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Abstract
Over the past two decades, the rapid development and diversification of new media
technologies, such as mobile phones, personal computers, and the internet, have
fundamentally changed social interactions. While there has been social concern over
how young people use new media technologies within their love/sex relationships, social
research has only recently begun to explore this trend. This research aimed to
investigate how the Foucauldian philosophy of ‘ethics of the self’ can be applied to the
lived realities of young people’s negotiation of their love/sex relationships within new
media environments. Through the perceptions, stories, and experiences of forty young
people (aged 18-25) with diverse sexual and relationship experience, the use of new
media technologies to negotiate initiating, being in, and ending their romantic and sexual
relationships were explored. Additionally, the ways in which these young people
accommodated and resisted dominant discourses of gender and sexuality as they
constructed themselves as sexual subjects were considered. Data were collected in two
phases: an online discussion board with twenty-eight young people (15 women, 13 men)
from across Australia and individual in-person interviews with twelve young people (6
women, 6 men) living in Melbourne, Australia. Developmental vignettes were used in
both phases of data collection to facilitate the exploration of young people’s negotiation
of a sexual encounter. By considering young people’s experiences through the lens of
Foucauldian ethics of the self, this research sheds light on the complex ways young
people construct themselves as subjects of discourse – sometimes conforming to and
sometimes resisting the ‘truth claims’ of the discourses they are subject to. As new
media technologies are constantly shifting, this research focuses on the strategic ways in
which young people use new media technologies – as opposed to the specific
technology they used – and provides a snapshot of a particular moment in time.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Over the past two decades worldwide there has been a technological boom, with new
innovations constantly on the horizon. New media technologies – that is, digital
technology such as mobile phones, personal computers, and the internet – have
fundamentally changed social interactions. They have become embedded in everyday
life to the point at which “they can be taken for granted” (O’Keefe & Zehnder, 2004,
p.731). For those young people who came of age during this technological boom, it can
be difficult to imagine what life would be like without these technologies. According to
Livingstone (2002), the proliferation of new media technologies into nearly every aspect
of our lives has created ‘new media environments’ – that is, whether these technologies
are “in the background or foreground” (p.10), they are constantly and complexly
interwoven in our lives. Given the omnipresence of new media technologies, it is crucial
for social research to consider how these technologies affect various aspects of our lives.

The activities of young people are regularly a source of social anxiety and concern. Kelly
(2003) argued that an ‘institutionalised mistrust’ of youth has developed from discourses
of anxiety about young people’s ability to safely transition from childhood to adulthood.
He described ‘youth’ as an ‘artefact of expertise’ that gets combined with liberal
discourses on responsible citizenship, which then position ‘good citizens’ as people who
self-govern their behaviour to fit the social norm. This produces discursive claims that
youth are “lacking in these capacities of/for self-regulation” (p.168). Therefore, according
to dominant discourses about ‘youth’, young people are unable to make the ‘proper’
decisions necessary to be good, responsible citizens. The result of these discursive
claims is that young people’s activities are frequently assumed to be problematic, and
their ability to act with agency1 over their own life choices is often overlooked. Two areas

1

According to Emirbayer and Mische (1998) agency is:
the temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural environments –
the temporal-relational contexts of action – which, through the interplay of habit,
imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms those structures in interactive
response to the problems posed by changing historical situations. (p.970)

They emphasise that a person’s use of agency is dependent upon the context of their social
experience and therefore always has the potential to change. They argue that while agency and
structure – that is, the social institutions an actor is located within – are constantly intertwined, the
interplay between them is fluid; structure can determine a person’s use of agency, but also a
person can use their agency in ways which influence and change their social structure.
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of particular societal anxiety about young people2 are their sexuality and their use of new
media technologies.
Dominant discourses about young people’s engagement in sexual activity claim they are
constantly ‘at risk’. Young people have traditionally been positioned as emotionally
vulnerable, and susceptible to sexually transmitted infections and unplanned pregnancy
(Carpenter, 1998; Fine, 1988; Tolman, 2002). Discourses about sexuality are highly
gendered; men are traditionally understood to be ‘active’, while women are ‘passive’
(Hollway, 1984). Young women are therefore seen as particularly vulnerable to sexual
risks (Carpenter, 1998; Crawford, Kippax, & Waldby, 1994; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Fine,
1988; Frith & Kitzinger, 1997; Gavey, 1992; Harris, 2005; Hird & Jackson, 2001; Stewart,
1999; Tolman, 2002). Recent research has begun to challenge dominant discourses
about young people’s sexuality by presenting subjugated – that is, alternative –
discourses (Allen, 2003, 2007; Beres, 2010; Beres & Farvid, 2010; Burkett & Hamilton,
2012; Carmody, 2003, 2005, 2009; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Forrest, 2010; Hamilton &
Armstrong, 2009; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Powell, 2010). By exploring the
ways young women act with agency to negotiate their sexual relationships – casual or
committed – and young men’s emotional vulnerability within their romantic relationships,
research has begun to problematise traditional gendered understandings of love/sex
relationships. This research project seeks to add to the growing body of alternative
discourses for understanding how young people negotiate their love/sex relationships,
within new media environments.

Although forming romantic and sexual relationships are important aspects of young
people’s lives, research on how young people negotiate their love/sex relationships is
lacking.3 Social research exploring the intersections between young people’s
relationships and use of new media technologies, however, is beginning to emerge
(Bergdall et al., 2012; boyd, 2010; Draucker & Martsolf, 2010; Ellison, Steinfield,
&Lampe, 2007; Gershon, 2010a, 2010b; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell,
&Ybarra, 2012; Lyndon, Bonds-Raacke, & Cratty, 2011; Muise, Christofides, &
Desmarais, 2009; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Previous research has explored young people’s

2

The parameters of who constitutes ‘young people’ can be defined in a number of ways. For the
purposes of this study, I consider young people to be between the ages of 15-25. As discussed in
Chapter 5, the young people who participated in this research were between the ages of 18-25.
3
A notable study that explored “young women’s understanding of their own sexuality and sexual
practice” (p.3) is Holland et al. (1998). They looked at how young women negotiated their
sexuality and sexual practices in terms of their safety (which included emotional
wellbeing/reputation, physical safety/violence prevention, and sexual health). Their findings
indicated that the predominance of heterosexuality subjected young people to a ‘male-in-thehead’, which severely limited young women’s ability to negotiate their sexuality and sexual
practices on their own terms.
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use of new media technologies to initiate, maintain and end relationships. Again, this
research project seeks to expand upon this growing body of knowledge. Missing from
the existing research, however, is an exploration of how young people engage with
dominant gendered discourses to negotiate their love/sex relationships within the context
of new media environments.

This project spans and interweaves three particular fields of knowledge: new media
technologies, young people’s romantic and sexual relationships, and Foucauldian ethics
of the self. Much of the previous research that challenged traditional understandings of
young people’s love/sex relationships was informed by Foucauldian analyses of power.
Towards the end of his life, Foucault turned his attention to the ways individuals create
themselves as subjects of discourse. He began to describe a philosophy of ‘ethics of the
self’ and ‘sexual ethics’; Foucault died before his work on this topic was complete. The
task of expanding upon and developing his philosophy is therefore left to contemporary
researchers. I have chosen to frame this research through the lens of Foucauldian
ethics of the self, because it focuses on how individuals act with agency to construct
themselves as subjects of discourse. That is, instead of understanding young people’s
negotiation of their love/sex relationships as constricted by dominant discourses, I
examine the ways in which young people make decisions about how to engage with
dominant discourses and what their decisions produce.
This research aimed to investigate how the Foucauldian philosophy of ‘ethics of the self’
can be applied to the lived realities of young people’s negotiation of their love/sex
relationships within new media environments. It explores the following three questions:

1. In what ways do young people use new media technologies to negotiate the
different stages of their love/sex relationships?

2. How do young people accommodate and resist dominant discourses about
gender and sexuality when negotiating their love/sex relationships?
3. How do young people engage in practices of ‘ethics of the self’ (care of the
self/care of the other) in the negotiation of their love/sex relationships?

Through the perceptions, stories, and experiences of forty young people with diverse
sexual and relationship experience, the use of new media technologies to negotiate
initiating, being in, and ending their romantic and sexual relationships are explored.
Additionally, the ways in which these young people accommodated and resisted
3

dominant discourses of gender and sexuality as they constructed themselves as sexual
subjects are considered. An important consideration was the extent to which traditional
gendered discourses – which privilege men’s sexuality over women’s – influenced young
people’s negotiation of their love/sex relationships. By talking to young people about
how they negotiated their love/sex relationships within the context of new media
environments, this research contributes to understandings of the various ways in which
young people act with agency over their own lives. By considering young people’s
experiences through the lens of Foucauldian ethics of the self, this research sheds light
on the complex ways young people construct themselves as subjects of discourse –
sometimes conforming to or resisting the ‘truth claims’ of discourses they are subject to.
As new media technologies are constantly shifting, this research provides a snapshot of
a particular moment in time. Instead of focusing explicitly on the type of technologies
young people used, for instance, it explores their practices of technology use; thereby
enabling the findings of this research to be applied across a range of new media
technologies.
According to Ramazanoğlu and Holland (2002), poststructuralist research is not about
finding the truth but about telling stories. As such, it is important for the researcher to
reflect upon their subjectivity in order to consider how their own socially constructed
position determines the production of knowledge in a particular way. It is the task of the
researcher to take the stories their participants tell and shape them into a narrative;
therefore it is important to make explicit the researcher’s own subjectivity so the reader
can understand the social context from which this knowledge was formed. I will now turn
to a discussion of how I – as researcher – am positioned within the research, and how
this research project took shape.

Contextualising the researcher and the research
I grew up in Calgary, Alberta, Canada and came of age alongside the proliferation of new
media technologies. I was an ‘early adopter’ of new media technologies – that is, I was
engaged with new media technologies before many of my peers (Livingstone, 2002). I
distinctly remember how the gradual introduction of various new media technologies –
email, mobile phones, home access to the internet (and the increasing connectivity and
speed of the internet), instant messaging platforms, and eventually social network sites –
transformed the ways in which my friendships and love/sex relationships were negotiated
and performed. In my early twenties, while living overseas, I joined a Canadian social
network site in order to reconnect with people back home. As I established myself within
this virtual community, I witnessed users engaging in flirtations, establishing, performing,
and ending their relationships. It seemed to me that this social network site – along with
4

other new media technologies – was playing an essential role in how these young people
negotiated their love/sex relationships, and I wanted to know more.
My curiosity about the role new media technologies played in young people’s love/sex
relationships continued to grow as these technologies became increasingly
institutionalised, and eventually taken for granted (O’Keefe & Zehnder, 2004). Initially I
proposed to conduct research exploring how young people aged 16 to 25 used new
media technologies to facilitate their romantic and sexual relationships. I planned to first
survey young people in order to evaluate general trends in – and attitudes towards –
technology use, and then conduct semi-structured interviews with young people to gain a
deeper understanding of what new media technologies meant in terms of their day-today lives. In 2008 Moira Carmody4 gave a lecture at ARCSHS5 about the ‘sexual ethics’
based sexuality education for violence prevention program she had developed.
Fascinated by the idea of ethical sexual negotiations, I began to consider how this
framework could be applied to young people’s use of new media technologies within their
love/sex relationships. This led me to reframe my project to consider how young people
negotiate love/sex, and what roles new media technologies play within those
relationships.
As I was investigating the role of new media technologies in young people’s lives, I felt it
was important to incorporate new media technologies into my research methods. To the
best of my knowledge, new media technologies and ethics of the self were not previously
combined in research; therefore I wanted to use methods that would allow me to engage
in dialogue with my participants to work together to determine important issues and to
explore them. During the development of this research project, one of my supervisors
Lynne Hillier, was involved in an American research project that compared the internet
use of lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) young people and non-LGB young people
between the ages of 13 to 18 (Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012). This research made use
of online discussion groups to explore topics of general internet use, online friendships,
meeting people via the internet, online romance, exploring feelings and finding
information about sexual attraction online. This research method appealed to me
because it both incorporated new media technologies into the research, and allowed for
interaction between researcher and participants. From my use of online forums, I was
familiar with the dynamics of online discussion boards and felt confident developing an
online discussion board to use as a research tool. Instead of conducting a survey with
young people, I therefore decided to begin this project by developing an online
4
5

At this time Moira Carmody was an Associate Professor at the University of Western Sydney.
The Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society.
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discussion board. In order to explore the themes that emerged through the online
discussion board in greater detail – particularly issues of ethics of the self – in the second
phase of this research I recruited young people to participate in individual in-person
interviews.

To some extent, my understanding of how new media technologies affected the
negotiation of my own love/sex relationships situated me as an ‘insider’. However, I was
differentiated from my participants by my age – I was 27 when I began data collection –
and my cultural background as a Canadian. This meant that although I was ‘in the know’
about my research topic, my lived experiences would not necessarily be the experiences
of the young people who participated in this study. This research was conducted at a
particular time and in a particular setting. The data for this research were collected from
Melbourne, Australia6 in 2010. In 2010 the social network site Facebook surpassed the
search engine site Google as the world’s most frequently visited website (Leitch, 2011).
This was also the year Facebook introduced the ‘Like’ button and social ‘plugins’ and
‘apps’ – which allowed other websites to link with Facebook, thereby enabling users to
post content from an external site directly onto their Facebook profile (Facebook, 2012).
This was a time when new media technologies were already a taken-for-granted part of
young people’s day-to-day lives, and the social applications of these technologies were
undergoing frequent shifts in order to adjust to the rapidly expanding technological
market.

Over the course of this research, the boundaries between my personal life and the topic
of my thesis became quite blurred. As a single woman in a new country, the internet has
been an important tool for me to meet new people and to form new friendships and
relationships. I often found myself reflecting on the strategies for using new media
technologies that young people in this research described, as I negotiated my own
love/sex relationships. At times this informed my own practices, and at times my
practices informed my data analysis. In particular, my experiences of negotiating new
media technologies within the context of a relationship breakup led me to consider the
breakup stories that emerged in my data. Further, in order to make sense of my
theoretical framework, I consciously set out on my own project of ‘ethical self-creation’.
Although I have not written myself into my data, my experiences of engaging in ‘ethical’
negotiations of love/sex relationships within new media environments sit alongside my
interpretation of the data and my application of the theory. I developed unreciprocated
relationships with my participants through immersing myself in their data. Like the
6

However, not all the participants of this research were located in Melbourne, as is discussed in
Chapter 5.
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beloved characters of a well-read novel, the ways I interpreted their text changed as I
changed, although the words on the page remained the same.

Thesis structure
This thesis is organised into nine chapters. This chapter has introduced the topics this
thesis explores, the theoretical framework which informed this research, and how as the
researcher I am situated within the research. The following three chapters contextualise
this research through discussions of research and theoretical literature. Specifically
Chapter 2 examines the research literature on love/sex relationships, with particular
consideration given to discourses of gender and sexuality. Chapter 3 explores research
on young people’s use of new media technologies, and focuses on the small – though
growing – body of research on young people’s use of new media technologies within
their love/sex relationships. In Chapter 4 the theoretical framework that shaped this
research is detailed. Foucault’s (1984, 1986) late work on ethics of the self and sexual
ethics are interpreted and their applicability for this research topic is discussed. Chapter
5 details the methodological considerations of this research and describes the method
used for collecting young people’s stories. The remaining four chapters discuss the
findings of this research: the perceptions, stories, and experiences of the young people
who took part and seek to answer the research questions posed in Chapter 3.
Specifically Chapter 6 examines the gendered discourses the young people in this
research drew upon to make sense of their love/sex relationships. It considers some of
the ways dominant heteronormative discourses were both accommodated and resisted.
In Chapter 7 young people’s use of new media technologies within the various stages of
their love/sex relationships are explored. Chapter 8 considers how young people engage
in practices of ‘care of the self’ and ‘care of the other’ – practices which are central to
Foucauldian ethics of the self – when faced with jealousy within their love/sex
relationships. It explores the ways in which young people use new media technologies
to negotiate their feelings of jealousy and engage in ‘strategic games of power’ within
their love/sex relationships. Finally, in the conclusion chapter, the research findings are
summarised and the value of Foucauldian ethics of the self for exploring the complexities
of young people’s lived realities is discussed.

7

Chapter 2
Negotiating Sex and Dating: A Review of the Literature
Young people’s engagement in sexual relationships has long been a source of societal
concern. It has often been discussed as ‘risky’ – carrying with it the potential for
emotional upset (bad relationships, bad reputations), sexually transmitted infections, and
teenage pregnancy – particularly in reference to young women (Carpenter, 1998; Fine,
1988; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Powell, 2010; Tolman, 2002). Traditional gendered
discourses about sexuality position men as ‘active’ and women as ‘passive’. This binary
division has resulted in societal understandings of women as the recipients of men’s
sexual energies; and of women as responsible for controlling men’s sexuality.
Contemporary discourses about sexuality, however, claim that women are now
empowered to act as men’s sexual equals. It is important to consider how this shift in
understanding has come about, and what it means for young people’s negotiation of their
love/sex relationships. In this chapter I therefore examine the dominant gendered
discourses that inform young people’s construction of themselves as sexual subjects.
The literature discussed in this chapter primarily deals with heterosexual love/sex
relationships; the negotiation of same-sex love/sex relationships are discussed where
there is relevant literature. Young people’s use of new media technologies is discussed
in Chapter 3.

This chapter is divided into five sections: discourses of heterosexuality; discourses of
romance; the culture of hooking up; negotiating sexual encounters; and negotiating
ethical sex – a new discourse. ‘Discourses of heterosexuality’ examines the dominant
gendered discourses which shape men and women’s sexual interaction. The privileging
of love within dating relationships is explored in discourses of romance. The culture of
hooking up discusses how dating culture has been – to some extent – replaced by a
‘hookup culture’ amongst many young people. Negotiating sexual encounters explores
how young people construct themselves as sexual subjects in order to negotiate their
hook-ups.7 And finally negotiating ethical sex – a new discourse looks at a small body of
contemporary research that draws upon the Foucauldian concept of ‘sexual ethics’8 to
understand young people’s negotiation of their sexual relationships.

7

As discussed below, what constitutes a hookup is ambiguous; it may or may not involve sexual
intercourse.
8
The concept of Foucaldian sexual ethics is discussed in Chapter 4.
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Discourses of heterosexuality
Heterosexuality is based upon the binary division of genders – male and female – and
the mutual sexual attraction of members of one gender to the other. These divisions are
assumed to be ‘natural’ states of being; however, as discussed below, social theorists
have demonstrated that gender is socially constructed, performative, and susceptible to
change (Butler, 1993; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Butler (1993) asserted that the
constant compulsion to do gender in particular ‘appropriate’ ways signifies that gender is
an unstable social construction and prone to being challenged.

To the extent that gender is an assignment, it is an assignment which is never
quite carried out according to expectation, whose addressee never quite inhabits
the ideal s/he is compelled to approximate. Moreover, this embodying is a
repeated process. And one might construe repetition as precisely that which
undermines the conceit of voluntarist mastery designated by the subject in
language. (p.231)

If gender was something that occurred naturally, it would not need to be reinforced
through repetitions of particular ‘gendered’ actions. Gendered ‘norms’ are ideals toward
which we aspire; it is not possible to fully embody the dominant discourses that tell us
what it is to be a man or a woman. Butler argued that it is through these imperfect
repetitions of gender that we are able to subvert dominant gendered discourses, thereby
creating new, possible ways of ‘being’ men and women. ‘Discourses’ are fields of
knowledge produced through social institutions that are understood to hold ‘expert
knowledge’ on a particular subject. As discussed in Chapter 4, discourses claim to
speak the ‘truth’ of a particular subject.
It is because of the assumption that heterosexuality is the ‘natural’ state of being that the
gender binary remains intact: if women and men are not reciprocally attracted to one
another, there would be no reason to ascribe gender based on a person’s real or
assumed biological sex. Drawing on Butler’s heterosexual matrix, Leonard (2005)
depicted the connection between sex, gender, and sexuality as a three-tiered wedding
cake, where the first tier represents sex, the second tier gender, and the third tier
sexuality. He described the interaction between these three tiers:

Nature divides sex into male and female, gender into masculine and feminine and
sexuality becomes their reciprocal attraction. What we have is a binary logic
working its way through each layer of the cake. It is as if the bride and groom
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had taken the bridal knife and in a single stroke sliced the cake in half from top to
bottom. (p.94)
Sex, gender, and sexuality cannot be understood separately; they are always – at least
within Western cultures9 – understood in relation to and interaction with one another.
According to the wedding cake logic, men are meant to be masculine and sexually
attracted to women, while women are meant to be feminine and sexually attracted to
men. This logic is unable to cope with deviations to this formula; as Leonard argued “a
challenge at any one level is a challenge to the logic and order of the whole” (p.95).
Therefore, challenges to binary understandings of sex, gender, and sexuality are heavily
‘policed’ – as evidenced, for instance, by the continuing prevalence of homophobic
bullying in schools (Hillier et al., 2010).

Another way in which the dominance of heterosexuality is reproduced is through the
social enforcement of gendered roles for negotiating heterosexual sexual relationships.
In her seminal work on discourses of heterosexuality, Hollway (1984) argued that
“heterosexual relations are the primary site where gender difference is re-produced”
(p.228). She outlined three dominant discourses that shape heterosexual relationships:
the ‘male sexual drive discourse’, the ‘have/hold discourse’, and the ‘permissive
discourse’. The key tenet of the ‘male sexual drive discourse’ is that “men’s sexuality is
directly produced by a biological drive, the function of which is to ensure reproduction of
the species” (p.231). This discourse positions men’s sexuality as ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’,
and beyond control. Women’s sexuality is subject to more complicated discursive
claims. According to the have/hold discourse, women’s sexuality should be relegated to
a committed, loving, heterosexual relationship – traditionally, a marriage. Hollway
argued that the insistence on women’s asexuality within this discourse conceals “the
belief that [women’s] sexuality is rabid and dangerous and must be controlled” (p.232).
This is the foundation of the virgin/whore dichotomy; women who control their sexuality
and express it only within the confines of an ‘appropriate’ relationship are deemed ‘good’,
while women who do not are deemed ‘bad’. The have/hold discourse – combined with
the male sexual drive discourse – results in a sexual double standard whereby women’s
sexuality is seen as abhorrent and in need of strict male control. Alongside this
discourse is the permissive discourse which in principle applies the same assumptions to
women as to men; that is, women can engage in sex in the same ways men do.
However, Hollway argued that in practice the historical power of the other two discourses
impedes upon women’s and men’s ability to be sexual equals: “Because traditional
9

By ‘Western cultures’ I am referring to places such as Australia and New Zealand, North
America, and Europe.
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discourses concerning sexuality are gender-differentiated, taking up subject or object
positions is not equally available to men and women” (p.236). That is, men remain active
– the ‘subject’ of sexuality – while women remain passive – the ‘object’ of sexuality.
Even within the permissive discourse, men are subjected to the male sexual drive
discourse while women are subjected to the have/hold discourse.

Hollway (1984) suggested that heterosexual relationships were entering into a
‘permissive’ era – where the repercussions of women enacting sexual agency were
lessening as women’s and men’s sexualities began to be seen as equal. However, the
gender-differentiation of traditional discourses about sexuality continued to limit men’s
and women’s ability to take up various sexual subject positions. Fine (1988) examined
the sex education curriculum and the discourses about sexuality that emerged in the
classrooms of a New York City public high school. She found that the main discourses
used in discussions of adolescent sexuality were sexuality as violence, victimisation, and
individual morality. Each of these discourses framed young people’s sexuality as
dangerous, needing to be controlled, and placed a greater burden of responsibility upon
young women – who, if anything, were taught to protect themselves from men’s
‘predatory’ sexuality. Fine described a fourth, subjugated discourse – one of desire: “The
naming of desire, pleasure, or sexual entitlement, particularly for females, barely exists in
the formal agenda of public schooling on sexuality. When spoken, it is tagged with
reminders of ‘consequences’ – emotional, physical, moral, reproductive, and/or financial”
(p.33). Equating women’s sexual pleasure with danger and risk reinforces the
virgin/whore dichotomy and the have/hold discourse, and in so doing, negates the
permissive discourse. The negative reinforcement of young women’s sexual desire
teaches them to silence their desire (Tolman, 2002), so that even within a permissive era
the idea of women having their own sexual desire to act independently upon is difficult to
articulate. Although these discourses were named over twenty years ago they continue
to hold relevance for young women today, as described below.
Considering what a ‘genuine’ discourse of desire would look like, Fine (1988) suggested:

[it] would invite adolescents to explore what feels good and bad, desirable and
undesirable, grounded in experiences, needs, and limits. Such a discourse would
release females from a position of receptivity, enable an analysis of the dialectics
of victimization and pleasure, and would pose female adolescents as subjects of
sexuality, initiators as well as negotiators. (p.33)
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Such a discourse of desire is quite subversive as it undermines traditional constructions
of heterosexuality such as male sexual privilege. While more recent research
demonstrates the various ways in which young women have developed strategies to
articulate their desire, referring back to Fine’s work, Harris (2005) argued that although a
genuine discourse of desire has emerged, its subversive potential has not been
achieved. Discussing the discourses that surround young women’s sexual desire Harris
suggested that “young women’s bodies are in part currently ‘governed’ through the
discourse of desire, just as they were previously (and are continuously) governed by
more traditional discourses of violence, victimization and individual morality” (p.39). She
argued that the discourse of desire has not been subversive because the feminist aim of
encouraging women to become sexual subjects has been appropriated by neoliberal
consumeristic discourses about autonomy. Instead of young women gaining control over
the expression of their sexual desire: “Images and discourses of young women’s sexual
desire are commodified and sold back to them through fashion, beauty and lifestyle
products, music and accessories” (p.40). According to Harris, young women become
‘consumer citizens’ who are both subjects and objects for ‘(hetero)sexual consumption’ –
thereby reproducing traditional discursive claims of heterosexuality which privilege men’s
sexuality over women’s.
The neoliberal appropriation of feminist discourses has – according to McRobbie (2004)
– resulted in a ‘postfeminist’ era. McRobbie described how feminism has come to be
seen as ‘aged’ and ‘redundant’ through the increased dominance of discourses of
‘freedom’ and ‘choice’ and the linking of these discourses to the subject position of
‘young woman’. Feminism – as a social movement – is no longer deemed necessary
because women are now understood to have the same opportunities and privileges –
socially and sexually – as men. However, as many feminist scholars have pointed out,
such equality between women and men does not exist (Allen, 2003; Burkett & Hamilton,
2012; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Farvid & Braun, 2013; Gill, 2009; Hamilton & Armstrong,
2009; Harris, 2005; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Hird & Jackson, 2001; Jackson, 2001;
McRobbie, 2004; Powell, 2007, 2010; Wilkins, 2004). Instead, women’s subordination to
men is disguised by discourses that position women as freely choosing to subjectify
themselves in ways which benefit men. As with Hollway’s (1984) permissive discourse, it
is important to consider the discursive history that precedes and influences the
production of the neoliberal postfeminist era. In the following sections I discuss how the
have/hold discourse is upheld by cultural ideals of ‘romance’, while what Bogle (2008)
termed ‘hookup culture’ has resulted in erasure of dating culture.
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Discourses of romance
Traditional heterosexual dating norms are framed by the have/hold discourse, which
positions women as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ depending on if they relegate their sexuality to the
confines of a committed (heterosexual) relationship. Although Hollway (1984) identified
the start of a shift towards more permissive sexual mores, a gendered bias remains
within the permissive discourse; ‘masculinity’ continues to be privileged over ‘femininity’.
Feminine subject positions tend to disadvantage women, thereby making them
unappealing positions for men to take up. An example of this is how ‘romantic’
discourses position women within intimate relationships. According to Wilkins (2004),
romantic discourses encourage women to enter – and stay – in relationships, regardless
of their quality. She argued that:
Indoctrinated in the intertwined ideologies that ‘love conquers all’ and that ‘heterorelationships are the key to women’s happiness’, girls and women read romantic
relationships as signs of their self-worth and of their identities, and thus risk losing
both when they lose a relationship. (p.331)

When a woman understands her self-worth as tied to being in a relationship, she
becomes particularly invested in ensuring the relationship does not end. Men are much
less likely to consider their self-worth in terms of their relationship status; therefore the
brunt of emotional work within relationships often falls onto women (Farvid & Braun,
2006; Wilkins, 2004). In her analysis of the Goth subculture10 in a mid-Western
American city, Wilkins (2004) detailed how Goth women imbued their sexual
experimentation with discourses of romance and polyamory, creating a moralistic
hierarchy that ultimately undermined women’s sexual agency: “In their attempts to
legitimize their sexual experimentation, they reinvest romance with moral and emotional
importance without questioning women’s special responsibility for emotional intimacy”
(pp.340-341). That is, the tendency for women to bear the burden of responsibility for
the emotional work within a relationship remained unquestioned and was reproduced in
these women’s reappropriation of romantic discourses. By framing their sexual activity
within discourses of romance and polyamory, these women accommodated discourses
that penalise women for having sex outside of love relationships. As discourses of
romance were not taken up to the same extent by the Goth men, these men were
granted greater sexual access to Goth women, without having to take up any additional
emotional work to maintain their greater sexual privilege.

10

Wilkins (2004) reported that the members of this subculture she researched tended to be either
in college or starting a career, were not married, and did not have children.
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Some men do draw on romantic discourses to make sense of their intimate relationships;
however, in so doing they engage with an alternative – or subjugated – discourse about
masculinity (Allen, 2003; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Forrest, 2010; Mooney-Somers &
Ussher, 2010; Rosenthal, Gifford, & Moore, 1998). Allen (2003) explored how young
people aged 17 to 19 in New Zealand understood themselves in relation to dominant
discourses about sexuality. She found that when asked about their relationships in an
online questionnaire, young men made use of a “‘happily ever after discourse’, where
romantic notions of ‘love’, ‘commitment’, ‘honesty’ and ‘caring’ prevailed” (p.228). The
anonymity afforded these young men by the internet may have allowed them to engage
with alternative discourses about masculinity. Rosenthal, Gifford, and Moore (1998)
interviewed men and women who attend ‘singles bars’ in Melbourne, Australia, to
determine what discourses they used to understand safe and unsafe sexual encounters.
While some of the men in their study drew upon the male sexual drive discourse, others
“acknowledged that sometimes they sought sex in the search for romance and love”
(p.41).
Although dominant discourses about masculinity primarily define being a ‘man’ through
(hetero)sexual prowess, mature masculinity is often defined by men’s ability to maintain
a (heterosexual) relationship (Allen, 2003, 2007; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Forrest, 2010;
Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010). The ability to attract, keep and support a woman –
and ultimately children – can be an important aspect of a man’s identity as a man.
However, in a Scottish study of the views and experiences of students – aged 17 to 18 –
being in love, Forrest (2010) argued that this subject position tends to be taken up by
men when they are older and have already ‘played the field’; young men are encouraged
to take on subject positions such as ‘player’ or ‘stud’ that focus on their sexual prowess
instead of their relational capacities. Duncan and Dowsett (2010) interviewed ten
heterosexual and gay men in Australia about their sexual and relational lives and found
that some men “think actively about their relationships and indicate preferences for
relationships that mirror how society understands women to contemplate and conduct
relationships – with an emphasis on emotion, disclosure, closeness and compatibility”
(p.58). They reported that ‘traditional’ masculine attitudes towards relationships “were
often not sustainable within sexual encounters or relationships where a commitment to
work at intimacy with a partner and please a female partner sexually, were required for a
sense of self-worth and meaning to be achieved” (p.58).
Some of the men in Duncan and Dowsett’s (2010) research did consider being in a
relationship important to their own self-worth and therefore were invested in performing
emotional work within their relationships. However, the emotional work these men
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described was linked to their ability to sexually satisfy their romantic partners; developing
and maintaining an emotional connection was described as “an inherent aspect of ‘good
sex’” (p.59). Such a framing enables men to take up romantic subject positions as part
of their construction of themselves as subjects of dominant discourses of masculinity. In
a New Zealand study of 17- to 19-year-old men, Allen (2007) found that young men
simultaneously took up ‘romantic’ and ‘hard’ masculine subject positions within their
romantic and sexual relationships. She suggested that dominant discourses of
‘hegemonic’ masculinity have “appropriated and reconfigured a previously subordinated
romantic masculinity” (pp.148-149). Allen argued that romantic masculine subject
positions reproduce dominant gendered discourses about sexuality – that is, men’s
sexuality is reaffirmed as ‘active’, while women’s is reaffirmed as ‘passive’. Therefore,
although women may benefit from having a partner who takes up a romantic subject
position, men’s engagement with romance does not necessarily challenge or disrupt
dominant discourses of masculinity.

Within heterosexual relationships discourses of romance tend to play out along
traditionally gendered lines. There is less research investigating how same-sex couples
negotiate their love/sex relationships. Klinkenberg and Rose (1994) examined the dating
scripts and experiences of gay men and lesbians. They found that the scripts for samesex dating were clearly defined and largely paralleled the scripts for heterosexual
dating11, with a few important exceptions. Gay men’s dating scripts and experiences
involved more sexual contact, whereas lesbians “emphasized the intimate and emotional
aspects and more often mentioned partner-initiated actions than men did” (p.33). Most
notably, the gendered division of roles within heterosexual dating did not apply as strictly
to same-sex dating couples. Klinkenberg and Rose suggested that:
Perhaps gay men’s scripts are more sexual because there is no socialized
‘gatekeeper’ role, as in heterosexual relationships. Similarly, as women, lesbians
have not been socialized to assume the ‘sexual initiator’ role; it must be
negotiated in the relationship. (p.33)

Therefore, although same-sex couples may follow very similar dating scripts to
heterosexual couples, same-sex couples are not restricted by gendered roles in the
negotiation of their dating relationships in the same ways heterosexual couples are.

