to the wider context of debates and concerns about
youth culture and 'boy culture' in particular.

38

Sarah Thornton is lecturer in Media Studies at the University of Sussex. She has
published several books and papers relating to the study of subcultures and has a special
interest in clubbing and rave cultures, addressed in the work referred to here, Club
Cultures: Music Media and Subcultural Capital.
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39

Such as Keelin Shanley's report for Prime Time (14th January 2003), RTE's current
affairs show, in which she discusses youth crime with teenage joy riders (the show is
available to view in part or in full at http://www.rte.ie/news/2003/0114/primetime.html.

40

This information is gathered from the official web sites for Fair City and Ros na RUn.
Character biographies give brief synopses of age, family, occupation and high and low
points of the characters' lives and loves. The characters selected as representative here
include from Fair City - Stephen McCoy, Lorcan Foley and Mondo 0' Connell.
Characters from Ros na Run include Conall, Jason 0' Connor and Mack
information

can

be

accessed

at

6

http://www.rte.ie/tv/faircity

Riain. This
and

at

http://www.rosnarun.com. The Character Section on each web site provides back story
for each character, demonstrating the extraordinary circumstances of their fictional lives.
41

See Ging (2006: 33) for her discussion ofIrish boys and media engagement.

42

RTE One and Two, TG4 and TV3.

43

EXcluding sports.

44

'Gatch' is an old Cork name for gait, meaning style of walking. 'Knacker gatch' here
refers to the way in which groups of young men carry. themselves in public.

45

Shops in some British towns have banned baseball caps and hooded sweatshirts in an
effort to beat shoplifting, claiming both articles of clothing are used by teenage boys to
conceal their faces during thefts. The shop keepers now reserve the right to refuse entry
to individuals wearing these items. The question of whether or not this reduces shop
lifting or simply pathologises young working class men further is not raised. Paterson
(2003). 'Hoods and Hats Banned to Beat the Shoplifters' (26 May). See link at
http://www.telegraph.co.uk. (The online version of The Daily Telegraph).

46

These immigrant families are, however, mostly young and there are still relatively few
non-white students at econd level in the area.

47

MTV's Cribs is a concept show whereby MTV cameras are 'invited' into the homes of
celebrities, film tars and musicians. The show follows the individual around their home,
into the contents of their fridge, their garden, pool, basket ball courts and garage allowing
them to show off their wealth and possessions and allowing viewers to see where and
how they live.
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Chapter Five
Squaring the Circle:
Bringing (Bad) 'Boy Culture' into the Classroom

Figure 5.01: Brendan's Video Game Library

Acknowledging that problems arise with the content of the majority of the media aimed
at YOung men does not immediately cancel out the possibility, or indeed necessity, of
USing that same material as a resource in the EM classroom. Rather, it reflects the
COmplex nature of the difficulties that exist in both public and academic debates about
Youthful masculinities and their relation to education, culture, anti-social behaviour and
Social life. As a result of what they see as an attack on their culture the Hillside boys feel
threatened by elements of EM and their responses in the classroom often indicate a

hardening of their outlook on certain issues, most particularly those relating to nontraditional gender roles and homosexuality. This standoff between the boys and the EM
materials is easy to see throughout, however, an obvious solution to that impasse is less
evident. Here, in chapter five, I acknowledge this problematic and address what lies
behind these confrontations through a series of classroom vignettes extracted from my
fieldwork. This chapter also draws upon broader questions about the relationship between
Popular youth culture and the education system and foregrounds the necessity of a reevaluation of 'boy culture' as it is understood and represented, both in the classroom, and
10

the wider public sphere.

A. central question for this chapter asks how EM (and by extension any other programmes
and intervention which will follow it) can locate and address important and relevant
questions about male youth culture without alienating its audience and invoking in them
an unreceptive, ho tile tate. I attempt to answer this question in the first instance by
Offering a reinterpretation of a negatively perceived element of that 'boy culture' through
a specific example of the 'rehabilitation' of the popular video game. The centrality of
POPUlar CUlture seen in chapter four is re-examined here in terms of its conflicted
relation hip with education and e tabli hed pedagogical structures and hierarchies of

~Owledge. A
CUrriCUlum,

advocate for the integration of popular culture in the classroom and the
oUin (1994) and the American educational theorist Nadine Dolby (2003)

.
'IS essentla
. 11'
both co n tend that accepting and engagmg
WIth .
tudent culture
y llnpo rt an.t
SUch

1
an engagem nt will th y argue, not only enhance the democracy of the c assroom

(Collin

1994: 60

but c uld al

0

impact po itively on the wider processes of a
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democratic society (Dolby 2003: 7). Chapter five thus begins with a repositioning of
boys' popular culture, starting from 'where the boys are' and accepting their dominant
interest in certain, often problematic forms. Following this, the second part of this chapter
moves back into the classroom for a final visit in order to illustrate the way in which a
more open and less proscriptive view of those negatively perceived elements of 'boy
CUlture', such as the video game, could offer EM a new relevance with regard both to its
original principles and the interests, belief structures and attitudes of its target audience. l

To do this, chapter five draws on the work of lames Paul Gee, who, in What Video

Games have to Teach us about Learning and Literacy (2003), sidelines video game
Content and rereads it, as a form, in terms of its structure and narrative. He resituates the
video game (one of the more demonised elements of 'boy culture') in terms of its
Potential as a tool for enhancing traditional literacy, with obvious implications for it as an
edUcational resource? In light of his reading I imagine the impact a programme like EM
might have in the classroom were it to take some tips from the way in which a popular
video game is designed. Both the form and the ethos of the video game are the antithesis
of EM:. Designed to 'hook in' players and to engage them from the outset, the video game
lllore often than not relies on the old fashioned masculine attractions of sex, violence and
rebellion. Yet, a discussion and reconsideration of the pedagogical value of video game
structure and form constitutes the first part of the chapter. As noted, the second part of
chapter five returns to the classroom and opens up a series of critical vignettes or scenes
for the reader. Reproduced throughout, with these vignettes, are the student and teacher
lllaterials that accompany the classes discussed. Their presence in the text allows the
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reader to understand more fully the root causes of the often tense and conflicted context
In

which conversations and whispered exchanges take place in the classroom. This

tension comes, in part, as a result of the gap between youth culture and traditional
pedagogy, whereby both resist an acknowledgement of the other (Dolby 2003). Each
scene highlights the frequently difficult relationship which exists between young peoples'
understanding and experience of youth culture; 'adult' or public characterisation of
Working class masculine identities, and the educational initiatives, like EM, which are
charged with bridging that gap in awareness.

Of course, in order to re-evaluate 'boy culture' - moving it away from the familiar and
established negative associations with violent, sexist and homophobic content - it is
essential that this gap in understanding and experience between many young people and
adults be recognised. The previous chapters have sought to ensure that the particular local
Culture of the Hillside boys is understood and is fully contextualised in terms of its social
POsitioning. This understanding is vital in order to successfully challenge and/or dislodge
the more damaging aspects of this young male media culture, something which is the
overall aim of EM. In chapter four I looked at what attracts boys to this form of cultural
identity, exploring what exactly is offered to them by the media, and experiencing,
through engagement with their material culture and from my own subject position, the
heady World of the gangster, the rapper and the (sometimes literally meant) 'lady-killer'.
This cultural analysis of attraction was conducted within a necessary awareness of the
real concerns held over the content of much of this media culture and the way in which it
enCOurages and strengthens traditionally rigid masculine attitudes, such as those held in
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relation to women and to gay men. This aggressIve form of male identity is also
fundamentally in opposition to the 'softer' and more tolerant form of masculinity
espoused by EM. Nevertheless, I argue in this chapter that this poorly perceived,
influential, attractive and potentially damaging culture must be allowed to inform the
Ways in which EM, and any programmes which follow it, present this type of material in
the classroom. Here, following Gee (2003), I call for an emphasis on understanding and
engaging fully with the negatively traditional elements of boy culture, so they can be
dislOdged or challenged by discussion or debate between the boys themselves and their
teacher. This emphasis is prompted by the need to find alternative pedagogies and
1llethods which can better reach and engage with the young men following the EM
CUrriculum. Within this, if the main difficulty the programme has in the classroom is
rooted in the already defensive mindset of the Hillside boys, then the first solution or step
1llust be to find a way of addressing the sense that the boys have of being 'picked on'
While still offering a robust challenge to the traditional and outmoded belief systems

who

Ich surface in debate.

Engaging with the boys' defensiveness brings together an awareness of the importance
they attach to their material culture (and the masculine identities it supports and
1llaintains), with the programme's equal conviction that it is detrimental to their
e1ll0tional, social and intellectual development. In fact, neither view is fully complete.
'Boy culture' and EM each have positive and negative attributes and recognition of this
WOuld be beneficial for all involved. Instead, these opposing views come together in the
class Vignettes showing the intensity of the entrenched positions of both sides, each
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Wedded to their oppositional beliefs about the value of the materiality of male youth
culture. Representing this complexity, the vignettes presented here are contextualised and
used differently to those presented in the previous chapters. In the earlier chapters the
Scenes from the classroom are linear, explanatory or illustrative instances allowing the
reader to share my access to the voices of the Hillside boys as they narrate their
experiences. This still remains the case here, although the scenes reproduced in this
chapter go further and are distinct in that they are indicative of both the structural
problem with EM while simultaneously offering suggestions as to how EM may be reImagined.

Rethinking EM

In the two

sections which follow, I bring together my own cultural analysis of this group

of YOung white working class men and allow that analysis to inform and suggest ways in

WhO

Ich they might be better engaged, enabled and accommodated by a programme

initiative like EM. It is, however, important to note that this chapter is not about making a
case for the removal of EM or for the programme to be rewritten as a 'rules of
engagement' for dealing with problems associated with working class boys. Rather I am
Offering suggestions, informed by my classroom experiences about how EM might be reImagined. A renewal of the programme is necessary in order for EM to fulfil its potential
~ enabling young men to see and understand the ways in which their traditional

perceptions of masculinity and 'manliness', can, in a society which has shifted away from
that gender identity or norm, be detrimental to their lives, health and prospects. The
necessity of knowing why the Hillside boys are so attached to their traditional attitudes
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and to traditional perceptions of gender roles and characteristics, often in the face of
reproach, is underlined here as it is the first step to understanding how to shift and
challenge those positions. The challenging of these belief structures is essential, I am not
Suggesting at any point in the research that these views are unproblematic, but I am
Suggesting that they be viewed as problematic in different and multiple ways. Racism,
homophobia, sexism and aggression are by no means attributes unique to young white
Working class men. However, the Hillside boys and their peers are likely to be publicly
associated with these stances in a mamler that is not comparable to representations of
middle class men and boys. Traditional masculine identities operate differently when
attached to different class positions, wherein fonus of cultural associations are 'inscribed
Onto bodies, fixing and associating cultural characteristics on certain groups' (Skeggs
2004: 2).3

Currently there is a gap between the Hillside boys' version of a viable and successful
form of masculinity and the programme's contradictory version of this. Closing down this
distance will enhance the impact the EM programme can have on its target audience and
finding an effective way of doing this is the primary aim of this chapter. Broadening
perceptions of video games beyond common concerns about content and influence is the
first step In
. the narrowing of this break. However, any move towards th·IS new VIew,
.
must
be Cognisant that engaging with popular culture in the classroom does not, as Willis
(2003) explains:
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. .. mean a lazy throwing open of the school doors to the latest fad, but rather
committing to a principled understanding of the complexity of contemporary
cultural experience (2003: 13).

Thus, focusing on the possibility of drawing on video game structure and design in order
to re-conceptualise EM is not unproblematic.

The call to incorporate popular youth

cUlture materials in the classroom disrupts shared cultural assumptions that the language,
knowledge and intellectual authority of the teacher is paramount. And, moving away
from the broad presupposition that the teacher is always 'correct' is fundamentally in
oPPosition to traditional understandings of school and schooling. Bringing youth culture
IOto the classroom shifts the balance of power between teacher and student, blurring the
lines between those who hold and dispense valued knowledge and those who receive it. 4
The American cultural studies theorist Lawrence Grossberg proposes that when there is
an institutional acknowledgment that students' culture is a positive force in their lives,
students will be encouraged to 'gain some understanding of their own involvement in the
World and in the making of their own future' (1994: 18). Reflecting this, in a small way,
are the Hillside boys' responses to a more democratic classroom space. When, (as will be
seen through the vignettes), the culturally and socially acquired competencies and
literacies of the boys are appealed to and engaged with, their enthusiasm, attitudes and
general demeanour become strikingly different and shift away from the heavy pall of
sarcasm, defensiveness, and offensiveness, which normally hangs over the classroom.

Taking this shift into account, I re-imagine EM here, not through the provision and
design of a brand new programme, but in the light of a cultural analysis which takes into
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aCCOunt the differences between groups of boys in terms of experience, environment and
Social class positioning and uses that understanding to best reach and engage with them in
the classroom. It is essential that young men's social and personal development be
addressed in school. The EM programme provides a vital space for this in an extremely
overcrowded school day. It is important therefore, that this space in the curriculum be
used in the best possible way. Doing this requires a rethinking of the logic of delivery of
EM: with a re-examination of the programme's 'reformist ethos' which seeks to reshape
the negative attitudes of boys, along with a reconsideration of the selection, construction
and presentation of the class themes, topics, worksheets and methodologies. It is to this
rethinking that I now turn, and following Gee (2003), the first section of this chapter
explores the types of structures and techniques that are employed by mainstream, popular
5

Video games and which encourage learning and active participation among players. The
particular example chosen here is Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas (GTA) and is used to
illustrate the application of what Gee identifies as the 'principles of learning' (2003: 67).6
While GTA is one of the most popular video games with the Hillside boys, on a more
general level, this and other games like it can be understood as being the ideological
oPPosite of the EM programme. That is, they glamorise and encourage the very

,
negative' and 'traditional' forms of masculinity that are propagated through popular 'boy
CUlture' and which EM is trying to stamp out.

the Learning Principles of 'Good Video Games'
Taking an important step towards addressing this relationship between popular culture
and the official curriculum, Gee outlines 36 learning principles that he sees as both
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actively encouraged and at work in the narrative structure and design of good video
games. At the root of his interest in the subject is a series of questions and
understandings. Thi includes the belief that to learn to play a video game, something that
Involves moving through different levels, learning shortcuts and cheats, controlling and
directing a character through a virtual world, is neither a waste of time nor a distraction
from the 'real world'. Rather for Gee it is part of a process of learning a new and
essential literacy. Thi form of literacy i ba ed on visual skill and on being able to read
tma

.
ges mdependently of text although traditional forms of literacy - such as reading text

(both on and off cr en) - ar
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broadly understood as being 'educational' (see figure 5.02).7 Video game literacy also
relies on the use of memory, manual dexterity, rapid mental and physical reactions and
the ability to construct and maintain maps of meaning and of relationships as they apply
to the character and his or her virtual world. This ability to 'recover meaning' from
events and incidences in that virtual world and to then process images as information is,
Gee argues, a far more important skill now than previously in our history.8 He further
states that the type of learning involved in video games is far more suited to both the
needs and the competencies of young people who have grown up and live surrounded by
advanced communicative technology (2003: 7).

