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(Thisis a response to the various critiques of my June 24 essay "Viewing American class divisions
through Facebook and MySpace." Please read the original before reading this response.)

(If you have comments, please add thertheéxelated entry on my blod hank you.)

One month ago, | put oatblogessaythat took on a life of its own. This essay addedssne of
America's most taboo topics: class. Due to perscnalmstances, | wasn't online things spun furthe
and further out of control and | had neither timeetinor the emotional energy to address all of the
astounding misinterpretations that | saw as aaligame of telephone took hold. I've browsed the
hundreds of emails, thousands of blog posts, amasdnds of comments across the web. I'm in awe of
the amount of time and energy people put into thigkhrough and critiquing my essay. In the process
I've also realized that | was not alwayseffective at communicating what | wanted to comroate. T¢
clarify some issues, | decided to put togethemg leesponse that addresses a variety of diffessnes.

When studying post-structuralism, | was utterlycfaated by the idea of the death of the author. The
idea is that once a text is put out theéhe, author matters not because the author hasmmtover hov
that text is interpreted. The weird thing abouggiimg is that the author is pretty darn presemt.hére.

No one seems to realize that but | am. In theWastk, read the thousands of Slashdot comments and
blog entries addressing my essayiriost cases, | refrained from commenting thougsteld, | decide

to take all of the issues and put them togetharnesponse. This is that responsec@irse, that doest
mean that people will listen.. the author might Inbetdead but she might be powerless against psople'
preferred interpretations. And in the world of Idpgerbosity is akin to author suicide. Still, Vea't
learned to be succinct.

This response is long because the issues ardivasine sense, that's my fault. I've clearly beden
out of context in so many different ways and | dievrite my piece for the audience who ended up
consuming it. My writing clearly did not leave timpression that | meant to leave. | can't promntise t
this response clears up everything. It might not. IBeel the need to respond. Even if no one réads

Form and Format

I'm an academic but I'm also a blogger. For mesdlage separate identities. | write formal papwas It
spend months trying to find the language to prgpexpress what's going on. In those papers, btry t
balance precision and readability. My blog is dedént story. | write in an off-the-cuff mannelryitrg

to paint impressions rather than nuance. In academiiing, | have to outline methodology and
background, assuming that no one has heard of e dopic before. In my blog, | write with the
assumption that people are familiar with my work anth the topic. In academic writing, | write for
posterity. In my blog, | write to get an issue wi§ chest and to work things out while they ard sdilv.

The informal language in my blog is intentional €Tlack of citations is intentional. They are metant

signal that this is a work-in-progress. | wantignal that I'm thinking out loud. Unfortunately, ma
feel as though a blog must be formal and then ginejec this view onto my writing and then comple
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about the language and the lac cites. | am capable of situating arguments in teodheoretica
arguments, but | don't attempt to do that hereemvtnh working through things. | guess my signaks ar
broken.

The blog structure is not built for long essays. Mlyg itself is not formatted to take on a 3000 avor
essay (it breaks). When | started publishing canfee cribs, | started making them separate webpages
that | would link to from Apophenia and M2M. Follavg that, whenever I'd write a blog entry that was
longer than 2000 words, I'd shove it off to the samessy directory with my papers and my cribs and
link to it from my blog. They're all under the /gap directory simply because | started keepingtodic
things at thevapers URL You can see more than papers there. | startedisettorying it a few montr
ago because it was getting messy. Essays are\eitaatland the class piece was an essay.

| added citations to everything under that directoecause | was finding that people were taking) tha
material out of context. They were copying/pastimg whole article without reference to where it eam
from because it looked like it stood on its owrK$odidn't do that with my blog entries). | wanted
people to know the context so all essays, cribsdgy and papers got tagged with a citation.
Unfortunately, this meant that people thought thatas a proper paper.

Data

For those who are not qualitative researchers,eee mo talk briefly about what qualitative and
guantitative research are and what they offerhe(& are year-long classes on this so I'm onlyhimgs
the surface.)