11

In their studies of American psychology undergraduate students, Rose and Frieze (1989)
investigated the typical first date scripts produced by men and women. They found these scripts
to follow traditional gendered discourses about men’s and women’s roles.
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Same-sex attracted young people do not have the same opportunities to form love/sex
relationships as heterosexual young people (Barrios & Lundquist, 2012; Diamond &
Savin-Williams, 2003; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Jenkins,
2013; Pascoe, 2010). According to Diamond and Savin-Williams (2003):

Because same-sex sexuality is highly stigmatized, youths who seek same-sex
intimate relationships face a range of choices and constraints that heterosexual
youths need never consider. They must often explicitly question who they want
to be intimate with, in what types of ways, and what risks they are willing to take
to obtain this intimacy. (p.399)

Given that same-sex attracted young people cannot rely upon meeting potential love/sex
partners in the same ways as their heterosexual peers, these young people have
developed alternative strategies for meeting potential relationship partners – new media
technologies, in particular, have been important for same-sex attracted young people12
(Barrios & Lundquist, 2012; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012;
Jenkins, 2013; Pascoe, 2010). These young people may, however, still face difficulties
in forming romantic relationships. Exploring the romantic relationships of young
gay/bisexual men in San Francisco’s Castro district, Eyre, Arnold, Peterson, and Strong
(2007) found that romantic relationships were often undermined by a culture that valued
casual sex over romantic bonding: “substantial peer prohibition and lack of social support
and recognition can flourish within the sexual-minority youth community” (p.21).
Comparing the sexual and romantic behaviours of gay and straight men in American
colleges, Barrios and Lundquist (2012) reported that young gay men had fewer
opportunities for forming romantic relationships and a high desire for these types of
relationships. In her PhD research Jenkins (2013) interviewed ten young lesbian and
bisexual women in the American Midwest about their experiences forming same-sex
romantic relationships. She described how several of these women entered into
relationships they later felt they should not have been in – either with men or with other
women – because of a lack of available partners, a desire to ‘confirm’ their sexual
orientation, or a deficit of knowledge about how to negotiate same-sex relationships.
While the have/hold discourse claims that women’s sexual activity should be limited to a
committed, loving relationship, it is clear that romantic relationships do not always allow
women to explore their sexuality with agency – that is, women are restricted by particular
social structures from acting freely upon their sexuality. The permissive discourse
12

I discuss same-sex attracted young people’s use of new media technologies in greater detail in
Chapter 3.
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granted women access to sexual subject positions that allowed them to explore their
sexuality outside the bounds of romantic relationships. Although dating relationships are
no longer considered the only legitimate type of relationship in which sex can occur, they
continue to be privileged over other forms of sexual relationships – particularly for
women (Bogle, 2008; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Farvid & Braun, 2006, 2013; Hamilton &
Armstrong, 2009; Harris, Aapola, & Gonick, 2000; Rosenthal, Gifford, & Moore, 1998). In
their analysis of the ‘rules’ and ‘etiquette’ of heterosexual casual sex constructed through
online texts, Farvid and Braun (2013) described a “hierarchy of sex/relationships”
whereby “the more emotionally involved or committed a sexual relationship, the higher its
status” (p.370). Bogle (2008) described how the ‘hookup culture’ within American
colleges and universities utilises the sexual double standard to entice women to be
sexually available to men, while allowing men to set the terms of how emotionally
available they are to women. In the following section I discuss how a culture of hooking
up has – at least to some extent – replaced dating culture amongst contemporary young
people.

The culture of hooking up
Contemporary research on young people’s sexual relationships reveals that Hollway’s
(1984) permissive discourse has gained prominence (Bogle, 2008; Burkett & Hamilton,
2012; Currier, 2013; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Harris,
2005; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Jackson, 2001; Schleicher & Gilbert, 2005; Wilkins,
2004). That is, young women are increasingly expected to take up ‘active’ sexual subject
positions in order to gain sexual equality with men. In a study of American college
students Bogle (2008) highlighted a recent shift in young people’s love/sex relationships
from a dating era to a hooking up era. Although Bogle suggested that this shift occurred
in the 1980s, little is known about when or how this shift came about (Heldman & Wade,
2010). Reviewing the literature on ‘hookup culture’, Heldman and Wade (2010) found
that this culture has only been researched within the context of American colleges and
universities and suggested that “some institutions of higher education today are still not
characterized by a hook-up culture (even though we may find hooking up)” (p.331).
Additionally, they found some evidence that “lower income students, students of color,
religious (particularly Evangelical) students, and gays and lesbians are less likely to hook
up than their counterparts” (p.330), suggesting that partaking in the hookup culture
represents a privileged social position.13 They hypothesised that hooking up was
previously offset by a dating culture; however, as hooking up gained popularity dating
13

Barrios and Lundquist (2012) found evidence that American gay men also engage in the
college culture of ‘hooking up’, although the gay culture of hooking up appears to be different than
the heterosexual culture. For instance, gay men were more likely to have only just met their
hookup partner that night than straight men.
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became undesirable and hooking up became the ‘norm’. Heldman and Wade described
nine factors which may have contributed to the rise of hookup culture: college and
university policies, gender distributions of college students, changes in the nature of
alcohol use, access to and consumption of pornography, increased sexual content of
non-pornographic media, new self-objectification (particularly of young women), rising
levels of narcissism, new marriage norms, and perceptions of sexual risk.
Another suggestion for the emergence of the ‘hookup’ culture has been the shift into a
postfeminist era in the late 1980s to early 1990s (Bogle, 2008; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Gill, 2009; McRobbie, 2004). The purported redundancy of feminism has opened it up to
critique and mockery, making ‘feminist’ an uncomfortable political position for women –
and especially young women – to occupy. In her critique of ‘post-feminism’ McRobbie
(2004) argued that women are encouraged to move “beyond feminism, to a more
comfortable zone where women are now free to choose for themselves” (p.259). In
particular, women are encouraged to ‘choose’ to take up ‘sexually liberated’ subject
positions. Discussing sexualised advertisements, Gill (2009) noted a major shift in how
women’s sexuality has come to be represented by “a young, heterosexual woman who
knowingly and deliberately plays with her sexual power and is forever ‘up for it’” (p.98).
This construction of women’s sexuality clearly positions them within the permissive
discourse; like men, women are now expected to want sex all the time. It is not
surprising then that the hookup culture – which encourages young people to engage in
casual sexual liaisons instead of reserving their sexual activity to committed dating
relationships – emerged around the same time as the postfeminist era. Several feminist
scholars have noted that postfeminist discourses claim that women are empowering
themselves through their sexual subjectification; by taking up an active sexual subject
position it is assumed that women will gain sexual – and therefore social – equality with
men (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gill, 2009; Harris, 2005; Harris,
Aapola, & Gonick, 2000; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Heyes, 2007; McRobbie, 2004;
Wilkins, 2004). However, ‘equality’ here is solely on men’s terms; there are no cultural
rewards for men who take up traditionally feminine sexual or social subject positions.
Much like previous eras, within the postfeminist era women continue to be subordinated
to men – the only difference is now women choose to subjectify themselves. As Gill
(2009) stated: “Not only are women objectified as they were before, but through sexual
subjectification they must also now understand their own objectification as pleasurable
and self-chosen” (p.107, emphasis original).
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‘Hooking up’ can describe a range of activities, such as: “‘just kissing’, ‘fooling around’
(i.e. petting), ‘oral sex’, or ‘sex-sex’ (i.e. sexual intercourse)” (Bogle, 2008, p.159).
Heldman and Wade (2010) found descriptions of hooking up to vary from
one-time sexual encounters (a ‘random’); multiple encounters, generally on the
weekends, often without any contact during the week (a ‘regular’); infrequent
sexual encounters with an acquaintance or friend late at night, generally after an
‘unsuccessful’ night of hooking up (a ‘booty call’); and repeat hook ups with a
friend that do not involve a dating relationship (‘friends with benefits’ or ‘fuck
buddies’). (p.324)
Exploring American college students’ ambiguous use of the term ‘hookup’, Currier (2013)
argued: “By keeping the definition of ‘hookup’ ambiguous, women are able to protect
their status as ‘good girls’ (sexual but not promiscuous) and men are able to protect their
social status as ‘real men’ (heterosexual, highly sexually active)” (p.722). Such ‘strategic
ambiguity’ perpetuates the sexual double standard, which in turn limits young women’s
ability to act with agency over their sexual desires. Currier described how the young
women in her research negated their own sexual desire and sexual pleasure within their
hookups, thereby conforming to dominant discourses about femininity.

What differentiates hooking up from dating is the lack of commitment to a continued
relationship – sexual or otherwise – with one’s hookup partner. Wilkins and Dalessandro
(2013) investigated the meanings and practices of ‘monogamy’ and ‘cheating’ for
American college women. They found: “Exclusivity, as determined by ‘the talk’, is what
demarcates a ‘real’ relationship from a more casual sexual arrangement” (p.735).14
Although individuals may choose to repeatedly ‘hookup’ with one another, they would not
be considered to be dating unless there was an agreement not to hookup with anyone
else. Hooking up, however, is understood to be the precursor to a dating relationship
(Bogle, 2008; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Wilkins &
Dalessandro, 2013); and therefore it is often reported that “the potential to form a
relationship is a main motivation for both men and women to hook up, though there is an
(often modest) gender difference with women more often hoping for a relationship than
men” (Heldman & Wade, 2010, p.325).

While it is now possible for men and women to engage in sexual activity without the
pretext of a dating relationship, the sexual double standard continues to make it unlikely
14

‘The talk’ is a conversation a couple engages in about making the relationship exclusive.
Wilkins and Dalessandro (2013) noted that women often understood this conversation as
demarcating a serious relationship from a casual relationship.
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that a relationship will arise from a hookup. In an analysis of the gendered scripts
surrounding hooking up and dating, Reid, Elliot and Webber (2011) found that while
American college students “gave [women] greater latitude to pursue sex in an
anonymous hookup, the sexual double standard lingered in the background and became
more evident in the context of a formal date and in the face of a potential relationship”
(p.558). When the possibility for a formal date or a potential relationship arose from a
casual hookup, traditional gender norms took effect and women – not men – were
expected to prove themselves as suitable dating or relationship partners. Men’s sexual
behaviour was considered normal and therefore went uncriticised, while women were
faced with the difficult task of negotiating the virgin/whore dichotomy. Similarly, Bogle
(2008) found that college students – particularly women – would “‘go farther’ sexually
with someone during a hookup if they did not like the person that much or believed there
was no relationship potential” (p.165). This is one way for women to negotiate the
virgin/whore dichotomy: although women are encouraged to take up active sexual
subject positions within the hookup culture, men continue to want to date women who
are less involved in the hookup scene. By engaging in sexual activity with men they are
not romantically interested in, women can act upon their sexual desire without
jeopardising their chances of dating the men they are romantically interested in.

The implication of the sexual double standard for women is that when they want to
pursue a romantic relationship with a man, they will need to spend more time getting to
know him outside of the hookup scene and limit their hookup activities as much as
possible. As several researchers have noted, if a woman gets a reputation for hooking
up ‘too much’ – and what constitutes too much is out of a woman’s control as it is
determined at the subjective judgement of her peers – men are unlikely to consider her
proper ‘relationship material’ (Bogle, 2008; Currier, 2013; Harris, Aapola, & Gonick,
2000; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Nielsen, Walden, & Kunkel, 2000; Reid, Elliot &
Webber, 2011; Ringrose & Renold, 2012; Stewart, 1999; Wilkins, 2004). Stewart (1999)
explored how the sexual reputations of young women aged 16 to 17 were maintained
and governed through interpersonal politics within Australian high schools. She found
that:

The technologies of reputation which circulate around and through these young
women’s lives constitute a powerful and pervasive mechanism of social control.
Their persistent guarding against being known as anything but ‘nice’ (read
respectable) illustrates the pervasiveness as well as the importance which girls
can attach to their social and sexual reputations. (p.380)
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For women – and especially young women – there is much at stake in avoiding the label
of ‘slut’. Particularly when women are subject to romantic discourses – where their
happiness is often dependent upon being in a relationship (Wilkins, 2004) – the
possibility of not being able to attract a man for a dating relationship can be quite
stressful.
Men – like women – experience social regulation of their sexual behaviour, which makes
it difficult for them to disengage from the sexual double standard. While women’s
reputations may come under attack for being too sexually active, men are criticised for
not being sexually active enough – through discourses that label them effeminate or
homosexual (Currier, 2013; Flood, 2008; Hird & Jackson, 2001; Mooney-Somers &
Ussher, 2010; Nielsen, Walden, & Kunkel, 2000; Pascoe, 2007). Nielsen, Walden, and
Kunkel (2000) reported on the experiences of gender norm violation of their
undergraduate students in an American university town over a period of fifteen years.
They argued that heterosexuality is actively maintained through the vigorous
enforcement of gender norms: “For men, a gender violation threatens loss of masculine
heterosexual privilege; for women, it generates evaluations of their sexual availability and
desirability to men” (pp.292-293). Similarly, in her research on masculinity amongst
American working-class high school boys, Pascoe (2007) detailed how young men’s
masculinity – and therefore heterosexuality – is regulated through homophobic teasing
and bullying. According to Hird and Jackson (2001), young men tease each other about
their lack of sexual prowess, labelling men who do not actively pursue hetero-sex
‘wusses’ – a term associated with effeminacy and homosexuality. They reported on the
findings from two studies on adolescent dating violence – one with young people in New
Zealand aged 16 to 18, and one with British young people aged 15 to 18. They found
that: “While not every young man is interested in being a ‘stud’, a major concern for
these young men was to demonstrate their exclusion from the ‘wuss’ category” (p.35).

While being subjected to these discursive claims socially penalises men, the
repercussions of being known as a ‘wuss’ do not compare to the social repercussions
women face when they are labelled as ‘sluts’. Men can disprove claims of effeminacy
and homosexuality by engaging in displays of heterosexuality; women cannot refute
claims of being a slut through displays of chastity (Bogle, 2008; Flood, 2008; Hird &
Jackson, 2001; Pascoe, 2007). Flood (2008) explored how young heterosexual men
between the ages of 18 and 26 in Australia bonded over their shared heterosexual
activities through “male peer intragroup competition over sexual experience, surveillance
of each other’s sexual activities, and encouragement of their pursuit” (p.345). He argued
that this homosociality – that is, men’s socialisation with other men – served to reaffirm
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their status as successful heterosexuals. By demonstrating their ability to hookup and
have sex with women – often through engaging in sexual intercourse in the presence of
other men – these men were able to prove themselves as ‘studs’ to their male peers.
While men may not need to go to the lengths described by Flood (2008) to demonstrate
their heterosexuality to their peers, it is clear that men’s pursuit of hetero-sex is often
done to reaffirm their status as appropriately masculine to their male peers.

Dominant discourses about heterosexual relationships, such as the have/hold and male
sexual drive discourses, claim that women want relationships while men want sex. Bogle
(2008) reported that most of the women in her study sought to develop romantic
relationships with their hookup partners and were usually disappointed in their efforts to
do so: “For most women, boyfriends are not easy to come by during college. Generally,
college men resist committing to an exclusive relationship in favour of remaining free to
hook up with other partners” (p.118). Contrary to this view, however, Hamilton and
Armstrong (2009) reported that some of the women in their longitudinal, ethnographic
research on American college women’s sexual and romantic careers had more difficulty
remaining single than finding a boyfriend: “Women reported pressure to be in
relationships all the time. We found that women, rather than struggling to get into
relationships, had to work to avoid them” (p.600). Hamilton and Armstrong were critical
of what they termed the ‘myth of scarcity’ – that is, the belief that because men do not
want relationships, women are lucky when they are able to get a man to commit to one.15
Similar to romantic discourses, the myth of scarcity encourages women to stay in
relationships regardless of their quality or desire for them. For the women in Hamilton
and Armstrong’s (2009) study, the hookup culture allowed them to negotiate the tensions
between the pressure to be in a relationship and the pressure to do well in their studies,
while providing an outlet to engage in some degree of sexual activity. They argued that
women were not simply engaging in the hookup culture to accommodate men; women
sought out hookups to fulfil their own needs. However, the fear of stigma – particularly
the threat of being labelled a slut – continued to limit how often women hooked up and
how far they went in their hookups.
Women may be granted greater sexual agency within hookup culture – characterised by
the permissive discourse – than during the dating era – characterised by traditional
gendered discourses. However, this sexual agency is generally narrowly restricted and
centred around men’s – not women’s – sexual pleasure (Allen, 2003; Burkett & Hamilton,
15

In their research on the sexual and romantic behaviours of gay and straight college men in
America, Barrios and Lundquist (2012) found that both gay and straight men expressed desire for
romantic relationships, providing further support to Hamilton and Armstrong’s (2009) ‘myth of
scarcity’.
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2012; Crawford, Kippax, & Waldby, 1994; Currier, 2013; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gavey,
1992; Gill, 2009; Harris, 2005; Harris, Aapola, & Gonick, 2000; Heldman & and Wade,
2010; Hird & Jackson, 2001; Peart, Rosenthal, & Moore, 1996; Wilkins, 2004). What is
more, Gill (2009) argued that within women’s sexual subjectification, “sexual pleasure is
actually irrelevant here; it is the power of sexual attractiveness that is important” (pp.104105, emphasis original). That is, women’s sexual pleasure has become conflated with
their sexual attractiveness, further silencing and subjugating discourses of women’s
sexual desire, while reproducing discursive claims that women derive pleasure from
sexually satisfying men. From their interviews with heterosexual Australian men
between the ages of 18 and 63 about their experiences of sexuality, Mooney-Somers
and Ussher (2010) found that men often described having to put in ‘work’ in order to
obtain sex: “Sex was objectified in these accounts, a thing that men got from women in
return for giving women something they wanted (usually but not always something other
than sex or sexual pleasure)” (p.360). A discursive claim of the sexual double standard
is that women’s sexual desire does not exist of its own accord, but is sporadic and must
be cultivated (Allen, 2003; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Reid,
Elliot & Webber, 2011). Allen (2003) argued that dominant discourses of heterosexuality
position young women as “sexually vulnerable and less easily pleasured than young
men, victim to male sexual gratification, and more interested in the emotional aspects of
physical intimacy” (p.218). Likewise, in their analysis of the popular women’s magazines
Cosmopolitan and Cleo, Farvid and Braun (2006) noted that “men’s orgasm was
constructed as unproblematic and automatic … whereas women’s orgasm was
constructed as complicated and difficult to ‘achieve’” (p.304).

Several researchers have described how the hookup culture is linked to the partying
culture in important ways: the sexualised, alcohol fuelled environment of parties allows
young people to lower their inhibitions and engage in activities they might otherwise not
(Bogle, 2008; Griffin et al., 2013; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Heldman & Wade, 2010;
Reid, Elliot, & Webber, 2011). The college students in Reid, Elliot and Webber’s (2011)
study characterised alcohol as allowing women to get in touch with their sexual desire:
“Alcohol accentuated the no-holds-barred party atmosphere whereupon the woman,
finding herself ‘in the mood’, ‘aroused’, and ‘attracted’ to a good-looking man, got caught
up in the moment” (p.556). This view is problematic for two reasons: first, it undermines
women’s sexual agency, as women who are able to act upon their sexual desire
knowingly get labelled sluts (see Wolf, 1997). Second, a reliance on alcohol to express
their sexual desire makes women susceptible to sexual coercion and violence. As Bogle
(2008) noted, young people often claim being drunk as an excuse for engaging in sexual
behaviour they later regret. This can lead women to blame themselves – or be blamed
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by others – for engaging in sexually coercive or violent activities while intoxicated
(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Frith & Kitzinger, 1997; Gavey, 1992; Griffin et al., 2013;
Jackson, 2001; Powell, 2010).

To claim that the shift from a dating era to a hooking up era has been bad or good for
women would be to oversimplify the issue. While men may continue to have more
control than women over how love/sex relationships play out, women have more sexual
agency within the hookup era than ever before – even if it is a sexual agency that is
geared towards the fulfilment of men’s, more than women’s, sexual desires. Compared
to the women discussed in studies such as Gavey (1992) and Holland et al. (1998),
women today are better able to negotiate for condom use and, though still limited, their
own pleasure (see Allen, Rasmussen, & Quinlivan, 2014; Beres, 2010; Beres & Farvid,
2010; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009). However, women’s
sexual agency remains hampered by the sexual double standard, with the label of slut
continuing to hold real consequences for women – and especially young women.
Despite the shift from dating relationships to hookups, romantic relationships continue to
be privileged over sexual relationships – and women continue to be responsible for
conducting the emotional work of maintaining these relationships. Traditional gender
norms continue to hold sway within dating relationships, even as they are challenged by
women’s more active sexuality within the hookup culture. While the way relationships
come about may have changed, the ‘rules’ for negotiating them remain largely
unchanged. Further, that women risk being labelled ‘sluts’ for saying yes to sex and men
risk being labelled ‘fags’ for not actively pursuing – and having – sex places men and
women in a complicated social situation when negotiating sexual encounters: regardless
of what either party actually wants, men risk their social reputation by not pushing the
encounter to go as far as possible and women risk their social reputation by allowing the
encounter to go ‘too far’. Given that it is now culturally permissible – if not acceptable –
for women to have sex outside of a committed relationship, it is important to consider
how sex gets negotiated within the different contexts of casual and committed
relationships. In the following section, I discuss how young people’s negotiations of
sexual encounters are shaped by the complex interplay of dominant discourses which
seek to regulate their sexual subjectivities.

Negotiating sexual encounters
Dominant discourses about sexuality are highly gendered; when it comes to sexual
negotiation, these discourses position men and women differently – with men’s sexuality
privileged over women’s. It is important to consider the ways in which men and women
accommodate and resist these discourses within their casual and committed sexual
24

relationships. While dominant discourses state that women want love – not sex – they
also claim that men want sex – and not love. Mooney-Somers and Ussher (2010)
reported that men claimed sex was “physical and superficial” for themselves, whereas for
women “it was a deeper emotional experience” (p.359). The men they interviewed
attributed these differences to physiological differences between men and women. Men
can make use of the male sexual drive discourse to claim their sexuality is ‘hormonally
driven’ and therefore beyond their control (Allen, 2003; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012;
Crawford, Kippax, & Waldby, 1994; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Hird & Jackson, 2001;
Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Potts, 2001; Rosenthal, Gifford, & Moore, 1998).
According to Potts (2001):
In a complex synecdochical relationship between man and penis – through the
personification of the penis – the attitudes and behaviours of the penis-self are
depicted as distinct from, and in opposition to, the conscious rational self-control
of the man. (p.154)
According to this dominant, essentialist discourse, when the ‘penis-self’ takes over, men
are supposedly unable to control their sexual desires.
Interestingly, however, dominant discourses about women’s role as sexual gatekeepers
claim that women are able to – or at least expected to – control men’s ability to act upon
their sexual desires (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Crawford, Kippax, & Waldby, 1994;
Gavey, 1992; Harris, Aapola, & Gonick, 2000; Jackson, 2001; Kane & Schippers, 1996;
Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Schleicher & Gilbert, 2005). In their analysis of how
young women’s sexuality is structured by discourses of heterosexuality within three
Western countries – Australia, Finland, and Canada – Harris, Aapola, and Gonick (2000)
argued: “Young women alone are expected to bear the responsibility in heterosexual
encounters. They are the ones to act rationally and cautiously, whereas young men’s
sexual desires are seen to be beyond control” (p.379). More recently, Burkett and
Hamilton’s (2012) research on the everyday negotiations of young Australian women’s
consent – between the ages of 18 to 24 – within their sexual relationships with men
revealed that young women continue to be held “solely accountable for managing their
sexual relations with men and are subjected to intense scrutiny regarding their sexual
decision-making” (p.821). As discussed earlier, the sexual double standard results in a
power dynamic whereby women exchange sexual activity in the hope of maintaining –
and in some cases gaining – a love relationship. Within the hookup culture, dominant
gendered discourses about men’s and women’s sexuality work together to reaffirm the
sexual double standard and the virgin/whore dichotomy: women who arouse men’s
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sexual desires risk being labelled sluts, but women who do not arouse men’s sexual
desires risk being unable to obtain a romantic relationship (Bogle, 2008; Farvid & Braun,
2006; Flood, 2008; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Jackson,
2001; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Wilkins, 2004).

Women are left to negotiate a complex sexual minefield of stigma and double standards
– it is no wonder women are so often unable to express their own sexual desire (Allen,
2003; Cameron & Kulick, 2003; Crawford, Kippax, & Waldby, 1994; Currier, 2013; Fine,
1988; Gavey, 1992; Harris, 2005; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Tolman, 2002; Wilkins, 2004).
Cameron and Kulick (2003) described how the linguistic codes we use to construct our
understandings of men’s and women’s sexuality reproduce the sexual double standard.
The result, they argued, is that women are less able to enact agency within their sexual
negotiations: “women are frequently in the position of not being able to have the sex they
want, while at the same time they may be forced to have sex that they do not want”
(pp.29-30). These discourses create power dynamics whereby men are better able than
women to determine when and how heterosexual sexual encounters will occur. Further
to this, Allen (2003) found that women were more likely to engage with discourses of
female passivity the first time they had sex within their romantic relationship. Discourses
of female passivity grant men control over the terms of a sexual encounter by positioning
active, desiring women as ‘sexually loose’ and therefore morally ‘bad’ (Fine, 1988;
Harris, Aapola, & Gonick, 2000; Wilkins, 2004). As Tolman (2002) described in her
research on American high school girls’ engagement with discourses of desire, this
results in a ‘silencing’ of women’s sexual desire: women learn to cut themselves off from
their desire in an effort to avoid the stigma of the slut label. Allen (2003) found evidence
that some women are able to reconnect with their sexual desire and take up a more
active sexual subjectivity within their love relationships. While women may initially be
nervous about having sex with a new partner, once their sexual relationship is
established they may feel safe to explore their own sexual subjectivity.
Much of the existing literature on sexual negotiation within heterosexual relationships –
be they casual or committed – positions men within the male sexual drive discourse; men
are repeatedly described as constantly wanting and harassing women for sex (Byers &
Lewis, 1988; Cohen & Shotland, 1996; Crawford, Kippax, & Waldby, 1994; Farvid &
Braun, 2006; Frith & Kitzinger, 1997; Gavey, 1992; Hird & Jackson, 2001; Hollway, 1984;
Kane & Schippers, 1996; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Potts, 2001; Roche, 1986).
According to Hird and Jackson (2001): “Male sexual need is understood to be so strong
as to override what a girlfriend wants and leads to an interpretation of her protests as an
impediment to be overcome” (p.36). They argued that the combination of the male
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sexual drive discourse and the ‘woman as gatekeeper’ discourse facilitates sexual
coercion and violence and doubly disadvantages women: if a woman cannot control a
man’s sexual desire, then his desire takes precedence over hers – and any claims she
makes to sexual coercion or violence come with the risk of her being labelled a slut for
not properly reining in his desire in the first place. Hird and Jackson (2001) found that
this double bind often resulted in women submitting to men’s sexual requests: “Having
released themselves from the position of ‘angel’, however, girls commonly reported
feeling like ‘sluts’ after submitting to the unwanted sex” (p.37). Even when women
engaged in wanted sexual activity, Hamilton and Armstrong (2009) found that the sexual
double standard can still leave them with feelings of stigma and shame.
The predominant response to women’s experiences of sexual coercion and violence has
been to teach women to ‘just say no’ to sex (Carmody, 2003, 2009). As many scholars
have noted, this approach is deeply flawed as it oversimplifies the cultural conditions in
which women negotiate sexual activities (Allen, 2003; Beres, 2010; Beres & Farvid,
2010; Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Carmody, 2003, 2005, 2009; Gavey, 1992, 2012; Gill,
2009; Harris, 2005; Hekma, 2003; Powell, 2007, 2010; Ringrose & Renold, 2012).
Gavey (1992) explored how disciplinary power operates through dominant discourses
about heterosexuality to position women as subjects who are passive and compliant to
men, thereby producing ‘technologies of heterosexual coercion’, “which reproduce
relations of power and dominance in the domain of heterosexual sex such that men’s
interests take precedence” (p.325). She argued that although women appear to have the
option of saying ‘no’ to unwanted sex, technologies of heterosexual coercion work to
make it extremely difficult for women to say ‘no’. This is achieved through the
normalisation of men’s supposedly constant need for sex and by positioning women as
responsible for satisfying men’s sexual desires – resulting in women feeling guilty when
they say ‘no’ to sex. Gavey described how some women “act according to the dictates of
nurturance or pragmatism, so that they are able to ‘go along with sex’ in the absence of
sexual desire” (p.342). The combined effect of these discourses is to position women as
gaining something for themselves when they submit to sex they may not desire in order
to appease a man. An additional reason Gavey suggested women may ‘consent’ to – or
go along with – unwanted sex was to avoid being raped. There is a substantial amount
of stigma attached to being a ‘victim’, particularly of rape (Gavey, 1992; Powell, 2010).
Although the definition of rape includes a wide variety of behaviours, it is often
understood as something so unwanted that women violently and actively resist it (Gavey,
1992). By positioning rape in this way, women are able to understand their experiences
of unwanted sex as something other than rape, and men can remain ignorant – feigned
or real – of their problematic sexual behaviour.
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Examining the discourses men and women used to make sense of their negotiation of
heterosexual sexual encounters, Crawford, Kippax, and Waldby (1994) found further
evidence of technologies of heterosexual coercion. They suggested that the male sexual
drive discourse is so pervasive that men simply need to alert women to the presence of
their desire – visibly embodied through an erect penis – “in order to engender in her
some feeling of obligation” (p.578). The authors described men as lacking respect for
women when they drew upon the male sexual drive discourse to enact sexual privilege in
their negotiations of heterosex. Sexual negotiation was not, however, always doomed to
become sexual coercion; Crawford, Kippax, and Waldby (1994) described some of the
ways that meanings about sexual negotiation come to be shared by men and women:
… meanings may have been contested and over time a shared understanding
reached in which case negotiation is no longer necessary; or the woman may
unquestioningly accept the hegemonic and male view of heterosexual relations,
in which case the sharing is illusory and negotiation deemed unnecessary.
(p.574)

In the first instance, through ongoing communication a couple can develop enough
understanding of each other’s sexual moods and desires that explicit negotiation is no
longer necessary. However, the authors argued that while negotiation may occur when
two people do not have completely shared meanings, given that men occupy privileged
sexual subject positions it is more likely that the sexual encounter will proceed as the
man dictates. Further to this, negotiation is not possible when no shared meanings exist
between partners; in this situation any sexual activity would be deemed at best coercive.
Another difficulty women face in negotiating hetero-sex is the ‘sexual miscommunication’
discourse. Frith and Kitzinger (1997) conducted a critical analysis of how
miscommunication theory is engaged with by young women in their negotiations of
sexual relationships. According to them:
… miscommunication theory is used to argue that rape and other forms of sexual
abuse are often the outcome of ‘miscommunication’ between partners: he
misinterprets her verbal and nonverbal communication, falsely believing that she
wants sex; she fails to say ‘no’ clearly and effectively. (p.518)

Inherent within this discourse is a claim that it is women who have miscommunicated,
and not men who have misinterpreted women’s verbal and nonverbal cues. More
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recently, Burkett and Hamilton (2012) examined the perceptions and experiences of
negotiating consent in casual and committed heterosexual relationships of young women
in Western Australia. They reported that these young women “accepted the ‘fact’ that
men cannot be held responsible for decoding women’s communicative efforts” (p.821).
Here, the sexual double standard appears to be uncritically accepted by these young
women as a ‘truth’ that women must simply accept. As the authors discussed, although
women are now able to take up more active sexual subject positions, they continue to be
subject to moralising discourses about women’s sexuality.

Burkett and Hamilton (2012) reported that:
… young women felt that they implicitly consent to sex through particular actions,
such as going home with a man or engaging in heated sexual talk. Once these
actions are carried out, then they have no choice (even during non-pleasurable or
coercive encounters) but to follow through with intercourse as it would be
inappropriate to simply ‘say no’. (p.822)

This finding is particularly alarming in light of the hookup culture which encourages
young women to be more sexually adventurous. The authors noted that the young
women they spoke with seemed to understand the ‘just say no’ discourse of sexual
violence prevention in terms of a strict dichotomy between ‘yes’ and ‘no’; such a
discursive framing did not allow these women the space to say ‘maybe’ or ‘yes to X but
no to Y’. Burkett and Hamilton argued that even though these young women’s sexual
experiences did not conform to such a clear-cut division between wanted and unwanted
sexual activities, they did not critically engage with and reflect upon the complexity of
sexual consent. Instead, they reaffirmed the sexual double standard and moralising
discourses about women’s sexuality by expressing intolerance for women “who engage
in unwanted sex by failing to act more assertively (i.e. if you’re too gutless to say no then
that’s weakness on your part)” (p.828). This research clearly demonstrates how
postfeminist discourses work to get young women to subjectify themselves in an effort to
obtain autonomy and empowerment.
It is not only – or always – men’s sexual urges that are fulfilled within heterosexual
relationships. In a New Zealand study Braun, Gavey, and McPhillips (2003) described a
‘discourse of reciprocity’ within heterosexual relationships, whereby both partners are
expected to have an orgasm in order for sex to be ‘fair’. They argued that as the
have/hold discourse positions women as more interested in love than sex, women are
constructed as “legitimately getting other things (such as love) out of sexual
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relationships” (p.248). Therefore, some men may be able to claim that receiving sex is a
fair exchange for their being in a committed relationship with a woman. The authors
suggested that the expectation of reciprocal orgasms can make it more difficult for
women to end a sexual encounter when they would like to:
If she has had an orgasm – or even if she hasn’t, but he has ‘put the work in’
towards this goal – she has already embarked on the swing of reciprocity which is
able to render her not ‘fair’ if she does not return the favour. (p.253)
They noted that men’s tendency to conflate having an orgasm with penis-in-vagina sex
meant that once a man attempted to sexually satisfy a woman, the discourse of
reciprocity made it difficult for women to refuse the man’s request for penetrative sex.
Mooney-Somers and Ussher (2010) interviewed heterosexual men to determine what
discourses they used to construct themselves as heterosexual subjects. The men they
spoke with described ‘putting in work’ – “buying drinks, paying for taxis, showing an
interest/getting to know a woman, supporting women financially and emotionally” and
“trying to understand women’s sexuality, buying sex toys, giving sexual pleasure” (p.360)
– in order to obtain sex from women. These men described women as sexual
gatekeepers whom they had to appease in order to have their sexual desires met. They
noted: “Women were often positioned as active and knowing participants in a system of
sexual exchange – a heterosexual social order that demands men undertake sex-related
practices, and only then would women grant access to sex” (p.360). Mooney-Somers
and Ussher argued that while women were rendered powerful through their ability to
control men’s access to sex, their own sexual desires may be negated by this
responsibility to control men’s sexual practices.

Within committed heterosexual romantic relationships, women face pressure to regularly
partake in sexual intercourse with their partner. Crawford, Kippax, and Waldby (1994)
suggested that women may be better able to negotiate casual sexual encounters –
where they claimed “the negotiation is typically about whether to have sex or not; not
what kind of sex” (p.582)16 – than within committed heterosexual relationships, where
sex is an expected part of the relationship. For some men, committing to a romantic
relationship is a way to guarantee access to sex. Hird and Jackson (2001) outlined three
ways in which romantic discourses facilitate sexual coercion: by encouraging female
passivity, by excluding the reality of rape, and by conflating love with sex – thereby
allowing for love to be used as a tool for sexual coercion. For women then, when sex is
16

Although negotiating about whether or not to have sex is certainly a part of a casual sexual
encounter, other sexual activities, such as oral sex, anal sex, or mutual masturbation, may also be
negotiated during casual sexual encounters (Carmody, 2009).
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linked to romance, saying ‘no’ to sex may be to risk losing the relationship: “not agreeing
to sex brought with it the fear of losing a boyfriend” (p.38). This finding has been
reproduced in more recent research. In their examination of portrayals of men in popular
Australian and New Zealand women’s magazines Cleo and Cosmopolitan, Farvid and
Braun (2006) found that women were expected to provide men with sex within their
relationships: “As men’s sexuality was located in a ‘male sexual drive’ discourse, once in
a relationship, (great) hetero-sex was represented as vital for a ‘healthy’ relationship and
to ensure men’s fidelity (through sexual fulfillment)” (p.301). Additionally, Burkett and
Hamilton (2012) argued that when young women understand romantic relationships to
involve an exchange of sex for love, they become compliant with their partner’s requests
for more sex because “a lack of sex, women learn, symbolises an unhealthy relationship
that is not likely to last” (p.825). Such a framing makes it difficult for women to negotiate
sex on their own terms; if saying ‘no’ to their partner means putting their relationship in
jeopardy, some women may decide that engaging in unwanted sexual activity is
preferential to losing their relationship.