Gee's primary interest is not in the technology of video games. Rather, he focuses on
What makes some games successful when others, even though they offer a similar - if not
identical_ mix of violence, excitement and sex, fail. For Gee the answer lies in how some
Video games, even when difficult and challenging, draw players in and keep them
Interested. This function, he argues, is the first reflection of the principles of intensive
teaching and learning seen in this media form. Gee is not suggesting an altruistic
lllotivation behind this; he clearly recognises that video games need to sell in order to be
commercially successful. Rather, it is in the interest of the games' success to make people
Want to play them. He asks, 'how are good video games designed to enhance getting
themselves learned - learned well and quickly so people can play and enjoy them even
When they are long and hard?' (Gee 2003: 6). This question shapes his desire to uncover
and to apply the 'learning principles' used by those games which keep players interested
and make them want to keep playing even when the game requires levels of commitment
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beyond, as seen in figure 5.02, regular entertainment practices which demand less
physical and mental effort. Gee answers his own question by presenting his 36 learning
Principles, and here I focus on the first four: 'enticement', 'practice', 'reward' and
'identity' (2003: 61-68). He also identifies a 'cycle of thought' which, he argues, is
encouraged by video gaming (ibid: 90). Both these four principles and the cycle of
thought are discussed in full in the following sections in relation to GTA as well as in the
class session extracts.

Before moving on to these examples, however, it is essential to first understand, in the
Context of Gee's re-evaluation, what it is that popular culture and video games, in
particUlar, can offer boys both in and beyond the classroom. At this point the original
"

Contradiction highlighted in chapter four and at the beginning 'of this chapter re-emerges.
FocUsing solely on the problems with content in relation to 'boy culture' excludes any
other perspective and specifically precludes the depth of understanding that can be gained
from personally engaging with the media artefacts and media forms which comprise that
cUlture . Th'IS IS
. not to say that the machismo, sexism or VlO
. 1ence I'nh erent ID
. so many

form

s should be acceptable or should pass un-remarked. However, the continued

attraction to the e form is firmly linked to the pervasiveness of a 'negatively traditional
Il1asculinity' (and is part of a cyclical relationship wherein each sustains the other). A
prograrnm e I'Ike EM cannot expect to imply dislodge these pre fierences aIong WIt'h th e
accomp

,
.h
full
anYIng and engrained attitudes of boys and young men WIt out a

Understa d'
.
I'
0
"
n Ing and awarene s of that which it is trying to shIft or neutra lse. nce It IS
clear be
, yond the obviou level of titillation and entertainment, what keeps young men
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IUterested in particular media forms, those forms or structures can in many cases, as Gee
Points out, be used in or applied to different settings and with different materials. In the
specific case of video games it cannot just be sex or violence that attracts players. This is
the case, Gee argues, because many games offering a similar or identical mix of the two
as GTA does, fail to sell (2003: 5-6). Looking beyond the attractive/problematic content
of these and other media forms in this way allows for an exploration of structure and of
the way in which the material addresses its audience. Hence a reinterpretation of how
l11aterial is selected, structured and presented in EM is framed, in the following section,
through a critically informed revisiting of the GTA game series.

Reinterpreting and Representing

I chOse the new version of GTA: San Andreas for illustration purposes here for several
reasons.9 Firstly, it is extremely popular with boys in this age group. Secondly, the game
IS

Considered to be one of the most violent and misogynistic (and therefore 'worst')

eX.amples of the genre. ID This is a complaint that has been enhanced by the game's visual
'realism'. Examples of this can be found in figure 5.03a and figure 5.03b. Thirdly, it is a
new installment in the GTA series and so has changed to reflect the current music and
filmic references of its players while also showcasing advanced graphics. 11 The game
also has a complete and fully contextualised narrative structure together with high levels
of COmplexity in terms of plot lines, characterisation and motivated action. San Andreas
fOCUses On the geographically and culturally distant, yet familiar, world of urban gang
warfare. The action has moved from the Mafia-run Miami of the 1980s, as seen in the
earlier versions discussed in chapter four, to the violent battles for territory between and
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among rival Latino and African-American gang members which allegedly mirror 'reallife' battles which rocked Los Angeles in the 1990s. The game is set in the fictional cities
of Las Venturas, a gambling hotspot based on Las Vegas, San Fierro, modelled on San
Francisco and Los Santos, a fictionalised Los Angeles.

Figure 5.03 a-b: The 'Realism' of GTA _ Screenshots of CJ and the Grove Sf Family Gang.

The .
vIolent and crime-riven urban sprawl of Los Santos is home to a young black man
named Carl lohnson (Cl). He is the game's hero/anti-hero and a member of the formerly
intluent'la I, although now in decline, Grove St Families Gang. He is also the persona
taken On by the player in the game. 12 Cl's masculinity is problematic and typical of that

who

Ich is offered to boy acro s action films, rap music and other video games. He

oPerate

out ide the law

i

physically strong, violent, sexually promiscuous and

aggressive. Yet, although clearly a violent criminal, Cl is presented to players in a
Context th at ugge t that he i a 'good' character and his actions are expI'
ame d'm terms
Ofmoti

.
vatlOn and nece ity. He i portrayed a a guardian for his family, neighbourhood

and gang N
.'
.h
.
11
. everthele ,he appear throughout the game dnppmg WIt guns, Jewe ery
and Wo

men ( ec figure 5.03b). He therefore embodie the feared stereotype
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0

f h .
t e mner

city black male and bears a strong and non-accidental resemblance to the 'real-life'
rapper and ex crack-dealer Fifty Cent (see figure 4.10a). This popular form of hypermasculinity is a fantasy masculinity and is recognised as such by the Hillside boys. Yet, it
raises the same problems as many other similar 'role player' games. These include, but
are not restricted to, examples of misogyny, racial and cultural stereotyping, a
glorification of the 'machismo' of crime, and extremely high levels of casual violence
inflicted on rival gang members, the police and on the regular 'citizens' of the three cities
Portrayed.

Obviously a programme such as EM .
' to young men as
IS never'
gomg to b e as attractIve
PlaYing GTA or other video games. Fundamentally the programme does not 'start where
the boys are', rather it seeks to alter behaviour and to intercede or intervene in the playing
Out and performance of aggressive or troublesome working class masculinities. Thus,

EM:, like the ASBO, condemns male youth culture without room for a full consideration
of the sets 0 f"
Circumstances, often outSIde of the control of these young men, w h'IC h h ave
led to a pomt
' whereby such dramatic interventions are fe It to b e necessary. I n W'll"
I IS
~~m Work, The Elhnograpl'llc
" ImagznatIOn
' (2000: 93), he updates and reflects on the

Conternporary po ition of working class boys and men dlscussmg
.
. t1le way m
'h
w 'IC h th ey
react t

h
.
'
o t e current ocia] and economic conditions m whIch they find themselves. The

. own
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alternaf
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"
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Thu wh n EM doe not speak to them m a language - elt er
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verbal or vi ual - that makes them want to move away from their macho masculine
identity and towards the alternative 'softer' masculine identity offered to them by the
programme, they are more likely to retain their own alternative means of conferring
maSCUlinity, The identity proffered by the programme is undoubtedly a tolerant and openminded ma culinity that is accepting of difference, diversity and change, whereas the
maSCUlinity offered by GTA: San Andrea is violent, sexist and criminal. Both forms of
ma cUlinity are unr ali tic extreme , a point under tood by the boys, But, at the same
time, one form i able to far more effectively draw them in and keep them interested than
the oth er. 14 Under tandmg
.
that M could never eriously compete with a slick, glossy
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and then present a series of alternative, 'positive' stances which function to close the
topic or subject. Although the programme set out to be a 'student led' initiative, the
materials do not provide a starting point for that to occur. It relies instead on rigidly
structured worksheets and step-by-step instructions for both teachers and students
(examples of both are reproduced in the second half of this chapter). This means it is
Overtly 'improving' or didactic. The issue of reward is also central here. The boys are
Well aware that their views and positions may not be desirable or agreed with outside of
their immediate peer group or local setting. This is immediately evident in the classroom,
When a 'joke' or supposedly 'throwaway' comment which has a clear basis in real feeling
Or belief is made. As discussed in relation to the programme's attempt to raise issues of
homosexuality or the role of women, the boys, expecting their views to be challenged, go
On the defen ive at once. EM does not offer them a credible alternative to their current
Understanding of what it is that 'makes a man' and neither do they see any advantage in
allow'
lng them elves to be eriou ly challenged by the programme material.

A.s disc us ed In
. chapter two and three, the boy , sense of msecunty
'
" IS re Iate d t0 th elr
'
Social an d economic po itioning as well as to theIr
" youth and relatIvely Iow stand"109 m
the ge

'
.
d fi h'
neral hI rarchy of lri b ma culinity. They do not see an mherent rewar or t elr

effOrts

Or any real incentive apart from teacher approval, to commit to the programme

and take on board it ideology, Rath r they regard the type of masculinity advocated by

EM a

a femini ed v r ion _ a form of 'light ma culinity' -that will result in even lower

standin '
g IQ their hierarchy of mal ne
they d

which run from 'hard-man' to 'gay-boy'.

E
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ven 1

o decid to ubv rt th ir more traditional or controversial (as seen from a liberal
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middle class perspective) views on immigration, homosexuality, or the role of women,
their own personal position in the world will not have changed.

In addition to this, the fact that the boys will not be tested in an official exam capacity on

EM removes both the fear of the possibility of 'failing' and the motivational promise of
doing well. Because EM is not considered to be a 'real' class, there is no 'quantifiable'
learned content on which the boys can be tested and so effort and engagement are not
Implicitly accepted as a part of the programme. Furthermore, as noted, conforming to the
norms of EM is unlikely to gamer praise or admiration from classmates. Conversely,
GTA offers rewards for effort and practice in both the virtual and social 'real' world.

Gaining new skills and using them to complete missions successfully allows new parts of
the game to be unlocked. For example, once a player hones her/his skills and completes
the training missions for flying aircraft, a whole world above the ground opens up and
passenger airliners, military aircraft, helicopters and parachutes can all be added to
Cl's/the player's transport repertoire. Although these are 'virtual' skills it is, nonetheless,
IlhPOrtant to understand that this 'achievement' is something recognised by classmates.
The boys share a frame of reference, appreciating the effort involved and understanding
What completing a particular mission means within the broader context of the video
garne. This achievement principle could be incorporated on a far larger scale into the
programme. Thi could, by offering the boys the possibility of achieving a definable
resUlt or outcome, encourage participation and actIve
.
'h
engagement
WIt th e programme.
This Potentiality will be discussed more fully in the second half of this chapter in the
COntext f h
.
,
o teEM game entItled 'The Murder Hunt.
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A 'Cycle of Thought'
Gee also discusses what he refers to as the 'cycle of thought', describing this cycle as to
'probe - hypothesise - re-probe - rethink' (2003: 90). A game like San Andreas actively
encourages this model; the player must ftrst enter a virtual world and ftnd out how things
work, what things are, and how the rules apply. Having investigated this virtual world,
the player must reflect on what s/he has learned and form guesses as to what particular
items may mean in the context of the game. According to this model, the game player
then re-enters the virtual world armed with her/his hypotheses which will be put to the
test. The feedback gained from testing ideas and trying out actions allows the player to
See whether or not s/he should reject or rethink her/his original ideas. This reflective
practice is essential to learning in the classroom as well as outside of it. That such a
fundamental process is at the basis of what is considered to be one of the 'worst' (in
terms of negative content and influence) mainstream video games is an almost total
Inversion of their more negative associations. In contrast, EM does not allow students to

,
practice' different attitudes and opinions. Neither does it, primarily due to time
Constraints, allow students to reflect on the issues presented. The issue of time is crucial
here as most schools were only able to allocate one or two class periods of 40 minutes
apiece t

h
o t e programme.

The time con uming nature of EM's introductory seSSIOns,
.
th e nee d t0 prepare
classro Oms and to arrange materials means that It0 can be a wh)01 e b efiore stu dents and
teach

ers can get

tuck into' the programme proper. This, as compared with the time

sPent in other clas e and chool activitie means that EM is at a disadvantage and that it

331

often has little chance of making an impression on the attitudes it wishes to shift. Time in
the class is generally at a premium. Typically, stories or poems are presented and work
sheets are handed out, they are filled in and discussion takes place. Within this
framework students are not able to take the time to 'dip' into different or diverse
experiences, to think about how issues of restriction and choice effect people in particular
situations. For example, as will be seen in the class extract, No Place to Go, a discussion
about homelessness is structured through a list of causes, definitions and a series of
Worksheets offering 'answers'. To be sure, Gee's 'cycle of thought' is difficult to
faCilitate in a 40 minute class session. It would even be difficult to facilitate it across
several class sessions compared to the amount of time dedicated to playing a game like

San Andreas. The time allocated and the volume of material is one of the main problems
With EM as it currently exists. The methodologies presented for teachers are practical and
tangible examples of the broader problems which exist with the 'mindset' or ethos of the
Intervention programme. Currently teachers are forced to choose between covering many
topics Superficially, covering relatively few in depth, or allowing discussion and debate to
progress in a more 'organic' manner depending upon the interest students show and
Investments they make in particular questions or problems.

This disparity between the time allocated and the volume of material offered should, if
EM: Were to be returned to the drawing board, form the basis for its re-making. Evinced
by the variety of materials, the vastness of the programme effectively cancels out what it
aimed to be - student-led, discussion-based and founded upon a loose pedagogy, in and
Out of Which teachers could dip according to the particular and locally specific needs of
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their students. As such the possibilities offered by the programme are outweighed by the
problems with it and these problems can be directly traced to its general ethos and the
methodological issues which stem from that. The student worksheets provided for each
section, in particular, proved to be problematic. The Hillside boys found the worksheets
to be overly childish and didactic. Frequent complaints in class were based on the feeling
that they did not agree with any of the available answers or categories provided to them
on their worksheets. Occasionally this was due to a desire on behalf of the class to be
disruptive. However, the sheets handed out to them in class were, often, either left blank
Or Scribbled and doodled on. The 'right' answers, as asked for by these sheets, were
rarely given. Incidences in which Paul asked students to explain why they had not filled
In

their sheets resulted in such explanations as 'the one I want isn't on it' and 'the answer

I have won't fit/isn't asked for'. The programme review team expressed surprise at this
displeasure. They stated, 'It is unclear why some students may have viewed some of the
teaching methodologies and activities in EM as childish' (Mac an Ghaill et al 2003: 165).

In response to this, informed by my fieldwork, I would suggest students' views stem from
the fact that the visual sophistication and literacy of adolescent boys was either
underestimated or not con idered in the programme design.

Reflecting on this problem, the following section looks in more detail at the programme
materials; going back into the cIa room to look at how they are received by the Hillside
boys. A serie of key questions run throughout the critical vignettes. These focus on the
ISSUe of approach and on the omission of popular culture as a resource. Th e fr ammg
.
question here focu e on whether or not EM could be remade to take into account the
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competencies, familiarities, media-based knowledge and skills of the boys. This remaking
would help overcome the 'defensive-offensive responses' (Willis 2000: 43) of the boys
and engage them more actively and productively.

Back to the Classroom - New Perspectives

Questions addressed in this section are not posed in order to provide clear-cut answers
but to explore a possible alternative, drawing on classroom observation and a prolonged
engagement with the cultural mores and artefacts of this group of boys. I will not, as
noted, provide a detailed pedagogic methodology nor advocate a dismissal of the EM
programme or any others like it which may follow. The alternative model outlined is
dedicated to the preservation of the type of classroom environment that EM can and does,
oCcasionally, provide. This programme, when it ran well, offered a vibrant space in which
the boys wanted to participate, to disagree, discuss and debate with their teacher and with
each other, both the ways in which they perceive the world around them and their role in
it. The programme, when it did not run well, provoked upset, prolonged silences,
SUbversion and disengagement. 16 By adopting and adapting the question posed by Gee, I
hope to explore the way in which EM sometimes 'facilitates getting itselflearned' (2003:
6) Whereas at other times, it seems to actively discourage engagement and participation
(ibid).