Qualitative research has data. Typically, writtdmegraphies and other qualitative-driven findings
show that data through individual accounts, qubtepeople that are contextualized, and detailed
descriptions of people or situations. | have tladut | did not include it in my blog essay. |
intentionally save data for my academic works sa titan flesh it out and situate it in the debit t
needs to happen. The decision to not reveal datégohdo with separating the academic writing fribve
blog writing, but it also has to do with what I'ngibhg to accomplish with each. Writing a case stotly
someone or using data requires a lot more flestiighan | typically do in my blog. Thus, | didn't
show data in that essay but that is not becausa't dave it. This is another way in which thisiat a
formal article - leaps of faith are fine when yeuyaving a conversation, but not when you are ¢ryan
document something for posterity.

Qualitative and quantitative data show differemgls. The greatest mistake that | made in thisyessa
was not clarifying why this piece needed a qualitakens. This had to do with my failure to prepére
how far this piece would spread. In nogal world, everyone understands why qualitabigs value. I'n
realizing the hard way that this is not generattgerstood.

At the top of the essay, | snarkily wrote "I wisbduld just put numbers in front of it all and bend

with it, but instead, I'm going to face the sticd®s..." The issue is not just that | don't haventjtsive
data; it's that quantitative data does not haventlaace to show what's going on. It gets us payt wa
there, but there are problems with it. Class issimaply a matter of what income bracket you're at.
When we use income level as a marker, we get thaiMaafe worker and the immigrant janitor in the
same bucket, but they are not living the sametiifesat all. Another approximation that is oftereds

for class is parental education. Post-graduateegsgare often helpful at pointing to upper ckdivity,
but there's still a huge difference between a $tanfaw degree and a master's in special ed frem th
local night college. There's also a big differebeénveen dropping out of Harvard after 2 years and
getting a -yea community college degree. Surveys usually ask Wieatast degree one got w Do we
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really put Bill Gates in the same bucket with otjusi-finishec-HS individuals? (Gates was not just
average dropout... His parents were powerful andrbpped out of Harvard.) Marking teens' class is
even more sticky because we use their parentagpr Many children replicate their parents class
norms, but not all. This is why parents complait thne kid is doing "OK" and the other is not; this
means that one kid is living up to parental clagseetations and the other is not.

So how do we measure class? We need to be ableasune it before we can quantify divisions. There
are ways to measure lifestyle markers and tastsiains through different approximations. And maybe
if we collected enough data about a bunch of dffethings, we could bucket people into meaningful
class divisions. But we're a long way from therd #ns is not what folks who are measuring usees ar
doing. So we make these approximations and they tdinthe whole story. I'm sure that quantitative
data will appear that will capture some of what t&iking about. I've already received notices from
academics who have measured it in collegesa®ah this same phenomenon. comScore data scstal

it. And more will emerge. But my essay was mearmgebbeyond just the numbers and look at the
lifestyle differences involved. This has to be dgoealitatively because of measurement issues.
Qualitative data lets you see the stickiness...thed you have to find a way to describe it.

The problem is that it's hard to show trends qgatiely. To be frank, I'm not sure how to do itan
report on what I'm seeing and describe in detadtisrhappening. And maybe | should've brought out
some of the fantastic quotes that | have aboutthaplays out, but I'm not sure that this would've
convinced those who are obsessed with quantitdtv@ For whatever reason, many in this society
think that things can only be proved through nureb@&f course, what's fascinating is that most
researchers (and the USAToday) know that you c#t tumbers to prove just about anything. Even
numbers have to be interpreted and people arbleat interpreting them. | think that our obsessio
with numbers is dangerous - | think that we giventitoo much credence and think that they say more
than they do.

Folks also seem to believe that counterexamplesoyethie value of patterns. What I'm trying to
document is not an all-or-nothing situation. It@at patterns, it's about trends, it's about divisithat
are subtle. There are going to be tons of counxtameles, but that doesn't mean that patterns aren't
emerging.