It is important to note that the focus on sexual pleasure within committed relationships
does not necessarily disadvantage women. Duncan and Dowsett (2010) reported that
some men “saw sex as the most idealized expression of intimacy in a committed
relationship” (p.59). For these men, mutuality was described as enhancing their sexual
experiences and the emotional intimacy within their relationships. Doull, Oliffe, Knight,
and Shoveller (2013) explored how young Canadian men aged 17 to 22 understood and
enacted power within their heterosexual relationships. They found that while these
young men were aware of traditional gendered regimes of power within heterosexual
relationships, they understood power to be more equal within their own relationships:
The male partner’s purchase on privilege and power seemed to waiver [sic] under
the weight of contemporary gender regimes. Provisional in its assignment, and at
times contested by female partners, even long-standing masculine ideals such as
sexual prowess were taken up tentatively by participants. (p.341)

Their findings suggest that the gendered norms of sexual negotiation within heterosexual
relationships are becoming more flexible for both men and women. Although there may
be more expectations upon women to engage in sexual activities within a committed
relationship, women may be better able to negotiate having their specific sexual desires
met within ongoing relationships than in casual relationships. Still, sexual negotiation
continues to be a significantly more complicated affair for women than for men. In the
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following section I discuss recent research on sexual negotiation that explores the idea of
‘ethical sexual negotiation’.
Negotiating ethical sex – a new discourse
The dominant discourses about sexuality described throughout this chapter work to
reproduce a sexual double standard that privileges men’s sexuality over women’s.
Although these discourses are quite powerful, it is possible for young people to resist
them and negotiate their sexual encounters in ‘ethical’ ways. Doing so, however,
requires young people to be equipped with the knowledge and skills to navigate the
complex web of gendered social norms that so rigidly confine their choice of sexual
subject positions. In a critique of ‘libertine’ social ideologies Hekma (2003) argued that
sexuality education should teach children to say ‘yes’ to sex, as “once they had learned
to say yes to what they desired, they would also know to say no to specific undesired or
destructive sexual propositions” (p.214). Carmody (2009) developed a sexuality
education program which aims to teach young people aged 16 to 25 ethical sexual
negotiation skills by helping them get in touch with and understand their own sexual
desires. This Australian program seeks to move away from discourses of men as
perpetrators and women as victims of sexual violence, recognising instead that “not all
men perform masculinity through linking sex with violence and … not all women are
nurturing and non-violent” (Carmody, 2003, p.212). Carmody (2005) found evidence that
both women and men negotiated “ethical sex in which power relations shifted between
partners regardless of the gender or erotic choice of sexual partners” (p.475). Her
research showed how men and women have complex sexual subjectivities that allow
them to interact in dynamic ways. Negotiating sex in an ethical way then involves an
individual taking up a practice of critical self-reflection in order to determine their own
desires, and developing control over their desires – in order to avoid placing the
responsibility for an individual’s sexual desires onto someone else.17
While dominant discourses about hetero-sex position men as the ‘active initiators’ of
sexual activity and women as ‘passively responsive’ to men’s advances, research has
shown that women make use of a range of strategies to signal their sexual interest in
order to get their partner to make a sexual advance. Beres (2010) examined
communication within the casual sexual encounters of Canadian men and women
between the ages of 19 to 30 to see how they signal both their interest and disinterest in
having sex with a casual partner. Although the participants in her research initially stated
they “‘just know’ when someone wants to have sex with them, they were all able to
elaborate and describe the way they read the contextualised behaviours of their
17

This is discussed further in Chapter 4.
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partner(s)” (p.11). She found that men and women understood and were able to identify
both explicit verbal and subtle nonverbal signals of interest and disinterest in sexual
activity. Her findings challenge the “popular belief that sexual desires or willingness (of
women) are difficult to discern and thus not accessible to their partners” (p.11). That
participants initially stated they ‘just knew’ when someone was interested in casual sex
may in fact signal how taken-for-granted the process of sexual negotiation is. Beres
found that sexual communication was often learned through trial-and-error and that
communication norms of social interactions were often applied to sexual situations:
“They made the link between judging someone’s agreement to have sex with the way
they would agree to other social invitations” (p.7). She argued that while communicating
to negotiate a sexual encounter may occur in subtle, nonverbal ways – as opposed to
explicit, verbal ways – men and women are well aware of when someone is
communicating their interest or lack of interest in having sex.
The participants in Beres’ (2010) research determined their sexual partner’s interest in
having sex through reading a combination of themes, including the context in which
sexual negotiation occurred, and their partner’s refusal signals or active participation in
sexual activity. Examples of interpreting context included: “exhibiting certain behaviours
in a bar, the nature of the relationship and whether or not someone was willing to
transition to a private location after the bar” (p.6). The participants in her research
described active participation as an expectation of their casual sexual encounters; when
this was missing, it was a clear signal of their partner’s discomfort. Some of the ways in
which active participation was read by both men and women included: “Pushing into their
partner, pulling their partner closer, sighing, breathing and moaning” (p.8). That these
signals were easily recognisable to both men and women indicate that men and women
are capable of understanding complex and subtle forms of sexual communication, and
suggests that ethical sexual negotiation between men and women is not only possible,
but may be regularly occurring within casual sexual encounters. This is an important
finding, given the prevalence of research indicating that women’s sexual agency is
compromised by the sexual double standard.

Beres and Farvid (2010) applied the Foucauldian philosophy of sexual ethics to their
research on young women’s experiences of casual sex in Canada and New Zealand to
see how – if at all – these women’s sexual practices fit within this framework. While
some of the women in their research were able to successfully engage in practices of
sexual ethics, they argued that:
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… dominant heteronormative discourses of sex impede women’s negotiation of
more positive forms of sexual ethics (e.g. as demonstrated by accounts of the
role of alcohol in women’s self-care). The women were at times limited in the
types of self-care they engaged in, because their accounts often remained
embedded within gendered constructions of sexuality. (p.390)

Their findings indicated that the sexual double standard continues to present challenges
to women’s expression of sexual agency, and therefore their ability to engage in
practices of sexual ethics. They argued that women who are able to resist dominant
discourses that position women’s sexuality as passive were better able to enact sexual
agency – by negotiating sexual encounters on their own terms – and engaged in more
positive strategies of self-care.

Beres and Farvid (2010) identified four forms of self-care that women engaged in when
negotiating casual sexual encounters: setting limits, satisfying their own desires, knowing
what they want, and engaging in self-preservation. They likened setting limits to
women’s traditional role as sexual gatekeepers: women may be saying ‘yes’ to more
sexual activities, however, they continue to be the ones who set – and enforce – limits on
what activities will take place, and how protection – such as condoms – will be used.
They argued that this form of self-care is limited in its ability to subvert dominant
discourses about women’s sexuality. Strategies of ‘satisfying their own desires’ and
‘knowing what they want’ involved engaging in sexual activities that women found
sexually pleasurable. In order to do this, women need to be aware of what they find
pleasurable and feel comfortable expressing their desire to their partner(s). Beres and
Farvid (2010) suggested that in satisfying their own desires, women begin to disrupt and
challenge the sexual double standard. They identified ‘self-preservation’ as a strategy
engaged in most often by women who were unaware of their own sexual desire and how
to communicate this desire to their partners; it was the least disruptive strategy to
dominant discourses about heterosexuality. This strategy often involved playing both
sides of the virgin/whore dichotomy – that is, women engaged in casual hookups in ways
that reinforced discourses of women’s sexual passivity in an effort to maintain their
identities as ‘good girls’. Strategies of self-preservation often involved drinking alcohol,
as this gave women a culturally acceptable – though problematic – excuse for engaging
in casual sex. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the authors reported that women who engaged in
strategies of self-preservation “often spoke less positively about their casual sex
experiences than women who expressed being in more control during casual sex
encounters” (p.385). Clearly, there are benefits for women developing more positive
strategies of self-care in the negotiation of their sexual encounters.
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Interestingly, Beres and Farvid (2010) found that it was rare for women to check and
ensure that their male partners were comfortable going ahead in a sexual encounter.
Likewise, Beres (2010) reported that most women “did not question their male partner’s
willingness to have sex because the men initiated the sexual activity. Men also said their
willingness to have casual sex was implied (due to an erection, for example) or
perpetual” (p.8). The assumption of men’s willingness to engage in sexual activity
reaffirms the male sexual drive discourse. Given that heterosexual men’s sexuality can
be called into question should they turn down a woman’s sexual advances, it may be
particularly difficult for men to say ‘no’ to sex – and to have their ‘no’ heard. Although
Beres and Farvid (2010) noted that the assumption of men’s willingness to engage in
casual sex could be interpreted as a failure to ‘care for the other’ within the framework of
sexual ethics, they argued that this is not the case: “Instead it is most likely indicative of
the constraints on ethical relations resulting from gendered discourses and power
relations” (p.389). Given the privileging of men’s sexual needs and desires over those of
women, engaging in practices of sexual ethics necessarily requires women to focus on
caring for themselves. However, given Beres’ (2010) finding that both women and men
are adept at identifying signs of sexual discomfort, it would be unethical for women to
ignore such signals from their male partners should they occur.
Conclusion
Despite cultural shifts around how young people engage in sexual relationships, the
dominant discourses which shape their sexual subjectivities have remained largely
unchanged. The three discourses about heterosexuality described by Hollway (1984) –
the male sexual drive discourse, the have/hold discourse, and the permissive discourse
– continue to inform young people’s negotiation of their (heterosexual) romantic and
sexual relationships. While the permissive discourse has gained social prominence,
situated within a postfeminist era, this has meant that men’s sexuality continues to be
privileged, with women now sexually subjectifying themselves in ways that benefit men –
often in an effort to ‘empower’ themselves. Men continue to construct themselves as
sexual subjects through reference to the male sexual drive discourse, and while some
men draw upon alternative, subjugated discourses as well, it is rarely – if ever – instead
of the male sexual drive discourse. Although women may have more sexual agency
through the subject positions available to them via the permissive discourse, they remain
subject to the have/hold discourse – which claims women want to be in loving, committed
relationships. Therefore, the truth claims that ‘men want sex’ and ‘women want love’
continue to influence how young people construct themselves as sexual subjects.
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Much of the existing research on young people’s love/sex relationships focuses on young
women and how they are disadvantaged by the sexual double standard. More recent
research has started to explore how young women resist traditional gendered discourses
when negotiating their sexual relationships. The voices of young men have often been
missing from sexuality research (Allen, 2004). The emphasis on women’s experiences
within research on sexuality reaffirms discursive claims that women are responsible for
managing men’s sexuality; therefore it is important for men to be included in sexuality
research, and particularly on research about negotiating sexual relationships. It is
important to include the perspectives of men as without a comprehensive understanding
of their experiences negotiating sexual activities, we are limited in our ability to affect
social change. There is now a small – though growing – body of sexuality research that
either includes both men and women, or looks exclusively at men (Allen, 2003, 2004,
2007; Currier, 2013; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Flood, 2008; Hird & Jackson, 2001;
Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Powell, 2007, 2010). Still, largely missing from this
research are accounts of how young men resist and subvert dominant discourses about
heterosexuality. Further, given the shift from a culture of ‘dating’ to a culture of ‘hooking
up’ – and the greater, though still limited, affordances this has offered to women’s sexual
agency – research that takes a ‘sexual ethics’ perspective may be particularly useful in
exploring how dominant discourses about men’s and women’s sexuality are both
reaffirmed and subverted. Although Foucault wrote about ethics of the self and sexual
ethics thirty years ago, this concept has only recently emerged as an analytical tool, and
more research is needed to explore and develop it for contemporary society.

In this chapter I have focused on the experiences of negotiating predominantly
heterosexual romantic and sexual experiences. This is because equivalent research on
the experiences of negotiating same-sex love/sex relationships is nearly non-existent.
The societal assumption that heterosexuality is the only ‘normal’ sexual orientation has
resulted in a deficit in discourses about what it means to be in a same-sex love/sex
relationship. As Hillier and Harrison (2007) noted:
… same-sex attracted young people do not have the same opportunities as
heterosexual youth to learn about, and experience intimate relationships in their
immediate physical worlds. Heterosexual love stories are presented to very
young children in the form of fairytales and heterosexual intimacy is modelled
from parents and other family members. Same-sex attracted young people
spend a lot of time imagining what a same-sex relationship might be like with little
but broad stereotypes to guide them and many of these are negative. (p.92)
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It is important then for same-sex attracted young people’s experiences of negotiating
romantic and sexual relationships to be explored and discussed, so these young people
are better able to construct themselves as the kinds of sexual subjects they would like to
be. As same-sex attracted young people are not subject to gendered discourses in the
same way as their heterosexual counterparts, it is important that research explore what
this means for same-sex relationships. The subjugated discourses these young people
use may be useful in understanding ways to overcome the sexual double standard that
continues to restrict young women’s agency within heterosexual love/sex relationships.
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Chapter 3
Negotiating New Media Technologies: A Review of the Literature
In the previous chapter I discussed the literature on dominant gendered discourses. In
this chapter I discuss what we know about how young people form, maintain, and end
their love/sex relationships through the use of new media technologies. The proliferation
of such technologies into nearly every aspect of our lives has created ‘new media
environments’ (Livingstone, 2002) – that is, whether these technologies are “in the
background or foreground” (p.10), they are constantly and complexly interwoven. The
rapid pace at which new media technologies come into being, gain prominence, and lose
relevance has made researching their social uses difficult. Research on this topic has
been rapidly increasing over the past few years, as various new media technologies,
such as mobile phones and social network sites, have become integral to young people’s
lives.

This chapter is divided into four sections: new media environments; the Australian media
environment; negotiating relationships in new media environments; and mediated
surveillance. The social development and uptake of some new media technologies,
focusing specifically on text messaging, instant messaging, and social network sites are
examined in new media environments. Trends in the Australian media environment in
social media use – particularly by young people – are then explored. The ways in which
young people make use of new media technologies to initiate, maintain, and end their
love/sex relationships is discussed in negotiating relationships in new media
environments. Finally, young people’s use of new media technologies to covertly
observe one another, in a phenomena commonly referred to as ‘Facebook stalking’, is
explored in mediated surveillance.
New media environments
The rapid development and diversification of new media technologies, such as mobile
phones, personal computers, and the internet, have profoundly changed social
interactions. Most new media technologies have experienced ‘platform convergence’ –
that is, the merging together of different aspects of the technologies, meeting with and
creating consumer demands (Livingstone, 2002, 2008). While young people can engage
with new media technologies in diverse ways to negotiate their love/sex relationships,
three technological applications are of particular importance: text messaging, instant
messaging, and social network sites. According to boyd (2010) “Popular social media,
such as instant messaging, mobile phones, and social network sites, are used
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interchangeably by teens for a variety of friendship-driven practices” (p.84). Each of
these technologies facilitates interpersonal communication, enabling young people to
interact in particular ways.

Text messaging is an inexpensive form of communication that enables two people to
have quick, direct, and focused communication with one another – without interference
from a third party (Bergdall et al., 2012; Grinter & Eldridge, 2001). In their UK study of
text messaging practices of ten teenagers aged 15 to 16 Grinter and Eldridge (2001)
reported that teenagers used text messages to serve four key functions: to coordinate
future communication and activities with their peers and family members; to converse
with friends and family; to avoid awkward conversations; and to flirt with greater
confidence than they would be able to over the phone. The authors found that teenagers
enjoyed the ‘terseness’ of text messaging as they could avoid “all the various
conversational protocols required before they can ask a question or get to the reason
why they called” and the medium prevented the conversation from getting ‘off topic’
(p.231). Finally, they argued that text messages provide teenagers with a discreet form
of communicating, as they can send and receive messages silently and do not have to
worry about a third party listening in on their conversation. As part of the Kids’ Informal
Learning with Digital Media ethnographic research project – which spanned three years
and consisted of twenty-three individual studies with young people in the United States
(Ito et al., 2010) – Horst, Herr-Stephenson, and Robinson (2010) discussed the ‘media
ecologies’18 young people occupy. They noted that as teenagers are dependent upon
adults for providing them with space to socialise with their peers, their in-person
interactions are often subject to adult supervision – making mediated spaces particularly
important for young people: “Young people who have ready access to mobile phones or
the Internet, view online communication as a persistent space of peer sociability where
they exercise autonomy for conversation that is private or primarily defined by friends
and peers” (p.38).

Before social network sites were available to young people, instant messaging (IM)
programs, such as ICQ, MSN, and Yahoo! Messenger, served a similar function in young
people’s lives. Instant messaging “allows users to know when friends are online and to
engage in an unlimited number of real-time, private, dyadic chats” (Gross, 2004, p.635).
Like text messaging, IM allows young people to rapidly communicate with their friends
and family. However, as popular IM software is freely available, instant messaging can
be a more affordable option for young people than texting or calling their friends. Instant
18

‘Media ecologies’, like ‘new media environments’, refers to the complex ways in which
technology is interwoven into young people’s lives (Horst, Herr-Stephenson, & Robinson, 2010).

39

messaging programs provide users with a list of their contacts – often referred to as a
‘Buddy’ or ‘Friends’ list – and show who is online and therefore available to ‘chat’.
Boneva, Quinn, Kraut, Kiesler, and Skhlovski (2006) conducted a national telephone
survey of Caucasian adolescents aged 13 to 17 in the United States who had used IM to
converse with a friend ‘yesterday’. Participants were asked about their relationship with
their IM conversation partner, the topics discussed over IM, and their attitudes toward the
IM conversation. The authors found that IM was generally not used to contact a specific
friend, but as a way to connect with a group of peers. They argued that IM allows
adolescents to meet their social needs to connect with peers one-on-one and ‘hang out’
with a group.
Drawing on the daily internet usage reports of 7th and 10th grade students at an American
public school, Gross (2004) reported that young people tend to have “casual but
intimate” conversations over IM: “The most frequently cited reasons for instant
messaging were to hang out with a friend and relieve boredom, and the most common
topics discussed in IMs were friends and gossip” (p.642). Merchant (2001) interviewed
and observed the online communications and interactions of six teenage girls aged 14 to
16 in England. He suggested that while young people may use IM to chat with people
not known offline, they “tended to view their virtual friends as partially fictitious” (p.299).
Boneva et al. (2006) reported that although young people did not set out to have
substantive conversations over IM, the spontaneous nature of IM conversations often
resulted in personal information, emotional support, and advice being exchanged. Like
text messaging, IM gives young people the confidence to flirt or express sides of
themselves they would feel embarrassed to express over the phone or in person.

By expanding upon the options available for connecting through IM programs, social
network sites, such as MySpace and Facebook19, have been able to provide young
people with a greater ability to connect with peers one-on-one and ‘hang out’ with a
group than any previous technology has allowed (boyd, 2007, 2010; Horst, HerrStephenson, & Robinson, 2010; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Livingstone, 2008; Pascoe,
2010, 2011). According to boyd and Ellison (2007) – who provide an historical overview
of social network sites – these sites are:

19

Since this research began in 2008, MySpace has dwindled in popularity while other social
media, such as Twitter, Tumblr, and Instagram, have gained popularity. While these social media
are similar to social network sites in that they enable users to engage with their offline social
networks, they do not require users to reciprocate ‘Friend’ requests. Instead, users are able to
‘follow’ other users without reciprocity. The functionality of these social media encourages users
to connect with people they do not know offline in ways which social network sites do not.
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… web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semipublic profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with
whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections
and those made by others within the system. (p.2)
Although the first social network site – SixDegrees.com – was launched in 1997, social
network sites did not gain popularity until 2003 (boyd & Ellison, 2007). The social
network site juggernaut Facebook was launched in 2004 and was initially only available
to Harvard University students; it opened membership to everyone in 2006 (boyd &
Ellison, 2007). Since then, it has steadily grown in popularity, surpassing Google as the
most accessed website in 2010 (Leitch, 2011). A detailed account provided by boyd and
Ellison (2007) explores how social network sites function and how they have developed
over time. When a person joins a social network site, for example, a profile is generated
by submitting some personal details to the website. These details generally include age,
gender, location, email address, interests, an ‘about me’ section, and a photo. After
setting up their profile, users are able to connect with others on the site by adding them
to their ‘Friends’20 list; it is through this connection with others that a user is able to
recreate their offline social network online. While it is possible to connect with strangers
through social network sites, they are primarily used to support already existing social
networks (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Donath & boyd, 2004; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe,
2007; Livingstone, 2008; Muise, Christofides, & Desmarais, 2009; Pascoe, 2010;
Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). When a user logs in to a social network site they
are shown content that is generated from their ‘Friends’ interaction with the site (boyd &
Ellison, 2007) – on Facebook this is referred to as a ‘News Feed’. A user can interact
with their Friends by leaving comments on their posts, posting directly on a ‘Friends’
profile ‘wall’, or more recently on Facebook, ‘Timeline’ or by sending a private message.
Social network sites are popular because they bring a user’s offline social networks
together in one place online and enable users to interact in a variety of ways such as
commenting on posts, sharing photos and videos, and chatting through IM (boyd, 2006,
2007, 2010; boyd & Ellison, 2007; Donath & boyd, 2004; Livingstone, 2008). By granting
access to their profile to people from different – and at times divergent – parts of their
life, a user may experience ‘context collision’. In her examination of ‘Friendship’ on
social network sites boyd (2006) argued that the context collisions experienced on social
network sites present new challenges for young people in negotiating their multiply held
20

In order to distinguish between the conventional understanding of friendship and what is meant
by ‘Friendship’ in the context of social network sites, boyd (2006) has chosen to use the
capitalised ‘Friends’ when speaking of social network sites. I find this to be an effective distinction
and have chosen to use it in my research.
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identities. Within the context of these sites, the term ‘Friend’ represents a diverse range
of social relationships; the people on a user’s ‘Friends’ list do not have equal
relationships to the user (boyd, 2006, 2007, 2010, 2011). As social network sites grew in
popularity, boyd (2006) noted users were confronted with Friend requests from people
they would prefer not to include in their online social network. She argued that many
users ended up accepting these Friend requests as they found it socially awkward to
reject the requests. Removing someone from a Friend list is also problematic: “The
process of removing a Friend on MySpace signals a shift in relationship status that is
often not easily articulated in everyday life” (boyd, 2006, p.12). Without a clear marker of
a relationship breakdown – such as a fight – removing a person from a Friend list can
cause social friction – or ‘drama’ – that is not mirrored in any other social context.
Whereas in an offline context a social connection must be actively pursued – to some
degree – to be maintained, social connections are maintained passively through social
network sites. Disrupting a social connection by de-Friending someone signals that this
person is actively not wanted in a person’s life.

Although young people tend to Friend a wide range of people from their offline networks,
they have varying levels of interaction via social media with these Friends. In her
discussion of ‘Friendship’ as part of the Kids’ Informal Learning with Digital Media
ethnographic research project, boyd (2010) noted: “Teens will usually have a small circle
of intimate friends with whom they communicate in an always-on mode via mobile
phones and IM, and a larger peer group that they are connected to via social network
sites” (p.84). While young people may be always contactable to any of their Friends
through the asynchronous communication channels of social network sites, they tend to
be more immediately contactable to their closer friends. Young people boyd argued do
not see ‘online’ and ‘offline’ as separate, but instead as different settings where they can
spend time with both Friends and friends. New media technologies allow young people
to be contactable and observable 24/7; this level of potential interaction and surveillance
has never before been possible (Bergdall et al., 2012; boyd, 2010; Draucker & Martsolf,
2010; Muise, Christofides, & Desmarais, 2009; Pascoe, 2010). Further to this, in her
discussion of ‘intimacy’ as part of the abovementioned research project Pascoe (2010)
argued that “the aspects of digital media that let teens be constantly in touch also allow
them to monitor one another more intently” (p.139). This monitoring can facilitate
intimacy between young people; however, it can also create tensions when information is
taken out of context (boyd, 2011).

Whether sending an email, a text message, an instant message, or a message on
Facebook, how individuals communicate gives important cues about what they are
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communicating. Gershon (2010b) explored how new media technologies have changed
the ways American college students breakup. She argued that upon meeting someone
new, people must learn to decode the specific ways a person uses new media
technologies to communicate in order to make sense of their messages. Gershon
suggested three aspects of communication which shape how a message is understood:
media ideologies, idioms of practice, and second-order information. ‘Media ideologies’
are the beliefs an individual holds about how new media technologies are meant to be
used – that is, how particular media should be used to deliver particular messages.
These beliefs are held by individuals and therefore may or may not be shared. ‘Idioms of
practice’ are the particular ways of communicating via new media technologies that
develop within a group such as a friendship circle, a family, or a group of co-workers.
Idioms of practice serve to convey some of the nonverbal cues of face-to-face
communication such as tone. Like media ideologies, they develop within a specific
social context and may not translate across different contexts. ‘Second-order
information’ is the background information that surrounds the words that make up a
message. It can be information included with the message, such as a time stamp, or it
can be knowledge about a situation that gives a person additional insight into the
meaning behind a message. Second-order information provides context to a message
sent through new media technologies. Without considering an individual’s media
ideologies, idioms of practice, and the second-order information of their message, their
message may be taken out of context.
While social network site users are generally aware of who constitutes their ‘audience’ –
that is, who they have added as Friends and given access to their profile – it is not
always apparent who within this audience is watching (boyd, 2007, 2011; boyd &
Marwick, 2011; Livingstone, 2008). Given the disparate contexts often represented
through a user’s Friends list, users must make decisions about how to represent
themselves based on who they perceive to be watching. American teenagers’ strategies
for navigating privacy within the ‘networked publics’ of social network sites were
examined by boyd and Marwick (2011). They argued that young people are developing
strategies to act with agency over the shift from private to public brought about by new
media technologies, allowing them to resist the surveillance inherent within sites like
Facebook. One of the techniques they described is ‘hiding in plain sight’: young people
make their information visible to all their Friends, but post updates in which the meaning
is coded, so that only particular people will be able to correctly interpret their meaning.
Young people can also make use of differing media ideologies and idioms of practice to
hide or obscure the meaning of their message from particular people (Gershon, 2010b).
This enables young people to create privacy in what is often, for them, a very public
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space. Similarly, in her research on the social networking practices of British teenagers’
aged 13 to 16, Livingstone (2008) suggested that young people may define privacy as
“having control over who knows what about you” (p.404). She argued that young people
enact agency over their privacy through their decisions about what information to share
online. However, Livingstone noted that as the privacy settings of social network sites
can be confusing, young people do not always have the media literacy skills to control
who has access to what information about them online.

Despite their willingness to connect with people they have weak offline ties with online,
many young people are reluctant to connect with ‘strangers’ online. Research has
shown that young people mainly talk online to people they know offline (Bergdall et al.,
2012; Boneva et al., 2006; boyd, 2006, 2007, 2010; boyd & Ellison, 2007; Ellison,
Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Gross, 2004; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Lampe, Ellison,
& Steinfield, 2006; Merchant, 2001; Pascoe, 2010, 2011; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield,
2008; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008). Lampe, Ellison, and Steinfield (2006) examined how
American college students were using Facebook and found that the Facebook users in
their sample tended to use the site to “find out more about people in their offline
communities” (p.169). According to boyd and Ellison (2007), the users of social network
sites “are primarily communicating with people who are already a part of their extended
social network” (p.2). Likewise, Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe (2007) noted that
American undergraduate college students “view the primary audience for their
[Facebook] profile to be people with whom they share an offline connection” (p.1155).
Gross (2004) examined the assumption that the internet causes social isolation and
depression for young people, thereby increasing risky behaviour online. She suggested
that young people who were early adopters of the internet were the ones who
experienced social isolation and connected with strangers, because their peers were not
engaging in this same activity. But as the internet gained popularity amongst young
people, it became a social space. Once young people were able to connect with their
peers online, connecting with strangers became less appealing. Indeed, Ybarra and
Mitchell (2008) analysed the results of an American national online survey of internet
users aged 10 to 15, and found that young people were less likely to experience
interpersonal victimisation on social network sites – where they interact with people from
their offline networks – than other places online.
While discourses about ‘stranger danger’ existed before new media technologies, these
discourses have become particularly salient in discussions of networked publics (boyd,
2010; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Jewkes & Wykes, 2012; Pascoe, 2010, 2011;
Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008). As boyd (2010) stated: “The same ‘stranger danger’ rhetoric
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and ‘terror talk’ that limit youth from interacting with strangers in unmediated public
spaces … also have taken hold for online spaces” (p.91). When young people do talk to
strangers online, it may be because they do not feel sufficiently connected to their offline
community and are looking to the internet to fill this gap (boyd, 2010; Hillier & Harrison,
2007; Hillier et al., 2010; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Looking
at the internet use of same-sex attracted young people aged 14 to 21 in Australia, Hillier
and Harrison (2007) argued that these young people often use the internet to form new
relationships and develop supportive communities. They found that the internet enabled
same-sex attracted young people to branch out from their predominantly heterosexual
friendship groups and socialise with other same-sex attracted young people. Hillier,
Mitchell, and Ybarra (2012) compared the perceptions and experiences of lesbian, gay,
and bisexual (LGB) and non-LGB young people aged 13 to 18 of forming relationships
with people they met online. “Words such as perv, stalker, and serial killer were used by
young people in the non-LGB group to describe potential online contacts. Not one of the
LGB young people mentioned these possibilities” (p.233). They found a striking
difference in the attitudes toward meeting new people online of LGB and non-LGB young
people. Similarly, Pascoe (2010) noted that marginalised young people did not consider
it “unnatural or weird” to form offline relationships with people met online (p.127). She
argued that while the internet enables marginalised young people to access and form
communities not otherwise available to them, it also puts them at greater risk of having
unwanted contact with strangers online. Young people are, however, able to act with
agency over their online safety. Pascoe (2011) conducted a critical analysis of how
American young people aged 15 to 19 used the internet as a resource and to take risks.
She found that many young people had developed safety strategies to avoid unwanted
sexual contact online “by making particular choices, such as avoiding chat rooms, only
friending people they knew offline on social network sites, or choosing certain social
network sites over others” (p.14).
Young people’s engagement with new media technologies has resulted in a substantial
amount of societal anxiety, particularly around issues of sexuality. Concerns about
young people being in contact with sexual predators, inappropriate material (e.g. sexually
explicit or violent images), and cyberbullies abound – despite a substantial body of
research challenging these assumptions (Angelides, 2013; boyd, 2006, 2007 2010;
Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Jewkes & Wykes, 2012;
Livingstone, 2002, 2008; Mitchell, Finkelhor, Jones, & Wolak, 2012; Pascoe, 2011;
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Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008).21 Although these risks do
exist for young people online, Pascoe (2011) argued that researchers should:
… pay attention to other, less sensational risks, in the ways that offline
inequalities might be replicated in online environments. That is, inequalities in
access and use might shape youth’s sexual and social experiences as online
venues and access to them might reflect offline inequalities in gender, sexuality,
and class. (p.6)

Young people are subject to the same discourses online as they are offline. The sexual
double standard described in the previous chapter is often reproduced in online contexts.
Another common concern about young people’s use of new media technologies is that
they are unaware of the offline consequences of their online actions (boyd, 2007;
Livingstone, 2008; Pascoe, 2011). In her discussion of the boundaries between ‘public’
and ‘private’ on social network sites boyd (2007) described four properties of ‘mediated
publics’ – that is, “environments where people can gather publicly through mediating
technology” (p.2) – which differentiate them from unmediated publics: persistence,
searchability, replicability, and invisible audiences. She described ‘persistence’ as
pertaining to the fact that communication on networked publics is recorded, allowing for
asynchronous communication – that is, not at the same time – while also extending “the
period of existence of any speech act” (p.9). By ‘searchability’ she meant the ability to
find others by searching texts online. ‘Replicability’ refers to the ability to copy and paste
text on networked publics from one place to another, “such that there is no way to
distinguish the ‘original’ from the ‘copy’” (p.9). Within networked publics it is not always
possible to know who is observing what, resulting in ‘invisible audiences’. boyd noted:
“This is further complicated by the other three properties, since our expression may be
heard at a different time and place from when and where we originally spoke” (p.9).
These four properties have resulted in social anxiety about what happens to information
individuals put on the internet; it is particularly concerning to adults who have different
understandings of ‘privacy’ from young people (boyd & Marwick, 2011; Livingstone,
2008). Livingstone (2002) explored the complex ways in which children and families in
the UK make use of old and new media in the home. She argued that social anxiety has
21

Ybarra and Mitchell (2008) reported that, as in offline contexts, young women are more likely
than young men to encounter unwanted sexual solicitation online. Jewkes and Wykes (2012)
argued that the cultural focus on the dangers of communication technologies has deflected
attention away from where child abuse occurs – most often by men the child knows, in the child’s
home. In his critique of the punitive discourses around teenage sexting, Angelides (2013) noted
that he did not find any examples of “actual cases in which a teenage sexter has been refused
employment or entrance to university” (p.671).
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increased because of the blurring of public and private spheres brought about by new
media technologies. According to boyd (2007) young people:
… are embracing this change, albeit often with the clumsy candour of an elephant
in a china shop. Meanwhile, most adults are panicking. They do not understand
the shifts that are taking place and, regardless, they don’t like what they’re
seeing. (p.1)

The relative newness of new media environments means that neither young people nor
adults completely understand the long term implications of mediated publics. It is
therefore important that researchers continue to explore the impact of new media
environments upon all aspects of our lives. However, it is also important for researchers
to remember that much of what happens within new media environments is not ‘new’;
new media technologies enable old behaviours to occur in new ways.
The Australian media environment
New media technologies are important to the daily lives of Australians. Reporting on
data from the 2008-2009 Multipurpose Household Survey, the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS, 2011) found that nearly three-quarters of households had internet
access. In this period, Australia had similar levels of household internet access to New
Zealand, Canada, and the United Kingdom, with slightly higher levels than the USA
(ABS, 2011). Those households without internet access were often restricted by
socioeconomic or ‘lifestyle’ – such as not being interested in new media technologies –
factors (ACMA, 2008a, 2009b). According to the Australian Communications and Media
Authority’s Communication Report for 2007-2008 (ACMA, 2008a), the majority of
Australians use the internet at least monthly, with over half of Australians being ‘heavy’
internet users – that is, using the internet more than eight times per week. Additionally,
in their Communication Report for 2008-2009 ACMA (2009b) found that more than half of
Australians who have ever used the internet access it more than once per day. They
noted that Australians are becoming more experienced internet users; they reported
increases in the number of people regularly connecting to the internet, the amount of
time people spent online, and the number of years’ experience Australians had of using
the internet – over half of internet users having over five years’ experience online. The
highest concentration of ‘experienced’ internet users were between the ages of 18 to 34
(ACMA, 2009b). The ABS (2011) reported that young people were the most likely to be
daily internet users, and that the internet was most commonly used for ‘personal
reasons’ such as “emailing, banking, gaming, preparing job applications and online
shopping” (p.4).
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From text messaging to instant messaging to social network sites, Australians have
increasingly been using social media to interact. According to ACMA (2008a), in 2008
Facebook and MySpace were the most popular social network sites in Australia. In 2009
the most visited website in Australia was Google Search, with Facebook second and
YouTube third (ACMA, 2009b). According to the ABS (2011), there was a 10 per cent
increase in Australians over the age of 18 years using social network sites between 2008
and 2009. Although social network sites are popular amongst young people, the
average age of social network site users tended to 35 years (ABS, 2011; ACMA, 2009b).
ACMA (2009b) noted, however, that older users of social network sites tended to
passively consume information on these sites, while younger users actively contributed
to the material on these sites by regularly posting new material to them. Additionally,
Australians who used one social network site were likely to use multiple social network
sites (ACMA, 2009b). Social network sites became more important to young people
aged 15 to 17 years (ACMA, 2008b); this finding is perhaps unsurprising, given
socialising with peers is an important developmental activity for teenagers and that
young people are less able to access public spaces to socialise with one another.