Understanding how the programme works (or doesn't work) in the class is essential to
any attempt to suggest a new direction for EM. A greater understanding also provides an
ImPortant insight into the regular clashes between teacher, materials, students and culture.
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In order to structure these insights, I have divided the vignettes under the illustrative
headings of 'successful', 'failed' and 'moderate' sessions. Descriptively speaking, a
,
sUCcessful' class denotes one in which the boys are engaged, enjoy themselves and are
receptive to the challenge being laid down by the programme. These classes were
rei afIvely rare and accounted for a small percentage of the total classes attended. 17 A
'failed' class does not denote one in which the boys are loud and messing around. Rather,
a loud class full of chat and debate actually indicated a 'successful' or 'moderate' session
With the boys visibly relaxed and comfortable in the environment. Instead, a 'failed' class
IS marked by an awkward silence and a complete withdrawal and disengagement on the
Part of the boy . 'Moderate' classes typically are neither hated nor loved by the boys. The
atmosphere does not run as high as in a 'successful' class in terms of engagement and
enjoYment but equally, the boys do not feel alienated or irritated by the materials as they
do i

n a markedly bad e Ion.

The v
ery fact that the boy are alienated and genuinely feel threatened by some of the
programm e mat rial i repr entative of a problem at the level 0 f overa II programme
approach rather than a problem at the level of delivery. As noted throughout, all of the
teacher'
.
IntervIewed in th cou! e of thi re earch, and particularly Hillside's Paul, are
highly
Progra

..
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P ul wa
m tim

m re often than not, open to the boys' interests and
b gan with a tatement or expre ion of interest made by

r mOre tud nt . In m rked di tin ti n to thi

5

cIa e that took their lead completely

from the programme worksheets and materials generally floundered because they failed
to reflect 'reality' or relevance to the boys. On occasion this seemed like a self-fulfilling
prophecy as often on 'off days' when the boys were grumpy or Paul himself was 'not in
the humour for it,' the programme materials were given more of a central role to play.18
On several particularly bad day, when it seemed that no one felt like doing anything, the
programme video was used, with, as will be seen, a predictably negative response.

'Getf
109 (Or

ot Getting) Learned'

Throughout the programme there are moments of genuine enjoyment, connection and
prOductivity although the e are experienced against a fairly constant backdrop of
dis agre

'
ement WIth the programme' aims and ethos. While the disagreement is fairly

COntinuou it i not in it elf, a c rtain indicator of total opposition. Nor should this
dis agre

ement or defi n ivene

nece arily be regarded as wholly negative, as in fact this

Can op en up a u eful and pr ductive pace 111
, whIch
, the boys may find themse Ives 0 bl'Ige d
to eX.am'Ine clo ely their own pr judice and po itions. Nevertheless, unmista keabl e SIgns
'
~~i .

rntated and in ult d gr up of b y are frequently vi ible, most plainly illustrated

throu h
g that pow rful cti n in th
and Withdrawt'n
When th r

1

n P

generally I d, a

Darr

n and hi

ll100d od

th

t n

tudent lexicon of resi tance - switching off mentally

11 int r t and willingn

to ngag. Thi i generally re orted to only

.
.
d'
ibility f e tra ting any more fun out of the ituatlOn or tOPIC an IS
d in hapt r thr , by the cIa

unt rp rt in th
r m ny

th

'joker or 'clown'.

r ndan, a 'jok r ' effectively et the
. Wh n th y cea

to mak jokes, the rest

of the class usually follow their lead. Because they can generally be relied upon to
provide a laugh or to lighten the tone both are often singled out to offer an answer in an
otherwise silent class. McLaren (1999: 160-164) notes the importance of the 'class
clown' and both boys, though occasionally disruptive, are not unappreciated by Paul.
With their humour they provide a release valve for the simmering frustrations of the
classroom and yet all the while remain astute judges of the classroom mood, pulling back
and leading the silence whenever it is felt to be necessary. Efforts to provoke laughter
often come at cri i moments in a class and are a clear attempt by boys to 'take charge' of
the material or to control material by re-situating it in a context they can understand and
relate to on their own t rm . When the programme fails to address the boys 'where they
are'

and give them n ither a credible alternative position, nor incentive to come to the

rity
plC
mp t n

a breakd

.
Wn

In

program m m

f

la
will b

th t go well or ar

njoyable, are focu ed on

n in 'The Murder Hunt', appeal to boys through
. ]n

the ca e f a 'failed' cIa s, however, there is

Thl' br akdown occur between the
'
mmuni ati nand und r t nd mg.
th

tea her the tudent and the perception of

7

the motivations behind the behaviours or attitudes being 'corrected' or challenged in the
particular session. The programme video provides an excellent example of this gap in
understanding.

Throughout, the majority of classes I observed had moments that went badly yet it was
rare that an entire 40 minute class would pass in a disagreeable silence. When a class
does start to go badly, u uaIIy a subject change, a cathartic joke or a silly comment is
enough to jolt the boy back into a 'good mood'. Jolting them back into a 'good mood'
does not nece anly
.
.
d'ISCUSSlOn
. but SImp Iy b ac k'mto
ugge t that they return to senous
0

sOme form o f engagement and participation, even Iof It IS Just b ac k to messmg
. aroun d . For
0

•

0

example in cIa e wh re difficult topics such as homosexuality or domestic violence
came up the b y becom

tremely defensive. This was particularly the case in relation

to the'
If negative vi w about 'gay' and they were reluctant to talk about such Issues.
0

•

Im m dO

e lately on the defi n iv

th y waited, as noted, to be challenged on their views.

ely d fend d their traditional attitudes towards work, women and

to ith r m v
Po

0

Hive and r la

d atm ph r :

n tan w point of interest or to simply finish up in a

Paul:

What doe dome tic mean? In the hou e or home. So dome tic
iol ne i violence in the home ... What kind of men might we be
talking about h re?

oin:

ntal ca e .

D vid:

n t right in the head like ...

Junki

r ham:

H ml ht ju tb, like hav a bit of a temper ju t.

P ul:

n turally hot headed?

r ham:

It d p nd

with it
D

P ul:

r h m:

n the ituation like,

meone might have grown up

n it in th ir own hou e.

it happ n ft n do you think?
unn ...

In:

h 11 th tirn I'd ay.

Paul:

I ne ] ju t within the family?
tw

la :

ould it b

n b yfri nd and girlfriend?

.]

P ul:

it h pp n in

r I ti n hip with young people at all do you

think.
la.
rn rd:

[ i I n .]

tt.]

[In
It h. [

yfri nd and b yfri nd ir! He'd be hitting hi

u hter rupt.] (

rcl

nd la

n \ ith th \

Mar h 200 )

nd in n in rea ingly edgy debate
curred:

m n' n \\ m n in th h rn , th

Paul:

I1 n y u

ur idea

\ h'tt \\' ul I

u \ nt t b at h rn

ul

WI'th

t marri d

th

r take a

hildr n? W uld

h '!
.)
I

lJ I:

11

tl1

111 I

r' -h ? T a hildrnind r. If

a hildl11l11d r

W

rn ny

Darren:

Sir, I still go. [The class erupts in loud and relieved laughter and
Paul cannot resist joining in.] (8 th March 2004)

In a 'failed' class the atmosphere is unpleasant and uncomfortable. The boys disengage
cOrnpletely. There is no 'banter', no messing. The boys sit in their desks silently, giving
the Outward appearance of the perfect students while refusing to participate except when
strOngly prompted or otherwise 'forced' to take part. The classroom space in a 'failed'
class is characterised by a total lack of interaction on all sides. The boys do not chat or
squabble with each other or with Paul. There is no teasing or enjoyment. The boys sit
rigidl

y as opposed to other cIa es where they are relaxed and feel free to sprawl around

In their de ks . Every econd of the 40 minute period is felt: time moves slowly and is
Punctuated with long ilence wherein questions from Paul hang in the air until he has to
name

.
, Or Pomt to a tudent in order to get an answer. More often than not, Paul will not

get a c

Ornplete an wer and i u ually forced to answer the question himself.

Field
note reflect the lack of conversation or movement in a 'failed' class. In 'successful'
Or'
rnoderate' cIa e

0

much i u ually going on that I rarely stop writing and am often

still rn k'
a lllg note at th cho I gate on my way out. In a 'failed' class fieldnotes are
cOnfj
ned to the phy ical app arance of the room, how the boys are sitting, what they look
like and wher

mmitm nt on behalf

f tho e involved. The room is

ntm nt and i unreli ved by any humour or levity. Paul, in one
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of the examples that follows in the next section, turns to Darren, 15 or so minutes into a
session, in the hope of provoking a joke or a 'smart-alec' response from him which may
lift the mood. He is however, rebuffed and this effectively sets the tone for the rest of the
group who proceed to sit out the clock in a stony silence.

Mentally Healthy

The class session discussed here comes from the Relationships, Health and Sexuality
(EM 2000: 167) theme in the programme and is one of three classes focused on health.
The fir t class in this section of the programme looks at physical health. In this case, it
Went relatively well, with the boys enjoying themselves and actively participating. An
extract firom th'I class IS
. reproduced here:

Paul:

What about organic foods? What does organic mean? What kind of
tuff can you get that is organic?

Darren:

[ houting.] Vegetables! Chickens, sir!

Martin:

Egg and chickens who are always outside ...

Paul:

They can be. Organic means something grown or reared with no
chemical,

0

any organic animals would have no antibiotics given

to them and if it were vegetables they would have no pesticides on
th m or no chemical fertiliser, and ...
Ian:

[Interrupting and provoking much laughter.] Just shit so, sir. ..

Paul:

[ miling but ignoring the interruption] For instance so lads, can
you get organic chip? Would you be able to do that?

ean:
Paul:

o.

hip ar bad for you.

Wait I'll a k again.

an you get organic chips?

la :
Paul:

h r d

hip come from?
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lan:

[Encouraged by the laughter.] From the chipper!

Paul:

Where do chips come from?

Martin:

From spuds.

Paul:

So organic chips would come from ... [He pauses here for an
answer but gets only more laughing in response.] From organic
potatoes. Well 1 won't be asking any of you to do the shopping, I'd
be afraid what you'd come back to me with...

Darren:

Coffee. [Making a disgusted face.]

Paul:

How many lads like coffee? Hands up. [He puts up his own.]

lan:

It's disgusting the smell of it.

Darren:

There's an awful smell down around there [laughing and gesturing
in the direction of Paul's office.] (Paul brews fresh coffee each
moming.)19 (26 th January 2004)

Thi extract how how this type of class is enjoyable and informative for the boys, even
if it appear that nothing of sub tantial value is covered. There were several classes where

it eemed a though Paul and the boys were simply having a chat, teasing each other and
l1laking JO
. ke . Thi type of atmo phere i only possible in classes where difficult topics or
the chall ngmg
.
.
of engrain d beliefs are not on the agen da. Th'IS IS

0

b'
VIOUS IY not

sOl1leth'
.
.
.
109 whIch could account for the entirety of a programme lIke thIS. The relaxed
ex.chan g of ' bant r . abo e i in tark contra t to ten ion evident in the following session,
entitled 'F

u ing n
I arlyaddr

ing a far more difficult topic - mental illness and depression -

uld b

t d react very differently to it. The class begins with the

infOfInati
th ir
I

pIe will b affected by mental illness at some point in

r

IVe and

Part

nt I H alth' which took place a week later on 2 February 2004.

f

ith n

tra t fr m J966, by the Jri h poet Paul Durcan. The poem 1966

th t d I with Durcan' exp rience of being an in-patient in a
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PSYchiatric in titution in England in the 1960s (see figure 5.04a below). Paul hands out
the fir t heet and the boy are a ked to read the poem quietly to themselves.
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h I
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. How

igur

ould ou d

.04 -b: tudent

at rial _ Foeu ing on Mental Healt"

A.lthough thin
la
to begin with
I v I f int r

h tting nd m
t. P ul

In

doe not tart off badly. The boys are lively

ar undo They take their work heets with the usual

plain a h hand

ut the heet that they will be talking about
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mental health and the possible reasons why some people might suffer from or experience
different mental illnesses. As he explains this, the boys begin to make 'cross' faces and to
sigh loudly. As he goes on and they look at their worksheets, the atmosphere subtly
Undergoes a shift. While they read the poem Paul writes a heading on the board, 'reasons
for Poor mental health'. As he is doing this, the noise level rises, and complaints emerge
from the hubbub such as 'it's like fucking English.' In other words, because they have to
read a poem and talk about it, it seems to the boys as if they are in English class, as
oPPOsed to taking it easy in EM.

CUtting through the sudden groundswell of discontentment, Paul raises a question about
the

poem. He asks, 'What is he gripping and why is he gripping it?' Instead of the usual

raft of' k
'
Jo es that might have been expected here, Paul gets blank stares. He asks agam,

'\\Thy do people grip

things tightly? Afraid? That they might be falling off something?'

Be direct h
. k b ..
d A
s t e last comment to Darren, hoping he will pick up the JO e, ut IS Ignore, s
no on

e answers his question, Paul points to one boy, Gavin, and says 'Tell us.' He then

asks h'
IS

Paul'

question again. Gavin shrugs and ays 'yeah' all the while staring at a point over

s left shoulder. The cla

tOWards P I '
au who 1

is now completely silent, with all the boys facing forward

.
'd
t lk'
tanding at the top of the class. There IS no rnessmg an no a mg.

A.s a result b
'
'h
11
, ecau e I do not have to keep up with the mynad conversatIOns t at norma y
flow ar

oUnd the room I have much more time to look around me. In contrast to today's

SlOWness P h I
.
, aul i u ually pu hed for time. He often comments after class t at t 1ere IS
neve
r enou h .
, hIt'
g time allocated to programme and i sues like EM, nor IS t ere enoug 1 Ime
to get gOod d'
1

eu Ion going:
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Very often you'd have something good going along, talking, and the bell would
go and you'd lose it and take the whole next session trying to get it back (24 th
March 2003).

PaUl moves back to the blackboard where, picking up a piece of chalk, he asks for any
reasons as to why some people might suffer from mental illness. Again his question is
met by a blank stare and he is forced to supply possible reasons himself. He writes - 'Bad
childhood', 'V'IOlence', 'Abu e', 'Bereavement' and 'Stress' - on the blackboard, calling
them out a he goes and pau ing, hopefully, for any comments from the boys. Pointing at
a boy'

10

..
the front row he a ks 'anything else?' and, even though It IS already on the

board h
e receive an unenthusia tic 'Violence' as a reply. Paul continues, 'Now I am
throwin tl' .
g 11 10 b cau e it i
Writes 'D
tho

0

obviou that most people would not even think of it. .. ' he

rug /Alcohol on the board and turns back to the boys, inviting any comments or

ughts. At thi point 20 minute into the cIa s, the atmo phere is leaden and all of the

faces th

.
at 1 can e ar fixed firmly in cowls. Attemptmg to move the class on, Paul

distribut

e the n xt work heet

,
.,
kipping over the rest of the ExploratIons that follow

the
Poem and continuing on to further di cu ion of the factors contributing to mental
ilJne
(e figure 5.04c . P ul keep up a continual flow of talk while handing out the
Sheet l-I
. eg
thr ugh all of th p ible factor a king the boys to think about these
and t ti
o III out th
f the boy make any erious effort to do
c rdingly.
th'
I and the maj rity of pa
ar ith r left blank or cribbled on.
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aterial - Focusing on Mental Health.