When | talk about data, I'm not talking about megrids or what | hear from teenagers in Los Angeles
(or San Francisco). | drive to disconnected comtiesand talk to teenagers from different schools
about their lives. | hang out in public places vehewatch teens. | hang out on MySpace and scan the
micro-profiles that one can see on Facebook. It@alkarents, teachers, pastors, and community leade
from all over the nation. | talk to people from e backgrounds, all to get at what's going on. ffic&

to ethnographic work like this is to understandlifeeses that are operating in the spheres you study
This is not survey work. This is about contextuatizwhat you learn, making sense of how an
individual is or is not like her/his peers. Thisust about random sampling, but sampling until gtart

to see patterns that are predictable, until yoshfleut the domain. While individual experiences are
important, when I'm drawing patterns, I'm talkirgybnd the individual - I'm trying to paint a meta
portrait.

Using extremes

In her book titled "Jocks and Burnouts,” Penny Ectaks about the value in marking extremes that
narrate discourse even though most people fall st in-between. Most teens are not jocks OR
burnouts, but those terms evoke images of extremmgps that work as signposts in 1980s high schools.
Those extremes signal opposing values and actyitleas and ideologies. Most teens draw from both
in framing their own world. There ¢ caricatured jocks and caricatured burnouts butdhéty is
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somewher in-betweer

| did not do a good job of fleshing this out in @yicle. You will find an astonishing number of ise

who have both MySpace and Facebook these daykeAame time, they are more drawn to one or the
other (another way in which quantitative data #elts about which they use will not get at this)eyrh
have a sense that their friends in each are diffenethat each site represents a different sideesids
who are on both. Few teens have identical pro@lesach and often even the baseline photo is difter
(Adults tend to copy/paste from one SNS to anather.

The extremes are there and they're marked thraugbres of sticky differences but most individuals
are fluidly somewhere in-between. They know whimtl to use to contact which friends. There's no
incentive to choose one camp exclusively so theytdo

Evocativeterms

When | chose "hegemonic” and "subaltern,” | wanteelvoke an image. | almost made silly references
to the "Hegemon" in the "Ender's Game" series logicided that would be a bit too tangential for the
non-geeks. No words really depict the camps so aveldll wanted to avoid framing it all under "good"
and "bad" even though so many teens talk abouettvas narratives in the way that 1980s kids talked
about jocks and burnouts.

In evoking hegemonic, I'm referring to work donedion Gramsci's ideas of hegemony. He argued
that power in society is not just maintained byc&rout through indoctrination into values that Wwelp
perpetuate the status quo. Institutes like scharadsmass media help perpetuate views. The
maintenance of hegemony is always subtle and ndaneeable and fragmented. People play different
roles in upholding hegemony, often without realigtheir position in the process.

By talking about hegemonic teens, I'm not talkibgwa teens who necessarily have power, but those
who publicly uphold the values of adult societygewhen they themselvesiietly rebel through actic
that they try to hide). In some sense, this is Btkgocks" but | felt that jocks is too confuseaw.

The term subaltern comes from the military; it ref® a subordinate who has little power or autiori
Through Gramsci, postcolonial studies picked up thim to refer to people who appear to be voiseles
but whose voice can be understood through thedkti®se in power. For example, the documents of
British colonialists convey a lot about Indian cuét because they documented the British failure to
understand or suppress and in this condescensargan see what the Indians were doing. (Of course,
as Spivak points out, efforts to give voice to digvas reinscribe their voice inside hegemonic
discourse, arguably further disempowering them.)

| chose the term subaltern to refer to subcultyidéntified and non-hegemonic teens because their
expressions are often interpreted by hegemonic mas& in a way that they are always seefaiisre.

| wanted to choose a term that did not simply plaeen as second-tier citizens, but as powerfulesic
in discourse. Too many people who read my artiskmed that the group that | talked about as
subalterns are somehow inferior or less valualda tregemonic teens. Perhaps that's hegemony
speaking, but I find it frustrating. | think thaety are equally powerful forces in society (and/thee
certainly equally powerful in the market) but Irtkithat they have different views on the constarcti
and maintenance of society as we know it.