Looking at the use of social media amongst young people, Australian studies have
reported differences in usage based on gender and age. According to ACMA (2008a,
2008b), boys are more likely to use social media to play online games against other
users, while girls are more likely to socialise with others through social media – that is,
texting or talking on a mobile phone, online messaging, using social network sites, and
emailing. Further, girls were more likely than boys to have their own mobile phone – with
nearly all girls aged 15 to 17 years having their own mobile phone – and tended to have
a mobile phone at a younger age than boys (ACMA, 2008b). In their 2009 report on the
use of social media by children and young people between the ages of 8 to 17 years,
ACMA (2009a) found that the young people’s social lives became more important, upon
entering high school, at the age of 12 years:

From this age, young people tend to have accounts and be regular users of social
networking sites and services such as MSN, Bebo and MySpace. For this age
group, the importance and role of the social networking services is to provide an
arena for self-expression, ‘fitting in’, chatting with people they know and also
people they do not necessarily know offline. (p.5)

It is upon entering high school that many Australian young people immerse themselves
in new media environments. Social network sites became more important for young
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people as they began to explore their sexuality. ACMA (2009a) reported: “For older
teenagers, social networking services are more often used as a platform to meet and
chat to members of the opposite gender22 and (for boys) to entertain themselves and
others through practical joke playing” (p.6). This finding highlights the importance of
social media for Australian young people as they begin to negotiate flirting, dating, and
hooking up.
There is social concern about new media environments being ‘risky’ for Australian young
people. ACMA (2009a, 2009b), however, found that the most common online risk
encountered by all internet users was being exposed to malware and computer viruses.
In their report on children and young people’s use of social media, ACMA (2009a)
examined the perceptions and experiences of online risk by young people. They noted
that the parents of children and young people in this study tended to believe that their
children saw their interactions on social network sites as part of a ‘fantasy land’ where it
was unclear what – if any – offline implications their online interactions had. This was
not, however, echoed in the experiences of the young people themselves. Parental and
cybersafety education about the risk of predators online appeared to be effective in
teaching children and young teenagers about the risk of online predators; however,
“older teenagers were more sceptical that there was any real risk of being targeted by a
predator, largely due to their not having encountered such a problem personally during
years of using social networking websites” (p.6). Older teenagers tended to be more
confident internet users, as they were also more experienced internet users. Based on
their own experience or the experience of their friends, girls and young women reported
“risks associated with being the target of lewd or indecent behaviour (often via webcam)
or having their personal material disseminated to unintended recipients” (p.6). It would
appear that new media environments do not protect women from traditional gendered
discourses and the sexual double standard.

ACMA (2009a) examined the online risk taking activities of young people. Their findings
suggested that young people who were more active users of new media technologies
were more aware of risks and had a better understanding of how to mitigate those risks –
whether they chose to or not. While active users may engage in risky behaviours, they
suggested that it was less media-literate young people who appeared to be more ‘at risk’
– as these young people, as mentioned earlier, may not realise the offline consequences
of their online risk taking activities. ACMA (2009a) reported that young people navigated
between protecting their privacy online, and being visible and engaging to their peers
22

The ACMA (2009a) report assumes heterosexuality among its respondents and makes no
mention of sexual diversity. This is an example of the pervasiveness of heteronormative
discourses.
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and others they connect with online, learning to modify their behaviour based upon their
experiences:

Beginning from a young age, children apply common sense, begin to learn from
experience, and develop resilience. These behaviours or strategies are acquired
as children become more adept at managing their online experiences. Often,
they learn to modify behaviour after encountering some unsought experiences
online. For example, they may make their profile page private after receiving
unwanted comments on their public profile page, or avoid downloading suspect
files after getting a virus. Exposure over time to unsought experiences can result
in an individual learning how best to handle such situations. (p.9)
Although there is some basis for the social concerns about young people’s use of new
media technologies, there is a growing body of evidence that media literate young people
are engaging in savvy, online risk mitigation. It is important then to teach media literacy
skills to young people so they are better able to mitigate online risks.

Negotiating relationships in new media environments
New media technologies play an important role in young people’s negotiation of their
love/sex relationships. Bogle (2008) described how mobile phones:
… have also made waiting at home for a suitor’s phone call a thing of the past.
There is no longer a need for advance plans when today’s students can call or
‘text’ each other to make last-minute arrangements to get together to ‘hang out’.
(p.169)

Despite the importance of both new media technologies and love/sex relationships to
young people, there is surprisingly little research on either (Pascoe, 2010). New media
environments provide a new context for young people to negotiate their love/sex
relationships in; however, what is negotiated is not all that different from what was
negotiated before the advent of new media technologies. According to Pascoe (2010),
young people make use of new media technologies to flirt with one another, to initiate
new relationships, to maintain their relationships, and to fight and end their relationships.

Flirting and initiating new relationships
New media technologies are especially important for young people’s initiation of love/sex
relationships. According to Pascoe (2010) young people make use of asynchronous
written communication to maintain a ‘controlled casualness’ in their flirtations. Flirting
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with someone involves becoming emotionally vulnerable; Pascoe (2010) argued that new
media technologies allow young people to “proceed in a way that might feel less
vulnerable than face-to-face communication” (p.123). The ability to flirt and initiate
relationships via social media is particularly important for young men. Dominant
gendered discourses about relationships claim that men should initiate romantic and
sexual relationships; however, this can involve displaying emotional vulnerability – which
is at odds with traditional discourses about masculinity. As Pascoe (2010) stated, young
men “feel less exposed because they can text a girl or leave a message on her MySpace
page rather than risk embarrassment by calling her and stumbling over their words or
saying something embarrassing” (p.143). By carefully crafting their messages, young
people can ease their way into a flirtatious exchange and avoid the embarrassment of
rejection, if their flirtations are not received favourably.

Young people do not typically use new media technologies to meet new romantic or
sexual partners; instead, they use new media technologies to develop an existing offline
relationship into a love/sex relationship (Bergdall et al., 2012; boyd, 2010; Byrne &
Findlay, 2004; Draucker & Martsolf, 2010; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Gershon,
2010b; Pascoe, 2010, 2011; Ringrose et al., 2012). Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe
(2007) argued that through the information shared on user profiles, Facebook can help
college students to identify people amongst their network with whom they may wish to
develop stronger relationships. boyd (2010) stated: “Social media offer a platform for
teens to take friendship to a new level” (p.91). Likewise, Pascoe (2010) noted that young
people can use the information available through social network site profiles to learn
about their crush – similar to how young people in previous generations would research
their crushes through their friendship networks. Ringrose et al. (2012) explored the
sexting practices of high school students in two schools in England. They noted that
while sexting can involve problematic and bullying behaviours, it is also an important way
in which young people explore their sexuality, particularly within their romantic and
sexual relationships.

Once a young person has ascertained that their crush is reciprocated and decide to
pursue a relationship, the couple will likely begin to communication more frequently and
over a greater diversity of social media (Bergdall et al., 2012; Draucker & Martsolf, 2010;
Gershon, 2010a, 2010b; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Pascoe (2010) reported that if
asynchronous flirtations lead to an intensified relationship, “couples typically shift to
phone calls, text, IM, and in-person conversations” (p.123). In their article on the role of
electronic communication in adolescent dating violence Draucker and Martsolf (2010)
found that talking on the phone and sending text messages were important activities
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when young people were establishing and maintaining their romantic relationships. In a
study of African American and Puerto Rican young people’s use of mobile phones in
their romantic and sexual relationships Bergdall et al. (2012) found that mobile phones
were used for “getting to know a new partner better and determining what type of
relationship, if any, to pursue” (p.576). While new media technologies can help young
people to establish relationships, they can also act as barriers to developing
relationships. According to Gershon (2010b), relationships that rely on new media
technologies to communicate can get ‘stuck’ in those mediums. She found that the
seriousness of a relationship was often demarcated by which conversations occurred
through what medium – that is, some forms of communication were seen as more
intimate than others. For example, Gershon noted that in-person conversations were
considered more intimate than texting or instant messaging.

Although young people do not commonly use new media technologies to initiate a
relationship with someone they do not already know offline, some young people do seek
out relationships with people met online (Bergdall et al., 2012; boyd, 2010; Hillier &
Harrison, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). While there is
stigma attached to meeting a romantic partner online, Pascoe (2010) noted that:

Teens regularly meet romantic interests through shared friends in online
environments, using these online networks to further offline meetings or deepen
casual ties to online friends. Teens rely on their networks to do some of the
verification work in these online settings. (p.126)

She argued that young people felt it was acceptable to form a relationship with
somebody met online when that person was met through mutual Friends as they felt
more secure that the person they were contacting was not being deceptive about their
identity. For minority young people, however, it is not always possible to use their offline
social networks to meet potential romantic partners; the internet can broaden these
young people’s options (Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012;
Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Hillier, Mitchell, and Ybarra (2012) suggested that it may be safer
for same-sex attracted young people to approach a potential romantic partner online than
offline, where they may put themselves at risk of homophobic violence.

Maintaining relationships
Once a love/sex relationship has been established, young people use new media
technologies to assist in maintaining the relationship. Pascoe (2010) described a variety
of ways in which young people use social media to display their relationships status:
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… teens might indicate relationship status through ordering Friends in a particular
hierarchy, changing the formal statement of relationship status, giving gifts, and
displaying pictures. Youth can also signal the varying intensity of intimate
relationships through new media practices such as sharing passwords, adding
Friends, posting bulletins, or changing headlines. (p.123)

She argued that young people often expect their relationships to be acknowledged and
displayed through social media; such displays have been compared to the dating
practices of previous generations, such as exchanging rings, pins, or jackets (Bogle,
2008; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). The practice of sharing passwords with a romantic partner
is a way for young people to signal trust and intimacy within their relationships by
allowing their partner access to the private spaces in their social media (Bergdall et al.,
2012; Gershon, 2010b; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Pascoe (2010) argued that some young
women “feel powerful when they know their boyfriend’s password” (p.140). She
suggested that insisting upon sharing passwords may be a way that some young women
navigate the traditionally uneven power dynamics of heterosexual relationships.
Although marginalised young people, such as young people who are same-sex attracted,
or who belong to an ethnic or religious minority, may use new media technologies to form
relationships in ways that other young people are unlikely to, once they are in a
relationship they do not appear to use new media technologies in substantially different
ways from other young people (Pascoe, 2011).

Young people are also expected to maintain a high level of contact across a range of
social media with their romantic partners (Bergdall et al., 2012; boyd, 2010; Gershon,
2010a, 2010b; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Pascoe (2010) argued that young people conduct
much of their ‘relationship work’ via new media technologies: “reciprocating in comments,
differentiating their romantic attachments from less intimate friends, and giving priority to
phone calls from significant others” (p.129). She noted that young people regularly
‘check in’ with their partners through sending text messages or making phone calls.
Similarly, Bergdall et al. (2012) reported that mobile phones were essential for
maintaining consistent communication with young people’s romantic and sexual partners,
allowing them to stay connected and ‘check in’ throughout the day. Pascoe (2011)
described ‘minutes violation’ – that is, when a person goes over their allotted minutes on
their mobile phone plan, often resulting in an excessively high phone bill – as a new rite
of passage for young people in romantic relationships. She noted that this practice was
difficult for working class young people to engage in, as they felt “the financial weight of
their transgressions more intensely” (p.13).
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Within ongoing love/sex relationships arguments may occur and feelings of jealousy may
arise. Young people can use new media technologies to help negotiate these situations
within their relationships. Bergdall et al. (2012) reported that some young people used
mobile phones to create “physical or emotional distance” in order to address new,
emotive, or difficult issues that arose within their relationships (p.577). They found that
the ability to create ‘distance’ through new media technologies was particularly important
for maintaining casual sexual relationships: “Participants in casual relationships used
communication technology to manage multiple partnerships and control emotional
attachment to keep the relationships casual” (p.577). The authors argued that as
intimacy and closeness were signalled through frequency of contact, asynchronous
communication enabled young people to keep casual relationships from becoming too
serious by limiting the amount of contact they had with a casual partner. Muise,
Christofides, and Desmarais (2009) argued that the ability to connect with others on
social network sites, including past romantic and sexual partners, can cause jealousy
within relationships:

Facebook also assists in maintaining relationships that may otherwise be only
ephemeral, and it may in fact connect people who would not otherwise
communicate. In the context of a romantic relationship, exposing one’s partner to
all of these individuals, many of whom may be unknown to the partner, may
increase the potential for jealousy and suspicion. (p.442)

The amount of information about others available on Facebook can cause feelings of
jealousy within relationships, particularly when this information is not contextualised. The
ease of availability of information about a person’s social network created by social
network sites has produced new possibilities of jealousy to arise within relationships, and
social media users – young and old – are learning how to negotiate this new complexity.

Ending relationships
When conflict erupts within a young person’s love/sex relationship, new media
technologies may be used to negotiate the conflict. According to boyd (2010), while it is
socially unacceptable to delete a Friend from a social network site, when Friends are
deleted it is often due to a fight or breakup: “In these situations, the act of deletion is
spiteful and intentionally designed to hurt the other person” (p.99). Draucker and
Martsolf (2010) examined the ways new media technologies were used in dating
violence in the relationships of young adults in Ohio, USA. They reported that verbal
abuse was often conducted over the phone and extended to leaving threatening voice
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mails, text messages, and comments on social network sites. They found that
“communication technologies facilitated the escalation of arguments, provided a means
for the intrusive monitoring of a partner’s behavior, and facilitated interactions among
estranged couples, often resulting in more violence” (p.140). It is important to note that
Draucker and Martsolf were looking at experiences of violence within dating
relationships; not all young people experience violence within their relationships.
Further, new media technologies enabled acts of violence to occur in particular ways; it
did not cause the violence to happen. Indeed, the authors reported that new media
technologies were also used to seek help during a violent incident and to set limits and
boundaries with an abusive partner. Setting limits with their partner was achieved
through ignoring their communications – refusing their phone calls, not replying to text
messages or emails – and by “hanging up if a phone conversation with a partner turned
aggressive” (p.139). Draucker and Martsolf also noted that some young people used
new media technologies to break up with an abusive partner. New media technologies
may then enable young people to safely distance themselves from potentially harmful
situations such as ending an abusive relationship.

Ending a relationship can be a difficult, emotional, and uncomfortable experience;
although new media technologies can provide young people with distance from this
emotional vulnerability, dominant discourses about breakups indicate that they should be
conducted in person (Gershon, 2010a, 2010b; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). According to
Pascoe (2011): “In the same way that young people use the mitigation of vulnerability by
new media to engage in flirtatious interchanges, it seems that they think that such
vulnerability is appropriate in the end stages of a relationship” (p.10). However, given
the immersion of their relationships within new media environments, new media
technologies are likely to play some role in young people’s negotiation of the end of their
relationships. Bergdall et al. (2012) reported that young people used new media
technologies to reduce contact with a person they were no longer interested in. They
noted that when contact was abruptly ended or decreased, there was often confusion
about the status of the relationship for one or both partners:

When couples held discussions about the breakup, the status of the relationship
was typically clear to both parties. However, when one person abruptly
discontinued phone calls to passively communicate that the relationship was
ending, the other partner was sometimes confused, and room was left for the
relationship to resume later. (p.578)
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Using new media technologies to passively negotiate the end of a relationship may then
create ambiguity over the status of the relationship. Gerson (2010a, 2010b) noted, this
strategy may be useful for young people who are unsure about wanting to end a
relationship or renegotiate its terms.

Although many young people seem to believe that it is disrespectful to end a love/sex
relationship through new media technologies, Gershon (2010b) found that young people
frequently experienced at least some aspect of their breakups through new media
technologies. In her investigation of American college students’ experiences of mediated
breakups – that is, of how new media technologies were used in the course of ending
romantic and sexual relationships – Gershon (2010b) reported that young people’s
breakups were often negotiated through a series of conversations that occurred across
multiple media. She noted that for some young people, texting ‘I want to breakup’ was
the in-person equivalent of ‘we need to talk’ – that is, it signalled that the terms of the
relationship needed to be renegotiated, which may lead to the relationship ending.
Gershon argued that new media technologies can also be used to end a relationship with
a partner who is resistant to breaking up. When one partner insisted on only
communicating via one particular medium – such as email or text messages – Gershon
found that this strategy was particularly effective in ending a relationship as it
demonstrated a firm commitment to ending the relationship. In contrast, Gershon
(2010a) argued, switching between different communication technologies to negotiate
the breakdown of a love/sex relationship can create ambiguity about what was being
negotiated; switching media “often made it unclear to participants whether the events
unfolding were indeed a breakup or instead a moment for imagining the workings of the
relationship anew” (p.398). New media technologies, therefore, afford young people with
a variety of strategies for negotiating the end of their love/sex relationships.
When a young person’s love/sex relationship comes to an end, they are often faced with
the task of negotiating how to dismantle the persistent digital representation of their
relationship (boyd, 2010; Gershon, 2010b; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Pascoe (2010) noted
that although this process is more public than in the past, it has “historical corollaries in
ridding a bedroom or wallet of an ex-intimate’s pictures” (p.123). This process may
involve removing online pictures, making decisions about de-Friending people, changing
shared passwords, expressing feelings about the breakup through mediated networks,
and monitoring their ex-partner’s activities (Gershon, 2010b; Lyndon, Bonds-Raacke, &
Cratty, 2011; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). Many students in Gershon’s (2010b) research
reported moderating what information they submitted to their social network profiles
because their ex-partners would be able to see this information. Both Gershon (2010b)
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and Pascoe (2010) found that young people often kept some form of digital contact with
their ex-partners and used this contact to indirectly communicate with their former
partners. These indirect communications often involved writing vague status updates
that their ex-partner would be able to interpret through the second-order information they
had about their former relationship.

The practice of using new media technologies to conduct surveillance upon another
person – be they an ex-partner, a potential romantic or sexual partner, or a friend – has
become synonymous with using social network sites and has important implications for
how young people negotiate their love/sex relationships within new media environments.
Therefore, I turn to a discussion of ‘mediated surveillance’.
Mediated surveillance
An important difference in how young people negotiate their love/sex relationships
brought about by new media technologies is young people’s increased surveillance of
their potential partners, current partners, and former partners (Bergdall et al., 2012; boyd,
2010; boyd & Marwick, 2011; Draucker & Martsolf, 2010; Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe,
2007; Elphinston & Noller, 2011; Gershon, 2010a, 2010b; Kennedy, 2009; Lampe,
Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006; Lyndon, Bonds-Raacke, & Cratty, 2011; Muise, Christofides,
& Desmarais, 2009; Pascoe, 2010; Ringrose et al., 2012; Tokunaga, 2011; Utz &
Beukeboom, 2011). As boyd (2010) noted, “because teens’ presence as observers may
not be noticeable online, social network sites can allow them to ‘stalk’23 their peers,
keeping up with the gossip and lives of people they do not know well but with whom they
are familiar” (p.106). According to Pascoe (2010), young people’s monitoring “varies
from researching potential love interests to using a shared password to check up on
one’s significant other to attempting to restrict one’s significant other’s communications
with his or her friends” (p.139). Mediated surveillance then can be anything from a
helpful way to learn more about someone else, to a tool for controlling the activities of
another person. Pascoe (2010) argued that practices of mediated surveillance are
important for young people because they see it as a way to manage their anxiety around
developing intimate relationships and “put to rest their fears about vulnerability and
betrayal” (p.141). However, Muise, Christofides, and Desmarais (2009) noted that high
levels of interpersonal information available on Facebook can provoke feelings of
jealousy, particularly within intimate relationships. They found that heightened jealousy
often leads to increased surveillance, which may exacerbate feelings of jealousy and
create a cycle of jealousy-induced mediated surveillance.
23

The use of the term ‘stalk’ in this context refers to the practice of monitoring the information a
user posts on their social media.
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Using new media technologies to monitor another person’s online behaviour has become
such a common practice amongst young people that it is colloquially referred to as
‘Facebook stalking’. According to Lyndon, Bonds-Raacke, and Cratty (2011) – who
conducted an online survey of American psychology students aged 18 to 32 years who
used Facebook to communicate with former romantic partners – ‘Facebook stalking’ is “a
somewhat joking term for obsessively monitoring the social information presented on
Facebook by friends, acquaintances, or even virtual strangers who are Facebook
‘friends’” (p.711). While the term ‘Facebook stalking’ specifically refers to behaviours
facilitated through the particular functionality of Facebook, other social network sites
allow for similar types of behaviour. In her Master’s thesis, Kennedy (2009) explored
American college students’ perceptions of Facebook stalking. She reported that
Facebook stalking was “fuelled by a healthy curiosity” to know about the user’s Friends,
that it is encouraged and facilitated by Facebook’s design, and that “the act of looking is
celebrated and even embraced as just another method of keeping tabs on those we
consider to be our friends, both actual and virtual” (p.85). Kennedy’s research focused
on a small number of self-reported ‘motivated’ Facebook users; however, her findings
are similar to those reported by Gershon (2010b). According to Gershon (2010b),
Facebook stalking does not refer to stalking in the conventional sense, but to the practice
of covertly checking out someone’s profile on Facebook to gain more information on that
person; “Facebook stalking is intended to be invisible to the person stalked” (p.146).

Mediated surveillance can become problematic when young people go to extremes to
get information on another; some of the students in Gershon’s (2010b) study created
fake Facebook accounts in order to Friend someone they were unable to Friend
themselves – such as a crush or an ex-partner. Bergdall et al. (2012) reported that some
young people look through the data stored on their partner’s mobile phone for signs of
infidelity. In their research on the intersection of new media technologies and dating
violence, Draucker and Martsolf (2010) found that mediated surveillance occurred when
one partner felt insecure about the relationship and was concerned about fidelity. They
noted: “If the monitoring partner found what he or she believed to be evidence that the
other was unfaithful, a violent episode often ensued” (p.138). In the case of abusive
relationships, the breadth of interpersonal information available through new media
technologies may provoke violent episodes. Additionally, Ringrose et al. (2012)
described a complex range of strategies young people had for capturing and distributing
information about one another. They noted that young women were particularly at risk
from having sexual information or images shared within their immediate social circles
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through technological affordances such as reposting a screen shot of a conversation
where a young woman agreed to perform sexual acts on a young man.

Mediated surveillance can also become problematic when a love/sex relationship ends.
In her analysis of ‘mediated breakups’ Gershon (2010b) reported that students frequently
remained Friends with their ex-partners, as this allowed them to continue keeping tabs
on what their former partner was up to; however, it also allowed their ex-partner to
continue keeping tabs on them. In an American study of university students, Lyndon,
Bonds-Raacke, and Cratty (2011) examined the tendency to monitor or harass an expartner on Facebook. They found that it was common for individuals to maintain some
form of contact via Facebook with their ex-partners which “ranged in severity from merely
communicating with ex-partners to monitoring and harassing ex-partners” (p.714). While
the more severe behaviours were reported infrequently, they found that individuals
commonly used Facebook “to interact with ex-romantic partners in a passive fashion
using behaviors that were not inherently damaging to the ex-partner” (p.714). Mediated
surveillance can involve simply observing someone else’s online activities; however,
when emotions are running high some young people may use the information gleaned
from this surveillance in harassing ways.
Conclusion
Although new media technologies have played an integral part in young people’s lives for
over a decade, how young people engage with these technologies in the negotiation of
their love/sex relationships remains under researched. There has been societal concern
over what it means for young people to be growing up in new media environments and
social research is only beginning to address these concerns. How young people
negotiate their romantic and sexual relationships is also under researched; however,
their relationships are beginning to be explored within the context of young people’s use
of new media technologies. Much of this research has grown out of a societal concern
about who young people are engaging with online. To date, the Australian context has
received little attention outside of official government reports; much of the existing
research on young people’s use of new media technologies comes out of the USA and
the UK. Given the importance of new media technologies and love/sex relationships in
young people’s lives, more research is needed to explore how young people negotiate
their relationships within new media environments. In particular, it is important for
research to consider how young people accommodate and resist dominant gendered
discourses, because, as demonstrated by Ringrose et al. (2012), they present particular
challenges to negotiating ethical relationships.

59

Three communication technologies have been identified as particularly important for
young people’s negotiation of their love/sex relationships: text messaging, instant
messaging, and social network sites. Young people use these technologies to find out
information about a potential love/sex partner, to flirt, to talk to friends about their crush,
to maintain a relationship once it is established, to negotiate the end of a relationship,
and to conduct surveillance upon others. It is important to note that as new media
technologies and their social uptake by young people are constantly shifting, the
literature discussed here represents a particular moment in time.24 Instead of focusing
on the particular functionalities of new media technologies, social research would benefit
from looking at what is produced by young people’s use of new media technologies
within specific contexts such as the negotiation of their love/sex relationships. Pascoe
(2011) argued that young people are subject to the same discourses and social
structures in mediated and non-mediated contexts. Therefore, it is important to also
consider how young people negotiate dominant discourses of gender and sexuality when
exploring how they negotiate their love/sex relationships within new media environments.
This research project explores the following three questions:

1. In what ways do young people use new media technologies to negotiate the
different stages of their love/sex relationships?

2. How do young people accommodate and resist dominant discourses about
gender and sexuality when negotiating their love/sex relationships?
3. How do young people engage in practices of ‘ethics of the self’ (care of the
self/care of the other) in the negotiation of their love/sex relationships?
In the following chapter I discuss the theoretical framework that informed this research –
Foucauldian ethics of the self. This is followed by a discussion of my research methods,
and the analysis of my research findings.

24

This is discussed further in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 4
Foucault and Ethical Self-Creation: Theoretical Considerations
In Chapter 2 I discussed how research literature on young people’s love/sex
relationships tends to focus on the sexual double standard perpetuated by dominant
discourses of heterosexuality and how this places young people – but particularly young
women – at risk. More recently, research has begun to describe how young people
engage with ‘alternative’ or ‘subversive’ discourses about heterosexuality and love/sex
relationships. Much of this research is informed by Foucauldian analyses of power,
which – as described below – consider power to be relational, fluid, and productive.
Foucault’s work on ethics of the self and sexual ethics has been particularly useful for
considering how young people engage with alternative sexual subject positions – that is,
subject positions which differ from the ‘norm’ set out by dominant discourses. Following
on from the feminists before me,25 I use Foucault’s work on ethics of the self to consider
how young people negotiate their love/sex relationships within new media environments.
‘Ethics of the self’ was an idea that Foucault came to focus on in his later work. Initially,
for some scholars this appeared to be a departure from Foucault’s earlier work on the
archaeology of knowledge and the disciplinary techniques of power (Frank, 1998;
McNay, 1992); however, in the twenty-odd years since his death, scholars have
vigorously pursued the links between Foucault’s early, middle, and late writings. His
work on ethics of the self is often understood to represent a shift in his thinking on power
and resistance; a shift which occurred within a particular moment of Foucault’s life:
“Foucault’s usage of care of the self in his later writing has a personal dimension: he
sought such care for himself” (Frank, 1998, p.338; see also Rabinow, 1994). All
knowledge is socially situated; towards the end of his life Foucault considered how, at
the individual level, people could resist the disciplinary techniques of power he had spent
his career describing.
In order to understand Foucault’s philosophy of ethics of the self – a conceptualisation
which is, at best, unfinished – we must first examine the knowledge this philosophy was
produced from. This chapter is comprised of four sections: power; ethical self-creation;
care of the self; and sexual ethics. ‘Power’ examines Foucault’s earlier work on power,
and discusses how individuals are subjected to and resist discursive norms. In ‘ethical
self-creation’ I begin to discuss Foucault’s later work on ethics of the self. Foucault
25

Feminists such as Louisa Allen, Melanie Beres, Moira Carmody, Panteá Farvid, Nicola Gavey,
Cressida Heyes, Margaret McLaren, Lois McNay, and Ladelle McWhorter.

61

suggested that by developing their lives into an ‘aesthetics of existence’ individuals can
create new ways of being that challenge and expand discursive norms. ‘Care of the self’
continues this discussion by examining the practices Foucault suggested individuals
engage in to undertake projects of ethical self-creation. Finally, in ‘sexual ethics’, I
explore how Foucault applied his philosophy of ethics of the self to the issue of sexual
pleasure. Foucault argued that sexual pleasure requires specific consideration because
it presents unique challenges to individuals’ relationship to themselves and others.

Power
Prior to Foucault, power was understood from a jurido-discursive perspective which saw
power as a repressive force that worked from the top down (McLaren, 2004).
Throughout the course of his work, Foucault critiqued the ways in which power operates
and formed a multifaceted analytics of power as a productive force that moves between
individuals and social institutions in complex and subtle ways. In the first volume of The
History of Sexuality: The Will to Knowledge Foucault (1976) conceptualised power as
relational and productive instead of merely repressive – that is, functioning solely from
the top down. Within this conceptualisation, power is relational as it is a force that exists
between individuals’ interactions with each other and with social institutions, and
between the interactions of social institutions. He claimed that power operates through
the production of fields of knowledge, which produce ‘truths’ – or discourses – about
society and about the ‘self’. Foucault (1976) famously claimed that knowledge produces
power and power produces knowledge. Discourses are produced through social
institutions that are also understood to have ‘expert knowledge’ within a particular field.
Therefore, medical institutions are able to produce ‘truth claims’ about the body and
religious institutions are able to produce ‘truth claims’ about the soul. According to
Foucault, the aim of power is to ‘govern’ the actions of others; “to structure the possible
field of action of others” (Faubion, 2002, p.341). Power seeks to subtly control such
actions by having individuals regulate their own behaviour to conform with the behaviour
desired by those in power. For instance, medical institutions claim that many illnesses
can be avoided by partaking in a ‘healthy’ lifestyle; those individuals who do not engage
in this lifestyle are then held to blame should they become ill. Individuals then choose to
take up ‘healthy’ lifestyles in order to avoid both contracting an illness and being blamed
for their illness. In this way they regulate their own behaviour and become subject to a
discourse produced by the medical institution.
When subjected to a discourse, a person is compelled to conform to the ‘normalising
trajectory’ – that is, the predetermined end goal – of that discourse (Foucault, 1976;
Foucault, 1977; McNay, 1992). The normalising trajectory sets out the path that a
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person is meant to follow to achieve the truth of their ‘self’. However, the end goal of a
normalising trajectory can never be achieved; striving to achieve this goal produces
‘docile bodies’ – that is, bodies “that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved”
(Foucault, 1977, p.136). Docile bodies strive to embody the discourses they are subject
to, becoming self-regulating subjects by reproducing the truth claims within these
discourses. This limits the possibilities a person has for constructing themselves
differently. The desire to create self-regulating subjects has resulted in knowledge of the
self and all its various aspects – biological, psychological, social, and sexual – being
highly valued and sought after by social institutions. Those institutions able to produce
dominant discourses about the self, exercise the most social power, as they are able to
manipulate people’s actions. However, it is not enough to just produce dominant
discourses about the self: in order to maintain their ability to exercise social power, these
institutions must constantly reproduce dominant discourses about the self. The
institutions that produce these dominant discourses are highly invested in ensuring the
continued survival of their discourses and have developed techniques which make
effectively challenging – and changing – dominant discourses very difficult.
In his reflection on ‘The Subject and Power’, Foucault described five aspects of power
relations deemed important to the analysis of power: the system of differentiations, the
types of objectives, the instrumental modes, the forms of institutionalization, and the
degrees of rationalization (Faubion, 2002). Foucault described the ‘system of
differentiations’ as the relationship that enables power to be enacted in particular ways:
“Every relationship of power puts into operation differences that are, at the same time, its
conditions and its results” (Faubion, 2002, p.344). These differences are often
established through a system of binary oppositions – men/women, employer/employee,
doctor/patient, rich/poor. When relationships are understood in terms of a binary –
where one person’s role has a higher status than the other’s – the resulting differentiation
creates a dynamic whereby one person has the ability to ‘govern’ the behaviour of the
other. By reducing the possible relationships between individuals to a set of binaries, the
range of possible actions available to an individual becomes obscured by the normalising
trajectory in the subject position an individual occupies. The second aspect of power
relations Foucault deemed important in the analysis of power was the types of objectives
being pursued. As power relations seek to maintain the privileges of those in power, it is
important to consider what the discourse is trying to achieve and who benefits. The
normalising trajectory within a discourse seeks to reaffirm that discourse by making
individuals subject to it; thereby reproducing itself and maintaining its authority. The third
aspect of power relations are the ‘instrumental modes’ – that is, the methods used to
make individuals subject to a particular discourse. The fourth aspect – the forms of
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institutionalization – looks at how existing relationships, social systems, and social norms
are used to subject individuals to a discourse. Finally, the ‘degrees of rationalization’ are
about how effective a discourse is at establishing itself through having individuals subject
themselves to its normalising trajectory.
These five aspects of power are demonstrated in the consideration of women’s sexual
empowerment and the resulting backlash. Women’s sexuality is traditionally understood
in opposition to men’s; according to the system of differentiations, women are the
subjects of men’s sexual desire – their own desire is seen as irrelevant. Third Wave
feminism sought to reclaim women’s sexuality and sexual desires for themselves
(Baumgardner & Richards, 2000; Garrison, 2000; Gill, 2009; McRobbie, 2004).
However, this was met by a backlash from some social institutions, which sought to
maintain women’s sexual subordination to men through strategically aligning women’s
sexual empowerment with women’s subjectification to men’s sexual desires. Gill (2009)
described how the advertising industry produced a postfeminist discourse which claims
that ‘true’ empowerment for women is gained through their sexual desirability to men.
She argued that this was achieved – what Foucault termed the ‘instrumental modes’ –
through a shift in advertising. Women were portrayed in advertisements as obtaining
power for themselves through their sexuality; however, the sexuality portrayed was
narrowly defined as one that aligned with men’s sexual desires. “Women are presented
not as seeking men’s approval but as pleasing themselves; in doing so, they just happen
to win men’s admiration” (p.101). By making use of the existing beauty standard – the
form of institutionalisation – the dominant discourse about women’s sexuality was able to
incorporate sexual empowerment and continue to have women subject themselves to its
normalising trajectory. Gill argued that this strategy of reappropriation has been
extremely effective in its degrees of rationalisation as it has increased the incentive for
women to conform to a male defined sexual standard. According to this discursive claim,
if a woman does not feel gratified by her sexual subjectification to a male audience, she
is not doing it right. Women who are subject to this discursive claim are made to feel bad
about themselves for not conforming to male ideals of sexual desirability, and worse still
for not feeling satisfied with themselves when they do, or attempt to, conform to these
ideals.