On to another angle, Paul ask the boys to raise their hands if they would 'have a

drink ev

er . They all, after a pau e, grudgingly raise their hands, some half way, others
barely f
o f their de k . Th re I ti 11 no chat and none of the normal comments and finger
POinting 'h'
- e alway drunk ir' - one would normally expect to see and hear. The class
rImps On .
WIth Paul dragging an wer out of the boy. He asks 'Why is it that, statistics
tell U
, men are mor likely to commit uicide?' Addre sing the entire class yields no
resPonse and

h'
o e I forced to ca t around for an an wer. He picks out Kevin, the 'good

boy'

Or ' uck' of the la . ven Kevin doe not want to get involved, but as he does not
\Vant to d'
I ob y th
ith r, h mutter omething about 'how men don't talk ... '
before '.
traIlIng off. nthu d Paul tri to encourage him, 'you're getting close there, go
on .. ' b
. Ut K vin ha nothing further h want to add. Kevin' comment is the last and this
cIa
m f r
ntful by, an irate teacher and almo t five minutes of
iIen
eVery

(d'
unng whi h th

One Wait d ti

b y wr

r th b 1I t

4

n minally 'doing the worksheet') as

A number of factors contributed to this class going badly. The difficult nature of the
Piece, the methodology and materials (working from a poem is too reminiscent of
homework), and the range of topics expected to be covered in one session all added to the
unpleasant atmosphere which ettled over the room within five minutes. It is difficult to
think how a topic like this might be approached differently but perhaps starting from a
point With which the students are comfortable and by using language with which they are
famili

.
ar WIth may offer a more positive start. The reluctance to draw upon the cultural

referen

ces of young men i evident throughout, but the programme video provides the

tnost re ad"lI y accessible example of the failure to do thIS
" and 0 f'Its consequences. The
Video mi sed its mark dramatically and gave rise to the only real incidences of classroom
Indis c' r
.
Ip Ine een throughout the entirety of the fieldwork. It was also the only tIme Paul

was for
differe

ced to actually get 'cro '" This next extract shows how the video produced a

nt, perhap

more familiar form of a 'failed' class, one that was certainly

COUnt
erproductl'v with r gard to the tated alms
. 0 fEM .

Yid

eo asfle ?.

The

programme vid

mOre and
adol e

refi r nc

tna cUlini

rea

i a p rfect example of the reluctance to draw upon the cultural
of y ung m n and young working cIa

Cent and adUlt m n nd w m n who app ar in the vid

tnuch that th y

So fa

0

imply r infi rc

irritate the Hillside boys so

.
th ir onviction a to what I

ty. Th p pI fI atur d in th vide

r rernov d fr m th 1i

0

. partlcu
. Iar. 20 Th e
men ID

. f: t
d ' able
ac, a eSlr

,ID

a di cu ed in detail in chapter three, are

nd

f the Hill id boys that they have no

tin

t nag d by' t relate to and empathise with a

0

n to r lat t th m.
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selectio n 0 f mIddle
.
class house husbands and female academics is futile. Leaving the
relianc

. ,
e on adult figures aSide and lookmg at the few young people featured, the gap in

relevan

.
cy contmues, as does the problematic and skewed representation in terms of

gender. By skewed I am referring to the way in which the teenaged girls featured in the
video

.
are eVIdently middle class and from urban backgrounds. They are unfairly

compared to three, working class, rural, adolescent boys who mumble, avoid looking at
the cam

.
era slllgger and are clearly uncomfortable. The problem does not lie in the

IncI .
uSlo n of young working cia
actuall

rural men in the video but in the fact that the video

.
y UCceed m pre enting girls a both intimidating and threateningly dismissive of

boyS of h
t e ame age. It pair thi with a representation of boys as slow-witted, underconfident

and in ecure. Thi

example, the

an unequal representation by the programme. For

egment featuring teen aged girls who speak about seXIsm IS not

cOunterb I
a anced by a group of young men from a comparable background and level of
art'Iculac
.
Y peakmg on the ame ubject. It is instead 'countered' by a group of much
older me .

.

.'

.

n In a totally diffi rent group context, offenng no mcentIve for boys to reVIse the

neg t'
a IVe opinion they hold of both groupS.21 Thi

does nothing to encourage the

cooperaf
IOn and intere t the video and wider programme requires from its intended
aUdien

.
ce In order to be ucc

In fact
,

0

diver ity
Im me

dedicated wa th

of the rang

pr gramme to the pre entation of the fullest possible

f m culin

n e attraction to tr diti

of boy

ful.

identitie that it wa unable to fully explore the
f macho ma culinity adhered to by the majority

22

.

Had th

pr gramm

t k n a it

4

tarting point that ole form of hard-man

maSCUlinity, exploring its unreality, its mental, physical and emotional limits, along with
It .
s Inherently self-destructive nature when it occurs anywhere outside of the fantasy and
fantastic worlds of film, music and games, it might conversely have had more success.

Cou h·

c 109 the student materials in language that pupils can readily understand and

allowing boys to populate it with familiar figures and characters that they can relate to

m·

Ight not present such a 'politically correct' and diverse a video/programme, but it might

have more of an impact upon its intended audience. I am not suggesting here that Cl from

GTA: San Andreas, is a suitable role model. I am, however, stating that as a character he
IS attr

.
actIve to boys and young men. Therefore before Cl, or the type of masculinity he

represe

nts, can be di lodged, he must first be fully understood. Ignoring the attraction of

the Physically strong aggressive, unemotional, and above all 'cool' male persona that is
So mu h
. .
.
c a part of the Hillside boys ' (and those of their peers) sense of Identity leaves the
Video i
fantas

..
.
n a POSItIOn of almost complete irrelevance. The boys are so attached to thIS

fI
. .
.
.
y Orm of macho ma culinity that they are not wIlling to entertam the notIOn of

divergin

.
. . .
g from It, e pecially when they are not bemg offered a VIable alternatIve. As

these boy
the

1··
.
. db
seem to per onifyevery 'bad element' of youthful mascu mlty as Imagme y

Progra mme (and by the media) it is unsurprismg
. that they, as we 11 as b·
emg oppose d to

the
material, are al
example

ev ral tep removed from it. This video, then, presents a perfect

.
of how both a mi under tanding of and a faIlure to see the larger processes

behind th
COmbine

0

.
e negative characteri tic of youthful working class masculinities ultimately
and reinforce the conviction of 'rightness' and 'coolness' among the

perpetrator of 'wrongne '. It al

0

further emphasi es, by failing to acknowledge or to

make r fI
e erence to th int re t and motivation of boys at this age, both the disdain with
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which their culture i viewed and conversely the potentially positive influence and power
that th·IS maligned culture ha to offer in the classroom.

'TheY're

ot

en'

This furth r example of the reluctance to reference 'boy culture' comes in one of the
video

imply witch off. Their lack of interest is understandable in
f omment made in the film by the leader/guru of the men's group,
5.05 b I w:

Figure 5.0 : The

n'

t ork

C

ling, led by

lan

' cill, left.

O'Neill sets the tone for the piece, and for much of the video, in an extremely patronising
speech to the camera:
I think sexism is a key issue for men. I see sexism as basically affecting women,

and a key step for men to take is to realise that the information we've got growing
up has made us sexist. It's not true of us, we are conditioned to be sexist and we
need to admit that and say '1 am sexist' (EM Video 2000).

Be then, in the same overly calm voice, goes on to discuss the way in which men talk to
women:
What you have to listen for is tone. It's the tone in a man's VOlce that is
disparaging, is dismissive ok? The words might be fine, ok, but it's the tone, that
when I'm talking to a woman that my tone is dismissive, disparaging [pauses]

rejecting ok? That's when I know and I can go 'oh, there, I did it again' ... Now
not my fault that I do it because that's the way I've heard men talking to

it

women over the years and once we have that awareness then to say 'I'm sorry, I
houldn't have talked to you like that'. So it is to take the responsibility then as
Well. . .

0

we have the awareness of the sexism and we are admitting that we are

sexist and that s how we can take steps against it and work towards equality (EM
Video 2000).
The b
°Ys are a we have
Challenge that
Workable

fir t bur t of incredulou laughter, by totally opting out. By the first two

minute into th
, another

while th

exi m or to pre nt 0' eill's position as being an acceptable and

.
per P ctlve on ma culinity. Th boy re ponded to this particular segment,

beYond the

lid

en throughout, undoubtedly sexist, but this is not the way to

I'

gm nt on b y i

urreptitiou Iy eating a bag of crisps under his desk

pain takin Iy pe lin narr w trip of paper off the si de 0 fh'IS work s hee,t

e r t of th cl

ith r tar v cantly at the window (even though the bottom

5]

half of the glass is frosted and they cannot see out) or thrash around in their desks every
time Paul turns his head away. They are sprawled in their desks, yawning, talking,
laughing and fighting noisily with occasional bursts of competitive pen clicking. When
the segment finally ends, Paul attempts to bring them into a conversation about what was
expressed in the video. The boys are slow to respond and, on principle because once
again they feel righteously insulted, they disagree vociferously with everything Paul says.
The consensus amongst the boys is that these men are not men, they are creeping female
apologist or in their words 'sad wankers' who 'wish they were women' .23 In these
I1lstances they are immediately on the defensive and this brings about the particularly
combative exchanges that punctuate the otherwise pointed silence. In contrast to this,
Offering a different and perhaps overall more familiar view, the class session which
'fOlIo

WS

.
f I
shows an example of a 'moderate' class and lllustrates another type 0 c assroom

atmosphere. In this e sion the boys are not insulted or annoyed by the materials, yet they

rern '

al1l largely un ngaged by them drifting between brief shows of interest and periodic

bOuts of' me mg'.
.

A '1\.H'lOderate'
Th'

IS

clas

la

entitl d

0

Plac to Go' lih January 2004) was typical of the vast majority

of EM cIa e. It wa not a failed cla
enjoyed the cIa
the 40

or a wa te of time. However, the boys present

time a oppo d to engaging with the cIa

material. They spent most of

'
mInut p ri d ntertaining them elve by clicking their pen and taring into space

for p I
ro onged peri d
Only wh

en prOmpted.

f time.

n rally throughout the cIa s the boy answered Paul

.
b t I
h
ca i n lIy th Yjoined in with more enthu la m, u on y w en
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the material afforded them a chance to be funny or to turn the class around onto their
terms. The student materials include, on the first page, an extract from a poem and some
statistical information, a worksheet (figure: 5.06a) with a drawing of a house on it (which
the boys disparagingly assert is 'too young' for them) and a list and set of questions or
'Expl

.
oratIons' (see figure: 5.06b). The materials are somewhat confused, and are

therefore confusing, as they seek to address 'homelessness' in its broadest sense and in all
its p

'b
OSSI le guises. The 'Key Question' asked is: 'In what ways, if any, does the

exp ,
enence of homelessness differ between men and women?' (EM 2000: 158). It begins
from the position of the homeless exile, presenting the specific example of the Irish exile
In London. The materials then skip quickly to descriptions of homelessness, to the
question 'Wh o are the homeless?' to a list of 'who the home 1ess are ' an d fima11y movmg
.

On to mark the distinction between men and women's experiences of homelessness.
These a

'
.
re Important and interesting differences but making them apparent all at once does

not fac'l'
,
1 Hate a proper discussion or understanding of the Issue.

The boyS
teacher

.
. . h'
.
Th
e
are not able to engage fully with any of the Issues that anse m t IS sesslOn.

methodology suggests four steps for this class and each one of these could

cOn .
stItute a 40 minute discussion on its own, without worksheets or examples. For
Instance

1
.
'.
....
k .
, tle hlstoncal sItuation of Insh Imnllgrants m London and New Yor IS

extremely

1
.
.
l'
re evant and could be used to address the negative perceptlOns m re atlOn to

COntem
porary migrant who come to Ireland. Had the conversation moved away from the
O1aterials th
the Way i

11 1 . h
e que tion could have been used to make connections and draw para e s WIt

.
.
n WhIch people from other countries seekmg work now come to Ireland, and
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face the ame or imilar ituation . There is a distinct lack of context to the materials, and
as a re ult of thi the cla

move

lowly and distractedly with much hopping back and

forth a Paul trie to r mind them of the key points and keep them on topic.

u.h n

Fig ur

I ~ u ing on g nder and horn I
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aterial focu ing on gender and homelessness

'IV.

o Place 10 Go'

This cIa

begin with the
tudent

Chri tIlla
break and th

handin

In

a lively mood. It is the first EM class after the

boy have not yet settled back in. Paul starts the class off by

g OUt the fir t work h et, which includes an extract from a poem entitled On Exiles

and D1i.

eat. Rather than handing the heets to one boy and having him pass the bundle

back p

, aul walk up and down the ai le handing them out individually, As he does so he
lllake
au

P

for

eYe Contact with each boy, welcoming him back and engaging in a little 'banter'.
ing at On d
k wh r
ary i lumped over the table Paul has to hold out the sheet
eVeral econd b J:'.or he

,
You had a g

Il

J'

noticed. Gary, rubbing

h'

JS

k
h h
P I
eyes, ta es t e s eet as au

d break I'd ay, you're very re ted looking altogether.'
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Th'
IS good humoured reminder to 'wake up' provokes a loud response from the rest of the
class. Students exclaim, 'It's the first Monday back, sir!' Some add, 'Its way too early for
this', w h'l
1 e others simply state, 'we're knackered'. Once everyone has a worksheet Paul
asks them to read it through quickly to themselves. There is a steady flow of chat and
messing going on during this reading time, The boys are restless and continuously
shifting and shuffling around in their desks, Paul, who is pacing slowly around the back
of the class, cuts through the chat and rustling by asking loudly, 'What kind of
homelessness is mentioned here', He gets no response, except for a muffled 'the kind
With no house' from the currently un-policed front desks. Paul asks again 'What, in this
case, lads, is the creator of the homelessness? Anyone at all?' Shaking bis bead he adds,
Os tensibl y t0 h'1mself, 'you're all very sluggish thIS
"
,
,
mommg ...l
very azy th'IS mommg.,.

MOVing b ac k up to the front of the class, Paul rephrases the questIOn
' an d asks"It m a more

d I'
e 1berate tone of voice, This is one with which the boys are familiar and which
ObVious 1y reqUIres
' a quick response. Paul asks, '
So.k
Whatin d 0 fh ome1essness.?' 0 ne 0 f
the boy

1 l'
h
' ,
s at the front of the class, lan, answers him, 'When peop e 1ve on t e streets SIT .

A.lthough lan was being serious, his response produces much laughter and further
scufflin

g.

p

'hr'
'd
,
aul refocuses the class again, this time by cleanng hIS t oat m a pomte

"
manner w h'l
to th e poem. Th e b oys tak e
1 e holding up the sheet, with his finger pomtmg
note of the hift in Paul's demeanour and although the chatting and messing is still
COntinui
laughin

'
th' h d d
d
ng, they at least pretend to read their sheets, ducking elr ea s own an

'
'
'
g Into their hands. Although slightly off topic, some of the ongomg conversatIOn,
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a overh ad fr m two b y

itting clo e to my de k at the back of the room, is also about

hOrnel e ne

ary:

[... ] they w re all gatting [drinking] down by the Fas [an office
building in the city centre] and a mad [homele s] feIla tried to take
n [fb r] offofhim!
id h g t it [the can]. What age wa he?

In:

ary:

H g

it. Your man wa m ntal he aid. All dirty like and he

didn t w nt it ba k after him.

n i int rrupted by Paul moving toward the back of the room, talking as
la

by th P

An

W

m r h

.
fin

him

to fi u on the immigration factor a it is presented

k , 'What kind of homele ne

i talked about here?'

y 'immigrant' and i cut-off a the boy realise that this

th

I

ru

b gin

ddin

thr ugh th
'fri nd f:

nd phra
y

bb, n

d Pr

rr n'

IT

r ad 'rin
d

JI',

n t ju 1 norm "(I' . ad lik '.

rr

Whil h i
Ich th

away,' 'alien rain' and 'stranger'.

n, in hi primary

11

I'

I a cIa

joker re ponds

bbing would be when you are

miling Paul agr

with him and move on to

thi

mm n1 a it i clear that

h nh m k

t tnkin ) it
I'

111 ') •
In 11h

I'

Paul that'

1h n
t d k.

who

p em, putting careful empha is on

him 'if h [th P t] had u ed crying in tead of

d

uld th r

With a

f immigrant' 'immigration' and 'England'

ri u Iy, unlik in pr vi u in tance in
mu h with th material and thu

I'

'nilin

find

in 1h

la:.