The terms are extremely problematic but | used thetma smile on my face because | thought that
they would evoke an image ¢ make people think. Many have been outraged thppéar biase
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towards one (the other (although no one seems to know w- I've been accused of be
condescending towards subaltern teens and I'vebakso accused of fetishizing them). Perhaps |
should've located myself. As a teen, | would'venbegught in between - a smart kid whose friends and
world were very much in the subaltern camps (geekkburnouts primarily). As an adult, | have more
privilege than | ever thought possible and my wasléxtremely hegemonic and I'm always trying to
fight against that. Thus, | probably have more sgthp with subaltern teens but my friends are all
raising hegemonic ones who | adore. Thus, I'm @defincaught in the middle.

Misreadings (or lack of reading)

A huge misreading of my piece concerns what agemfon talking about. | study teerSmerican higt
school teens to be exact. | am not talking abollkege students or the 35+ crowd. Much of what I'm
saying might apply to them but it's astonishingn that so many folks have decided to "prove me
wrong" by talking about themselves and their frieal over whom are outside of HS). | should'vé pu
teenagers in the title; the only reason that | 'tdas that | was sick of seeing the word teenagtére
title of everything | write. My guess is that me&ople didn't read the article or they wanted t&eria
personal even though they aren't teens. Thus, Winetalking about geeks and queer folks, I'm tagkin
about teen geeks and queer teens. Their expeliegoge different in HS than it is when they have
more agency.

Another misreading of my piece concerns the histdfyacebook. I've had literally hundreds of
messages from people who want to tell me that Fadebtarted out as a college site. Duh. | expjicitl
note that it started out as a Harvard site. A g€ of my point is that the history of it was wdl to

the sense that it's for the college-bound. It vigs $een as a rite of passage and therag seen as wh
you did to grow up. The history is a large partwiy this division has played out the way it hase Th
same can be said for MySpace which reached theptgmiiation through music. Murdoch's acquisition
also played a role. The history is crucial here iaedplains a lot of why things emerged the wasgtth
they did. I'm not trying to negate that, but pamaot what else has falled out as a result.

Unfortunately, misinterpretations were made wonséhle mainstream media, and namely the initial
BBC article that talked about this essay as a foragort of a six month study. (The article was
corrected a few days later.) | realized very quidkiat people read the BBC article or the Slashdot
coverage or their friends' blog posts and decideditique from there. | have been astonished at ho
lazy people have been. My article is not that ieasthle and it's not even that long. What was even
funnier was that when | wrote a response to the BRBiCle on my blog, people then took that to say
that | saw the essay as based on no data and adkeneaningless. The essay is based on data; it is
rooted in a very long ethnographic study; but jui not a formal report of my findings.

Not only did folks misread all over the place, theygatuated their misreadings and others'
interpretations. The most insidious of this wast#&NBC coverageNot only did MSNBC not contact
me directly, the author took my quotes out o conédbover the place. She set me up to be mocked
through their framing of my name and scary quothegblog essay term and implicitly supporting the
ways in which people attacked me for racism. Ska thient on to mock me for failing to realize the
way the Internet works. Of course, she did conclwgdpointing out that journalists are lazy (herself
to0?), but still, it sickens me that this kind olverage is considered appropriate. Needless tdfsay,
MSNBC article has prompted all sorts of mean-sgiriémails and blog posts against me and it did not
clarify any of what | was attempting to say. (Irsteshe shows her own class biases by talking about
MySpace as ugly.)

On being aracist, homophobic whore
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My article is descriptive, not prescriptive. In et words, just because | see activities amongst g
kids does not mean that all gothic-identified kid# do something. I'm marking what's going on, not
what should be or could be.