In a 1984 interview Foucault clarified his analytics of power by differentiating between
two conceptions of power: ‘relationships of power’ and ‘states of domination’. He
described ‘relationships of power’ as strategic games played between people, whereby
“some people try to determine the conduct of others” and ‘states of domination’ as closer
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to the traditional understanding of power as repressive26 (Fornet-Betancourt, Becker,
Gomez-Müller, & Gauthier, 1987, p.130). In this interview Foucault described
‘governmental technologies’ – or ‘governmentality’ – as operating between relationships
of power and states of domination. He understood governmentality as the ways in which
power plays out in social relationships, through which “states of domination are
established and maintain themselves”, and as implying “the relationship of self to self”
(Fornet-Betancourt et al., 1987, p.130). He defined governmentality broadly as “the
totality of practices, by which one can constitute, define, organize, instrumentalize the
strategies which individuals in their liberty can have in regard to each other” (p.130).
Governmentality, therefore, constitutes the various practices and techniques that
individuals use in their strategic games of power. Put another way, ‘strategic games of
power’ are what happens between individuals and institutions within social relationships;
‘governmentality’ is about how these games are played. Foucault noted that it is
necessary to examine governmental techniques because “it is often through this kind of
technique that states of domination are established and maintain themselves” (p.130).
He described three different ways the word ‘strategy’ can be used in the context of
relations of power: “the means employed to attain a certain end”; “the way in which one
seeks to have the advantage over others”; and “the means destined to obtain victory”
(Faubion, 2002, p.346). A strategy can be used in any of these three ways – individually
or in combination – to ‘govern’ the conduct of others.

Importantly, Foucault was interested in how strategic games of power are played
between individuals who act with freedom because power operates with greater fluidity
within these relationships. He argued that in order for these relationships to be ethical,
strategic games of power need to distribute power as evenly as possible, in order to
minimise the creation of states of domination (Fornet-Betancourt, Becker, Gomez-Müller,
& Gauthier, 1987). Once again, his interest turned to the relationship of the self to the
self. There was a shift in Foucault’s thinking about governmentality in his later works
from “how individuals are governed, regulated, and normalized by institutions … to how
individuals govern themselves” (St. Pierre, 2004, p.337). That is, how we create
ourselves as subjects of particular discourses. Foucault saw an ethics of the self as
important because it allows individuals to maintain control over how they exercise power
in social relations. Given that strategic games of power require individuals to be able to
choose how they engage with relationships of power and therefore interact with others,
ethics of the self must be understood with regards to how individuals relate to others.

26

As McLaren (2002) noted in her critique of feminist readings of Foucault, Foucault’s
conceptualisation of power is quite nuanced. Although ‘states of domination’ imply “static, ossified
relations of power” they too can be reversed or resisted (p.39).
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One example of how governmental techniques operate between individuals is through
the strategy of the ‘confessional’. In The Will to Knowledge, Foucault (1976) detailed
how the desire for knowledge led to the imperative to confess the truth of the self; that is,
to reaffirm the ‘truth claims’ in discourses of the self. He argued that while initially these
confessions were extracted through the exercise of repressive power, over time the
imperative to confess has become:
… so deeply ingrained in us, that we no longer perceive it as the effect of a power
that constrains us; on the contrary, it seems to us that truth … ‘demands’ only to
surface; that if it fails to do so, this is because a constraint holds it in place, the
violence of a power weighs it down, and it can finally be articulated only at the
price of a kind of liberation. (p.60)
The result has been that individuals now feel so compelled to confess their ‘truth’ that an
inability to do so feels repressive. However, it is not the confessor who exercises power
through the act of confessing; power is exercised by the listener, upon whose approval
the confessor is subject to. Should the confessor not conform to the correct discourses,
the listener has the ability to ostracise the confessor for their failure to conform.
Therefore, the confessor has incentive to confess a ‘truth’ that is in line with the
discourses held by the listener. The imperative to confess particular truths about the self
generally goes unnoticed and unquestioned. The confessor does not actively construct a
self that conforms to the discourses held by the listener. Instead, governmental
techniques work to create the idea of the individual, while ensuring that particular kinds
of individuals are reproduced. As Frank (1998) argued, “the genius of the social
fabrication of the individual is to make that individual the principle of his or her own
fabrication, thus guaranteeing the sense of authenticity in what is fabricated” (p.331).
The confessor therefore believes that what they are confessing is the truth of the self.

The insidious and subtle ways in which power operates can make it seem like a solely
repressive – and not productive – force. Although Foucault (1976) famously claimed:
“Where there is power, there is resistance” (p.95), a common criticism of his work is that
he did not provide a complete account of how power is resisted by those subject to it
(McNay, 1992). Foucault had a complicated relationship to the idea of ‘agency’. As he
did not believe in a naturally occurring, ‘essential’ self, the self for Foucault was always
constructed by and through an individual’s particular socio-historical context. McNay
(1992) argued that Foucault’s work on the ‘self’ represented an attempt to “integrate
more thoroughly into his historical studies the theoretical idea of a necessary noncorrespondence, but mutually determining relation, between the individual and society”
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(pp.61-62). That is, Foucault understood the individual to be constructed by society, but
also as able to exercise practices of freedom in order to shape how they are constructed.
The following section discusses how Foucault conceptualised ‘resistance’ and how
feminist scholars have engaged with – and furthered – his work.

Resistance
Power is always present in society; from a Foucauldian perspective it is not possible for a
society without relations of power to exist. In the previous section I discussed the
‘confessional’ – a governmental technique that seeks to produce subjects who constantly
search for and confess the ‘truth’ of their ‘selves’. In seeking to reveal this ‘truth’,
individuals conform to the normalising trajectory of the discourse they are subject to; by
embodying the truth claims within the discourse, they become self-regulating subjects, or
‘docile bodies’. McWhorter (2004) suggested that Foucault considered ‘normalization’ to
be the most prevalent power-knowledge network in contemporary society. According to
McWhorter (1999):

Norms homogenize the group by enabling all differences among its members to
be understood as deviations from a norm and therefore as essentially related to
it. No one stands outside normalization; everyone can be located with regard to
the norms. There is no pure difference, only measurable deviance. At the same
time, norms individualize each member of the group by enabling a precise
characterization of that person (animal, etc.) as a case history of particular,
measurable degrees of deviation from the set of norms (p.156).
The ‘norm’ or truth claim of a discourse is inescapable; individuals can always be
situated in relation to a norm through their deviation from it. Individuals can act with
agency to choose subject positions from the multiple discourses available to them in an
effort to create themselves as the kind of subject they wish to be. However, they cannot
escape normalisation. McNay (1992) argues that “the normalizing tendencies of modern
technologies of power are obscured behind the screen of individualization” (p.86).
Individuals are encouraged to discover and express their individuality – the ‘truth’ of their
‘self’ – by embodying truth claims within the discourses they subject themselves to.
While this can result in an endless cycle of subjectification to the dominant discourses,
Foucault described ‘practices of the self’ as a way out, “through a process which involves
the adoption of an attitude of self-critique and the exploration of new modes of
subjectivity” (McNay, 1992, p.87).

67

The practices of the self that Foucault discussed were based on his study of ethical
practices of the ancient Greeks. In order for an individual to engage in ethical practices
of the self, they must first develop knowledge of their ‘self’ (Foucault, 1984). Here
Foucault’s analysis enters into a slippery bind. Given that individuals are compelled to
embody the truth claims within discourses they use to create their subjectivity, how can
individuals develop knowledge of the self that is not already caught up in normalising
discourses of the self? In his essay What is Enlightenment? Foucault described how
Kant differentiated between private and public uses of reason (Rabinow, 1994). He
argued that Kant understood private uses of reason to be when an individual is a ‘cog in
a machine’ – that is, when an individual is “placed in a circumscribed position, where he
has to apply particular rules and pursue particular ends” (p.307). Here individuals use
reason to determine what the appropriate course of action is within a particular situation.
The public use of reason, for Kant, is when individuals reason for the sake of reasoning.
It is in this instance that the individual practices freedom. This is an important distinction
for Foucault and how he conceptualised ethical practices of the self.

Foucault is clear that discourse cannot be avoided; people exist within a particular sociohistorical context and are therefore subject to the regimes of power–knowledge that exist
at that time. Any new way of resisting relations of power will be born out of the particular
social context an individual is situated within. That there are ways of resisting power is
what makes it productive. As he stated in What is Enlightenment?:
The critical ontology of ourselves … must be conceived as an attitude, an ethos,
a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same
time the historical analysis of the limits imposed on us and an experiment with the
possibility of going beyond them (Rabinow, 1994, p.319).

For Foucault then resistance is not about escaping relations of power, but engaging with
them differently. He described this idea in a 1984 interview:

We escape then a domination of truth, not by playing a game that was a complete
stranger to the game of truth, but in playing it otherwise or in playing another
game, another set: other trumps in the game of truth (Fornet-Betancourt et al.,
1987, p.126).

Dominant discourses produce normalised subjectivities; this is resisted by seeking out
alternative or subjugated discourses. Individuals have agency (i.e. freedom) to
determine how to produce themselves as subjects from the various discourses available
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to them. The more discourses an individual has at their disposal, the better able they are
to piece together a complex subjectivity that challenges the binary logic of discursive
truth claims. While docile bodies are produced through the embodiment of the
normalising trajectories of discourses, they are resisted through an individual’s active
construction of their subjectivity. This involves a critical self-examination whereby an
individual develops a relationship of constant interrogation of – and with – their ‘self’.
In an essay exploring Foucault’s conceptualisation of ‘critique’, Butler (2002) argued that
the catalyst for engaging with ethics of the self for Foucault “has to do with a selftransformation prompted by a form of knowledge that is foreign to one’s own” (p.6). That
is, an individual engages in practices of the self when they encounter a new form of
knowledge that makes them question and re-evaluate their subjectivity. By integrating
this new knowledge into their subjectivity, individuals can create themselves in different,
and possibly new, ways. In her feminist critique of Foucault’s philosophy of the self
McNay (1992) pointed to the importance of critical self-examination as a strategy to resist
the normalising tendencies of modern techniques of power. She argued that through an
individual’s constant reinvention and critical engagement with normative identities, new
subjectivities can be made possible:

For the individual, freedom from normalising forms of individuality consists of an
exploration of the limits of subjectivity. By interrogating what are held to be
necessary boundaries to identity or the limits of subjectivity, the possibility of
transgressing these boundaries is established, and therefore the potential of
creating new types of subjective experience is opened up (p.89).

By actively engaging in questioning how an individual is made into a subject, they can
discover the limits of their subjectivity and begin to explore the possibilities of what lies
beyond. In so doing, the boundaries of a subject position shift, along with the discourse’s
normalising trajectory. For McWhorter (2004) this involves affirming “ourselves as
developing beings, ever-changing beings, while at the same time adopting disciplinary
practices – techniques of caring for ourselves – that affirm the movement of our own
becoming at the expense of predetermined vectors and norms” (p.155). She suggested
that such practices would eventually shift from ‘self-differing’ to ‘self-overcoming’ “and will
allow something new to emerge beyond oppressive normalization” (p.155). Returning to
the example of women’s sexual empowerment, while women were previously sexually
subjected to the male gaze, the challenges brought about to discourses of women’s
sexuality have resulted in their sexual subjectification being linked to their own
empowerment. As discussed in Chapter 2, this linkage is problematic because the
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‘empowered’ sexual subjectivity women are encouraged to take up reproduces the
sexual double standard.

Opening up the space for new subjective possibilities is hard, and often isolating, work.
As Heyes (2007) noted, shifting subjectivities involves moving into spaces where
individuals are rendered “less intelligible as integrated subjects” (p.117). To enter into a
space where a person is less intelligible can be a risky prospect; therefore it is not
surprising that many people choose instead to reaffirm existing discourses and follow the
normalising trajectories of those discourses. However, Heyes argued that if an individual
does not enter into those uncomfortable spaces of being an unintelligible subject, they
may lose the ability to critically engage with the production of their subjectivity, which will
in turn limit the subject positions available for them to take up. When an individual is
unable to critically engage with their subjectification to dominant discourses, resistance
to repressive forms of power is not possible and a state of domination is produced. For
Foucault, the transformative potential of practices of the self came from an individual
actively creating themselves in new and unexpected ways. Examining Foucault’s
discussion of the project of ‘gay liberation’, Heyes (2007) stated “Rather than discovering
the authentic queer within Foucault further suggests that it is the struggle to create gay
ways of life that has truly transformative potential” (p.123). Resistance comes when selftransformation does not have a predetermined goal, but is simply about becoming
something different from what an individual is (see also McWhorter, 1999).

This project of self-transformation is particularly difficult to undertake at present because,
at least in the West, we live in “a culture that sells every technology as a form of ‘creative
self-fashioning’” (Heyes, 2007, p.125). That is, should an individual not identify with the
dominant subject positions, there are an increasing number of predetermined ‘alternative’
subject positions – with their own normalising trajectories – available for them to take up.
How then can an individual create themselves as something new when they have a
seemingly endless number of discourses available to choose from?27 For Foucault
(1986) this involves taking a ‘different attitude’ to the social norms within which
individuals constitute their ‘self’. This involves developing knowledge of how the ‘self’ is
constituted through discourse and taking up a critical engagement of the discursive
claims an individual is subject to. By critically engaging with these discourses,
individuals can make choices about which discourses they wish to engage with, and to
what extent. This, for Foucault, is what compromises ethical self-creation.
27

While there are arguably more possible subject positions available for an individual to take up
today than ever before, they are not equally available to all individuals. Which subject positions
an individual is able to take up remains restricted by which discourses are available and by the
social context within which they are situated.
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Ethical self-creation
Foucault’s conceptualisation of ethics of the self drew on the practices of the ancient
Greeks, who actively engaged in constructing themselves as ethical subjects. In a 1984
interview, Foucault described the ancient Greeks as holding important the development
of a particular relationship with the ‘self’:

in order to behave properly, in order to practice freedom properly, it was
necessary to care for self, both in order to know one’s self … and to improve
one’s self, to surpass one’s self, to master the appetites that risk engulfing you
(Fornet-Betancourt et al., 1987, p.116).

This care of the self is not the same as ethical practices, but arises from these practices:
“in Antiquity, ethics, as a deliberate practice of liberty has turned about this basic
imperative: ‘Care for yourself’” (p.116). Foucault argued that over time there was a move
away from this more individually located model of ethical behaviour towards moral codes
based on large-scale belief systems. He found this move problematic in the context of
modern society as it restricts the discursive options available for people to construct their
‘selves’ with – instead of expanding the discursive possibilities, moral codes place strict
limitations on the discourses individuals can subject themselves to. Foucault suggested
that an ethics of the self is more suited for modern morality than the morality offered by
large-scale belief systems.

Ethical self-creation involves an individual reflecting on how they are made into a subject
and finding ways to resist the parts of their subjectivity they find uncomfortable. This is
accomplished by discovering how to engage critically with the discourses that surround
their subjectivity and determining for themselves how, in what ways, and why they will –
or will not – engage with those discourses. Foucault’s philosophy of ethical self-creation
offers a way to work on the embodied self to advance freedom. Importantly, however,
this process can never take place outside of pre-existing norms. As Butler (2002) noted:

The self delimits itself, and decides on the material for its self-making, but the
delimitation that the self performs takes place through norms which are,
indisputably, already in place. Thus, if we think this aesthetic mode of selfmaking is contextualized within ethical practice, he [Foucault] reminds us that this
ethical labor can only take place within a wider political context, the politics of
norms. He makes clear that there is no self-forming outside of a mode of
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subjectivation, which is to say, there is no self-forming outside of the norms that
orchestrate the possible formation of the subject (p.19).

Individuals can choose to engage differently with norms, however, as McWhorter (1999)
stated, they will always be located in proximity to a norm by their deviation from it.
Heyes (2007) described how normalising practices use cycles of pain and brief moments
of pleasure to keep subjects dependent on their authority. This ensures that any
pleasure a person feels in conforming to a discourse is tempered by the constant fear
they will cease to conform. According to Heyes, this breeds fear and suffering and
inhibits practices of self-creation. An individual cannot constantly live up to the demands
of normalising discourses, and although they may not take the message on board,
whenever they fall short of these demands they are left with the message they have
failed.

Importantly, ethical self-creation is not about conforming to the truth claims within a
discourse in an effort to become a ‘better’ – be that morally, spiritually, mentally, or
physically – person. In What is Enlightenment? Foucault stated:

It is true that we have to give up hope of ever acceding to a point of view that
could give us access to any complete and definitive knowledge [connaissance] of
what may constitute our historical limits. And, from this point of view, the
theoretical and practical experience we have of our limits, and of the possibility of
moving beyond them, is always limited and determined; thus, we are always in
the position of beginning again (Rabinow, 1994, pp.316-317).
Foucault’s ethical self-creation involves an individual taking a constant attitude of enquiry
towards themselves in order to learn how they are constructed by the norms within their
particular socio-historical context, and how these norms can be engaged with differently
to produce a different result. There is no set end goal to ethical self-creation; instead, it
is about constantly growing and evolving through how a person lives their life. It is about
developing one’s life into an ‘art of existence’.

Ethical self-creation is a project of resistance, and therefore it does not benefit all people
equally, or necessarily at all. As Heyes (2007) stated, “resistance to normalization has
more resonance, for example, for feminists and transgendered radicals than for men (or
women) happy in their skins and their roles” (p.119). Projects of ethical self-creation,
therefore, may hold more relevance for those people who find themselves on the
margins of society. Those who occupy privileged subject positions may not see projects
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of ethical self-creation as useful for themselves, and could potentially find the concept
threatening, especially if their privilege is called into question. Although projects of
ethical self-creation present many possibilities for self-transformation, there are
limitations to the subject positions an individual can take up. As Ramazanoğlu and
Holland (2002) asserted: “The effects of taking on one identity … rather than another …
or shifting between multiple differences, have compelling consequences in terms of
social exclusion and inclusion. But people are not free to become any identity” (p.100).
Individuals are restricted by the socio-historical context they are situated within, and by
their physical bodies. All individuals are not equally able to challenge the normalising
trajectories of dominant discourses. The repercussions individuals face for challenging
the limitations of subject positions vary as well. The social resources an individual has at
their disposal can influence how effectively they are able to resist the normalising
trajectories of discourse. I see ethical self-creation as a useful framework for ‘thinking
oneself differently’ and resisting the production of docile bodies. Ethical self-creation is
active and embodied; as Thacker (1993) pointed out, the bodies Foucault described in
the second and third volumes of The History of Sexuality “are no longer docile bodies,
but exhaustingly active ones, engaged in the askesis of Greek ethical training” (p.17). It
is a project that involves hard work, and as I will show, it is a project that does not ever
come to an end. In the following sections I discuss what Foucault meant by developing
an ‘aesthetics of existence’, care of the self, and sexual ethics.

Aesthetics of existence
Foucault (1986) proposed that individuals develop their lives into ‘aesthetics of
existence’; that they be guided by aesthetic practices of the self which result in living their
lives as a thing of beauty and enjoyment. He argued that by an individual developing a
relationship with oneself, where they engage with ‘self’ as a piece of art, they are able to
exercise freedom in relation to the normalising forces of discourse. According to Butler
(2002):

both the transformation of the self in relation to ethical precepts and the practice
of critique are considered forms of ‘art’, stylizations and repetitions, suggesting
that there is no possibility of accepting or refusing a rule without a self who is
stylized in response to the ethical demand upon it (p.9).
That is, whenever an individual engages with a discursive norm – however they choose
to engage with it – they undertake a process of self-stylisation in order to respond to the
norm in their particular chosen way. It is through developing this art of existence that
individuals come to care for self and others:
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This ‘cultivation of the self’ can be briefly characterized by the fact that in this
case the art of existence … is dominated by the principle that says one must ‘take
care of oneself’. It is this principle of the care of the self that establishes its
necessity, presides over its development, and organizes its practice. (Foucault,
1986, p.43)
Cultivating the ‘self’ into a work of art requires an individual to develop mastery over
‘self’. In his defensive reading of Foucault’s work and the criticisms of it, Halperin (1995)
described Foucault’s practices of self as operating “more like the rules of a bodybuilding
regimen or a daily workout routine than like universal moral imperatives”, the ultimate
goal of which was to develop “mastery over self and others” (p.69). A person develops
mastery through cultivating knowledge of ‘self’ and developing discipline over their
desires. Halperin described Foucault’s aesthetics of existence as “an ethical practice
that consisted in freely imposing on the form of one’s life a distinctive shape and
individual style, and thereby transforming oneself in accordance with one’s own
conception of beauty or value” (pp.69-70). Through working on the self to produce a
certain ‘style of living’ – reflective of an individual’s own values – it is possible to expand
the boundaries of existing subjectivities.
Foucault’s concept of ‘aesthetics of existence’ has faced a number of criticisms. McNay
(1992), for example, argued that Foucault did not adequately differentiate between
different practices of the self and what they produce:

by reducing the varying techniques of the self to the same effective level of self
‘stylisation’, Foucault does not distinguish sufficiently enough between practices
that are merely ‘suggested’ to the individual and practices that are more or less
‘imposed’ in so far as they are heavily laden with cultural sanctions and taboos.
(p. 74)
According to McNay, Foucault’s analytics does not provide a critical framework for
understanding practices of the self. As demonstrated through the example of how
women’s sexual emancipation was reappropriated to produce women who subjectified
themselves to men’s sexual desires (Gill, 2009), it is not always apparent when an
individual is engaged in practices of normalisation or agentic practices of self-creation.
As McNay (1992) stated, “not all practices of the self are simply an exercise in
aesthetics; some are more crucially linked than others to the maintenance of social
hierarchies” (p.77). It is therefore important to consider what is produced by a particular
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stylisation of life. Any aesthetics of existence should be analysed considering the five
aspects of power relations described earlier – the system of differentiations, the types of
objectives, the instrumental modes, the forms of institutionalization, and the degrees of
rationalization (Faubion, 2002) – to determine how practices of the self are resisting or
accommodating normalising tendencies.

When Foucault spoke of living an art of existence he was referring to an ongoing process
whereby individuals critically engage with their subjectivity continuously in order to
discover how they are made into subjects of normalising discourses, and how they can
create themselves as something new. Art of existence, for Foucault, requires individuals
to find unique ways of stylising their existence: they will not all stylise themselves in the
same way. This idea is complicated by the addition of an ethical component, as it is not
enough to simply live a unique life. To live an ethical life – an aesthetic of existence –
the uniqueness of an individual’s life must have socially recognised value. As Frank
(1998) stated in his examination of care of the self and illness narratives: “There’s no
special value in living life ‘my way’ just because the way is mine. The value is what kind
of life is led that way, how that life affects others, and what recognition others afford that
life” (p.342). In aesthetics of existence, an individual gives consideration to how their life
contributes value to society through how it affects the lives of others.
Again, Foucault’s analytics enters into a bind: while aesthetics of existence is given value
by the social context it is situated within, for Foucault, aesthetics of existence involves
working on the edges of subjectivity to push the boundaries of the ‘self’ in order to create
oneself as something new. What emerges from this will not necessarily be ‘good’. As
Thacker (1993) noted in his critique of Foucault’s analysis of ‘aesthetics of existence’:
Aestheticisation might lead to a ‘predatory’ relation to others, but it might equally
lead to an imaginative and sympathetic relation to them via intersubjective
discussion of what actions are to be regarded as beautiful, stylish and good.
(p.15)
By ‘predatory’ relationship, Thacker was referring to the possibility for individuals to
stylise their lives in ways which take advantage of others. While such a stylisation would
not be considered ethical, it could still be considered aesthetics of existence. Another
problem with Foucault’s conception of aesthetics of existence is that not all individuals
will consciously engage in projects of ethical self-creation. The aesthetics that Foucault
envisioned was one where individuals come together to critically debate and discuss the
value of various subject positions. He did not provide a framework for analysing how an
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individual’s actions might constitute ethics of the self, when an individual was not
actively, consciously engaged in practices of the self. As Foucault’s conceptualisation of
ethics requires individuals to engage in critical self-reflection, the practices individuals
engage in cannot be considered ethical without this engagement with ‘self’.

While ethical self-creation is an individual project, Foucault understood it to be
undertaken not only within a social context, but as active engagement with others. It is
through this engagement with others that individuals are able to reflect on their
aesthetics and determine what, if any, value they hold. As discussed earlier, moving
beyond the limits of existing subjectivities can mean becoming less socially intelligible.
What gets judged as ethical will always be determined by the social context an individual
is situated within. This is because all knowledge is discourse, and as it is not possible to
exist outside of discourse, individuals are always subject to the discourses they exist
within. As discourses – and therefore knowledge – shift over time, so too do ‘ethics’. It
is important to note that Foucault did not suggest that our sense of ethics progressively
moves towards uncovering some universal code of morality; it is just as possible for what
we consider ‘wrong’ today to be considered ‘right’ tomorrow, as it is for what we consider
‘right’ to be considered ‘wrong’. In the third volume of The History of Sexuality: The Care
of the Self Foucault (1986) described how despite the ancient Greeks and Romans
publicly discussing and debating their aesthetics, they did not produce universal codes of
ethical behaviour. Instead, they considered ethical behaviour to be context dependant
and engaged in rigorous debates about the ethics of particular behaviours within their
specific contexts. As I read The Care of the Self, it seemed as if Foucault was longing
for a return to this tradition of social debate about ethics. He detailed the practices of the
ancient Greeks and Romans to provide examples of the kinds of practices involved in
aesthetics of existence; however, it is not the practices Foucault suggested we should
return to, but the debate.

The organising principle of aesthetics of existence, for Foucault, is care of the self. In the
following section I will discuss what Foucault understood this care to entail. I will then
discuss the four aspects of ethical subjectivity that Foucault outlined in volume two of
The History of Sexuality: The Use of Pleasure (1984): ethical substance, mode of
subjection, ethical work, and telos. The final section of this chapter will apply the
philosophy of ethical self-creation to sexuality.

76

Care of the self
In the introduction to a collection of Foucault’s work on ethics, Rabinow (1994) outlined
seven premises that inform Foucault’s philosophy of care of the self. I have discussed
several of these premises in detail above, and will briefly restate them here.
1. “Freedom is the ontological condition of ethics. But ethics is the considered form
that freedom takes” (Foucault cited in Rabinow, 1994, p.xxv).

Ethical practice necessitates that individuals be able to act with liberty in order to stylise
themselves as subjects to the discursive norms of their particular socio-historical context.

2. Caring for oneself requires knowing oneself.
In a 1984 interview Foucault stated: “One cannot care for self without knowledge”
(Fornet-Betancourt et al., 1987, p.116). As I discussed earlier, knowledge and power
cannot be separated out from one another. By developing self-knowledge, an individual
is able to also develop self-mastery. However, this also involves creating ‘truths’ about
the ‘self’. As Frank (1998) stated:

Any ethic both presupposes and perpetuates relations of power that require
subjects to produce truths of themselves. To adopt a certain ethic as one’s own,
is to fabricate oneself as a particular kind of ethical subject, becoming ‘the
principle of [one’s] own subjection’. (p.332)
The ‘truths’ an individual creates about themselves through practices of care of the self
are intrinsically different from those ‘truths’ about the ‘self’ created by powerful social
institutions, because power is used productively to become a subject of one’s own
determination.

3. Ethics of the self involves an embodied practice whereby one shapes freedom
into an ethos, or aesthetics of existence.

As discussed above, this involves an active, reflexive self-fashioning.

4. The self is changeable.

An individual’s subjectivity is not constant; it is forever changing and changeable.
Therefore, the possibility of transforming oneself is always available.
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5. A subject is always situated within a particular socio-historical-political context.

This determines what discourses they have available to shape their subjectivity.
Foucault was interested in how particular kinds of knowledge come to be accepted as
‘truth’ and how these truth claims can be challenged.
6. Philosophy – that is, reflection upon one’s self – is fundamentally and
permanently linked to governmentality.
Governmentality is about how – that is, the techniques and practices – individuals freely
engage in strategic games of power with one another. Ethics, for Foucault, involves
playing strategic games of power in ways that minimise domination over others:

The problem is not of trying to dissolve them in the utopia of a perfectly
transparent communication, but to give one’s self the rules of law, the techniques
of management, and also the ethics, the ethos, the practice of self, which would
allow these games of power to be played with a minimum of domination. (FornetBetancort et al., 1987, p.129)

Therefore, reflecting on the techniques by which an individual engages in the games of
power – and determining how these techniques can be used to distribute power evenly –
is a vital part of care of the self.

7. The practices of care of the self are not engaged with to the same degree by
everyone.

Foucault noted that those who take up care of the self have a different relationship to the
concept of freedom than others: they understand its limitations and therefore have a
higher regard for it than those who do not explore the boundaries of their own
subjectivity. Foucault (1986) argued that in ancient civilisation, care of the self
“concerned only the social groups, very limited in number, that were bearers of culture
and for whose members a technē tou biou [craft of life] could have a meaning and a
reality” (p.45). That is, those who are able to take up practices of care of the self thus
occupy privileged social positions. Not all individuals are able to access the resources28
necessary to craft their lives into an art of existence; there remains a link to social class
28

Perhaps the most important resource required for a project of ethical self-creation is time.
Having the time to engage in critical self-reflection and consider how an individual’s life could be
lived differently is a luxury that not many people can afford.
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in individual’s ability to engage in self-reflection and develop knowledge of the ‘self’. In
ancient times the bearers of culture Foucault referred to tended to be artists and
philosophers who encouraged vigorous engagement with the ‘self’, whereas today the
rise of pop culture has given increased social prominence to celebrities who promote a
culture of commodification; this culture encourages individuals to embody the
normalising trajectories of dominant discourses. Arguably, today it is the lifestyle of the
bearers of pop culture that individuals should avoid if they seek to engage in care of the
self.

Foucault described ethical subjects engaged in care of the self as actively reflecting on
how they are constructed as individuals through their subjection to particular discourses;
however, given that the practices of care of the self are no longer held up as values of
Western society, it is unlikely that individuals actually engage in these practices as
rigorously or deliberately as Foucault described. Instead, care of the self and projects of
ethical self-creation may occur as retrospection rather than active self-formation. It is
useful to think of Foucault’s description of care of the self as an ideal to which might
individuals aspire. Any achievement of this ideal is temporary because, as described
earlier, individuals are continuously changeable and changing – a perpetual ‘work in
progress’. Individuals must constantly reassess themselves as the goal of their ethical
self-creation changes over time.

In The Use of Pleasure Foucault (1984) outlined four principles which he argued ought to
inform how an ethical subject engages in care of the self. These are: ethical substance,
mode of subjection, ethical work, and telos. The four principles of care of the self do not
occur in isolation; they are complex and interrelated. It is not always clear where one
principle ends and another begins:

There is no specific moral action that does not refer to a unified moral conduct; no
moral conduct that does not call for the forming of oneself as an ethical subject;
and no forming of the ethical subject without ‘modes of subjectivation’ and an
‘ascetics’ or ‘practices of the self’ that support them. Moral action is indissociable
from these forms of self-activity, and they do not differ any less from one morality
to another than do the systems of values, rules, and interdictions. (p.28)
Foucault described ethical substance as “the way in which the individual has to constitute
this or that part of himself as the prime material of his moral conduct” (p.26); the mode of
subjection as “the way in which the individual establishes his relation to the rule and
recognizes himself as obliged to put it into practice” (p.27); ethical work as the work “that
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one performs on oneself, not only in order to bring one’s conduct into compliance with a
given rule, but to attempt to transform oneself into the ethical subject of one’s behaviour”
(p.27); and finally telos as a pattern of ethical behaviour: “an action is not only moral in
itself, in its singularity; it is also moral in its circumstantial integration and by virtue of the
place it occupies in a pattern of conduct” (pp.27-28). In the following sections I will
discuss each of the four principles of Foucault’s care of the self.

Ethical substance
Ethical substance, for Foucault, is the cultivation of knowledge about one’s self. It
involves an individual reflecting upon the discourses they are subject to, and upon what
kind of a subject they would like to become. Foucault (1984) described it as:

a process in which the individual delimits that part of himself that will form the
object of his moral practice, defines his position relative to the precept he will
follow, and decides on a certain mode of being that will serve as his moral goal.
(p.28)

By considering how an individual is made a subject by a particular discourse, an
individual can determine what the normalising trajectory of that discourse is and choose
for themselves how, or if, and to what extent, they will engage with this project of
normalisation.
In Chapter 2 I discussed how postfeminist discourses have linked women’s sexual
empowerment to their self-regulation to a sexual subjectivity that benefits men. A young
woman who is engaged in ethical substance might consider how dominant discourses
about women’s sexuality induce her into taking up particular subject positions and
practices which make her more sexually available to men (such as dressing in a
sexualised way, drinking heavily at parties, and engaging in casual hookups). She may
then choose to resist projects of normalisation by refusing to engage in these practices;
however, this is not what Foucault (1986) proposed people do. Instead, he suggested
individuals take up a ‘different attitude’ to the discourses they are subject to by reflecting
on whether the truth claims of these discourses hold any truth for them. Perhaps this
woman’s ‘truth’ is that she loathes heavy drinking but enjoys the way she looks when she
dresses in a sexualised way. According to McWhorter (1999):

If we want to oppose the regimes of normalization that constitute sexuality, one
possibility is to try – within normalizing practices – to break the link between
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increased capacity (progression along a developmental scale) and increased
docility (the narrowing of behavioral possibility).