7

StoPPing at the next desk, which is one up from mine, Paul asks for another word for
"
Immigrant'. He gets 'illegal aliens', 'asylum seeker', and from Darren, 'a drifter'. As

this is cl

I
.
.
,.
ear y a Joke, Darren gets a huge laugh and SItS smllmg and very pleased with

h'
100self. Paul hake hi head and says:

Are ye familiar with the word 'displaced' lads? They would be displaced people.
These are men and women who not by choice are away from their homes and
familie and friends. Is that by choice do you think? (lih January 2004).
Be get

no re pon e to thi

la t que tion and rather than pursue it with a clearly

Unintere t d
e bunch he b gin to pa
Only a th
al

0

to k

.
out the second work sheet. (The sheets are gIven out

'
ey are immediately ready to be used to prevent the boys looking on ahead and

eep them focu d on the ta k at hand.) Paul has, following the worksheet logic,

and en Co

.
"
d
k
urag d by the lack of intere t in the phght of ImmIgrants, move on to wor

through th

' ,
e h tlOg of the different de cription of homelessness:

Paul:

w, inadequate helter. A building that was falling down, or that
in poor repair, maybe a squat. The next one, inadequate

w

pn acy or pace? How about that one? A three bedroom house
with tw Iv p pIe living in it. I that adequate?
la :
In:

Darr n:
Paul'

o!
to har a r

I'

r hat. [Laught r].
[I n ring th m] Wh n you go to tum on the tap you expect the
t r t

1 n'

Paul'

m ir, you'v no privacy!

b ... ?

t!
[ hr u h th I u ht r] W t ye , what el e though?

5

Eoin:

Hot water, sir.

Paul:

And clean. You expect there to be water that is hot or cold and
clean. Tell me this now, how many fellas live in a house with no
bathroom?

Darren:

I do ir we go in the back garden! [Laughter]'

PaUl:

Of cour e ye are laughing at me. Ye all have toilets but some don't.

la :

[Laughter].

Paul:

How about living in a caravan or a tent or a mobile home all
ow will ye fill in the house (li h January 2004).

year?

As Paul

k

a

them to begin the exerci e, there i a mass dive for bags. As per usual,

student h
ave begun the cia
Pencil ca e

with nothing on their desks. No textbooks, copy books or

are i ibl . The noi e mounts rapidly and Paul is forced to ask for quiet, a

qUiet that he mal'ntal'n by patr lIing the ai les as the boys fill in th e worksheet. It appears

On th

e urfa e that th b y are diligently 'filling in their houses', Darren in particular is

cribbr
.
Ing frantl ally

me

,

ho

We

er, i bu y d dling n hi hou e. At the ame time the boy in front of me and

the boy'
10

cOnv
th'

1 ,

ailing out hi an wer a he writes them down. One boy opposite

fr nt of him

h ha turn d ar und in hi

eat, are continuing their earlier

'

er atlon ad'
n Ign ring th
Paul b

they begm
'
[alcoh I'

le]

ID

t

are now talking and noting
m and to look over people ' shoulders so that

m

" rit

h

ppr

them, Li ting

ui idal p pI, dirt bag,' Darr n provid

percept'I n

0,

pI . Whil h d

rt t r in in hi
mt
ut th thir

\!

hi It h

uch as 'junkies, alcos

a window onto the general
ttle on the ide of an empty

nthu ia m. Thi i eau ing the boys around

ritin d wn what h
he t

Paul

lur

ay

n their own heet, much hilarity.

li t numb ring 15 example for the boys to

Compare to what they wrote in their 'house'. Paul begins to work through this list, adding
Comments and asking questions as he goes. The boys listen for the [lIst minute or first
few example and then go back to their conversations and messing around.

A.s they took their pencil ca es out to fill in their worksheets the boys all have pens and
rulers on their de ks and several are now fighting with those pens and poking each other
With ruler . Paul per evere and occasionally one or two students will join in and answer
a qUe tion or make a comment. Towards the end of the list Paul asks the class if they are
liste '
,
nl11g. lan mform him that the list 'is all the same as what we said already' and he
goes On to d clar that 'that hou e is tupid.' He continues by saying that, 'it don't even
look l'k
1

the re

e a hou c and everal other boy add, 'It's a kid's house.' The class is bored by

"
petltlvene

of th

xercI

and a the end of the cia s approaches, Paul finishes off

the li t H
. e doe n t hand out the la t sheet which addresses the 'Key Question' of
Whether men and worn n exp ri nce homelessness differently althoug)1 he has, III
. h'IS
work'
I11g thr ugh f th li t empha i ed this is ue. ( ee figure 5.06b for this list). The bell
IS about t

'
g to 19nal th

nd f cIa

and Paul cau e a mild panic as well as a frantic

scribbr
I11g out f cert in word and drawing a he a k for the sheets back. He walks the
ai I
e colle tin th
an yebrow or comments on the more
liberally d

and the r om emptie out in a flurry of houting

and ba .
ngl11g

A. u Ual, w

b

di

in P ul nd m t fi llow.

U

th

ri fly n ur way ut with Paul pointing out what he feels

to have
11

r n 1.

ay w

hat

n th

way d wn the corridor about the

difficulty f
'
o gettmg the boys back in the proper mindset for any class -not just EM- after
the long Chri tmas break. Paul felt they were unsettled and a little more distracted than
USUal. However a per the understanding of a 'moderate' class, this session did not go
badly. The u e of the poem to tart discussion worked better here than in the previous
class alth
the pro

ough a large amount of humour, pre umably not intended by either the poet or

gramme de igner wa extracted from the poem. The boys enjoy this class, they

Join in oc ca lona/ly
'
"
. 1ar1y nonand are willing to go along with thmgs
m a partlcu
comm'
Ittal manner. In contra t to this 'take it or leave it' attitude, the difference that
appealing to th'
.
' the fima1
elr mtere
t and cultural references mak
es 'IS seen c1ear1y m
eX.ampl '
e ID which J pre nt a 'ucce ful' class.

m d t m ,at that point, that the programme, if it continued like this,
ful. Reflecting on thi early prediction, it is obvious
t xtbook' running of thi ses ion. The fact that this

ntribut d t th
ectio n d'd
I

factor. AI

n t d al \ ith

n itiv

r

th

Imp rtant i th f: t th t 'Th Murd r Hunt' (14 October 2002) set out not
d

operat and

mbarra ing' topic wa certainly a contributory

r lal

rIn

th I t r material, but rather to look at how people
r up ( M 2000: 17-19). In relation to this class,

What real!

y stood out and what was not seen again at any other point throughout the

obs ervat "
"
.
.
Ion penod, was the way m whICh the game-lIke structure of thIS exercise
appealed to the boys. As shown in figure 5.07, they were given a challenge, a set of clues
to work With, pecific rules that applied to the world of the game and a set time limit in
which t fi .
o Ill! h. The programme materials directly encouraged and allowed the boys to
take charge, working independently without the need for the constant direction and
POlicing

f]

rom Paul, omething which came to characterise the later classes. Paul, typical

of h'
IS approach to the programme overall, did not stick entirely to the instructions but
adapted them to uit thi particular cIa S.24

'fhi cIa
directio

began with a hallway encounter as the boys approached loudly from the

n of the gym hall and the back classrooms while Paul and I came from the

Co '
frIdo r leading to the office and main entrance hall. As usual, the boys' approach was
aCCOInpa '
llled by hoving

.
houting and a general level of messmg. As we neared the

boyS, Paul

. fi
. t d ' A
comm nted upon thi latter aying, 'They are m me VOIce 0 ay. s we

reached th

I
car om d or he repeated hi comment good naturedly to the boys:

PaUl:

Y u're all in fine voice today. I'm only sorry it's not a singing

cIa .
tev n:
eil:
PaUllau h

with th r

W c uld ju t ing,
Y ah,

Ir.

ir! inging [break into song]

f th cia

.
'd
and unl cking the door tells them all to waIt OUtSI e

fOr a

.
InJnut . I nt r th r m with him and take a eat at the back of the class while Paul
begin t
o In V d k. P ul i rranging th de k to facilitate the running of 'The Murder

62

Bunt' a d h
.
n a pu h d ten de ks together to fonn two hnes so that the boys will be sitting
facing each oth r

The tated obj ctiv
the 'l(

y Qu

Include d

diffiCUlt to

c mpI t . Paul d

that h will b

.
h
t th m all except the volunteer' observer, Llam, w 0

pr I imin it t b unfair and declaring that he doesn't want to do
him nd t rt

30 clu
th plac

n t mention any of these objectives and instead

ill b taking part, a d tective , in a 'murder hunt'. He tells them

handing ut clu

prote t thi

of the way in which each individual contributes to the
f h w ome way of behaving can make group tasks

und r tandin

that th y

a contained in the teacher guidelines, are to explore

f h w gr up operate and work together. The subsidiary aims

.
v I pmg an awar n

group and an

announce

ti n'

of thi cIa

pI ining th ta k. The tudent are to find out from the
id ntity f th killer, th motive, the weapon, the time and

th killin

The boy are clearly very intere ted and are all listening very closely. This includes Liam
who, although till cros, eem to be coming round to the idea. Paul continues with the
aying that he can only take an answer from the group as a whole. In other

Instruction

WOrd , they all have to agree on the five points listed above. Once the clues are handed
OUt th b
' e oy are not to move from their seats. They are not to pass clues to anyone else.
They are not to how clue to anyone else and they are not to write anything down. They

Can onl

have 15

hand

h

y

are their clue with each other by talking about them. Paul tells them that they

.
mmute to fully olve the murder ca e through verbal communication only. He

Out the clue and move

towards the blackboard at the top of the classroom,

stOPPin b'
g nefly by Liam to tell him 'to keep a good eye on them [the rest of the class]
nOW'
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Figure

.07: The Murd r Hunl- ome of th 30 clue provided in the student material.
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The atmosphere in the cIa

is now one of urgent absorption. The boys are all hurriedly

reading th .
"
.
Ir clue and dl cu SIng who has what. Paul lS at the top of the classroom, with
his back turned to the boy, writing the five points which need solving on the board. He
has no

d
nee to turn around and keep an eye on them, which, as I come to realise, rapidly

becom

h
e t norm in all the clas es that follow. The boys have quickly worked out a

strate

gy to g t th an wer and one boy in particular, Stephen, has assumed the leader
Po . .
Hlon. teph n take charge and a ks for the clues to be read with relation to the main
Point I
. n oth r word

he a k for anyone with a weapon clue to read it and then asks the

Same of anyone with a motive clue and so on. The boys all cooperate with this, sorting
OUt their clu
clas

reading them in turn and li tening attentively to each other. Visually the

a tudy in conc ntration.

I

ach time someone peaks or reads out a clue all the

boy I
ean forward t li t n and then lean back in their desks to think before the next clue
IS re d
a out. Whil thi i g ing on Paul has finished writing on the board and is sitting on
an empty d k in th

Afte r abOut t n r

m r t tally unnoticed.

minut

h

tand up and remind the clas that they only have five

lllinute· I fi
t and th t th r mu t b c n en u on all five questions. The boys have, in this
brief p .

n d, w rk d ut th

They hay d n
eXcit d a

thi qui tly with n 'me ing' and only the occa ional loud voice or

nn Un m nt

on wh

chara t

th
r pr

b Y la k f

m tiv ,th weapon, the time and the place of the killing.

m n think h ha the an wer. They are divided, however,

a tu I murd r r mi ht b , with an almo t equal plit between two
id d. Paul, happy with what h ha
n thi pint nd h read

0

f h
t e

een acknowledges and accepts the
ut the real an wer to cheers and hand-

shake . Paul i

th r t f th group fi r working well together and then moves on to lead
a lively di u i n until th b Jl ring for the end of clas about some of the issues which
Can ari

Thi cIa

III

gr up w rk.

f th

mpl

n

M pr gramme working at the level for which it was

and abilitic . Thi

int r

ection reflected their enjoyment

f th crime thriller/detective drama and meant

nr

ng g fully with the materials, an occurrence that
arly in th fieldwork period. However, looking back

pti

tand
p Iti cly

m m nt

ut a th on of the relatively few es ions

pp al d t

th

HI'II id

boy. Other e ion

had

n nd r lint r . t but n thing lik the u tained attention and
w rk with one boy commenting it'

m,.(~,.

rn

ir'. 2 1 R turnin ,t h n, t

,'"

nn pplythi t th

ut tr up" rk, a

ut th

ee ' qu tion of 'how video
and in thi ca

to

f li tening and about the

ImpOrtance of c

p rati n in a group ta k) get actively learned or actively engaged with

as the ca e may b .
being

li t the el m nt of enticement practice, reward and identity as

.
e entlal found ti

f id

m
taking

,
part In

int

game that involve player in the cycle of thought,

0

fit ct wh n playing gam

like GTA, or in this ca e when

Murd r Hunt.

Enticement

The boy ar
are

U

nti

ed t th

d by thi appr ach. Th game-lik

virtual world f ny
COllating clu
they ar

Un

OIVing tI

1

f rul

tru tur

tim and movement re triction ) which apply to the

m. In additi n t thi

bl

rit in thi gam - a pr hibition that might make the proces of

murd r m r diffi ult - dd t the auth nticity of the experience. Few boys
ttl d

n

ith

p n nd pap r to watch Law and Order or Crime Scene

ard whi h
ithin th
world.

m
nt

with thi

methodology is, a ide from the

t f th r ward gained in the virtual gaming
la

f

ri

evidenced through the cheers,

p v ic d 'w 1I done' which br ak out as Paul
t th t tl1
thin

cIa r

they practice unrave 11'mg an d menta II y

ry tim th y r d a thrill r r watch a crime how. Even the fact that

are I'Ikely t

fak d

tructure i familiar to them. They

mt k

kill

ntri ut

h
t th

i ting kn wl d e and hitherto unu d/ignored
n a kn wl d cd and

hown to be, effective in a

tudcnt' pr du tiv di cu i n ofw rking in a group.
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The Murder Hunt also produced the 'cycle of thought' presented by Gee. The boys, on

re .
celpt of the 30 clues - each boy received three clues - used them to 'probe' and find out
about the virtual world populated by the characters and the situation. As the clues were
read out and began to be gathered into groups under motive, killer, weapon and so on,
hypothe e were formed a to what had happened in this murder case. These were then
,
re-probed' according to the full information available once the clues were all heard. This
led to the final tage in th cycle wherein the boys tested, through discussion, the various
Possibilitie and u pect and their relation to the evidence. This active engagement was
In part du to th imper onal nature of the material being discus ed. However, the most
f thi cia

wa the way in which the boys re ponded with alacrity and

genuine enthu ia m. Thi m thodology turned what could have been, had it been handled
les Well an xtr m Iy dull I

Pedag

ogy

outh

on into an intere ting, productive and positive experience.

ulture and R i tance

As noted through ut thi chapter, and throughout the research as a whole, EM as an
initiative ha mu h t

ffi r. H w v r a it i currently constructed as a reformist or

1nterve f
n lonary pr gramm whi
f
o Y ung w rkin

attitude
focu e

. Whil

neg .
ahv Iy traditi n I m
t t

m n it p t ntial cannot be fulfilled. At present EM

clu i ly n ffi rt t di I dge, uproot and r place what it ees as problematic

macho id ntiti

be

k activ Iy to remake or reshape the behaviours and

d

thorough

thi . In thi
xampl

it i

t that the exi t and aggre sive overtones of a

ulinity b

hall nged in the cia ro m i ues remain over how

h pt r I h

rid a erie of que tion and ought to offer,

fr m th

fi Id, b th th

imp tu ~ r change and a po ible path

towards that change in ethos, methodology and approach. Chapter five began by
highlighting the traditionally opposing positions occupied by pedagogy on the one hand
and by youth culture on the other. This binary outlook is not unique to EM, but is rather
sYmptomatic of the long and difficult relationship which exists between the 'serious'
cUltural space of the classroom and the 'frivolous' and distracting forces of youth culture
which operate outside of it. In order to situate my discussion of EM in relation to this
Conflicted relationship between education and youth culture, I will conclude here with a
return to the work of Willis, whose commitment to the issues of youth, social class,
Culture and resistance has seen him revisit this territory many times since Learning to

Labour, each time adding new insight to the meanings behind the cultural practices of
YOUng Working class men. My discussion of Willis' work is further framed by an
aWareness of the other questions raised throughout this chapter, primarily the 'why' and
'how' of 'mcorporatmg
,
popular youth culture into the classroom, alongside an
Understanding of the importance of the particular social context and the structural
IlUperatives which impact on the lives of young people. This is essential as the negatively
traditiona 1 and defensive masculinity of the HI'1 lSI'de boys IS,
'l'k
'
'C ounter
1 e th e reSIstant
School Culture' of the Hammertown 'lads', (although very different in the details), only

fully understandable in light of their broader existence as is defined by their social and
economic class positioning.