In my list of who was in what camp, | used "Latid@panic teens." When | was in the field, | fouhd i
fascinating that Latino and Hispanic teens used pdg® even when they were college bound. Those
who were going to go college often had a Faceblbwaktheir identity was connected to MySpace. Part
of it had to do with family - their extended faresi were on MySpace so that's where they were. &nlik
other racial/ethnic groups, Latino/Hispanic teemseweally visibly in the MySpace camp. One of the
reasons that | didn't bring up black teens wasttiet were very much split by socio-economic status
instead of race.

I've been accused by many for being racist by mgrkatino/Hispanic teens as drawn to MySpace and
I'm a bit confused by this. As a white woman, Ilgably perpetuate all sorts of racists views without
even realizing it, but | don't see how noting wisadtappening makes me a racist. I'm still hoping
someone could clarify this for me.

The attack that really got me confused concernegungorted homophobia. | chose the term "queer"
instead of any of the LGBT markers because | watdedark a broader sexuality stream. | also chose
this because of its connection to politicized idgmather than just sexuality. This term has a §6ar
history of being reappropriated; | do not see iad®mophobic term at all. Then again, | identdy a
being queer while I've never fit nicely into an LGPRaradigm. (How can | be "bi" when gender is
amorphous and many of the people I've dated dieritify cleanly as male or female or have iderdifie
as both at different times?)

Lots of folks have also called me up to say thaythre on Facebook and they are queer. Even LGBT
press have attacked me for calling lumping queevgth outcasts. | think most of them failed toliza
that I'm talking about high school teens, not aker individuals. While LGBT organizations are
popping up on campuses, being a queer teen stiktksit sucked when | was growing up, it sucked
when most queer folks | know were growing up, drddill sucks today. Except at that LGBT-only
school in NY, most queer teens grow up not knowiraqy other queer folks. They don't fit in, even if
others accept them. The choice for dates is muaie timoited, resulting in many queer teens datirig al
other queer folks they know even when they shatleimgpin common. More than for any other group,
college is freedom for queer teens. But in HS, @pejueer is rarely hegemonic.

Likeduh

The reaction to my article has been extremely BégiaOne reaction often makes me giggle: "duh." To
me, that is the reaction that it should've evokagh. It makes sense. Of course. What I'm marking in
this essay should've been obvious to everyone. Afhakzes me is that so many folks are shocked by it
and so many others refuse to acknowledge it. {tsptaut online just like it plays out offline. Phyal
hangout spaces like bars are split by class, evargh they theoretically welcome anyone. Public
spaces get split by class.

The "conclusion” of my article should not have badrig deal, but | had to put it out there becagse
many folks weren't acknowledging it and the presst perpetuating the view that MySpace was dead
because Facebook was taking over. We used to hesvetopian view that the Internet would solve all
of our societal divisions. On the Internet, no armald know you're a dog, right? The reality is ththt

of society's issues are simply perpetuated onfine.that's frustrating. | liked the utopian dreaettér,
even if it'« not real. But if we accept the real- that the Internet mirrors and magni offline values
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and views- we must start to think of what the implication:this are. Society is in a dangerous posi
when people who are different do not interact. Thisow intolerance breeds and we definitely have
enough of that in this country.

On marketing and consumption

| find it really weird when people have said thaidt devalued MySpace by saying that hegemonig kid
are on Facebook. Some marketers are even usingsay & say that all advertising should be funneled
to Facebook. Are marketers that stupid?

There seems to be a myth that only rich kids comsurhat's so not true, it's painful. For better or
worse, subaltern teens consume a lot more thamiwge teens. Part of this has to do with spare,time
part with mobility, part with who has after schgaibs, part with what is valued as markers of worth.
(Rich kids tend to buy higher end goods, but theyaaly a small fraction of hegemonic teens.) What
people do consume is really influenced by classnifare so than SES). Offline, marketers seem to get
this. Why don't they get this online? Gap, Inc.\kedhis. Is there really that much of a difference
between clothes from Old Navy and Gap (and BanapaRic)? The difference really is who shops
there. Some people go into all three but the awe®@are still quite different.