In this case, the young woman may choose to dress in a sexualised way that makes her
feel good about herself, as opposed to a way which garners male attention. While she
may still be the object of a sexualised male gaze, she is still resisting normalising
practices by breaking the link between her sexualisation and her subjugation to male
sexual attention.
Developing the kind of self-knowledge that Foucault spoke about – knowledge that sets
one free of oneself (Rabinow, 1994) – requires curiosity about the self. It is through
being curious about what an individual could become that they will explore the limits of
their subjectivity in order to see what possibilities for transformation arise: to become
something new.

Mode of subjection
The mode of subjection, for Foucault (1984), is how individuals establish themselves in
relation to a discourse and how they recognise what obligations this discourse places
upon them. Foucault encouraged individuals to look beyond the dominant discursive
norms to consider the possibility of ‘being’ some other way. He suggested this could be
achieved by individuals reflecting upon how their subjectivity is located within and
shaped by the social and historical context they are situated within. According to
Rabinow (1994), the task that individuals face is to determine what aspects of their
subjectivity are contingent upon their socio-historical context, and what aspects are
unique to their socio-historical context. That is, what social forces have created the
parameters of the discursive field that an individual is situated within, and what is unique
to these specific parameters. Through discovering what is unique to the socio-historical
context, a person can uncover opportunities for change, and for new subjectivities to
emerge. This involves taking an experimental attitude towards the self, where an
individual works at the limits of their self to open up a realm of historical inquiry, and to
test ‘reality’ to determine where change is possible and desirable, and to determine the
precise form this change should take.

Foucault did not propose that people go beyond what they are capable of; what he
proposed is that individuals discover precisely what they are capable of, in order to
develop that capability to its full potential. The practices of care of the self are not about
finding what is wrong with oneself; they are about discovering how individuals can
improve upon themselves in ways of their own making. The purpose of care of the self is
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to discover the best way to live one’s life for oneself, and in relation to others. Care of
the self is not a selfish practice; care for others is central to caring for oneself. In her
feminist critique of Foucault’s work, McNay (1992) argued that Foucault’s philosophy of
care of the self actually challenged the idea that individual rights are incompatible with
group rights through his “insistence on the intertwinement of self-construction with social
change” (p.99). This shows that individual rights and group rights are interdependent:
“One cannot be realised without the other” (p.99). For Foucault then the ‘self’ is always
constructed through social relations and in that sense always involves others.
Returning to the example of young women’s sexual subjectivity, practices such as
dressing sexually, drinking heavily, and engaging in casual hookups produce a
normalised sexual subject; this subject is ‘desired’ though not necessarily respected.
There is a long social history of only particular kinds of women being deemed sexually
desirable; what is relatively unique to contemporary young women is the practice of
engaging in casual hookups. Understanding that this is a recent social construction of
youth ‘courtship’ and not the traditional pathway into a sexual relationship, a young
woman engaged in a project of ethical self-creation may choose to experiment with
varying levels of engagement in this practice. Through altering her sexual availability to
casual partners, she may develop a new understanding of how relationships of power
operate within heterosexual sexual relationships. Perhaps she will find that power is
distributed more evenly through some varieties of hooking up over others, which may
influence how she chooses to engage with casual hookups.

Ethical work
For Foucault, ethical work is the work a person does on themselves to transform
themselves into a subject of their own behaviour. That is, the work a person does to
become the kind of subject they wish to become. Foucault (1984) suggested that
individuals can create rules to govern their own behaviour in order to achieve their
desired subjectivity; however, these rules need to continuously be reassessed to ensure
they are still relevant for the goal the person is trying to achieve. The process of ethical
work involves reflecting upon an individual’s experiences and considering how these
experiences shape their subjectivity.

Care of the self takes time and effort; ideally, it is a consciously engaged in, reflexive
activity. Foucault (1984) described taking time out of one’s day to reflect upon one’s
actions, over that day and in the past, as part of the practices of ancient Greek askesis.
The purpose of this reflection was to consider how one could have acted differently to
achieve a more desirable outcome. Care for the self involves a constant drive to improve
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upon oneself in some way; the focus of how an individual can transform themselves will
change, but the drive to do so remains. Foucault understood the self to be in a constant
state of flux, continuously changing, and determined by an individual’s social context and
the work they do upon themselves: “The search should be not for the secret of one’s
identity but for how to invent new modes of relationship and a new way of life” (Rabinow,
1994, p.xxxvi).
Importantly, an ethical askesis – or regimen – does not involve getting angry with oneself
for going off one’s path; there is recognition that making mistakes is part of the process
of ethical self-creation. Instead of feeling fear or guilt, it is an opportunity for selfreflection and contemplation. What could have been done differently in a particular
situation to affect a better outcome? Alternatively, is the path still relevant, or does the
path itself need to be reassessed? Heyes (2007) suggested that by accepting the
unpredictability of our bodies, and of life in general, people can experience a more
meaningful kind of freedom from normalising trajectories.
Consider again the example of young women’s sexual subjectivity. Dominant discourses
about women’s sexuality continue to subject women to a sexual double standard that
punishes them for being either ‘too sexual’ or not sexual enough. In order to get around
this double bind, some young women resort to drinking heavily when they attend parties
– thereby giving themselves a socially acceptable ‘excuse’ to partake in sexual
behaviour. A woman who has been subject to these practices may reflect upon social
expectations and determine that this type of sexual activity is not ideal for her. Her
ethical work may then involve learning to accept and act upon her sexual desire without
the aid of alcohol. When she does not feel happy with herself as a sexual subject, she
may engage in the ethical work of reflecting upon precisely why she is unhappy.
Perhaps the cause is due to engaging with discourses she had previously chosen to
reject; perhaps it is due to a change in how she feels about sex. Caring for self means
that once she has identified the source of her unhappiness, she will determine for herself
how best to govern herself as an ethical subject. Does she disengage from the
discourse again, or is there something in that discourse she would like to re-engage
with? Does she engage in techniques of the self to re-establish her former sex life, or
does she engage in the process of accepting the change that has occurred? Importantly
for Foucault, whatever action she decides to take, there is no judgement on its value.
Only she can determine the value of her own subjectivity.
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Telos
Foucault understood telos to be the transformation of the self that takes place through
projects of ethical self-creation. As I have discussed, the ‘self’ is continuously available
for and engaged in transformation; within a project of ethical self-creation an individual
sets out to change themselves in some way, however, the end result of this change can
never be known in advance. Discussing her own experiences of engaging in projects of
ethical self-creation McWhorter (1999) described how although these projects –
gardening and dancing – started out with clear goals, as she developed herself through
these projects the goals became unimportant:

I disciplined myself to the dirt, and I became something new. I disciplined myself
to the dance, and I became something I never imagined I could become. I
strayed afield of myself. And in the process I discovered and cultivated immense
capacities for pleasures I’d never dreamed of before (p.187).

Telos is not about achieving a particular goal, but about the transformation that takes
place when an individual strives to become something new. Often transforming oneself
is a slow and gradual process comprising cycles of experience and reflection. Telos is
an ongoing process because individuals continuously shift and change, thereby altering
their projects of ethical self-creation.

The transformation that Foucault proposed involves a degree of distancing oneself from
one’s self in order to reassemble oneself as something new (Rabinow, 1994). Another
way of putting this would be that an individual steps back from themselves to gain
perspective on their experiences. Foucault suggested that it is through this process of
stepping away from oneself and reassembling oneself that an individual is able to
change, adapt, and progress. This distancing can also help a person to better
understand how their subjectivity is constituted by discourse, as with distance people are
better able to see the social forces at play in the construction of truth claims. By
becoming aware of the ‘parts’ which make up their subjectivity; a person can then
consider how to reassemble those parts into something new.
Heyes (2007) described how her engagement with Foucault’s work on ethics left her with
a sense of “mourning the loss of happily-ever-after, or giving up that controlled, managed
personality that structures what emotional experience I may be permitted” (p.132).
Projects of normalisation promise to improve a person’s life; they claim that by pursuing
this project, people will find happiness. However, people are never able to achieve the
end goal of these projects because there is always some other aspect of the ‘self’ they
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could improve upon. Heyes argued that within normalising trajectories, not only is there
no end to the projects of ‘self-improvement’, but because they rely upon constant
comparisons with others, these projects almost always lead toward self-destruction.
Therefore, when a person lives their life according to normalising trajectories, it limits the
emotional experiences they can have. But when they open themselves up to discovering
different possibilities for themselves, new understandings of ‘self’ emerge:

The task of testing oneself, examining oneself, monitoring oneself in a series of
clearly defined exercises, makes the question of truth – the truth concerning what
one is, what one does, and what one is capable of doing – central to the
formation of the ethical subject. (Foucault, 1986, p.68)

What Foucault proposed is that ethical self-creation involves striking out into the
unknown and discovering the unexpected in life.

Foucault (1984, 1986) saw the care of the self as particularly important to the
consideration of pleasure. The second and third volumes of The History of Sexuality
detail how pleasure – and particularly sexual pleasure – was a matter of intensive
reflection and debate amongst ancient civilisations. In the next section I will explore the
concept of ‘sexual ethics’ that emerges from Foucault’s work on ethics of the self.
Sexual ethics
While an ethics of self extends to all aspects of a person’s life, Foucault (1986)
highlighted sexual pleasure as a particularly important and difficult ethical substance that
requires additional considerations. According to Foucault, sexual activity became feared
in ancient civilisations because it was understood to be linked to disease and ‘evil’.
Developing an ethics of sexual pleasure became important so that individuals did not
become lost to their desires:

[An art of existence] gives increasing emphasis to the frailty of the individual
faced with the manifold ills that sexual activity can give rise to. It also
underscores the need to subject that activity to a universal form by which one is
bound, a form grounded in both nature and reason, and valid for all human
beings. It likewise emphasizes the importance of developing all the practices and
all the exercises by which one can maintain self-control and eventually arrive at a
pure enjoyment of oneself. (p.238)
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Foucault argued that the ancient Greeks did not believe that any one set of laws, rules,
or regulations could effectively regulate sexuality for all people as sexual desires are too
individual to be effectively moderated by an overarching set of guidelines. Instead, the
‘universal form’ individuals were urged to subject themselves to was the development of
‘sexual ethics’. Sexual ethics involves developing a relationship with oneself and one’s
own desires that then determines how a person interacts with others; individuals were
encouraged to take up sexual ethics to set themselves apart from others. By developing
mastery over their desires, individuals do not place their desires upon another and
thereby avoid domination in strategic games of power. Sexual ethics does not entail
individuals subjecting themselves to an ethical code which prohibits various behaviours,
but it is about individuals developing a relationship of accountability to themselves for
their actions.
Foucault (1984) described sexual pleasure as “governed by relations of force – the force
against which one must struggle and over which the subject is expected to establish his
domination” (p.67). The implication here is that sexual pleasure holds power over all
individuals, because the temptation is to give in to pleasure, or the pursuit of pleasure.
Foucault (1986) described how this understanding of sexual pleasure as something
which negatively affects all people has led to certain ‘truth claims’ about sexuality and
what constitutes appropriate sexual conduct. The Foucauldian practice of sexual ethics
aims to move away from the production of regulatory discourses about sexuality, in order
to open up new possibilities for ethical sexual conduct to be developed.

Foucault (1986) was interested in dismantling modern discourses about sexuality. He
argued that modern discourses developed and departed from Christianity, and that
Christian discourses on sexuality developed from the discourses of ancient Greeks and
Romans. Within Christianity, the ideology of individual ethics of sexual conduct was
tightened and made into universal laws. The debate which had surrounded sexual
conduct in ancient times ceased, as Christianity effectively produced the ‘truth’ about
what constituted ethical sexual conduct: intercourse within marriage between a man and
a woman with the aim of bearing children. When sex is confined to such a relationship,
the meaning placed upon the sexual act is intensified, and the relationship is reproduced
as the ‘natural’ setting for sexual expression. As I argued earlier, Foucault was not
proposing that we return to the ancient codes of sexual ethics, but that we return to
thinking about sexual ethics as individually determined, and revive the tradition of debate
that previously surrounded ethical sexual conduct. Foucault wanted individuals to
question and debate what ethical sexual conduct is, or could be, in relation to their
relevant socio-historical context. He proposed that through the practices of sexual
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ethics, individuals could develop a sexual regimen that limits the loss of mastery they
experience through sexual pleasure, thereby increasing the ‘legitimate’ possibilities for
their sexual expression to occur.
Like care of the self, sexual ethics involves developing a relationship with the ‘self’
whereby an individual gains understanding and knowledge of themselves, and in this
case, their sexual desires. As with any aspect of an individual’s subjectivity, dominant
discourses provide socially created, normalised understandings of how a person’s
sexuality should be and present these as the ‘truth’ of sexuality. For example, a ‘truth
claim’ of the ‘male sexual drive’ discourse is that men constantly desire sex and are
unable to control themselves when sexually aroused (Hollway, 1984). By creating
oneself as an ethical sexual subject, a person learns how their sexuality is constructed
through the specific discourses of their socio-historical context and can develop the
ability to differentiate between their own sexual desires and the normalising trajectories
of discourse. When a person understands their own sexual desires, they are better able
to act ethically towards others by not placing responsibility for their sexual desires onto
their partner. That is, the dominant discourse that claims men are constantly seeking
sex creates male subjects who understand themselves as entitled to constant sexual
gratification from their partners. However, through developing an awareness of their own
sexual desires, individuals learn to negotiate sexual encounters with consideration for
their own – and their partner’s – sexual needs and desires.

Sexual ethics does not claim that individuals should repress their sexual desires; instead
it is about discovering the boundaries of a person’s desires – that is, when to say ‘yes’,
and when to say ‘no’. This is particularly relevant for women because – as discussed in
Chapter 2 – dominant discourses of women’s sexuality continue to claim women are
responsible for setting the boundaries of sexual activity. During their teenage years,
women are subject to a discourse which claims they should say ‘no’ to sex. Tolman
(2002) described how this discourse teaches women to ‘silence’ their sexual desire.
Increasingly in contemporary society, when women enter adulthood – from their late
teens to early twenties – they are subject to discourses which claim they should not only
say ‘yes’ to sex, but should actively seek out sex at every possible opportunity. These
conflicting discourses both claim to be the ‘truth’ of women’s sexuality; together they
seek to produce women as ‘docile bodies’, for whom pleasure is not their own, but
something which can only be experienced by giving to others.
Foucault was interested in how pleasure can be conceptualised in an individual’s ethical
self-creation so as to allow it to flourish in different forms, without becoming repressive or
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all consuming. That is, how individuals can experience pleasure in all aspects of their
lives, instead of merely through sex. Within the current socio-historical context, pleasure
is conflated with sex: the discursively produced ‘truth’ about pleasure is that it is only
experienced through sex. By developing a relationship of mastery with oneself, a person
opens up the possibility of creating themselves in new and unexpected ways, and their
relationship to pleasure can be transformed. Heyes (2007) suggested that through
cultivating a sense of pleasure in a person’s life that is not based on discursive claims
about what they should or should not find enjoyable, a person is able to expand the
things within their life that bring them pleasure. This does not mean that a person cannot
enjoy normalised pleasures; it is about expanding the possibilities of what they could find
pleasurable.
Importantly, Heyes (2007) noted that pleasure remains under theorised by feminists.29
She argued that as women’s history is so steeped in discrimination and pain, when
feminists conceptualise pleasure they tend to speak about it as a lack – as something
that is missing or being denied to women – instead of talking about when it is present.
Foucault (1984) described how in ancient Greek culture, reflection on sexual ethics
emphasised sexual acts over pleasure and desire. Reflecting upon the sexual acts
individuals engaged in allowed them to consider their own relation to these acts, and the
effect of these acts on their partner. He argued that in contemporary considerations of
sexual relations desire is given primary importance, while sexual acts have become
unimportant, “and nobody knows what pleasure is” (Carmody, 2003, p.208). When
sexual desire is given primary importance and reflection on pleasure is absent,
individuals have no reason to develop mastery over their desires, and can therefore
become a slave to their desires.

Conclusion
As mentioned earlier, Foucault died before completing his work on ethics of the self;
therefore it is the task of contemporary researchers to expand upon and further develop
his philosophical framework. This chapter has necessarily discussed a limited selection
of Foucault’s work – and critiques of his work – on power, ethical self-creation, care of
the self, and sexual ethics. As the applicability of his work is vast, it is crucial that each
person who seeks to apply Foucault’s work develop from it their own framework to suit
their specific requirements. As this research is interested in young people’s negotiation
of their love/sex relationships, relations of power and ethics of the self are of particular
importance. I find ethics of the self to be a useful conceptual tool because it considers
29

More recently there has been a significant body of feminist work on sexual pleasure. See Allen,
Rasmussen, & Quinlivan (2014).
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how individuals act with agency over their own lives. As young people have often been
presented in research as lacking agency, this framework allows me to expand upon the
burgeoning field of research which considers the ways in which young people act with
agency over their own lives, and how they both accommodate and resist the normalising
trajectories within discourses. The philosophy of ethics of the self however is not without
problems and limitations. Foucault did not provide a way to analyse the value of what is
produced from practices of the self, and particularly from an art of existence.
Additionally, he did not consider the embodied limitations to projects of ethical selfcreation – that is, how a person’s body limits which discourses they can be subject to.
The remainder of this thesis applies the theoretical framework described in this chapter
to the stories of the forty young people who participated in this research. The following
chapter discusses the method and methodology used in this research.
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Chapter 5
Methodology and Methods
Young people’s use of new media technologies – particularly in relation to their love/sex
relationships – has become a source of social concern. While social research is
beginning to emerge on this topic, many questions remain unanswered. In Chapter 2, I
discussed how young people’s love/sex relationships have predominantly been theorised
in terms of heteronormative discourses that reproduce a sexual double standard.
Carmody (2005) argued that discourses about sexual violence which position women as
‘victims’ and men as ‘perpetrators’ silence women’s agency in negotiating sexual
encounters, and positions all men as potential – if not actual – perpetrators of sexual
violence. Although more recent research has begun to challenge dominant
heteronormative discourses, these discourses remain prominent in much of the
theorising about young people’s love/sex relationships. There are, however, other ways
to understand young people’s negotiation of their love/sex relationships within new media
environments. The aim of this project is to provide an alternative framework for
conceptualising these relationships and use of new media technologies by examining
how young people engage in practices of ethics of the self when negotiating their
relationships. As this research sought to bring together and explore two relatively new
areas of research – ethics of the self and new media environments – a qualitative
approach was chosen.

Social research entails the production of knowledge, and qualitative research produces
knowledge in particular ways. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), contemporary
qualitative research recognises that the researcher’s socio-historical context will affect
their production of knowledge. Multiple methods and perspectives are often sought in
order to produce a greater breadth of understanding, and the researcher is encouraged
to engage in reflexive considerations of how they are situated within their research. As
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) stated:

Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the
intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the
situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such researchers emphasize the
value-laden nature of inquiry. They seek answers to questions that stress how
social experience is created and given meaning. (p.10)
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A poststructuralist feminist perspective is used within this research. Instead of
attempting to determine the ‘truth’ of social experience, poststructuralist qualitative
research seeks to understand how the meanings attributed to social experience are
created. Such a perspective recognises that meaning is socially constructed and
problematises claims that lived experience can ever be fully understood, focusing instead
upon how the socio-historical context produces particular kinds of experiences and the
multiple ways in which lived experiences can be understood (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005;
Ramazanoğlu & Holland, 2002). Qualitative methodologies are therefore well suited to
the development of theory; this project aims to expand upon the Foucauldian philosophy
of ethics of the self. Discussing the process of qualitative data analysis, Morse (1994)
argued that the main task of qualitative research is the development and expansion of
theory – as it is the theory, not the findings, of qualitative research that can be applied to
other populations and settings.
Ramazanoğlu and Holland (2002) described poststructuralist methodologies as exploring
“how knowledge is produced and made powerful” by uncoupling “knowledge, power and
reality in order to examine how various connections between them have been produced,
and with what effects” (p.86). In Chapter 4 I described how the normalising trajectories
of discourses act to construct individuals in particular ways, and how individuals can take
up a critical engagement with discourses in order to construct themselves in different
ways. A poststructuralist methodology considers how individuals are constructed as
subjects by their particular social location, and how they engage in acts of
accommodation and resistance to the normalising trajectories within the discourses they
are subject to. Instead of trying to find the ‘truth’ of an individual, a poststructuralist
methodology seeks to discover the multiple and contradictory ways in which an individual
is constructed as a subject in order to challenge the binary driven production of
knowledge. According to Williams and May (1996), a Foucauldian approach to research
queries how knowledge about the social world is produced in an effort to determine
alternative understandings, thereby demonstrating the instability of ‘truth’.
In Chapter 1, I reflected upon how I – as the researcher – am situated within this
research. In the following section I discuss how I developed my research methods.

Developing the research
Reviewing the literature on young people’s use of new media technologies and
negotiation of their love/sex relationships revealed that age and gender would be
important considerations (Allen, 2003; Bogle, 2008; Carmody, 2009; Hamilton &
Armstrong, 2009; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Livingstone, 2002; Pascoe, 2010). I
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initially proposed to recruit young people between the ages of 16 to 25. The ethical
requirement of obtaining both individual and parental consent for young people under the
age of 18 would have made recruitment for this project difficult, as it would require young
people to initiate a conversation about their sexuality in relation to their use of new media
technologies – a contentious topic that arguably many young people would prefer not to
discuss with their parents. As I proposed to recruit a maximum of fifty participants in total
for this project, this would mean recruiting only a small number of young people under
the age of 18. Given the added challenges recruiting those young people would present
to this project, my supervisors and I determined that it would be sufficient to recruit young
people between the ages of 18 to 25.

Although recruiting young men to participate in sexuality research presents particular
challenges (Allen, 2004, 2005; Powell, 2007), I felt it was important to maintain a gender
balance within this research, as the perspectives of young men are often left out of
sexuality research. As discussed in Chapter 2, young heterosexual men tend to be
difficult to recruit for sexuality research. This may be because of assumptions about
“displays of hegemonic masculinity [that] inhibit the collection of ‘good’ data” (Allen,
2005, p.36). Allen (2004) suggested that participating in sexuality research may not be
“appropriately masculine and therefore participation is less appealing for young men”
(p.162). She argued that men who do volunteer may be less concerned with conforming
to “dominant discourses of male (hetero)sexuality” (p.162). While this may result in an
unrepresentative sample of men’s sexuality, this research is not concerned with finding
the ‘truth’ about sexuality. Instead, it seeks to expand upon our knowledge of sexualities
to gain further insight into the diverse sexual subjectivities held by young people.
Boynton (2003) argued that regardless of gender, sex research is “overrepresented by
people who are comfortable reflecting on their sexual pleasures or problems” (p.27).
Therefore, it can be expected that young people who volunteer to participate in sexuality
research may be more open to discussing their sexual experiences and feelings than the
general population. This should not, however, be seen as a hindrance to qualitative
research as participants tend to be recruited specifically for their ‘expertise’ on a
particular topic (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Fontana & Frey, 2005; Jenkins, Bloor, Fischer,
Berney, & Neale, 2010).

The complexity of the issues brought together in this research made conducting multimethod research an appealing option for this project. According to Fontana and Frey
(2005):
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Humans are complex, and their lives are ever changing. The more methods we
use to study them, the better our chances will be to gain some understanding of
how they construct their lives and the stories they tell us about them. (p.722)

This research was conducted in two phases using two different methods. The first phase
consisted of an online discussion board with twenty-eight young people across Australia,
and the second phase involved individual in-person interviews with twelve young people
located in and around Melbourne, Victoria. The online discussion board was a
modification of the online focus group method. Conducting a group discussion as part of
this research allowed for competing discourses about new media technology use in
general, and in the context of love/sex relationships, to emerge (Allen, 2005; Frith, 2000;
Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, & Vivari, 2002). As this research was exploring a
relatively new field of inquiry, it was important for me to gain a sense of the different
ways in which young people understood their own use of new media technologies and
the impact these technologies had upon their love/sex relationships. Binik, Mah, and
Kiesler (1999) argued that sexuality research may be especially suited for online data
collection methods, as the anonymity afforded by the internet can potentially
accommodate greater disclosure. Research conducted online may also be beneficial in
engaging young people (Fox, Morris, & Rumsey, 2007). As this research sought to
engage with young people about their use of new media technologies, utilising online
data collection methods was an obvious choice.

Liamputtong and Ezzy (2005) argued that in multi-method studies, a unique perspective
on the topic being studied should be obtained from each method used. Running an
online discussion board situated both researcher and participants inside the media
environment, and allowed me to observe and experience firsthand how this field was
navigated. These observations informed the development of my interview schedule and
would not have been possible in a traditional research setting. The individual interviews
– conducted in the second phase of this research – allowed me to explore the pertinent
issues raised within the online discussion board in more depth, and to engage in
discussions about ethics of the self. Ethical self-creation is a reflexive process which
involves the counsel of others (Foucault, 1984, 1986); therefore individual interviews are
particularly conducive to exploring this topic. Additionally, as practices of care of the self
and care of the other are context specific and different for each individual, interviews
enabled the specific practices each young person engaged in to be discovered.

Both phases of the research made use of developmental vignettes to explore young
people’s negotiation of a sexual encounter. Hughes (1998) described vignettes as
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“stories about individuals and situations which make reference to important points in the
study of perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes” (p.381). It is important that the stories used
in vignettes be realistic and can relate to the population being researched. While
vignettes are traditionally composed of several unrelated short scenarios, developmental
vignettes are composed using a continuous narrative, where “each stage of the vignette
builds upon previous events” (Hughes, 1998, p.388). I initially wrote the vignette as a
series of brief descriptions – one to two sentences – of a young couple, Alex and
Lindsay, negotiating having sex for the first time. After piloting the vignette in the online
discussion board, I rewrote it into an eight-part series about a young couple – Alex and
Lindsay – negotiating a hookup at a party, and the aftermath. The characters in the
vignette were given gender neutral names in order to allow young people to relate to the
vignette on their own terms. Although ‘Lindsay’ is a gender neutral name – as several of
the young people in this research noted – it seems to be more commonly assigned to
girls than boys.30 This may have pre-empted young people to assume that Alex and
Lindsay were a heterosexual couple. While this was not my intention, the gendered
accounts young people provided resulted in rich analytic material.31

Young people were asked questions at each stage of the vignette to facilitate discussion
of particular issues and were encouraged to discuss any personal connections to the
vignette’s storyline as it unfolded. The vignette was used to explore how young people
might use new media technologies to negotiate particular situations, and as a tool to
explore topics of ethics of the self – particularly ‘care of the self’ and ‘care of the other’.
According to Hughes and Huby (2002), vignettes are useful “in the study of potentially
difficult topics of inquiry as they can help to desensitize aspects of these [topics] for
participants to discuss” (p.384). The vignette allowed young people to discuss the
complexities of sexual negotiation from a third party perspective, and to interject with
accounts of their own experiences where they felt comfortable doing so. While vignettes
do not capture the full complexity of lived experiences, Hughes and Huby (2002) argued
that “in some cases the ability of vignettes to simplify selective representations of the real
world can help to disentangle the complexities and conflicts present in everyday life”
(p.383). In effect, the simplicity of the vignettes used in this research resulted in some of
the young people critically reflecting upon the complexity of ethical sexual negotiation.

30

According to the website ‘Our Baby Namer’, which provides American data on name popularity
based on the Social Security Administration, from the mid-1970s onwards the name ‘Lindsay’ has
been assigned to significantly more girls than boys. See http://www.ourbabynamer.com/Lindsayname-popularity.html.
31
Young people’s gendering of Alex and Lindsay is discussed in Chapter 6.
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Importantly, how young people say a character in a vignette would behave in a particular
situation may not be how they themselves would behave in a similar situation. Hughes
(1998) noted that people may think that how they would behave is not typical for others,
and that people tend to report differences between what ‘should’ be done and what
‘would’ be done in order to conform to socially desirable behaviour. Rahman (1996)
argued that while vignettes involve responding to imaginary situations, people draw upon
their own experiences and understandings of the world to determine how vignette
characters would behave. According to Jenkins et al. (2010), “the aim of qualitative
vignette interviewing should not be to arrive at an accurate prediction of an interviewee’s
behaviour but instead to achieve insight into the social processes” (p.178). Young
people’s interpretations of vignettes demonstrate the social norms of a given situation
and reveal the assumptions they hold about the social world; they do not tell us how
young people would actually act. Instead, developmental vignettes reveal how young
people engage with discourses to create an ‘archetypical’ subject position for the vignette
character(s) and can uncover the “taken-for-granted aspects of their ideal-typical
knowledge” (p.192). That is, their interpretations tell us about what is assumed to be the
‘normative’ way of behaving in a particular situation.
Research aims and questions
This research explores how young people – between the ages of 18 to 25 – negotiate
their love/sex relationships within the context of new media environments. The aim of
this research is to investigate how the Foucauldian philosophy of ‘ethics of the self’ can
be applied to the lived realities of young people’s negotiation of their love/sex
relationships within new media environments. Much of the research on young people’s
sexuality draws upon ‘risk’ and ‘victim/perpetrator’ discourses. While research that
explores how young people act with agency over their sexuality does exist, it continues
to represent only a small portion of the research in this field. This project seeks to add to
the growing body of literature that challenges framings of young people as lacking in
agency in their sexual lives.

This research was guided by three research questions which I have begun to address
through my consideration of the literature discussed in the previous chapters:

1. In what ways do young people use new media technologies to negotiate the
different stages of their love/sex relationships?

2. How do young people accommodate and resist dominant discourses about
gender and sexuality when negotiating their love/sex relationships?
95

3. How do young people engage in practices of ‘ethics of the self’ (care of the
self/care of the other) in the negotiation of their love/sex relationships?

These questions were addressed through the use of two research methods: an online
discussion board and individual interviews.

Research methods: online discussion board
Based on the focus group method, the online discussion board brought together a group
of young people from across Australia to engage in a discussion about using new media
technologies, and negotiating sex and relationships within new media environments.
According to Stewart and Williams (2005): “The survivability of ‘traditional’ methods
within a computer-mediated setting is dependent upon their capacity to be utilized and
adapted to the technology that mediates human interaction online” (p.396). Conducting
group discussions online has several advantages: they are low cost, allow for more
flexible scheduling, eliminate the need for travel by participants and researcher, enable a
greater range of people to be recruited to participate, produce their own transcripts, allow
for more egalitarian interaction between participants, eliminate interruptions, are easier to
keep ‘on topic’, can facilitate disclosure about sensitive topics, enable participants to
reflect upon their responses before posting them, and allow participants a greater sense
of control over the research process (Fox, Morris, & Rumsey, 2007; Meyer, 2003;
Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, & Vivari, 2002; Stewart & Williams, 2005). Some of the
limitations to online group discussions include: they exclude people who are not
technologically savvy or have limited internet access, have higher dropout rates, can be
subject to technological problems, lack nonverbal communication and interaction, may
produce shorter comments from participants, more difficult to engage nonresponsive
participants, and can be more time consuming to read and reply to other participants’
posts (Fox, Morris, & Rumsey, 2007; Meyer, 2003; Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, &
Vivari, 2002).
Online group discussions can be conducted synchronously – in real-time with all
participants contributing at the same time – or asynchronously – with participants making
contributions at different times. Synchronous online group discussions tend to more
closely resemble in-person group discussions because of their speed and the
conversational tone they produce (Fox, Morris, & Rumsey, 2007; Schneider, Kerwin,
Frechtling, & Vivari, 2002; Stewart & Williams, 2005). Moderating synchronous online
group discussions can be challenging: smaller group sizes are needed to keep the
conversation manageable, participants need to be online at the same time, and
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conversation can become disjointed if participants and facilitator are engaging at different
speeds. Asynchronous online group discussion are differentiated from ‘online focus
groups’ because they can accommodate larger group sizes, do not require participants to
be online at the same time, allow for participants to reflect and respond in their own time,
can run for longer periods of time, and provide a more structured conversational flow
(Fox, Morris, & Rumsey, 2007; Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, & Vivari, 2002; Stewart &
Williams, 2005). I chose an asynchronous method of data collection as it enabled me to
conduct one large group discussion with young people across Australia.

The online discussion board ran for eight days, over which the following four themes
were discussed:


General technology use and changes of use.



Privacy and safety in technology use.



Managing sex and relationships online.



Sexual ethics vignette.

Within each theme was listed a set number of questions – or ‘Threads’ – for young
people to work their way through.32 The questions asked in each theme were developed
based upon the literature review, my personal expertise, and in consultation with my
supervisors. Many of the questions asked in the first three themes were adapted from
Hillier, Mitchell, and Ybarra’s (2012) online focus groups. The sexual ethics vignette was
developed based on Carmody’s (2009) sexual ethics education program, and – over the
course of thirteen Threads33 – detailed a young couple negotiating sex for the first time.

A unique discussion board was created specifically for this research. I purchased a URL
(esnogresearch.org) upon which to host the site, and made use of Simple Machines
Forum’s free discussion board software to set up the architecture of the site. This
allowed me to have control over who was able to access the discussion board content,
and manage how data was produced and engaged with in the discussion board (e.g.
through restricting participants’ ability to create Threads and managing when questions
were available to be answered) (Binik, Mah, & Kiesler, 1999; Stewart & Williams, 2005).
Creating the discussion board in this way proved to be an efficient, easy to manage, cost
effective research tool.

32
33

See Appendix 1 for a list of the questions asked in the online discussion board.
The sexual ethics vignette used on the discussion board is provided in Appendix 1.
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Upon logging in to the online discussion board, participants were able to access a
‘Participant Information’ section. This contained a welcome message, background
information on the study, support services participants could contact should they feel
distressed, and ‘ground rules’ for ensuring the discussion board was a safe and
welcoming environment for all participants. The four discussion themes were posted
over the course of eight days, with a new theme posted every second day. I moderated
the group by regularly checking the discussion board, ensuring discussions remained ‘on
topic’, mediating conflicts34, and posting follow up questions and summaries of
discussions that occurred. Participants were encouraged to engage in discussion with
one another about their responses to the questions; however, enticing group discussions
proved challenging. Some participants would not return to a Thread after making their
post, and therefore would not see any follow up questions posted. Conducting the
discussion online also meant it was unclear why participants did not answer certain
questions – if they were uninterested in the question, if they felt the other posts already
covered what they would say, or if they were actively choosing not to answer the
question. Participants were sent email reminders throughout the course of the
discussion board to thank them for their contributions, encourage them to continue
making contributions, and remind them about the time frame of the study. These emails
proved helpful in keeping participants engaged.
The first two themes of the discussion board primarily focused on participants’ general
use of new media technologies. Feedback from the participants revealed that some
found these questions to be repetitive. The questions used in these two themes were
adapted from Hillier, Mitchell, and Ybarra’s (2012) online focus group schedule, and were
originally developed for a much younger age range. While the data yielded from these
two themes were useful for scoping the field, the questions may not have held as much
relevance to the young people who participated in this research. For example, when
asked about issues of privacy and safety online, the discussion board participants spoke
about antivirus software, protecting passwords, and avoiding online scams – not
cyberbullying or avoiding online predators (Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012). These
participants were more engaged with the last two themes (‘managing sex and
relationships online’ and ‘sexual ethics vignette’), which dealt specifically with negotiating
love/sex relationships within new media environments.