The root of this understanding is contained within the

relationsh'Ip between class, youth culture and defensiveness, an,
d fun d amenta11'
y, III the
'd
lack of engagement by formal school curricula with the media
an commo d'.i-":
Ity lorms
engaged

'
WIth by young people.
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The lOcking out of popular culture by schools, as though 'the four walls of the classroom,
sanctuary-making as they can be, contain all that is necessary to understand and direct
what goes on within them' (Willis 2003: 14-15), meant, in 1970s Hammertown, that the
reSistance of 'the lads' to academic work and to the authority of the teachers and the
School Was understood on only one level - that of disruption and indiscipline on the part
of a small group of disaffected young men. However, Willis unpacks this resistance in
terms of its roots in an exploitative class culture. Only part of this class culture is visible
to the Hammertown 'lads', whereby their rejection of school is legitimised by their
understanding of class heritage and opposition to middle class structures of white collar
WOrk and formal education. The Hillside boys' opposition or resistance to EM is
si

.
gnIficantly different to the Counter School Culture of 'the lads'. They are resisting what

they Unde r tand to be efforts to 'blame everything on them ' from antI.SOCIa
, I b eh aVlOur,
.
to
the p l'~
ro Iteration of drugs, crime, sexism, alcohol abuse and racist attitudes
COntern

ill

.
.
porary Ireland. Yet, while the detaIls dIffer, the overall problem Willis IS

highligh .
.
hng remain the ame. This is the lack of an inclusive pedagogy whIch works
With rath
'
er than again t the intere t and cultural positioning of young working class
1l1en.

As noted W· .

,

lives of

1111

.
I' h
commitm nt to the centrality of both oCIal class and cu ture In t e

Young people

te .
rntory of cIa
between the

cultur

tructural

a con i tent theme in hi

work, he regularly returns to the

nd re i tance , each time further questioning the relationship
lem nt

f compul ory chooling and unemployment and the

CUltu I
ra practice through which y ung people negotiate these tructures. (2003 : 14 - 15) .
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Returning to 1977 and to the latter half of Learning to Labour (1977), Willis presents an
analysis of his fieldwork findings in light of the social climate existent at that time.
Connected directly to the traditional and purposeful neglect of popular culture in the
classroom, Willis found a broader gap in the provision of any 'form of pedagogy for
disaffected working class kids' (1977: 189). This neglect was compounded by a mass
lUisunde rs tand'mg or misrepresentatIOn
.
.
of the problems presented, through their
re '
Slstance, by these 'di affected kids' in the school system. Willis's Hammertown lads
are COn idered problematic only in terms of their likely impact on the education and
cOIllfort of other around them

omething Willis categorises as a key element in a then

Ongoin (
.
g and arguably ti 11 current) 'moral panic' about workmg class youth (1977: 189190) Th' ,
. wh'IC h has gIven
.
. to EM m
.
.
IS I not di imilar to the contemporary situatIOn
nse

Ireland and the A BO in the UK. Both initiatives are the result of, as discussed in the
Introduct'
IOn and in chapt r one being cared into that 'moral panic' not just 'about
Viol e
nce and di rupti n in th cIa room' (ibid: 190) but about working class male youth
CUltu

re and how it i manife ted in the ocial world writ large.

In respon

.
e to hI finding Willi

et out to addre

this lack of an inclusive pedagogy,

calling £
Or a form that not nly work with young men but that acknowledges the risks
their att'
ltude and b haviour an p e to th ir ducation and to their lives beyond school.
Be is not

exp rt in th fi Id f curriculum de ign and thu does not set out to create a

new CU .

rnculum that will d thi. H d

utl
I Ize th cultural
a a tarting pint n t

e k to ee teacher and academics:

nd mbedded bodily knowledge of their students

~ r b m aning th failure and inadequacies of their
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charges, but to render more conscious for them ... their own place and formation
within flows of cultural modernization (2003: 14-15).

W'l

I lis' cultural analysis of the lads and their lives in Hammertown provides the

foundational material from which to draw up a set of general principles which suggest the
direction any shift in curricula and pedagogy could take. Willis describes his relationship
to Curriculurn d
' and pedagogical change, statmg:
.
eSlgn

These are complex [pedagogical] issues and rather than stray too far and too
naively into specialist areas I am simply trying here to make available, and
Suggest the relevance of, an analysis of the cultural level... Most basically I
Suggest that the cultural level can be recognised for itself, its particular logics
traced out, and material outcomes understood. (1977: 190).

The transformation of his analysis into an actual policy is not Willis's role. He has
identified h
. .
.
t e complex relationship between social class, mascuhmty, culture, educatIon,
the
workplace and youth showing how certain groups of vulnerable young men are
sYsternaf
lcally shaped into enacting and performing a rejection of formal education. The
l:Iill side b

oys and their peers are not at risk in the same way as the Hammertown 'lads'

were f .
o rejecting all forms of education. They are, however, likely to remain holding fast
to their '

Out-dated

,

.,
.
and defensive forms of mascuhmty m the absence of an

aCknowled e
g ment and open di cussion of what makes these forms simultaneously
attractive and .
mherently limiting.

My

CUltural

SUstains th

.
.
d'
analYSl throughout this research has provIded an understan mg

0

f

h
w at

e e traditional form of macho masculinity among a group of young white
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Working class men. It demonstrates here, through the resistant and defensive reactions to
EM's attempts to 'reform', the central importance of recognising context - social,
economic, local, and cultural. It further illustrates the impact which is experienced in the
classroom when familiar and popular media forms and content are allowed to filter into
pedagogy. The boys' embrace of a class which drew on the well-known structure of the
crime drama or detective story shows the value of harnessing their enthusiasm and
Interest. Further steps towards discussions of the type of masculinity portrayed in popular
film and video games; of the stereotyping of race and gender in rap music; or even of the
difference between adult and teenage perceptions of the 'hoodie' as an article of clothing
with important and very different cultural overtones could be taken within this
framework. The acceptance of the importance of youth culture, and its acknowledgement
In the classroom, as both a positive and negative influence has the potential to increase
aWareness of what particular youth cultures can mean, both for those who partake in them
and, crucially, for those who do not. Encouraging boys to think about how their
behaViours and attitudes affect those who are excluded from their peer group culture by
age; by gender; by race; religion; sexuality; or disability, is an essential function of EM,
but One which is currently underperformed. Giving boys a sense of agency and ownership
oVer a programme like this by appealing to their cultural competencies, experiences, and
familiarity with particular media and commodity forms is the best way to encourage them
to reflect and to engage in discussion and debate. This reflection was clearly seen in a
class doCumented in chapter three. Here, in a dIscusslOn
.
.

0

f antI-socm
.
. 1 behavlOur
.
on

liallowe'en night, whereby much of Hillside and similar areas become a no-go region for
bUses and pedestrians, the boys, in between jokes and messing, engaged seriously with
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the consequences of 'egging' cars and buses and throwing fireworks. 27 Paul encouraged
them to think about the effects this behaviour, while fun for them, has on others through
allowing the boys to populate this debate with people they know; experiences they have
had; and incidences that they are familiar with. The high levels of interest and
engagement seen at this point were not replicated elsewhere in this class, which otherwise
focused on EM materials and worksheets.

Legitimising the different forms of 'knowledge' and competencies held by students in the
classroom is a difficult step. Historically the characterising of youth culture within
education practice and theorising has been overwhelmingly focused on their
Incompatibility. In her essay 'Popular Culture and Democratic Practice' Dolby (2003)
offers a historical overview of that characterising. She highlights, in particular, what is
known as the 'anxiety or celebration approach to the study of popular culture' (5)
Whereby 'popular culture is either wholly rejected as a dangerous influence on youth ...
Or uncritically embraced' (ibid). This former approach is dominant in the case of EM,
both in ternlS of the associated media coverage and the programme's depictions of the
negative influences which operate on boys through their engagement with macho male
Youth culture. The binary structure of the 'anxiety or celebration approach' to popular
CUlture in education is an important issue, as it implies a focus on one perspective or
Position to the exclusion of alternatives. 'Boy culture' undoubtedly has a dark side,
indeed there are multiple examples and incidences from this small scale study alone of
expressions which, in themselves, offer strong justification for the introduction and
preservation of EM. However, equally so, 'boy culture' remains a centrally important
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influence in the lives of young Irish men. It is both hard to avoid and unlikely to go away
(Dolby 2003: 5). Rather it is, as noted by Willis in Common Culture (1990) becoming
evermore important in the lives of young people:

The field of education is likely to come under even more intense pressure. It will
be further marginalized in most people's experience by common [read "popular"
or "everyday"] culture. In so far as educational practices are still predicated on
traditional liberal humanist lines and on the assumed superiority of bigh art, they
will become almo t totally irrelevant to the real energies ad interests of most
young p ople and have no part in their identity formation. Common culture will,
increa ingly undertake in its own ways, the roles that education has vacated
(1990: 147).

In agr
form

eement with Willi

s be readdr

analysi it is, therefore, imperative that youth culture in all its

d in relation to its place in the Irish classroom. Ignoring it or

empha i' .
Ih
h
mg It wor t element while attempting to reform it, will not, as ave sown,
have ff!
e ect b yond
Working cIa
CUltural form
COmpleXity

cOrn rn

men.

trengthening the resonance such forms have for many young
urther to thi

uncritically accepting or dismissing these common

ith r wholly emancipatory or inherently limiting simplifies the

I
.
d
of th r lation hip between young people and their cultura practIces an

d'

o Ity fI rm . Thi

implification al

0

draw attention to a related division in the

broader tUdy of y ung p pI culture and ocial life. ayak, (2003: 305-306) as noted
In cha
pter fOur id ntifi
divid b tween the ' tructural' and 'cultural' traditions of
YOUth r
e arCh, hi hli hting th I k of cro ver or dialogue between the two
approache . H
mm nt thu Iy:
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However

with some notable exceptions (Willis, 1977; Hollands, 1995;

MacDonald et ai, 2001), there has been relatively little dialogue between
structural writer of youth transitions and cultural studies scholars concerned with
youth id ntity and popular culture, In a bid to further this debate and develop
integrative approaches, this article seeks to knit together historical,

mor

'tructural and cultural' approaches to reveal their interwoven patterning upon
contemporary youth life tyles (306).

ayak not

that Learning to Labour i both an example of the structural tradition of

Youth re earch and an example of an interdisciplinary crossover between structural and
CUltural concern, Thi cro ov r i a fundamental and central element of Willis' work. In

an int

'
ervl w conduct d in 200] he de cribes his re earch as ' .. , trying to grasp in an

ethnogr h'
ap IC way what it mean to live and act out structurally given conditions of
ex.i tenc
~~

( ill

ibb 2004: 215).2

nd

r ary of Learning to Labour by calling for more research

entary On th 25 th anni

which b '
nng to

lld'
er ativitie and po ibilities offered by a cu tura stu les

th r th

analy i WI'th th

I

Who can n
face a futur

~

u on the broken transitions ' 0f work'mg class youth

fr m dueati n to apprentice hip or manual work and instead
fun mpl ym nt, tr ining and r training chemes or casual employment in

the e .
rvlC indu try (2

4: I

ffi r d by Willi and

n th

y in

ciat d

ayak and attempts to build a

, nm n,t conomic and school which shape
DVlr

tru tural r aliti
a

Willis re-emphasises this in his 2004

der tand the cultural practices and
rder t bett r un

f ma.. ulinity

hi h all w th m to negotiate these structures.

7

This allows for an un ders tan d'mg 0 f thelr
' negatIve
'1y tra d"Ihona1 mascu I'me attItudes
,
and
behaviour th '
s at IS grounded in their experiences, Understanding the boys' attitudes and
behaviou

'
rs IS not a ploy to excuse them away or to suggest an 'uncritical embrace' of

Ihachismo b
ut rather suggests the possibility of finding a new way to challenge this
hyper-masculine 1'd entIty
' m
, the classroom. Thus, WIt'h'm th'IS Chapter, an d throughout, I
am '
guIded by the dual objective of moving beyond the' defensive - offensive responses'
(Willis 2000: 43) of the Hillside boys in order to challenge their very real prejudices
While at th
'
e same time, understanding and being aware of the full social and cultural
Context'

,
WhIch these prejudices develop and thrive, Encouraging the Hillside boys to

III

engage

'
WIth the world immediately around them through the language, forms and

eXPe '
nence

of what

'1 y
commonly perceived to be a threatenmg

'1 ent,
VlO

'
seXIst,

ho m h '
op oblc and rigidly gendered youth culture seems I'nh erentIy con fl'Icte.
d Y et,
engagement WIt'h thl' culture has, in practIce,
, m
' the classroom pro duce d both genume
'
Intere t
and new und r tandings on behalf of all concerned.

1\ final

d
'
an cruCIal point in relation to the Hillside boys' youth culture must be made

here, I ha
of re

'
,
ve argued throughout this research that theIr attItudes are part of a complex set

POn e to th particular forms of ocial and economic circumstances that they find

them elve

'

10,

They expre s attitudes that are profoundly homop

h b'
dd d t
0 IC, we
e 0

traditio I
na gender role and fearful of new immigrant communities, issues that can be
traced d'
Irectly a di cu
a a cIa

d in chapter two, to their broader sense of social dispossession

and a a gend r. Yet, what has been seen and experienced, both from my

obs erv '
atJOn in th cIa room and from my engagement with the physical artefacts of this
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'boy culture' is tbe utter 'ordinariness' of school life in Hillside. The media culture the
boys are immersed in is, in actuality, a universally available culture, engaged witb by a
broad range

0

f men, botb young and old and from varymg
'
, and economic
socIal

baCkgrounds. It is a mass culture peppered with the Hillside boys' own local specificities,
Interpretations, slang and preferences and yet tbis world is not unique or specific to
thern.