While class and lifestyle do affect consumptionicés, socio-economic status does not necessarily do
so. Consider a brand like Coach. You'll find thas is consumed heavily by both rich and poor,rmit

by middle class. Why is this? Why is having "elilgands a marker of success in poorer communities?
I'm always astounded by the teens who can tellrttyaknock-off accessories are precisely that. And
those are never the middle class teens.

There are few brands that link cleanly to tfiésions that I'm talking about. The best exanmptaild be
Hot Topic. If | were Hot Topic, I'd devote mostroly teen advertising efforts to MySpace instead of
Facebook. But the majority of major brands hit bgtbups in different ways dom surprised that this
that revelatory to marketers.

What I'm saying does affect marketing and marketboaild think through what communities they are
targeting as they approach both. My article alsmughhelp them think about the norms of those space
and thus what will have greater resonance. Theralamn good reasons to market on both sitethéy
require different marketing strategies.

Peer review spun out of control

Finally, | need to comment on peer review. Onéheffascinating tangential conversations that has
emerged because of this essay is whether or rsoistiihat modern peer review looks like. | findsthi
little funny because it makes the assumption tipait lout a nearly-finished article for review. &til
there's no doubt that | got some form of "peerVige." Of course, the most interesting reviews can
personal emails and private conversations. Bedadisi't cite anyone, most people suggested puyblicl
that I cite the obvious. My closer friends knewtthaas quite familiar with Gramsci and Bourdieuwdan
Eckert and Hall and Butler and Foucault and subcalltheory and all of the things that | alluded to
without citing. Instead, they focused on little-kvroreferences from visual studies and discussibns o
makeup and class and other such things that | hatvget tracked down.

This is not to say that the publicness was notalaki Because of the publicness of this articke, ad
unbelievable conversations with academics and ipicacrs and parents and ministers and others about
issues that I'm tryir to address. | can't help but wonder if they waddiad time for th conversatiot
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if it weren't so publicly visible. (None of us aeaudics ever ha\ time.)

I'm very fortunate to have the opportunity to h#tveusands of people read my writings and ponder the
guestions that | put out there. My peer group eddreyond the academic walls. It's not without cost
though and | couldn't help but wonder if the acaidsrhknow could've handled some of whaeteivec
this month. Not all of it was what we would calleview. I've had to practice deep breathing asritwe
through detailed discussions of whether or nots wate enough to fuck or look through bulleting tha
had decided to gather photos of me for analysey(ttoncluded that my arm bracelets prove that I'm a
cutter). I know the Slashdot/Metafilter communitglvenough to not take the personal threats on my
life or body seriously, but that doesn't mean tleqy't suck. Emails from parents accusing me of
destroying their children's lives suck. PR campsigndiscredit me suck. In general, being mocked is
any fun. Many of my dearest friends can't standhekie slightest personal attack online; I've ledrae
take it for granted while being continuously disaipped by it. If online peer review is going to thés
personal, few are going to be masochistic enougbeaitt it.

My hope is that this article got a conversatiomteth Maybe a few more people will think about slas
dynamics as a result. Down the road, I'll writaptmore formally. I've gotten a lot of pressureltoso,
but there are many things | need to do first.

This has been an unbelievable learning opportdaityne and for that I'm grateful. Perhaps | woe't b
so "careless" in the future, but | doubt it. | neeg blog to be an outlet for me to express thirngs |
seeing long before they're ready for publicatiomeéd to not have to couch every argument thakkema
on my blog in broader theoretical and methodolddgreeneworks which means that | will continue to
be taken out of context. If | had to write on mgdpin the way that | write papers, I'd never blodo
hope that I'll be able to continilddogging without every piece being so controvergma overwhelming
This year marks 10 years. Pretty crazy, huh?

If you read this far, {{hug}}

[
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