34

Although some of the young people engaged in lively debate with one another, no conflicts
emerged. The discussion board participants maintained a respectful attitude towards each other
at all times, making moderation an easy and enjoyable task.
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Recruitment and sampling
The target group for this project was defined as young people between the ages of 18 to
25 who were living in Australia and used the internet regularly. Regular internet use was
defined as going online at least once per day. This was important as discussion board
participants were asked to log in and provide comments over the course of eight days.
Diversity was sought within this group on the basis of age, gender, geographic spread,
and sexual orientation. This phase of the research aimed to explore the various ways in
which young people used new media technologies, and their role within love/sex
relationships. Young people were recruited using convenience and purposive sampling
– that is, selected based on their ease to recruit and likeliness to respond, and their
shared characteristic of being regular users of new media technologies (Bowling, 2009;
Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, & Vivari, 2002).

Young people were recruited through the use of purchased banner advertisements on
Facebook. The popularity of Facebook as a social network site ensured I was recruiting
from a broad population of young people who were proficient at using the internet. As
Facebook brings users’ offline networks together online and thereby discourages users
from providing false information (Donath & boyd, 2004), it allowed me to be reasonably
confident that my advertisement was being targeted to young people appropriately (Binik,
Mah, Kiesler, 1999). At the time of recruitment, Facebook offered targeted advertising.
This allowed me to place specific parameters around who would be shown my
advertisement. I initially targeted my advertisement to users who listed their location as
‘Australia’ and who were between the ages of 18 and 25. I was then able to place
additional specifications on my target audience in order to reach particular
subpopulations (e.g. men or same-sex attracted women). I was also able to control how
much exposure my advertisement got, enabling me to increase or decrease the intensity
of my advertising efforts as needed.
The recruitment strategy for this phase of the research involved an ‘intensive’ interaction
between young people and the researcher. As the online discussion board required
participants to be actively engaged in group discussion for a period of eight days, this
strategy helped to ensure I recruited young people who would actively engage
throughout the discussion board process. Clicking on the Facebook advertisement
redirected young people to a La Trobe University webpage containing detailed
information about participating in the research project. Interested parties were asked to
contact me via email, at which point I sent them the participant information sheet to
review, and a short questionnaire that collected demographics and information on
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internet use.35 If they were interested in participating, they were asked to complete the
questionnaire and return via email. Once the questionnaire was returned, those who met
the participation criteria were sent the informed consent statement to complete and
return via email. Young people who gave their consent were then registered to the
discussion board with a pseudonymous username they had chosen and were sent
instructions on how to access the discussion board.

Twenty-eight young people (15 women, 13 men) participated in the online discussion
board. They ranged in age from 18 to 25 years across five different states (Victoria, New
South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, and Western Australia), and represented a
range of sexual identities and experiences. Hillier and Harrison (2007) reported that the
internet was a particularly important space for same-sex attracted young people. Hillier,
Mitchell, and Ybarra (2012) found that lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) young people
used the internet to explore and negotiate their sexuality in ways which non-LGB young
people did not. As this research aimed to explore the various ways in which young
people negotiate their love/sex relationships within new media environments, it was
important to recruit for diversity of sexual identities. All participants spoke English and
used the internet at least daily, with most going online multiple times per day. At the time
of the discussion board fifteen young people were studying (at school, university, or
TAFE36), four were unemployed, one was parenting, five were working full time and three
were working part time. Two young people stopped logging in and making contributions
during the eight-day process.37 Ten young people identified as same-sex attracted –
with identities ranging from ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’, ‘bisexual’, and ‘pansexual’. Although this may
seem like an overrepresentation of sexually diverse young people within my sample size,
Hillier et al. (2010) reported that the identity labels same-sex attracted young people
make use of “do not predict sexual attractions or behaviours in a simplistic fashion”
(p.32). Desire, experience, and identity can be intertwined in complex ways; thus a
young person’s stated sexual identity should not be assumed to indicate their lived
experiences. Additionally, young people – and particularly young women – are
increasingly recognising that sexuality is fluid and identifying in ways which reflect the
complexity of sexual desire (Hillier et al., 2010).
Table 5.1 provides a detailed breakdown of the online discussion board participants’
demographics. The participants were invited to nominate a username to be identified by

35

See Appendix 2 for the recruitment questionnaires.
Technical and Further Education.
37
Although these young people were sent emails about their participation in this project, they did
not reply to my emails and I therefore do not know why they stopped engaging in the research
process.
36
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when they posted to the online discussion board; while I suggested participants choose a
different username from what they may use in other online venues, no restrictions were
placed on their choice of username. Additionally, the terms used for their sexual
orientation are taken from their responses to the demographics questionnaire.
Table 5.1: Online discussion board participants
Username

Gender

Age

Akata

M

23

alive

F

Audun89

Sexual Orientation

State

Main Activity

Gay

NSW

University/TAFE

18

Straight

NSW

University/TAFE

M

20

Gay

QLD

Unemployed

Bubz

F

23

Straight

NSW

Parent

dundee

M

18

Heterosexual

NSW

University/TAFE

Echo

F

20

Straight (from

SA

University/TAFE

experience, open
minded)
eddy

F

18

Straight

VIC

Unemployed

gaza

M

25

Female [heterosexual]

NSW

University/TAFE

HankMoody

M

19

Heterosexual

WA

University/TAFE

Hoyi

F

19

Straight

NSW

University/TAFE

illumanti

M

25

Straight

VIC

Working full time

jackk

M

22

Straight

VIC

Working full time

KShay

F

24

Heterosexual

QLD

University/TAFE

leo23

M

22

Heterosexual

VIC

University/TAFE

lonlylittleman

M

18

Straight

SA

University/TAFE

miss_cheek

F

18

Bisexual

NSW

Working part time

MissMax

F

21

Straight

QLD

University/TAFE

Mont@na

F

19

Pansexual

NSW

University/TAFE

Moore

M

18

Gay

NSW

Working part time

Mowgli

M

20

Straight

VIC

University/TAFE

Reverie

F

22

Straight

QLD

Working full time

robin

F

25

Straight

WA

Working full time

Rosy

F

22

Lesbian

WA

Working full time

Saerin

F

22

Bisexual

VIC

School

Sam

F

20

Pansexual

VIC

Working part time

Scorpio85

F

24

Bi curious38

NSW

Unemployed

38

‘Bi curious’ is an identity label used by people who otherwise see themselves as heterosexual
(or, potentially, homosexual) but are curious about the possibility of being same-sex attracted.
They may not be comfortable/confident enough with their same-sex attraction to identify as
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TheDon

M

21

Straight

QLD

University/TAFE

Under_life

M

24

Heterosexual

SA

Unemployed

Overall, the discussion board participants actively engaged with the research process,
posting responses in all four themes. According to Farnsworth and Boon (2010),
discussion within focus groups occurs between the participants; the researcher serves as
a moderator and facilitates discussion between participants. While I encouraged online
discussion board participants to engage in discussion with one another, young people
more commonly posted replies directly to the questions I asked. Half of the participants
went beyond the requirement of responding to each Thread by answering follow up
questions, and engaging in discussions and debates with one another.

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained for this project from the La Trobe University Human Ethics
Committee.39 Prior to being registered for the discussion board, participants were
provided with an informed consent statement that detailed in plain language their rights
and procedures for withdrawal. The consent form also requested participants provide
me with a mailing address so that I could send them a $30 gift voucher from Sanity40 to
thank them for their contributions during the eight days of the discussion board.
Receiving the gift voucher was contingent upon posting to Threads in all four themes. All
participants were over the age of 18 and regular internet users. All were familiar with the
complications which can arise from internet communication and had developed various
skill sets for dealing with this. Each young person was in control of how much
information they shared on the discussion board.

Due to the often public nature of the internet, particular consideration was given to issues
of anonymity and confidentiality. In order to protect their anonymity, young people were
asked to nominate a username that was different from what they would normally go by
online and were asked not to share any personal identifying information – such as their
real names – on the discussion board. It was not possible to guarantee complete
confidentiality to the discussion board participants, as it was not possible to control what
the participants did with the data they had access to while the discussion board was live
(Binik, Mah & Kiesler, 1999; Fox, Morris & Rumsey, 2007; Stewart & Williams, 2005).
Participants were made aware of this in the participant information sheet and in the

‘bisexual’ (perhaps due to lack of experience) and use ‘bi curious’ to signal their curiosity about
exploring same-sex attraction, without making this their primary sexual identity. See Hillier et al.
(2010) for a discussion of the complexity of how young people choose to identify their sexuality.
39
UHEC application 09-047.
40
An Australian music and entertainment store.
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‘Participant Information’ section of the discussion board. A request was made that
participants respect each other’s confidentiality and not share or disseminate the
information discussed in the discussion board. Conducting research online can make
ensuring participants’ wellbeing challenging, as there are no immediate visual indicators
of how participants are feeling (Meyer, 2003; Stewart & Williams, 2005); however, this is
at least in part countered by the ease with which participants can disengage from online
study. Within any group discussion, there is the possibility of personality conflicts or
arguments occurring (Frith, 2000). Ground rules for ensuring the discussion board
remained a safe and respectful environment for all participants were posted in the
‘Participant Information’ section. Participants were advised that abusive behaviour would
not be tolerated and would result in removal from the discussion board. Participants
were encouraged to email me with any concerns they had about the online discussion
board. No such conflicts occurred in this study.

Data analysis
Data were copied from the discussion board website into Microsoft Word documents. As
participants were careful not to share personal details online and were all identified by
their pre-chosen usernames, no further de-identification was required. The aim of the
online discussion board was to scope the field and served as the basis for the
development of my interview schedule in phase two of this research (Frith, 2000). I
therefore conducted manual thematic analysis and looked for which questions produced
the most discussion. Gender emerged as a strong theme in young people’s responses,
particularly to the sexual ethics vignette. After conducting and analysing the individual
interviews, I returned to the online discussion board data for secondary analysis. This
enabled me to reconsider the connections between the data from each method and
therefore conduct a deeper analysis of the online discussion board data by identifying
which stories were told by young people across both research methods (Morse, 1994).

Although I attempted to remain neutral in my moderation of the discussion board, my
voice as researcher shaped the directions discussions took and cannot be removed from
analysis of the data (Allen, 2005; Farnsworth & Boon, 2010). For instance, some young
people commented they were being more conscientious of how they constructed their
posts, because they understood themselves to be situated within an academic research
environment. This online discussion board was not a ‘natural’ online setting and
therefore must not be considered ‘ethnographic’; similar to traditional focus groups,
young people came together for a group discussion in a researcher controlled
environment.
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Research methods: in-person interviews
To gain a meaningful understanding of young people’s experiences of negotiating their
love/sex relationships within new media environments, in-depth, semi-structured
interviews were used. This enabled me to have a single schedule of questions for each
interview and to deviate from the schedule as needed (Bowling, 2009). The interview
schedule was developed based on data from the online discussion board and focused on
the negotiation of love/sex relationships within new media environments. Fontana and
Frey (2005) argued that the interview has become such a well-known and accepted
method of data collection, it can be taken for granted as a method for establishing the
‘truth’ and reminds us that “interviews are not neutral tools of data gathering but active
interactions between two (or more) people leading to negotiated, contextually based
results” (p.698). When analysing interview data, it is therefore important to consider the
researcher’s role in the production of knowledge.

The in-person interviews were conducted with young people living in and around
Melbourne, Victoria. The duration of interviews was between one to two hours and
explored the following themes41:


Technology and relationships.



Sexual ethics vignette.



Negotiating relationships.

The technology and relationships theme served to ‘break the ice’, develop rapport, and
gain some insight into how each young person made use of new media technologies in
general and within their love/sex relationships (Bowling, 2009; Fontana & Frey, 2005).
Based on feedback from the online discussion board, the sexual ethics vignette was
redeveloped into a more detailed eight-part series to explore young people’s
understandings about negotiating sexual encounters. A limitation of the sexual ethics
vignette was that it assumed a familiarity with the Western hookup culture. While the
young people interviewed were aware of the hookup culture, not all were engaged in this
culture. In these instances, the sexual ethics vignette proved to be ineffective for
exploring topics of ethics of the self. I therefore revised my interview strategy to focus on
a personal event of relevance for that young person. The negotiating relationships
theme served to ‘sum up’ the interview discussion by asking young people questions
about their own use of new media technologies in negotiating their love/sex relationships,
and their personal strategies for negotiating challenges within these relationships.

41

See Appendix 3 for the complete interview schedule.
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Recruitment and sampling
The target group for this research was defined as young people between the ages of 18
to 25 who were living in or around Melbourne and used the internet regularly. Twelve
young people (aged 18 to 23) participated in the interviews (6 women, 6 men). The
interview participants had not participated in the online discussion board. As the
interviews yielded high volumes of rich data, fewer participants were needed. Given the
difficulty of recruiting men, I decided to stop when I had obtained an even gender
balance. All participants spoke English and used the internet at least daily, with most
going online multiple times per day. The same recruitment and sampling strategies were
used for the individual interviews as the online discussion board; however, there were
some differences in the specific subpopulations targeted by the Facebook banner
advertisement. Diversity was sought within this group on the basis of age, gender,
sexual orientation, and relationship status. Relationship status emerged as an important
consideration after interview recruitment had begun. A question about relationship status
was added to the demographics questionnaire and the Facebook advertisement was
variously targeted towards users who had listed their relationship status as ‘single’ or ‘in
a relationship’.

The interview recruitment process again involved a series of email exchanges between
the participants and researcher; however, the process was less intensive. Upon
expressing interest in the research, participants were emailed the participant information
sheet and demographics questionnaire. Once the questionnaire was returned to me by
email, those who met the participation criteria were invited to schedule a time for an inperson interview. As a smaller number of participants were recruited for the interviews,
purposive sampling was utilised to ensure a diversity of perspectives was achieved.
Recruiting for an even gender balance was important, as men are often
underrepresented in critical sexualities research (Allen, 2004). Dominant
heteronormative discourses cannot be effectively challenged when men’s voices are
excluded from research on sexual negotiation. Recruiting men for the interviews proved
challenging and caused delays in the data collection; it took a total of seven months to
recruit and interview all twelve interview participants.

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained for this project from the La Trobe University Human Ethics
Committee. Prior to the commencement of interviews, participants were provided with
an informed consent statement that detailed in plain language their rights and
procedures for withdrawal. They were given time to absorb the contents and ask
questions, and once they were satisfied they provided signed consent to participate,
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retaining the right to withdraw up to four weeks after the interview. Before the interview
began, participants were given a $20 Sanity gift voucher to thank them for their time42.
They were also provided with a list of support services, should the interview cause them
to feel distressed. Participants were offered the opportunity to read the transcript and
provide comments and feedback. Seven of the twelve participants took up this offer and
were sent transcripts, but only one provided feedback. In order to maintain the
anonymity of interview participants, they were given the option of choosing or being
assigned a pseudonym to be identified by. Additionally, all names, places, and other
descriptive details have been changed, and some detail has been left intentionally vague
where it might be able to be recognised.

Data analysis
The individual interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim – either
professionally or by myself. I then followed a process in which I carefully compared the
recordings and transcripts line by line, removing or changing identifying information, such
as names or places, from the transcripts. This allowed me to immerse myself in the data
and identify emergent themes. I conducted manual thematic analysis on the interview
transcripts, coding data from individual transcripts into themes, and connecting these
themes across the entire data set. By copying and pasting relevant sections of the
transcripts into theme-specific documents, Microsoft Word was utilised to manage and
organise data during analysis. Once the main themes were identified, I returned to the
literature in order to contextualise my findings within the broader field of research.

There has been some debate amongst social researchers about the effect of a
researcher’s sex on data collected from men, and particularly the effects of the
researcher’s gender in sexuality research on heterosexual men (Allen, 2005; Flood,
2008; Powell, 2007). Flood (2008) conducted research on the homosociality of men’s
sexual relationships. He argued that his status as a heterosexual male enabled him to
elicit candid stories from men about their sexual exploits. The assumption that male
participants will not speak candidly about their sexuality with a female researcher has
resulted in some women researchers engaging male colleagues to conduct interviews or
focus groups with male participants (Powell, 2007). Allen (2005) challenged the
assumption that data on men collected by women will yield less traditional displays of
masculinity. She argued that although women cannot share a hyper-masculine identity
with the men they research, they can facilitate its production amongst their participants
through their own understandings of dominant discourses of masculinity and
42

The online discussion board participants were provided with a higher compensation as the
discussion board required a more intensive time commitment for participation.
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heterosexuality. I chose to conduct the interviews with young men, and found they both
accommodated and resisted dominant discourses of masculinity. Similar to Allen (2005),
at times these young men “defined themselves as appropriately masculine against my
feminine identity, by separating themselves from this through hyper-masculine
talk/behaviours” (p.51). This was beneficial to my research as it enabled me to see
“masculinities in the making” (p.37).

As discussed earlier, researcher reflexivity in an important process for poststructuralist
research as it allows the researcher to examine how the data are co-constructed
narratives between participants and researcher, and to be aware of when knowledge is
being ‘actively’ generated (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Ramazanoğlu & Holland, 2002).
Following on from this approach, the interview data were engaged with as stories
produced between the participants and myself, as researcher; I did not seek to determine
the ‘truth’ of these stories or of the participants in this research. Instead, during my
thematic analysis I looked at the discourses that emerged and examined underlying
assumptions in the language participants used to talk about their experiences of
negotiating their love/sex relationships within new media environments. This method of
analysis cannot produce generalisable statements about the ‘truth’ of the subject of
analysis. Its aim instead is to deconstruct ‘truth claims’ in order to demonstrate their
inherent instability.
Interview participant profiles
This research focuses on the stories told by the twelve young people interviewed. While
data from the online discussion board are also reported on, this provides additional
support and contextualisation. I have prepared a series of ‘capsule biographies’
(Dowsett, 1996) to introduce the participants discussed in the chapters that follow. In
reporting on these young people’s sexual orientations, I use the terms they provided in
the demographics questionnaire.

Ash
Ash was a 23-year-old heterosexual man from the USA who was completing a science
degree and living in Melbourne at the time of our interview. He was in a committed
relationship but did not live with his girlfriend. Within his relationship he used new media
technologies to coordinate schedules with his girlfriend and to research sexual activities
they could engage in.

107

Berry
Berry was a 19-year-old heterosexual woman who lived in the outer suburbs of
Melbourne with her parents. She was working part time, having recently completed
TAFE. She had been with her boyfriend Dave for four years, however they had broken
up for several months and reconciled only a few months prior to our interview. She was
an avid user of new media technologies and regularly communicated with Dave across a
plethora of social media. Her reliance on new media technologies became problematic
when their relationship ended, and she was trying to learn to communicate more with
Dave in person.

Blaze
Blaze was a 22-year-old gay man who lived in the outer suburbs of Melbourne and was
unemployed. He had ended a long-term relationship in the previous year and was single
at the time of our interview. He frequently used new media technologies to meet
potential love/sex partners, and enjoyed the connection to new people and control over
their interactions that he felt the internet provided.

Emily
Emily was a 21-year-old same-sex attracted Asian woman who lived in Melbourne and
was finishing her Honours degree. At the time of our interview she was in the process of
applying for a de facto visa for her girlfriend. She had previously been in relationships
with men. New media technologies were important for keeping in daily contact with her
girlfriend, though she described this as more for her girlfriend’s benefit than her own.

Ian
Ian was a 21-year-old straight man who lived in a regional centre outside of Melbourne
and was studying and working part time. He lived with his girlfriend, whom he had been
with for six years. While he had used new media technologies to maintain his
relationship when they lived in different cities, he described new media technologies as
serving a solely functional purpose within his relationship at the time of our interview.

Jane
Jane was a 22-year-old bi-sexual woman who lived in Melbourne and was working full
time. She lived with her boyfriend of three years, whom she had been introduced to
online by a friend. New media technologies had been essential for maintaining her
relationship when they lived in different states; however, once they moved in together,
new media technologies were used for functional purposes and to maintain contact
throughout the day.
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John
John was an 18-year-old straight man who lived with his parents in Melbourne and at the
time of our interview was about to start a TAFE course. While he was not in a
relationship, he had been regularly hooking up with a woman called Rachel and was
interested in dating. He enjoyed using new media technologies to flirt with women he
knew offline and used new media technologies to negotiate his relationship with Rachel.

June
June was a 19-year-old heterosexual Asian woman who was an international student in
Melbourne. She had been in a long distance relationship, but broke up with her
boyfriend only a week before our interview. New media technologies had featured
heavily in their relationship and she found herself reliant upon the internet to connect with
people. She saw this as problematic and was taking steps to reconnect with her offline
friends in the wake of her breakup.

Krys
Krys was a 23-year-old gay man who lived in the outer suburbs of Melbourne and was
studying education. Our interview marked his six-month anniversary with his boyfriend,
whom he had met through an online dating site for gay men. He described himself as
something of a ‘computer geek’ who had previously pursued relationships solely
conducted online. Once he and his current boyfriend had met up offline though, he
found that new media technologies only played a functional role in his relationship.

Meg
Meg was a 23-year-old straight woman who was completing her Honours degree at the
time of our interview and lived in Melbourne. She lived with her long-term boyfriend and
preferred not to use new media technologies within her relationship, though she said her
boyfriend would like her to text him. She had used new media technologies when she
was single to negotiate initiating and ending relationships.

Mezza
Mezza was a 20-year-old gay woman who lived in Melbourne and was going to
university. At the time of our interview she was single, having broken up with a woman in
the previous year. She did not like to use new media technologies to meet new people;
however, she uses new media technologies to flirt with people she knew offline and
described herself as constantly connected to social media.
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Tom
Tom was a 20-year-old straight man who lived in Melbourne and was going to university.
He was single at the time of our interview, having ended a long-term relationship in the
previous year. He enjoyed having casual hookups and did not like to use new media
technologies to meet new people or negotiate his love/sex relationships. He used social
media to stay connected with friends, but saw it as ineffective at maintaining a
meaningful relationship.

Prior to our interview, Tom thought I was a man. He did not discover that I am a woman
until he arrived for his interview and was understandably confused.43 While he was
eager to go ahead with the interview, I found it difficult to get clear responses to many of
my questions, and was left to wonder if my gender had caused him to be less candid
than he otherwise might have been.

These are the twelve young people who volunteered their time and stories. I am grateful
to them for their contributions. Their stories emerge in the three analysis chapters that
follow. Throughout these chapters I discuss participants responses to the Alex and
Lindsay vignettes posted in the online discussion board and used in interviews. While
these vignettes occurred within a sequential order during both the online discussion
board and interviews, the vignettes are not discussed in chronological order in my
analysis. The complete sequence of vignettes used for the online discussion board is
listed in Appendix 1, and interview vignettes are listed in Appendix 3.

43

I did not find out about this confusion until after our interview had ended.
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Chapter 6
The Gendered Dance: Gendered Negotiations of Hooking Up
Traditional discourses about gender assume heterosexuality, and produce gendered
roles that position men as the active sexual initiators and women as the passive
recipients of men’s sexual interest. In Chapter 2 I described the pressure young women
face to be ‘appropriately’ sexual – that is, to only have sex within the confines of
committed relationships. This norm has been challenged by the ‘hookup’ culture, which
allows women to engage in some level of sexual activity outside of a relationship,
provided they do not take too much ownership over their actions (Bogle, 2008; Burkett &
Hamilton, 2012; Currier, 2013; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Heldman & Wade, 2010). In
this chapter I explore how the young people in this research engaged with dominant
discourses about gender and sexuality as they negotiated dating and hooking up. I
examine how the dominance of heteronormative discourses influenced young people’s
sense of their sexual encounters, and I consider how practices of Foucauldian ethics of
the self were (or were not) being engaged with in these negotiations.

This chapter comprises three sections including heteronormativity, the gendered dance,
and gatekeepers and gatecrashers. Heteronormativity explores how young people
negotiate being situated within a social system that is organised around the assumption
of heterosexuality. The gendered dance explores how young people interpret verbal and
nonverbal signals in their hookups. Finally, in gatekeepers and gatecrashers young
people’s experiences of the traditional gendered roles of boundary setting and boundary
pushing are considered – and challenged – from the perspective of Foucauldian ethics of
the self. Data for this chapter come primarily from young people’s discussion of the Alex
and Lindsay vignettes in the online discussion board and individual interviews. These
vignettes were used to explore young people’s understandings of the ‘rules’ of hooking
up and dating, and how this might be done in an ethical way. As discussed in Chapter 2,
the term ‘hookup’ can refer to a range of sexual activity – from kissing to intercourse –
and is strategically vague as this allows young people to over or under emphasise their
sexual experience (Bogle, 2008; Currier, 2013; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Heldman &
Wade, 2010).
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Heteronormativity
Despite being given gender neutral names44, Alex and Lindsay were most often assumed
to be a heterosexual couple – with Alex as the man and Lindsay as the woman.
Throughout the Alex and Lindsay vignettes, discussion board participants drew upon
heteronormative discourses that position men as always interested in sex and women as
always interested in relationships. The second vignette used in the discussion board
asked:

Alex is really into Lindsay and wants to start having sex.
Lindsay thinks that having sex at this point could affect
the relationship.


In what way might Lindsay feel the relationship
could be affected?

Two strong themes emerged from the participants’ responses to this scenario: having
sex would make Alex and Lindsay’s relationship more serious, and having sex would
negatively affect Lindsay. While some participants stated that having sex would make
the relationship more serious for both Alex and Lindsay, many of the participants added
a gendered component, stating that having sex would make the relationship more
serious for the woman:

Well, sex changes a relationship to something more serious. Women typically
think that sex makes the relationship real and “serious” whereas a man would
typically think it's just an act and doesn't bear as much (or any) weight. Lindsay,
from what we know of her, definitely thinks Alex might just be after her body and
is having second thoughts perhaps. (Mowgli, M, 20, ODB)
Mowgli drew upon the ‘male sexual drive discourse’ and the ‘have/hold discourse’
(Hollway, 1984) described in Chapter 2 to make sense of this scenario. His description
of sex as ‘just a meaningless act’ for men typifies the truth claims within the male sexual
drive discourse. The have/hold discourse claims that women are – or should be –
asexual outside the bounds of a loving and committed (heterosexual) relationship; this is
the foundation of the virgin/whore dichotomy. Mowgli’s interpretation of this vignette
reiterates three truth claims about women’s sexual subjectivity. The first claim is that
women do not want to have sex outside of a committed relationship, and will therefore be
44

As discussed in Chapter 5, although ‘Lindsay’ is a gender neutral name, it is more commonly
used as a girl’s name. This may have pre-empted the ‘gendering’ of Alex and Lindsay in some
participants readings of the vignettes.
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reluctant to have sex with someone if they do not think their partner will commit to a
relationship. The second claim is that sex makes a relationship serious for a woman but
not for a man. The third claim is that it is women – and not men – who always want a
committed relationship. The implication of these discourses is that if Lindsay is a ‘good’
girl, she would not want to have sex with Alex; and if she does want to have sex with
Alex, then she is a ‘bad’ girl.
Another truth claim of the male sexual drive discourse is that men are always ‘up for’ and
‘out for’ sex. The assumption is that men will go to extreme lengths to obtain sex
including sexual coercion and assault. The result has been that although not all men are
perpetrators of sexual violence, they are consistently understood to be perpetrators –
while women are victims – of sexual violence (Carmody, 2005). When the young people
in the online discussion board spoke about Lindsay being negatively affected by having
sex with Alex, variations of the victim/perpetrator discourse emerged:

Alex, also, may run off and tell stories about Lindsay to his friends and to mutual
friends and this sort of negative attention; “God! She's easy!” may not be
something she is interested in. (Sam, F, 20, ODB)
The fear of gaining a ‘bad reputation’ is a powerful motivator in preventing women from
engaging in casual hookups. By drawing on the victim/perpetrator discourse, Sam
interpreted Lindsay as needing to protect herself from Alex. This discourse assumes that
by virtue of being male, Alex will behave badly towards Lindsay if they engage in a
casual hookup. Given that men may exaggerate their sexual prowess to their male
friends in order to maintain a masculine subject position (Currier, 2013) young women’s
fear of obtaining a reputation as sexually ‘easy’ is not unfounded. The heteronormative
discourse that emerged through the online discussion board participants’ interpretations
of the Alex and Lindsay vignettes framed Lindsay as a ‘good’ girl who was concerned
about having sex too soon, whereas Alex was more concerned with having sex than
respecting Lindsay’s feelings.

Alternative readings of Alex and Lindsay were provided by some of the participants in
both phases of this research. In the online discussion board, some of the young people
challenged the assumptions that Lindsay would be negatively affected by having sex with
Alex, while others challenged the reading of Alex and Lindsay as a heterosexual couple.
In response to the following scenario, challenges were raised as to the dominant
readings of the vignettes:
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That night, Lindsay and Alex have sex for the first time.
They didn’t talk about their decision before hand and now
Alex is worried about Lindsay’s feelings.


How do you think Lindsay might be feeling?

Many of the participants spoke about Lindsay feeling ‘sorry’, ‘uneasy’, ‘disappointed’,
‘distressed’, ‘pissed off’, ‘used’, ‘upset’, ‘betrayed’, ‘pressured’, ‘weird’, ‘guilty’, ‘scared’,
‘regretful’, ‘angry’, and ‘worried’ about having sex with Alex. While some of Lindsay’s
feelings were described as being directed at Alex, many were said to be self-directed.
This reproduced the discursive truth claims of the sexual double standard: as Lindsay
decided to have sex with Alex, ‘she’ had behaved badly and therefore would internalise
negative feelings about their sexual encounter. It also led to Alex being constructed as
“a young horny guy trying to get in Lindsay's pants”. (Mont@na, F, 19, ODB)
Annoyed by the prevalence of the ‘men as perpetrators of sexual violence’ discourse,
HankMoody decided to provide an “alternative point of view.” He challenged the main
readings of Alex and Lindsay by suggesting that Lindsay may feel good about her
decision to have sex with Alex:

lindsay might be thinking that she had the best sex of her life [and] is no longer
confused and worried about being intimate. she might be worried that she's
pregnant. she might have realised that alex is a decent guy despite the bashing
he is copping on this forum. (HankMoody, M, 19, ODB)45

By interpreting Lindsay as acting with agency over her sexuality, HankMoody provided a
subjugated – that is, an unconventional alternative – discourse for understanding the
Alex and Lindsay vignette. He challenged the victim/perpetrator discourse by suggesting
that Lindsay may have desired and enjoyed sex with Alex. Heteronormative discourses
tend to discount women’s sexual pleasure and agency, instead giving primary
importance to men’s sexual desires. Within these discourses, women’s strategies of
care of the self within sexual negotiations are limited to ‘gatekeeping’ – that is, setting
boundaries to how far a sexual encounter can go. HankMoody’s alternative reading
drew upon the permissive discourse (Hollway, 1984) by describing Lindsay as occupying
an agentic sexual subject position, where she was able to make decisions about her
sexuality that allowed her to act upon her sexual desire. Once the possibility of Lindsay
45

I have left the quotations from the online discussion board participants unedited in order to
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enjoying sex with Alex was raised, other young people began to offer alternative
readings of the vignette. Three of the young people in the online discussion board
suggested Alex and Lindsay may be a same-sex couple. Mont@na and Rosy read Alex
and Lindsay as two women, while Moore stated he also had his “gay glasses” on in
reading these vignettes. However, during the discussion board Mont@na, Rosy, and
Moore talked about how their own sexual subjectivities placed them outside of the
‘heteronorm’. They framed their readings of the vignettes as ‘alternative’ and ‘biased’
regarding their own experiences. In their discussion of the vignettes they either kept Alex
and Lindsay’s genders neutral or referred to them as a heterosexual couple, thereby
accommodating heteronormative readings of the vignettes.

Although Alex and Lindsay were occasionally read as two women, Lindsay was less
often read as a man. While this may have been a result of ‘Lindsay’ being a name more
commonly given to girls than boys, it also may have been a result of the way the
vignettes were constructed: Lindsay is hesitant to start a sexual relationship with Alex.
Given that men’s sexuality is predominately understood through the ‘male sexual drive’
discourse (Hollway, 1984), Lindsay may not have made sense to these young people
when read as a man. As John, one of the young people interviewed, put it:
To me it seems that Alex is the guy cos, I don’t know, he was initiating, which is
the general, I don’t know, thing that guys do. (John, M, 18, INT)

In this reading Alex is seen as active and hence male, and Lindsay is seen as passive
and hence female. Seven of the twelve interview participants (Ash, Berry, Blaze, Emily,
Ian, Jane, and June) immediately drew upon a heteronormative framework to interpret
the Alex and Lindsay vignettes, while three of the participants (John, Krys, and Meg)
initially described Alex and Lindsay as gender neutral before turning to a
heteronormative framework. Tom initially gendered both Alex and Lindsay as men;
however, when Alex and Lindsay hooked up, he quickly reinterpreted Lindsay as a
woman. Mezza – a same-sex attracted woman – was the only participant to interpret the
entire Alex and Lindsay vignette series as occurring between two men.

In the interviews, the heteronormative interpretation of the Alex and Lindsay vignettes
was challenged when a third gender neutral party – Chris – was introduced into Alex and
Lindsay’s relationship:
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Alex and Lindsay have been dating for six months now.
Things have been going really well, but lately Lindsay has
been feeling jealous of Alex’s new friend Chris. Chris and
Alex have been spending a lot of time together and Lindsay
is feeling left out of Alex’s life.

In order to interpret this vignette several of the young people considered their
assumptions about gender and sexuality. The ambiguous nature of Chris’s relationship
with Alex – are they friends or something more? – brought the importance of gender in
interpreting the Alex and Lindsay vignettes to the forefront for all but two of the men I
interviewed. Krys and Tom did not ask me to clarify Chris’s gender – possibly because
they were aware of the gender neutral names from the start. Interestingly, none of the
three women who read this vignette46 (Emily, Meg, and Mezza) considered Chris’s
gender to be essential to their understanding. Mezza did, however, note that Chris’s
sexual orientation made a difference in how she read the vignette. Like Krys and Tom,
Meg had been aware of the gender neutral names from the start and may have been
trying to appease me by reverting to a gender neutral discussion of Chris. Emily’s
interpretation of Chris focused on the importance of a couple having separate lives for
the health of the relationship; she did not discuss the possibility of Alex and Chris being
more than friends.