29

The cIa sroom culture seen at Hillside - the jokes, references, rebellions and

d'

Isruptions - are similarly both performed and experienced across the varying social and

econom'
.
,
IC Contexts of the majority of Irish boys' schools, on a daIly baSIS. Contrary to
What could b expected from both the programme and from tbe general tone of the media
COverage of
"d
young'
Insh working class men, the HIllsIde
boys 0 not stand out as the
personification or embodiment of deviance. 3D However, because of their positioning as
YOUng, Working cIa s men, their behaviour and attitudes come under a more sustained and
C ' ,

fIhcal scrutl'ny than that which is applied to theIr
, ml'ddl e aged or mI'ddl e cIass

equival

h
ents ( keggs 2004). What stands out in the classroom is their humour, not t e

sense th

'
b I
h'
at they are out-of-control or engaged in a subverSIve su cu ture t at IS

Inacce 'b
' d
SSI le and incomprehen ible to those outside of theIr classed and gendere peer
group. Mo t remarkable in the cIa sroom, and most surprising from an observational
Point of '
h 't
View, i the wit and ea e with which they subvert the programme w en 1
chalIen

.
' h h
d
ge th ir more e tabli hed attitude, and the enthusiasm WIth WhIC t ey respon

to it wh

'
en It re onat

for them.

, I
The centrality of their VOIces throughout not on y

prOvide . ,
f EM
s In Ight but ffi r from a different per pective, a totally new assessment 0
.
This a

e m nt i intrin ically bound up in the performative cultural practices and
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associat d ma culine identities through which this group of boys negotiate and traverse
the structural inequalitie which profoundly shape their lives.

7

----

Notes

~-----

I

See chapte

2

fi

r one or the fully listed aims of the EM programme
Gee (2003) d'
I cu e what he calls good' video games, examples of which he considers
to be 'good' .
.
.
In term of narratIve structure, desIgn, player engagement and the ultimate

te t - popularity. For a video game to be popular i.e. to sell well, it must be enjoyed. This
Under tanding of good' a it i applied to video games by Gee means that he is focused
on game whieh contain hi identified learning principles or those which encourage
player to become actively engaged and invested in the virtual world of the game. He
doe not foeu on content in defining good or bad. He lists his own preference as leaning
toward I'
.
11 toncal type game like the World War II role player game Medal ofHonour,
or toward ' . '1' .
CIVI I atlon building games' like Sim City. However the games he discusses

3

are tho e that are mo t popular with young people and include fantasy type games and the
Tomb Raider erie .
Meaning for example, that the a ociation of white male working class 'cool' with
e'

.

nmmality ueh a in the film of Briti h director Guy Ritchie, is largely beneficial for
the actor and the film maker, but the ea ociations and characterisations of violence and
crime 't'IC k' to the bodie of actual working class men, h'gh
.
el tellIng
fear and
4

marginaJi ation of them in the wider community (Skeggs 2004: 22).
Gee point out that many teacher and parents are uncomfortable with the notion that
children an d young adult may have expert and specla1Jst
. . knowle dge th at they, as adults,
. musIc
. genres an d 0 f course
have no acee t. Be u e the example of skateboardmg,
video ga me.
their reI a t'I n

5

I Jowever, partIcularly
. ,Important .
,Issue 0 f chI'Idren, young peop Ie an d
IS the

. t technology, which is often far more advance d than that 0 f thelf
.
hIp

par nt and tcaeher ( ee 2003: 38). See al 0 CoIJins (1994) and Dolby (2003) for further
di eu'IOn f the mcorp
.
. th e cIassroom.
ration of tudent knowledge and culture m
ee (200 ) outlin th po ibilitie offered by games in terms of the development of
differ nt IIr rm f lit racy and different social, technologlca
. I
.
an d cu Itura I competencIes.
analy i

of the educational value

of gaming culture stems from his own

exp ri nc playin children' video game with hi

ix year old son. On the basis of this

exp ri nce he wa int re ted in trying out ome games de igned for an older audience.
nc h fi und ut h w long, difficult and involving the average 'role player' game is,
exp riencing hi Own de ire to 'learn' the game in order to progress to different levels, he

3 0

realised the inherent educational values that games contain. Gee's video game
'revelation' is part of a wider understanding he brings to the question of learning and
literacy and is founded on a conviction that to reach young people one must engage with
what interests them, or in his words, 'build bridges to their relevancies' (2003: 59). He
does not advocate the use of specifically designed 'educational software' in the
classroom, but rather suggests that educators and academics must instead learn why
popular video games both attract and hold onto the interest of players, even when they are
difficult or challenging.
6

In relation to these 'learning principles', only the very basic and foundational principles
are discussed here. A full list of the 36 principles identified by Gee is available as an
index in his 2003 text.

7

These images are taken from Bogenn and Barga's (2005) Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas
q[ficial Strategy Guide and show the high levels of involvement required. They also
show the need for traditional literacy skills as the instructions are text based and are
remarkably complex and intricate. The player needs to be able to follow a long series of
specific steps and specific orders to succeed, it is not simply 'point and shoot' as is often
assumed by those who have no experience of playing a game like this. Having spent time
playing these games - particularly the GTA series - I can attest to the high levels of
investment required on the part of the player, instructions are complicated and acting
upon them difficult, however, with the key element of practice particular skills can be
honed and the player can advance.

8

Tessa Jowell, in her role as UK Secretary of State for Culture Media and Sport spoke at
the 2003 Media Guardian Edinburgh Television Festival and stated that 'in the modem
world media literacy will become as important a skill as maths or science'. This statement
is quoted by and engaged with by Cary Bazalgette in a paper for the Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority, in which she agrees with and outlines the importance of
understanding the role the media plays in the lives of children and young adults. This
paper entitled, 'Literacy and the Media' is available online at:
http://www.qca.org.uk/downloads/11466_bazalgette_literacLand_media.pdf

9

An earlier version of this series (GTA: Vice City, starring Italian American criminal-for-

hire Tommy Vercetti, as opposed to African American urban gang member Carl Johnson)
was addressed in a different context in chapter four.
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10

GTA is often in the news for its assumed negative impact on the behaviour of children

and young people and for the perceived irresponsibility of its makers, Rockstar Games.
Some examples of stories carried in the press in relation to the game are presented here.
Borger, J. (2006) 'Video game maker sued over sex scenes' The Guardian (30 January)
BBC News Online. (2004) 'Grand Theft Auto comes under fire' (4 May) Available
online at: http://news.bbc.co.uklllhilscotland/3680481.stm.Smith, T. (2005) 'Grand
Theft Auto firm faces 'murder training' lawsuit' (17th February) Available online at http://www.thercgister.co.ukl2005/021l7/taketwo gta lawsuit!. Farrell, N. (2005) 'Grand

Theft Auto player gets death penalty'

(12

August) Available online at -

http://www.theinguirer.net!?article=25370.
1I

The previous version was based on the Mafia films of the 1980s and had the visual feel of
TV shows from the period like Miami Vice. San Andreas draws on a very different
tradition and has moved from organised crime to gang warfare and is reflective of the
mainstreaming of black urban music and culture.

12

CJ, as he is known in the narrative, has been in hiding on the East Coast for some years
but has been forced to return by the murder of his mother. On his return to Los Santos, he
is immediately framed for another murder by two corrupt cops, forcing him to go on a
series of missions across the city in order to regain respect and retake control of the
streets with his gang. While he is undoubtedly a criminal, taking part in and profiting
both financially and in terms of status from pimping, robbery, assault, homicide and car
theft he is understood to be the force of 'good' in the game. He is on a mission to reestablish his gang as a legitimate social force by wresting control from the warring Latino
and Vietnamese drug-dealing/gun running gangs who are tearing the established city
territories apart. The Grove St Families Gang, under the control of Cl's brother 'Sweet'
are considered and presented within the narrative and therefore within their virtual social
context as being a positive influence within the community in the face of endemic
corruption in the city's police force and the flourishing cocaine and gun trade. See the
game site - www.rockstargames.com/sallandreas/ for a detailed description of the game
itself, the three cities, the characters and their motivations.

13

Cohen (1955) also makes this same claim in his discussion of working class boys who opt
out of mainstream social life in favour of a 'delinquent subculture' (121). Willis
(2000:93) Rivzi (2004: 87) and Nayak (2003:309-310) all cite the loss of youth
employment opportunities as one of the fundamental breaks in the socialization of young
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working class men. A lack of work cuts young men off from the traditional and socially
acknowledged markers ofa wage, a home of their own, marriage and a family.
14

The level of acceptance and tolerance aimed at by the type of masculinity favoured by
EM is considered by the boys to be 'gay', while at the same time they realise that Cl's
masculinity is not a serious option for them,

15

In GTA: San Andreas a large number of missions beyond the introductory stages of the
game require certain levels of skill to be built up. Likewise many of the missions are
impossible (as I have found) without adequate driving skills, weapon and fighting skills.
All of these can be worked on and practised throughout the game.

16

This happened frequently in the Hillside classroom no matter how hard Paul worked to
manage the class and the general atmosphere. Other teachers spoken to as part of the
early field research also anecdotally reported poor reception. The programme review and
programme report also include large numbers of comments throughout from teachers and
students, which reflect poor experiences with the materials in the classroom.

17

As noted in chapter one, in all the school was visited approximately twice monthly across
two full school years. Approximately 14 full classes were attended, as on occasion I
simply met with the teacher if classes were cancelled on the day, or if a large proportion
of the class were elsewhere in the school/out of school meaning the EM class did not run
as nonnal/or to a full class.

18

In a class on violence on the 24th of March 2003, in which the boys were unusually
disruptive and noisy, Paul explained that they had mis. cd the last two classes due to other
scheduled activities and were all 'out of the mindset' required by the class, while he
himself was also 'not in the humour for it'.

19

Transcribed from field notes taken in class on January 26th 2004.

20

The lack of any consultation, at the writing and designing stages, with young men as to
what they would like to see in a programme like this is made clear by the
recommendations in the programme Report which recommends urgently that the 'voices
and perceptions of young people be included more' (Gleeson et a12003: 168)

21

See chapter two and chapter three for further discussion of the video.

22

See McLaren and Scatamburlo-D'Annibale (2004:43) for their discussion of the
current academic concentration on 'differences' as opposed to class.

23

'Wank' is a slang tenn for masturbation - here the implied meaning of 'wankers' is
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extended to an understanding that these are men who are unable to attract women due to
their perceived 'unmanliness'.
24

The fact that Paul often did not stick exactly to the materials characterises a tension
which emerged in the review in particular between the over dependency of some teachers
on the materials and the presumed autonomy of others who dipped in and out, favouring a
lengthier focus on select topics rather than a quicker look at a wider range of topics. The
writers had envisioned that the materials be used as a 'resource' rather than as a required
syllabus however concern is raised about teachers who will nllSS important sections of the
programme if they simply dip in and out at will (Mac an Ghaill, 2002: 209; Gleeson et aI,
2003: 131)

25

This continues the trend noted throughout of infonning the reluctant participant that he
has just 'volunteered' for something.

26

Law and Order is a popular American made detective drama, based around a New York
City Police precinct and a courtroom. It is shown widely on both terrestrial and cable
channel~

in Ireland and has several spin off shows including, Law and Order: Criminal

Intent and Law and Order: Special Victims Unit.
27

See chapter three - Class Five: Crime and Punishment for further details on this class.

28

This interview was carried out by David Mills of the University of Birnllngham and
Robert Gibb of the University of Edinburgh in 2001 and originally published in the
journal Cultural Anthropology 16 (3). It was reprinted for Dolby and Dinlltriadis' (2004)
edited collection Learning to Labour in New Times which marked the 25th anniversary of

Learning to Labour. References made here refer to the 2004 reprint of the interview
transcript.
29

In chapter four I argue, following Skeggs (2004) that what is exceptional about the
Hillside boys' own version of mass youth culture is the way in which these particular
cultural choices and associations can potentially have a far more negative impact on their
lives than on those of their middle or upper class peers (see Skeggs 2004: 105).

30

See chapter one for a discussion of masculinity and the media. See also Devlin (2006:65)
for further discussion of the way in which young men are portrayed in the media.
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Conclusion

Figure 6.01: Fine Gael's www.safestreets.ie

Of course, the point of engaging in field work, what impels you to face its
difficulties, dilemmas and jeoparadies, is to give yourself a chance of being
surprised, to have experiences that generate new knowledge not wholly prefigured
in your starting out position... you cannot be surprised unless you thought that
you knew, or assumed, something already, which is then overturned, or perhaps
strengthened, or positively diverted, or fulfilled in unexpectedly elegant ways
(Willis 2000: 113).

In The Ethnographic Imagination Willis discusses what are, for him, two of the key
moments in conducting and writing ethnography. The first is that notion of surprise
whereby the researcher sees his or her pre-fieldwork preconceptions, understandings or
assumptions turned upside down upon entry to the field site. The second is contained in
the production of what he terms an 'Ab-Ha' moment for the reader (2000: 117). Both of
these key moments are, in this context, about the realisation on the part of, first the
researcher, and subsequently the reader, that even the most public and familiar of lives
and experiences can be, upon closer examination, made strange. Making the familiar
strange in this way is one of my primary aims throughout this research. Working class
boys lead uniquely public private lives - their supposed deviant culture and pastimes and
their relative educational failings are regularly and minutely discussed and detailed, both
within the media and in the academic sphere. Because of this, it is difficult to come to
them as subjects without both consciously and unconsciously fixed ideas and
assumptions about them and about their lives. That moment of surprise then, for me as
researcher, comes in the lack of correlation between those public depictions and public
understandings of working class male 'youths' and the actuality of their beliefs, attitudes,
cultural practices and engagements. It also comes in hearing the boys embody and voice
those beliefs and attitudes. Their voices are central throughout, providing a new
perspective and illustrating the broader picture behind issues and questions which are
oversimplified and emptied out of meaning and power relationships in the press and
public sphere. Again this is not to say that some of their attitudes and cultural forms are
not problematic, but rather to highlight the inconsistency with which they are perceived.
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The Hillside boys, rather than being part of a subversive and inaccessible subculture, are,
in fact, engaged in a mainstream, socially conservative, consumption driven popular
culture which has been adapted by them to fit their own local needs and circumstances.
The Hillside boys have the same cultural interests, preoccupations and popular role
models as their middle class peers, yet they are spoken and written about as though they
are entirely 'other'.

This characterisation of working class boys has far reaching

consequences. Their defensiveness in the classroom is directly related to it - racism,
sexism or homophobic attitudes are not unique to them, yet are located there as if they
Were.

Undoubtedly the Hillside boys feel threatened by difference and regard the

advance of women or new migrants as coming at a cost to them and their own prospects.
This insecurity and lack of knowledge about migration or women's battle for equality is
behind their expression of attitudes which, while understandable in this context, are
difficult to condone. Thus their negatively traditional masculinity, which is supported
maintained and referenced through their boy culture, makes sense to them and for them.
It is a simple reaction to the circumstances in which they find themselves, as it is through

this out dated form of identity and the associated practices and attitudes that the Hillside
boys can recover aspects of traditional forms of masculinity and the elements of male
superiority which they feel to be their right.

This problematic reconstruction of masculine 'privilege' through male youth culture and
the creativity which is inherent in terms of adapting global texts to suit local contexts are
the two major and conflicting rationales which I use to argue for the incorporation of
youth culture into the classroom.

Both show why youth culture can no longer be
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dismissed as destructive, irrelevant or frivolous - it is, as evidenced throughout, simply
too important and too influential in the lives of young people to continue to deny it space
in the curriculum. My experiences at Hillside have shown how and why the boys reject
EM's direct questioning of the legitimacy of their masculinity, yet respond
enthusiastically when they are offered familiar cultural territory within which to examine
and question their own attitudes and responses.

Currently the boys struggle for

owner hip of the EM material in the classroom, not in the way the programme writers
had hoped, but through subverting and investing EM with the qualities that they admire
and respect in their own peer group relationships and conversations. As it is the boys are
not challenged by the materials, they easily counter the programme messages with
humour and mockery, actively policing the group and preventing a serious engagement
With the majority of topics raised. They are defensive and occasionally offensive,
defending their masculinity against what they perceive as another attack on them, and
Unable at pre ent to ee how their favoured form of 'hard man' masculinity may limit
them both now, and in the future.

It is at this point hat a re-imagined EM could

productiv ly tep in, unpacking and discussing the type of man who is portrayed on film
Or televi ion in video games, or through rap and hip hop music, showing how on screen
Cool d

not tran fer to off creen life. Beginning where boys are, on their familiar

territory allow for a en e of ownership among them, extending and creating greater
Und r tanding of where popular culture, class and gender identities meet, and what this
can m an fI r diffl r nt group of young men. For the Hillside boys, their attachment to
'hard man m culinity mean further marginalisation, as they are visually and culturally
a

ciat d with th public haracteri ation of deviant, criminal, working class youths.
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Suggesting an entry point to the classroom for an intervention programme produces the
'new knowledge' highlighted by Willis. A re-imagining of EM and a call to acknowledge
and incorporate into the national curriculum the violent, sexist, and stereotypical youth
culture of young men was not, to paraphrase, 'prefigured in my starting out position'.
Yet, once the fieldwork began, it became increasingly clear that a new relationship
between classroom pedagogy and popular culture is needed. This reconsideration of the
traditionally opposite forms of knowledge - the ordered 'high culture' of literature and
drama explored in the classroom and the chaotic 'low culture' of comics, pop music and
Hollywood action films - is now essential in order to counter the social and educational
disadvantages which are brought about by the boys' adherence to their negatively
traditional forms of masculinity. Thus, my argument throughout attempts to build a vital
bridge between the classroom and the public private space of working class boy culture,
Showing the importance of accepting and acknowledging the value of each rather than
feeling compelled to offer an uncritical embrace of the one alongside a total dismissal of
the other.
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Fir ag Obair
(Men Working)
9. Teacher Guidelines: The World of Work (W TG 9)

shopping centre if the d. is going to carry

OBJECTIVES:

out a survey there. This avoids any difficulty

that students may:

later on.

•

explore th Key Question: What i work

Some time hould be spent in advance on

and how has the world of work changed?

preparing a q

• reR t on the different typeS o( work. i.e.

have a seri of dosed qu lions rather than
nt or last job?" Th questionnaire should

p

ondary/

tertiary typeS of indusU')' or any category

indud the following

they wish to come up with.
•

part from "what i your

open qu tio

indoor work. outdoor work. women's
workImen' work. prlmary/

tionnaire. It is prdi rable to

F

investigate how

rlt has changed from
the tim of their father's/grandfather's

le

15-20
21

3S

36-50

generation.

Over SO

HUMAN

GHTS

Artid 23 Everyone has the right to work and

METHODOLOGY

join a nade Union,

1. Bach student brainstorm what is Work?
2. Students identify different types of work.

TEACHER

OTE:

3. Conduct a survey on the changes that

Stud nts need to be given m guidance on

Mve taken pia in the world of work.

surveying before going out into the

Divide the class into groups and

l.

It

i probably better if students IICtually do

rvey work on the street or in a hopping

ntre or in a very publiC pIKe. It is not
advisabl for tudents to call to people's
homes, as people in the home may fee!

them

to draw up a list of questions, suitable for
a questionnaire, on the world of wode in

the past.
The groups report back to the whole class

threatened by students calling to their door.

and agree on set of questions.
Each student conducu an interview With

It is better to have students work in pairs. It is

an older person and writeS a report on his

also advisable to notify the management of •

experience.

27. Teacher Guidelines: I

KnOW

Tim's umber

by Heart (P TG 27)
TEACHER NOTE
KEY QUESTIONS

The experience from th'

ion is that many

Can bullying lake place within an

boys feel threatened and are very d~ensive.

intimale relationshiP?

One of the clef, nces put forward is that some
girls are equally capable of getting involved in

HuMAN RIGHTS

any of the behaviours outlined below. This

Article 20: Ev~ryone has the right to mcct

needs to be acknowledged. The reason the

with oth~rs.

focus is on some boys' negati

behaviour i

that this programme is directed at boys and
aims to allow them to reflect on potentially

AUDIO

oppressive aspects of their behaviour. It also

needs to be pointed out that the majority of
girl_boy relationshi are open. healthy. good

VIDEO: EXPLORING
SCUUNITIES
Th re are t

relationshi

som are not. Thi exercise is to nsure that

minutes towards the end of The

Vlolenet AgRinst Womt" section of th video

during which Colm O'Connor <in close up
and with th beard and th~ red shirt and tie)
tal

about boy-girl relationships. Amongst

the assertion he mak

he tates that boys

automatically expect their girlfriends to enter
thcir world nd hang around with their
friends, that very seldom would you see a boy
with his girlfriend and her girlfriends. This
video clip could be hown after having read
and diSCussed th poem and the students
could be

ked to disc

Colm's

but it is equally tnJe to say that

rtion.

lationsm
Thi

are based primarily on fairness.

,on could

visit to

accompanied with

room from any of th

relationship counseUin organi tions.
Some of the Youth Servi offer relationshipcounselling servic

nd may be willing

to comc to the classroom (or a visit.

27. Student Materials: I Know Tim's Number
by Heart (P SM 27)

It is often presumed that bullying only takes place between young people in th school-yard, or
on the treet. However, bullying can also take place in the context of an intimate relationship. A
girl or boy may wish to dominate the other' life. may WISh to determine with whom she/he
keeps company, may peet the life of the other to revolve around her/him. Within an intimate
relation hip, bullying is not a once-off occurrenc:r, but rath r a process that builds up over time.
Th following is an

mple of bullying in an intimate relatio

ip. 'I'be tory' based on an

actual account.

1. Is this good relanonship for nm? On scale of 1 - 10 here 1 is

bad relationship

nd 10 is a very good relationship. bow would you rate it?
2. Is thiS a good relationship (or the gid in the poem? On a scale oil - 10 where 1 is a very

bad relationship and 10 is a

ry good relationship. how would you rate it?

3. What, i( anything, is th girl giving up (or the relationship?
4. What, if anything, is the boy giving up for the relationship?

s.

List specinc behaviours that would be unacceptable to you in a relanonship.

6. Do you think the gid i being bullied in this relationship? In what ways?

WHAT'S GOI '0

HERE?

Listed below are 8 number o( behaviours and the (onn o( bullying being employed. Maceh the (onn o( behaviou
with the (onn o( bullying.
The Behaviour

The Bullying

OW LET' WOK AT EACH
OF THESE FO
BULLYING IND

USJon: What specific:

lation and

1. I

0
DUALLY

ways might a boyfriend try to isola his
girlfriend?
2. Emotional abuse/anger: How might a

boyfriend try to make Jus girlfriend feel
bad bout herselh
3 U

privilege: How might

g

boyfri nd use IUs ·privileged"
h girlfriend ti

male to try to
inti

r1

s.

might

putp

on hI garlfriend?

6. Phys caI

How m ght

in ph ic:al abuse?

en 8

59. Teacher Guidelines: Disarming the Fist (P TG 59)

cases are processed in the Irish civil and

OBJECTIVES

criminal justice systems.

chat students may:
•

examine the Key Question: what changes

HUMAN RIGHTS

have taken place in the law to protect
Article 3: You have the right to \lfe and to

victims of violence?
•

•

freedom and safety.

cxamin legal practice from the past and

Article 5:

compare them to those of the present.

or threaten you or to treat you cruelly.

examine three organisation involved in

Article 8: You can ask for legal protection

issues of domestic violence.

when the Jaw of your country is not

0

one has the right to torture you

rcspeclCd.
Article 12: You have the right to ask to be

AUDIO

protected if
DiS4lrming rhc Fist

meone wants to force you to

change the way you are.
Articl 13: You have the right to come and

TEAC ERNOTE

go as you wi h in your own country.

There was SODlC discussion among the writing

Article 17: You have the right to own
mething yourself.

t am whether thi material should be
included as tud nt material or a an

Anicle 18: You have the right to make up

Appendix. While re ding through family law

your own mind.

may

m very "dry~ it i till important that

~ple are

ware of legal protections. It may

Article 19: You ha

the right to exp

your own thoughts.

improv th int raction if a local solicitor

Articl 24: You hav th right to

were given the student material and came to

leisure.

talk to th

udents about the background of

Articl 24: You have the right to a d c nt

each of the pieces oC legislation. S!he could

standard of living.

provide some case histories. A lot of

Article 27: You ha

legislation went through th Oireachta on

cultural activity.

the!e issues recently so a T.D. or
have a pedal inlC

the right to join in

nator may

t in thi i ue and may

be willing to talk lO students. The students
would also have a copy of the material.
You might consider reading 54/try "nd
Santriorrs

t nd

by Patricia KeIJeher and Moniea

O'Connor before beginning this session. The
book examines the way domestic violence

METHODOLOGY
1.

tudents r d resource material "Dis«rming

thc Fist" V SM S9 and complete the
war heeL
2. A visit from a solicitor

59. Student Material: Disarming the Fist ( V SM 59)

KEY QUESTION
What changes have taken place in the law to protect victims of violence?
There was a time when violence was not only tolerated but also legal.

In rhe ptur wlrlrlll English Common LAw a IIIlSbaml
cOlICrol...~tjthollr

man

WIlS

WIlS

allollltd ro bear his wife ro keep her ",,,ler

fear of interference from rile srare. Of CDIIJ'Se, rhere \vert restrictions on lIow harsh a

allowed ro be: Tile popHMr expression "RI/It of Thumb" is derived from rl" secrlon of rhe

original British law rlull 1I0lds rhar a man can bear Ilis wife with A slick no thicker rllM his rhumb.
(from Domestic Violence for Beginners, p. 40-42)
In the 1840s, according 10 the above book. a judge affirmed the husband's right to Jcidnap his
wife, beat her and imprison her in the matrimonial home. As Ireland

W81

a colony of Britain,

these laws applied 10 lrel nd. However. major changes have taken place since then. In 1993, a
Cl""'" Trimmal on Viol«rions of Womtn~ HllmM Rights lOOk pi
Iluman Rights in Vi nna. In the
DedAMtwn

at the World Conference on

me ~ar. th United Nations General Assembly adopted th

on rhe Bli"Jinarion of Viokn" t1gt1insr Women. It identified being female as the primary

ri k f.clOr (or violence. In 1994, the UN appointed a pedal Rapporwur on Violenc again t
Women. In this counuy a

r

of Icgi I tiv chan

have been put in place 10 protect all men,

worn n od children from violence or violent situations. 111

mdudc:

Famllv La"" (Protection of Spouses and Children) Act 1981

U"r 'I. law ... Oarar Un the ftWIrt or .r.1t
(Ill "Iew).

'or ..... or • ProtHtI..

• Burl.. Or.r

The 1990 Criminal Law (Rape) (Amendment) Act defined rape as

"""", """,.", itII6 , """, .. " "" "., " ,,,,,,,.,, . . HI . . , " H, • • ""
. .."" "" '" . . Ill""'" " H_ " "" " It ".., • " ."",'" . . " . .
III "",., If H•

...... ..,.

SI... 1990, ,.,. •

""lit".......
The Child Care Act 199 t

TIll
nIIHIlI It
If

1991

1IIpI•••If" ".11 0...-. 1996. TIll ..... "

we" "IW. .........,.....

.......111-1

~

11

........... ......,........

Criminal Damage Act 1991

TIll.....Im 8erar ft. power of .rr'" If the, hllM • pent. I........ ~••• ".,.", er fter
.1Iptef •

,.n

lItr of "ch

" ...

The Domestic Violence Act. 1996

TIll.... 11tr..... Ijtr ...... I. the ,,,,, r..... for ....." viol..... There Ir. two ..I. re_I..

IVIU.'.:
• ftl••• ".IW......... fre "~If vltlllII If ftr.... of vi....... It Ha ut
••11,. ftIt pt_ to I... ft. " .. U, k ••• If tltt pertl.. live .,.rt, the orAer prHI.I.. the viol...
,.,....
WIt .. or hi.. I•• vI.I.1tr of. h ...

Mm ..., • ftl. or4Ir rl4llr.. the viol... ,.no

IIIV. the ,...11y ho•••

,.no.

• 11••
I. weltl.. Itr th. CMrt .. "la ••••pplllltll. fer • nfety 11'
"rrl.. ora~ the Nlrt ,mt • I .MIIt. Ir~1f ..IIM • protHfIH er~er. TIll.
• elf...
It • aI.1y 0"
I. I ~ .. Iut ...11 the IOIrf ~..... the ..... I IXOIptI
, the IOIrf
... en" •• I.tm urrl.. or.r whl.h I. I .HIIt. er~1f fl411r1••• vlolHt ,.,... to IIIV. the
the rI•• of •••ppll...... fer • NrrI•• or.r.

"u, ,"1..

The Non-Fatal Offcnm

Ag3in~t

the Person Bill, 1997

I.... ... . r,.,...,

TIll. prevWII. "' tIf. .. of ••rm.....IMM et -... lkI..- w111eh I ,. •
pt..11y of five
,..,.. A-y
"'D III'MII. the HI .,the ..
f."owI~ Wltchl." peIt.rI.., "'lftl... Ir oo••••IIIti......Ift thl. erI...

,.no. ."
,.,.'atllt',

oRAT oNS

_~ rder be imposed?
, ht a scuety 0
When m1g
a£ order impose on an
What restrictions does a s ety
busive partner?
a
'.neant by a b am'ng order?
W h at 15
'd?
'ght barring order be unpose
a
When Ill1
,
tion order?
What a proteC
_~ ards sufficient?
"
are these scuegu
In your opinion

EXPL
1.
2.
3,

4.

5.
6.

U&

.1.

Ir.

0'

for
Ir. vlol'lf, ".r. I I.m~.r Ig••,I.. fhat offer COI_lIIlg IN help.
Ubwl••, ".r. Ir. 11' al•• fo .apport .omet ••d•• ft wh. are fh. vlctl... of vlol.IOI.

67. Teacher Guidelines: The Winner Takes it All
(S TG 67)
OBJECTIVES

METHODOLOGY

that rudcnr.s may:

1. students read The Winner T~ it All in

•

explore the Key Qu tion: I there a win
at all costs mentality? If so, what impact

S SM 67 and complete the explorations.

2. Students read the Case Studies in S SM 67

does this have not only on the players

and discu

themselves but also on the rest of us?

with their own experiences o( being on
teams?

UDO
The Winner Ta~ it All

TEACHER
As

WC!

have

OTE

n, port gelS massive covefag

not only from the newspapers but also from
lel i ion. Th re i a hug build up to any of
the major sporting events, and aflerwanls the

potlight hin brightly on th winn

. It has

now become a regular feature in this country
(or sports stars to be given civic receptions. for
o n top buses to be used to carry the players
through the streets of toWns and cities. The
exploi of th

ports people are poken

oc.

written about and they are given a tatus nd
recognition that i not given to people who

achieve in other areas of life. Given the level
o( hype surrounding sport is there now a
pressure to win at whatever cost?

FILM

them. Do these accounts tally

67. Student
Material· The Wmner Takes it All
(S SM 67)
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o S
xPLO
Does this emphasis on winning put unfair pressure on the
playe ?
e ey subjee
abuse when they don't deliver - as
-n °tably will happen at some stage?
3. Have we gone overboard in the statUS we give to our sports

°

2.

people?
What effect does it have on the sport stars themselves?
ent
S. Do sports people get preferential treatDl
over others in
areas outside of sport and if SO is that fair?

4.

6.

Are men/women who play sport more like y to get

promotion than those who don't. and are en/ omen
who play sport more likely to get a job ° er men and
7.

women who don't?
Are the above twO case s udies typical
experience?

° untypical. in your

.

•.•.- .•.•.•