For the remaining four men (Ash, Blaze, Ian, and John), the introduction of Chris made
them aware of the possibility of alternative readings of the Alex and Lindsay vignettes.
Ian described how Chris’s gender was important to him in determining how justified
Lindsay was in her feelings of jealousy:
I mean they say ‘new friend’ so I'm assuming it's someone he's met recently. I
mean, the friendship will like – like the relationship with the friend between –
Chris is a male, is it? [Joni: Up to you.] If it was a girl, she's [Lindsay] completely
justified in her thoughts. Were they given a multi-sex name for that reason? (Ian,
M, 21, INT)
While Chris’s ambiguous gender made Ian pause over his interpretation of this vignette,
it did not challenge his understanding of Alex and Lindsay as a heterosexual couple.
Ian’s interpretation does not call Alex’s sexuality into question in light of ‘his’ relationship
46

My interviews with Berry, Jane, and June did not go through all eight Alex and Lindsay
vignettes as they shared personal experiences that served as the focus for our interviews. They
were therefore not asked the questions about Chris.

116

with Chris; instead, what is questioned is the legitimacy of Lindsay’s feelings of
jealousy.47 This may have been because, as he stated in our interview, Ian could relate
to his girlfriend being jealous of the time he spends with his best male friend. His own
experiences shaped the discourses that he drew upon, and he may not have seen Alex’s
close relationship with a male Chris as an indication of homosexuality.
Ash, Blaze, and John, however, all described Chris’s gender as important because of the
potential challenge to their heteronormative interpretation of the Alex and Lindsay
vignettes. Blaze’s response to the questions about Chris is characteristic of how these
three men reacted to the challenge presented by Chris’s ambiguous gender:

Although it's politically correct not to state gender, if I assume Alex is a boy and
Lindsay is a girl, then Chris's gender is extremely important, because it could
have implications that are fundamental to Alex and Lindsay's relationship. If
Chris is a boy, then hello, maybe he's [Alex] gay. If Chris is a girl, that would be
more expected. (Blaze, M, 22, INT)
For Blaze, Chris’s ambiguous gender presented a challenge to the heteronormative
framework that underlies the assumptions he made about Alex and Lindsay, and their
relationship to one another. If Chris was assumed to be a woman, then Alex and
Lindsay’s relationship was following a readily recognisable trajectory – Alex was likely
cheating on Lindsay. However, if Chris was a man then additional information about
Alex’s sexuality was needed to make sense of this vignette. Similar to Ian, Blaze’s
interpretation of this scenario depended on the legitimacy of Lindsay’s feelings of
jealousy. If Lindsay was justified in her feelings of jealousy, then Alex must be sexually
attracted to Chris. If Alex was sexually attracted to Chris, then Chris must be a woman,
or Alex must be gay. Blaze’s reading of this vignette demonstrates Leonard’s (2005)
wedding cake logic, described in Chapter 2; without knowing Chris’s sex, the binary
classifications of sex, gender, and sexuality all come into question.

Interestingly, none of the young people interviewed described Alex as a woman.
Perhaps this was because Alex was introduced as someone who ‘enjoys having casual
sex’ – a sexual subject position not easily taken up by women. That nearly all the young
people in both phases of this research – regardless of their own sexual identity or
experiences – read the Alex and Lindsay vignettes as occurring between a heterosexual
couple demonstrates the strength of heteronormative discourses. It is possible that the
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same-sex attracted men in this research found Lindsay’s initial hesitation to have sex too
foreign to the gay male hookup culture in order to read Lindsay as a man. In which case,
their reading of Lindsay as a woman highlights how male sexual drive discourse is
deeply entrenched. Even Krys, who was aware of the gender neutral names and was
himself not interested in casual sex, chose to interpret Lindsay as a woman. Indeed, as
a same-sex attracted woman, Mezza’s interpretation of Alex and Lindsay as two gay
men further reinforces discourses of men wanting sex and women not being interested in
casual sex.
The assumption of heterosexuality in these young people’s interpretations of the Alex
and Lindsay vignettes reproduced traditional, gendered sexual roles that claim men
always want sex and women do not. Some of the participants assumed that having sex
outside of a committed relationship would negatively affect women, while others
challenged this by suggesting it could be an enjoyable experience for women as well as
men. The heteronormative assumptions these young people engaged in, resulted in
them discussing the vignettes in terms of a victim/perpetrator discourse. The dominance
of these discourses made it difficult for some of the young people to consider other
possible ways that Alex and Lindsay could negotiate their relationship, such as them
being a same-sex couple, or being gendered in a different configuration. The addition of
Chris – whose gender was ambiguous – to the vignettes resulted in some of the young
people questioning their gendered assumptions about Alex and Lindsay. While some
continued to rely upon heteronormativity to make sense of this scenario – reading Chris
as a woman, or Lindsay’s jealousy of a heterosexual male friendship as unreasonable –
others called Alex’s sexual orientation into question. For some of these young people,
Chris’s ambiguous gender troubled the binary logic that upholds heteronormativity.
However, even for these young people a heterosexual reading remained the ‘most
obvious’ choice.
The gendered dance
Given the heteronormative assumptions about Alex and Lindsay, it was important to see
how these gendered scripts played out in the negotiation of a hookup. When men are
expected to push a hookup to go as far as possible and women are expected to rein in
men’s desires, sexual communication becomes extremely important. How does a
person know when – or what – someone is interested in during a hookup? Negotiating
an ethical sexual encounter involves navigating complex and often contradictory
discourses that work to obscure the intentions of both parties. In the interviews, young
people were given the following vignette:
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Alex is debating asking Lindsay out on a date, or just
seeing if Lindsay wants to hookup tonight. Alex has gotten
the impression from Lindsay’s friends that Lindsay is just
looking to hookup. However, Alex isn’t so sure that’s what
Lindsay wants. Alex decides to kiss Lindsay and see
where it leads.


When Alex kisses Lindsay, are there signs Alex
should look for to see if Lindsay’s into it?

In responding to this vignette, young people demonstrated their understandings of how
verbal and nonverbal cues are used to indicate interest – or uninterest – in hooking up.
The responses provided by Ash, June, Mezza, and John demonstrated how the
dominance of traditional gender roles can impact upon young people’s strategies for
initiating a hookup in ‘messy’ ways. The sexual double standard – which positions
women as passive and men as active within hookups – featured prominently in these
young people’s reflections upon their negotiation of hookups.

Ash provided an eloquent description of the flirtatious dance of verbal and nonverbal
cues that he understood women and men to engage in before a hookup:

Just like when they're trying to make these little contact, when their friends are
magically disappearing and leaving you guys alone, like when you split up and
she'll come back and join your conversation or whatever, like there is plenty of the
eye contact, there's the flirting with the hair, there's hitting you, like that kind of
getting physical when it's not necessary. When they laugh at a really bad joke,
that's a good tester. And sort of the ultimate test [to see] if they're ready for that
kiss moment or whatever, is if you touch the end of the hair and they're not
pulling away. You can say something about how you like their hair or whatever,
or that crap, but basically if they're letting you get up close and put your hand
near their face, they want it. (Ash, M, 23, INT)
Ash described a series of nonverbal cues which – taken together – provide a strong
nonverbal indication of a woman’s willingness to be kissed. The signals he described
are similar to the subtle, nonverbal signals Beres (2010) reported the young people in
her research – discussed in Chapter 2 – looked for when negotiating casual sex. Taken
together, these signals become the steps to a gendered dance, where women display
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their interest in a potential hookup partner in subtle ways, allowing them to act with
agency on their sexual desire without taking up an ‘active’ sexual subject position.
Although the gendered negotiation of a hookup involves navigating complex signals that
can be easily misinterpreted, Beres (2010) found that young people were adept at
interpreting and differentiating signals of active participation and disinterest within their
hookups. Through the steps of the flirtatious dance Ash described, the woman can be
seen as actively participating to move the encounter forward: she spends time with him,
she signals to her friends to give them space, she re-joins the conversation after they
split up, she plays with her hair, she makes physical contact with him, she laughs at his
jokes, and she lets him touch her hair. While it is the man who is left to ‘make a move’
and kiss her, the woman Ash described has skilfully negotiated social conventions about
women’s sexuality in order to get the man to kiss her.

Although Ash described a mutual negotiation of a hookup, he used language which
belittled women and the process of mutual consent to do so. By referring to paying a
woman a compliment on her appearance as ‘crap’ and to women who engaged in this
flirtatious dance as ‘wanting it’, Ash took up a dominant masculine subject position that
distances sex from emotional attachment and devalues women’s sexual agency.
Throughout our interview Ash oscillated between subject positions of a ‘sensitive guy’
and an ‘alpha male’. Previous research has suggested that men behave differently when
interviewed about sexual relationships by a woman or a man: an interview with a woman
may allow men to feel safer expressing their emotional vulnerability, whereas an
interview with a man may encourage displays of masculine bravado (Allen, 2003, 2005;
Flood, 2008; Powell, 2007, 2010). Neither of these interview spaces produces a ‘more
accurate’ reading of men; each produces knowledge about men that is specific to its
context. Based on the dynamics of our interview, I read Ash’s oscillation between
subject positions in two ways. Being interviewed by a woman may have allowed Ash to
speak candidly about his emotional sensitivity, which may have in turn resulted in him
reasserting his masculinity by taking up a more aggressively masculine subject position.
Additionally, by presenting himself as an ‘expert’ on every topic we discussed, it was
necessary for Ash to draw upon different subject positions throughout our interview. By
manoeuvring between these different subject positions, Ash can be read through a
subjugated discourse: what Allen (2007) referred to as ‘sensitive and real macho all at
the same time’.

Similar to the signals Ash described women using to demonstrate their interest; June
described the subtle ways in which she would signal her romantic interest:
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Just simple little things like I [try] to talk to that guy more. I try to be fun and I try
to – or maybe simply my body will unconsciously do some things that [will make
him] know that I'm interested in him. Because of my background [as an Asian
woman] it's not a good thing for the girl to actually have the say first. But still, if I
really like that guy, even though I'm really shy, I will try to let him know that I like
him by paying attention to him. I will try to have more chance of meeting him or
simply maybe just ask my friend to tell him that I am interested in him. (June, F,
19, INT)

June was able to actively signal her desire through the use of subtle cues. In so doing,
she accommodated dominant discourses of romance and feminine passivity which claim
that women should allow men to take the initiative in negotiating a romantic or sexual
encounter. The strategies that June described involved taking actions to gain the
attention and approval of the man she was interested in: she repeatedly described ways
she would try to demonstrate her interest in someone. Although she stated that it is the
man’s role to initiate a romantic encounter, she engaged with the subjugated discourse
of the gendered dance. June’s statement that her ‘body will unconsciously do some
things’ to demonstrate her romantic interest in a man, however, is problematic as it
suggests she lacks an embodied awareness of how her desire manifests itself. Her
inability to identify what signals her body might give off suggests she is ‘cut off’ from her
desire (Tolman, 2002). This lack of awareness can be dangerous: when a person is not
able to identify and speak of how they signal their desire, it can be difficult to refute
claims that they were ‘asking for it’ should they be sexually assaulted. If the woman that
Ash described was not aware of the signals she was giving off, she may find herself in a
difficult position if she did not – as Ash suggested – ‘want’ the sexual attention.
Dominant discourses about femininity encourage women to be passive about and cut off
from their sexual desire, which facilitates victim blaming for sexual assault. An
understanding of the gendered dynamics of sexual subject positions is therefore
necessary for ethical sexual negotiations to occur. It is important for individuals to
develop self-knowledge about how they express and act upon their feelings of desire, so
they can differentiate their own feelings from the signals they interpret others sending.

Regardless of how adept a person is at reading nonverbal cues, there is always a
possibility that those cues have been misread. When one person has a strong desire to
hookup with another person, they may misread that person’s signals as ‘confirming’ their
desire is reciprocated. As Mezza aptly stated:

It can be so ambiguous and so like hard to read some people. Cos you might
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get all these signals that they actually aren't putting off; it's just the ways that
you're reading their behaviour that fed your own sort of – it's like a confirmation
bias, I suppose. (Mezza, F, 20, INT)
Foucauldian ethics of the self involves an individual developing knowledge of – and
mastery over – his or her desires. When people are aware of the boundaries of their
own desires, they are better able to be aware of when they are placing the responsibility
for their own desires onto another person. Dominant discourses that deem active
sexuality to be unacceptable in women complicate ethical sexual negotiations, as these
discourses require women to obscure their intentions, leaving their partner to guess what
they want. While this complicates ethical sexual negotiation, it does not prevent it from
occurring. Mezza and I discussed how she determined if someone was interested in her,
and what strategies she used to ensure she was not getting a ‘confirmation bias’. She
described a time she had misinterpreted the signals of a woman she was interested in:

I asked her out, and got shot down a bit. And what I thought was interest was
not, it was just friendliness. That was slightly embarrassing. But eh, it happens.
But I'm glad that I asked first [laughs] and didn't just come onto her. Cos I mean
she's pretty tough, I've seen her [laughs] lay someone out before. I was so glad
that [laughs] I was not on the receiving end of that, that we had the friend thing
first before I went the extra little bit. So that makes it slightly easier now. (Mezza,
F, 20, INT)

Mezza was light-hearted about this event, laughing and shrugging it off as a friendly
misunderstanding. By asking this woman out on a date – instead of going in for a kiss –
Mezza sought to clarify the signals she had interpreted as interest. In doing so, she both
discovered that she had misinterpreted these signals, and avoided putting herself and
this woman into a more difficult situation to negotiate. Had she just kissed this woman,
Mezza likely would have made her feel uncomfortable and they may not have remained
friends. As a same-sex attracted woman, Mezza was not limited to heteronormative
discursive claims about how to initiate a date (Klinkenberg & Rose, 1994). Without the
restrictive gender roles of a heterosexual dating script, she was able to seek clarification
about the signals she was reading, thereby producing a wider range of options for this
woman to choose from when responding to her request for a date and allowing power to
flow between them both in a more equitable way. Mezza’s concern that this woman
could physically hurt her if she was to make a sexual pass would be an unlikely concern
of a heterosexual man in the same position. There are different power dynamics at play
between a same-sex couple than there are within the negotiation of a heterosexual
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hookup; however, the ‘rules’ of ethical negotiation remain applicable. Being aware of the
boundaries of one’s own sexual desires and developing mastery over those desires are
crucial to any ethical sexual negotiation.

Given the dominance of discourses that position men as actively pursuing women, young
people may be unaware of the more complex ways in which gender roles play out in the
negotiation of their hookups. When I asked John to tell me about a sexual experience
that had not been completely thought through, he told me about a time he hooked up
with a woman at a house party:

I was just talking to this girl, and we were talking for a bit and then all of a sudden
she’s like, “Yeah, let’s get in the spa.” So, I don’t have any bathers or boardies or
anything there so I just went in my boxers. And she just went in her underwear.
So we got in and we were just talking for a few minutes and then all of a sudden
she just took her top off and we started making out, that sort of thing. (John, M,
18, INT)
Listening to John’s account, it could be read that the woman had played an active role in
initiating their hookup: she suggested they go to the spa where they would need to
remove their clothing, and she took her top off. However, when I asked John if the
woman had initiated their hookup he described it as mutually initiated:
I think it was mutual. I think we could kind of read each other’s intentions just
through whatever physical like [cues] there were. Like body language and eye
contact and the way we were talking to each other and that sort of thing. (John,
M, 18, INT)
An initial interpretation of John’s account of this hookup was that he did not have an
alternative discourse about sexual initiation available to him, and therefore could only
make sense of this experience by seeing himself as playing an active role. While this
may or may not be the case, the position of the woman as actively initiating this hookup
is still influenced by the male sexual drive discourse, which claims that men are always
‘up for’ sex. According to this discourse, if a woman wants to have sex with a man, all
she has to do is give him a bit of encouragement and he will take on an active role in the
negotiation. This woman may have been drawing upon the male sexual drive discourse
to act upon her own sexual desires. Again, this may or may not be the case – as I did
not interview this woman, there is no way of knowing what her intentions were. It is also
possible that this hookup was mutually negotiated, with both parties taking active steps
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to move the encounter forward. What this account demonstrates is the ambiguity,
complexity, and slipperiness of gendered subject positions in negotiating hookups.

Traditional gender roles enable the sexual double standard to persist. While some
women have been able to develop strategies to actively demonstrate their sexual desire
from within the boundaries of dominant feminine subject positions, these strategies
continue to uphold discourses which devalue women’s sexual agency. Ash and June
both described a flirtatious dance that women engage in to demonstrate their sexual or
romantic interest in someone. June was cautious not to be too forward about her desire,
while Ash used belittling language to reassert his masculine dominance over the
negotiation he described. Mezza highlighted the difficulty of relying upon nonverbal cues
when negotiating a hookup, noting that it can be difficult to determine where one
person’s desire ends and another person’s desire begins. This was further
demonstrated by John’s account of hooking up with a woman at a house party, where it
was unclear whose desire was moving the encounter forward. When there is mutual
desire for a hookup, being able to recognise the boundaries of one’s own desire may not
seem terribly important; however, without a clear understanding of how an individual’s
desire differs from their partner’s desire, it is easy for sexual coercion to occur.

Although young women are now able to take up more active sexual subject positions,
which may enable them to initiate hookups, they remain subject to the dominant,
traditional discourses about gender and sexuality. The young women described in this
section all either took on or described active roles in demonstrating their desire; however,
without recourse to subjugated discourses that positively recognise young women’s
sexual desire, their actions are reframed through dominant discourses which stigmatise
young women’s active sexuality. In the following section I explore the gendered roles of
setting, maintaining, and challenging boundaries within sexual negotiation, and further
challenge the idea that these activities only occur along traditional gendered lines.
Gatekeepers and gatecrashers
Despite having more variable experiences, the young people in this research often relied
on dominant heteronormative discourses that position men as responsible for initiating
hookups and women as responsible for setting sexual boundaries to make sense of their
own sexual negotiations. While the young people I interviewed spoke about the
importance of respecting the boundaries they or their partner put in place, the stories
they told about their own experiences negotiating sexual encounters were more complex:
‘no’ was given an array of meanings by these young people. These stories emerged
from discussions of the following Alex and Lindsay vignette:
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Lindsay asks if Alex would like to go back to one of their
places. Alex doesn’t think this is a good idea and asks
Lindsay if they can slow things down a bit and says it would
be nice to get to know each other better before things go any
further.

While the sudden reversal of gender roles within this scenario caused a fair bit of
confusion, the young people were all in agreement that Alex’s wishes should be
respected. However, when I asked them about their own experiences of saying ‘no’ or
having a partner say ‘no’ to sex within their ongoing relationships, their responses
revealed that saying ‘no’ was not always respected. Eight of the young people
interviewed spoke about their experiences of negotiating a ‘no’ to sex within an ongoing
heterosexual relationship. While Tom, Ian, and Berry spoke about their partner saying
‘no’ to sex, Emily, Jane, Meg, Ash, and John spoke about saying ‘no’ to their partner’s
request for sex. Some of these young people put pressure on their partner to have sex,
some felt pressure from their partner to have sex, and some were able to engage with
sexual refusals in respectful ways.

Men as gatecrashers, women as gatekeepers
I asked Tom what he did when he wanted to have sex with a romantic partner, but she
did not:

Sometimes we ended up doing it anyway. I mean, it was never unpleasant; it
was never like a bloody domestic mess or anything. Sometimes we did,
sometimes we didn’t. My inclination is to have sex because, well, I’ll practically
shag everything that walks. But yeah, it was never a point of sort of forcing them
or pressuring them, or if there was pressure it was very, very, very minimal. I
mean it was never an unpleasant confrontational thing or anything. It’s, you
know, I’d like to; if they didn’t want to then I’d still like to; if they really didn’t want
to, then I didn’t. It was really that simple. (Tom, M, 20, INT)
Tom drew upon the male sexual drive discourse to position himself as ‘always up for’ and
‘always out for’ sex. Within this subject position, it was his role to constantly demand sex
and the role of his girlfriend to set the boundaries of when this would happen. By taking
up an active, masculine sexual subjectivity Tom was able to engage in ‘gatecrashing’ –
that is, challenging the sexual boundaries his partner put in place – as part of his
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normative behaviour. By repeatedly asking his girlfriend to have sex, Tom sought to
change her ‘no’ to ‘yes’. According to dominant gendered discourses about sexuality,
men want sex all the time while women’s sexual desire is more elusive (Allen, 2003;
Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010; Reid,
Elliot & Webber, 2011; Wilkins, 2004). This provides a justification for men to
continuously ask for sex from their girlfriends: after all, she may simply need more time
or coaxing for her sexual desire to ‘catch up’ to his. Tom endeavoured to describe his
actions as not ‘pressuring’ his partner to have sex with him. As I did not interview his
former girlfriend, I have no way of knowing if she felt pressured by Tom’s actions.
Whether or not Tom intended his actions to be ‘pressuring’ – or if his former girlfriend
experienced them as such – it is difficult to interpret them differently within a social
context where men’s sexual desires are valued over women’s.

Part of the challenge in negotiating ethical sexual encounters is the predominance of
discourses that claim men’s sexual desires need to be gratified. When this is understood
as a truth, it becomes difficult for women to continue to say ‘no’ to repeated requests for
sex – especially within their romantic relationships. The issue of setting boundaries
when negotiating a hookup was explored in the interviews through the following
vignette48:

Lindsay isn’t sure about having sex with Alex just yet but for
the moment is enjoying pashing Alex. Alex is really enjoying
pashing Lindsay. Before Alex realises what’s happening,
Alex is touching Lindsay’s bum, it just happened. Lindsay
likes this and responds in kind.

When I asked Emily what she thought was going on for Alex, she drew upon the male
sexual drive discourse:

Well, although he wants a serious relationship, but guys are guys. [laughs] So
their mind probably can’t control their body. [laughs] (Emily, F, 21, INT)
By framing men’s sexual desires as outside of their own control, Emily accommodated
the sexual double standard. Although she laughed and took on a jovial tone, as we
continued our discussion of this vignette it became apparent that this discourse had
informed her sexual decision making within a previous relationship. When I asked Emily
48

‘Pashing’ is Australia slang for kissing passionately.
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to tell me about a sexual encounter where something happened that was not completely
thought through, she told me about the first time her and her ex-boyfriend had sex:
The first time that me and my ex-boyfriend [had sex], so at first I try to say “no,”
but after a few times then it just happened. [laughs] So at first I try to reject [his
request to have sex]. But after a few times, just, just can’t stop it [laughs] I guess.
Yeah, so at last we did have sex. (Emily, F, 21, INT)

Emily was relaxed as she spoke about this experience; her laughter was more laidback
than nervous. I asked her how she felt about this experience and she described herself
as feeling ambivalent:
Well, after I know that it’s probably hard to stop it [his requests for sex] then just
feel like “Oh, whatever.” [laughs] Yeah, just give it a go or whatever, yeah. So in
the end it’s not really that bad. (Emily, F, 21, INT)

Relying upon the male sexual drive discourse to understand her relationship limited
Emily’s options for negotiating sex with her boyfriend; if the relationship was to continue,
at some point she would have to give in to his requests for sex. Discourses that claim
men’s sexual needs must be gratified serve as governmental techniques that men can
draw upon to justify continuing to pursue sex with a woman who has expressed
uninterest in their advances. As discussed in Chapter 4, governmental techniques are
the ways in which individuals are made subject to discursive truth claims. While Emily’s
choice to have sex may not have been negative – she spoke amicably about this
relationship, which lasted for over a year – the decision to do so did not seem to be
about her own sexual desire. Instead, it appears that she took responsibility for her
former boyfriend’s sexual desire. Foucauldian ethics of the self involves individuals
developing mastery over their own desires. When people develop mastery over their
desires, they are able to recognise the boundaries of their own desires and be
responsible for themselves – instead of claiming that someone else must satisfy their
desires. Emily’s experience demonstrates the messiness of the lived reality of ethical
sexual negotiations: while her decision making may have been limited by the discourses
that framed her relationship, leaving her with the options of having sex for her boyfriend’s
benefit or ending her relationship, she chose to have sex willingly and without regret.
Engaging in an ethical project of reflexive self-development may have given Emily more
options in how to negotiate this situation, but that does not necessarily mean she would
have made a different choice.
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While Emily described a time she felt ambivalent about having sex; when I asked Jane to
tell me about a time in her life where an unplanned sexual situation occurred she began
by telling me about the first time she had sex with her current boyfriend. Although they
had not previously established when they would have sex, when he initiated sex Jane felt
secure because they were already in a committed relationship:

I didn't regret it, and that's because we were in a relationship. But if we weren't in
a relationship, God, hell no, it wouldn't have happened. (Jane, F, 22, INT)

Jane then went on to describe a time when a man she had been casually dating tried to
have sex with her and she refused:

And he was sort of like hugging me, kissing me passionately. And then he like
basically tried to instigate sex. And I’m like I didn't want to! I don't know; I just
didn't want to. Couldn't see myself with the guy. And I just said, “no.” And he's
like, “Hang on, we're both adults here.” And I was like 19 at the time and I'm like,
“I don't feel like an adult yet.” And I'm like, “You know you can't just put that on
someone.” (Jane, F, 22, INT)

Jane engaged in practices of care of the self by being aware of and responsible for her
own – and only her own – desires. Her partner engaged in gatecrashing activities by
claiming they were both ‘adults’ – and therefore free to engage in casual sex – making it
more difficult for her to resist his sexual advances. Jane’s self-assurance about what
she was and was not comfortable with enabled her to resist the gatecrashing activities of
her partner. She resisted dominant discourses about men’s sexuality needing to be
gratified; however, she did so by infantilising herself. Instead of assertively stating that
she would not have sex outside of a committed relationship49, and that she did not want
a relationship with this man, Jane diminished her power by claiming not to be ‘adult’
enough to engage in casual sex. Jane was able to act upon her own sexual desires
while maintaining a ‘good girl’ sexual subjectivity. This strategy accommodates the
virgin/whore dichotomy by privileging sex that occurs within a committed relationship
over sex that occurs outside of one. Women like Jane – who strongly connected sexual
pleasure to romantic love – may find it difficult to experience sexual pleasure outside of a
committed relationship. This complicates ethical sexual negotiation: while some women
may want to have sex outside of a committed relationship their ability to engage in ethical
sexual negotiation is limited by the unevenness of the sexual subject positions currently
available to them (Beres & Farvid, 2010). By saying ‘no’ to sex outside of a committed
49

A strategy that would also have been limiting as it draws upon the have/hold discourse.
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relationship, Jane engaged in ‘gatekeeping’ activities – that is, setting boundaries for how
far a hookup will go – in order to maintain her ‘good girl’ subject position.

Respecting sexual refusals
Given the privileging of men’s sexuality over women’s, it is not surprising that some of
these young people had experiences of men not respecting a woman’s sexual refusal.
This was not, however, the only way that women’s sexual refusals were received within
ongoing heterosexual relationships. When I asked Meg about how she made decisions
about when she and her long-term partner would have sex, she described how her
boyfriend respected her decision to only have sex when she desired it:

I really try to go with how I'm feeling because I have had sex when I just haven't
felt up for it and then sort of afterwards – I don't know, it's not as good when you
don't want to and, yeah, that's sort of how I make decisions. (Meg, F, 23, INT)

At the time of our interview Meg was about to complete her honours thesis and had been
feeling quite stressed, and was therefore uninterested in having sex. She was aware
that she had been refusing to have sex with her boyfriend for a while, but continued to
stick with how she was feeling. Although she stated she felt good about her decision
about when to have sex, she said she felt bad that this meant her boyfriend was not
having sex as often as he would like:

So when I want to [have sex] it's good but I kind of feel bad because I'm going
with how I'm feeling but then that means that we don't have sex very often so I
feel bad about that. (Meg, F, 23, INT)

I asked her how she managed feeling bad about her decision:
Well I've spoken to him about it. I've said, “Look I don't know why, I'm just fairly
stressed out and I've got so many things on my mind,” and so yeah he's been
very understanding. But, to be honest I haven't really been thinking about it at all
because I'm so focused on my thesis at the moment that I'm not even thinking
about it. But he probably is so that's why I sort of talked to him about it. (Meg, F,
23, INT)

Meg did not seem to be experiencing pressure from her boyfriend to have sex when she
did not want to; her guilty feelings appeared instead to come from her use of dominant
heteronormative discourses to make sense of her relationship. Meg resisted these
129

discourses by insisting on only having sex when she felt like she would enjoy it. This
allowed her to take up an active, embodied sexual subjectivity – a subjectivity that even
women who are in committed relationships can find difficult to embrace. By developing
awareness of the boundaries of her own sexual desire, Meg engaged in practices of
Foucauldian sexual ethics. She employed strategies of care of the self by focusing on
her own sexual desire, and practised care of the other by discussing the limitations of her
sexual desire with her partner. Meg’s guilt about putting her own sexual needs over
those of her partner demonstrates the power of dominant heteronormative discourses to
produce docile bodies; even though she actively resisted being made into a docile body
by developing an embodied understanding of her own sexual desire, Meg was cognisant
that she was not following the normative cultural script and felt the need to apologise to
her partner for it. Negotiating the sexual double standard inherent in dominant
discourses about gender roles can make engaging in sexual ethics more challenging for
young people as it requires them to resist the normalising trajectories within these
discourses.
Ian described himself as occupying a dominant masculine sexual subject position – he
was always ‘up for’ sex. This subject position claims that women are responsible for
satisfying men’s sexual desires. Ian problematised this through how he engaged with his
long-term partner’s sexual refusals. When his girlfriend was not interested in having sex,
Ian described taking responsibility for his own sexual desires – instead of placing that
responsibility onto his girlfriend:

I'm quite fair on it; I mean I understand you're not always up for it. A lot of the
time, like I'll make it quite clear that it's an option, not a demand, but it would be
nice, you know. And afterwards I just sort of declare it, like, “Alright, well I'm
gonna have a shower and I'll be back in five minutes,” sort of thing. I mean for
me it's gonna happen either way whether it's by myself or with them, it's just their
option to be a part of it. (Ian, M, 21, INT)

Although Ian still described his sexual desires as requiring gratification, he understood
himself – and not his girlfriend – as responsible for satisfying his sexual desires. By
taking responsibility for his own sexual desires, Ian demonstrated a level of mastery over
his desires and engaged in practices of care for the self and care for the other, thereby
enabling ethical sexual negotiation within his relationship. Their shared understanding
that he would pleasure himself if his girlfriend was not interested in having sex seemed to
open up space within their relationship for Ian’s girlfriend to reflect upon her own desires
and act with agency in her decisions to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to sex. However, given this
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understanding, it is questionable as to why Ian would need to make explicit that he is
going to masturbate. This may have served as a subtle way to make his girlfriend feel
guilty about not having sex with him. Their ability to negotiate sex in an ethical way may
have been a result of the length of their relationship: at the time of our interview, Ian and
his girlfriend had been together for six years. Ian, like Meg, was able to simultaneously
accommodate and resist dominant heteronormative discourses about gender roles within
relationships, enabling him to engage in practices of sexual ethics. Although he resisted
some of the discursive claims of the dominant masculine sexual subject position, Ian’s
masculinity was not at risk when he respected his girlfriend’s sexual refusals. Instead of
focusing on his sexual prowess as indicative of his masculinity, Ian could point to his
ability to maintain a long-term relationship as indicative of him possessing a more
‘mature’ masculinity (Allen, 2003, 2007; Doull et al., 2013; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010;
Forrest, 2010; Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2010). According to Allen (2007), some young
men use romance as “a resource through which to constitute a more adult form of
heterosexual masculinity” (p.143). Although this strategy can be considered ethical, it is
highly gendered. It is difficult to imagine Ian’s girlfriend behaving in the same way. Both
Ian and Meg’s accounts demonstrated how men can respectfully engage with their
girlfriend’s sexual refusals.

Women as gatecrashers, men as gatekeepers
Within traditional gender roles there is an expectation that while women will sometimes
say ‘no’ to sex, men will always say ‘yes’. Some young people challenged this by
sharing stories about men saying ‘no’ to women’s requests for sex. The men in these
stories troubled the male sexual drive discourse by resisting discursive claims that men
are always ‘up for’ and ‘out for’ sex. These young people also contested claims that only
men engage in gatecrashing activities: sometimes it was women who pressured men for
sex.

When I asked Ash how he made decisions about when he and his girlfriend would have
sex, he said if the moment was right, one of them would initiate sex. He described it as a
mutual decision, and spoke about the difficulty he encountered when he tried to say ‘no’
to having sex with his girlfriend:

There's fewer times when I say no, but it's really hard to get heard, when you say
no. She laughs and thinks I'm kidding and just playing hard to get or whatever
and I'm like, “No, I'm really not in the mood today.” (Ash, M, 23, INT)

The predominance of discourses that claim men always want sex can make it difficult for
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men’s sexual refusals to be heard. Saying ‘no’ to sex is often considered an affront to a
man’s masculinity; as there are not many other options available for reading a man’s
sexual refusal, men may be hesitant to say ‘no’ to sex and women may become
confused or suspicious of their male partner’s sexual refusals. I asked Ash how he
managed to get his ‘no’ heard:

It's quite difficult, she's really fuckin' persistent. I have to like stiffen up and just
fuckin' like, push her off, like physically like get rid of her but she's trying to
unbutton things. Yeah. Apparently speaking isn't good enough anymore. (Ash,
M, 23, INT)

Ash was frustrated that he had to resort to physical cues in addition to verbally refusing
sex with his girlfriend. By ignoring his signals of sexual refusal, Ash’s girlfriend may have
been trying to satisfy her own sexual desire – by resisting dominant heteronormative
discourses that privilege men’s sexual desire over women’s. However, she may also
have been accommodating the male sexual drive discourse which does not allow for
men to be uninterested in sex. In this case, her engagement in gatecrashing activities
can be interpreted as compelling Ash to conform to the normalising trajectory of the male
sexual drive discourse.

Beres and Farvid (2010) reported that heterosexual women rarely checked with their
sexual partners to ensure they were comfortable within a hookup. As discussed in
Chapter 2, this is not necessarily a failure to engage in practices of sexual ethics, but an
indication of the structural limits women face when negotiating hookups. Ensuring that a
male partner is comfortable within a hookup requires a woman to take up an active
sexual subject position, which comes with the risk of being labelled a ‘slut’. Although
having sex within a committed relationship provides women with some protection from
this, taking up an active, embodied sexual subjectivity within a relationship can still prove
difficult for some women. Foucauldian ethics of the self prioritises care of the self over
care of the other. Given the structural limitations to women’s sexual agency created by
the sexual double standard, women’s strategies for care of the self when negotiating
hookups and sexual encounters are already constricted. This does not, however,
prevent women from recognising men’s signals of sexual refusal or justify ignoring these
signals. Ash subverted the male sexual drive discourse by resisting his girlfriend’s
sexual advances, while still laying claim to a masculine sexual subjectivity through his
use of aggressive language and by describing himself as a skilled lover. At various
stages of our interview Ash spoke confidently about his ability to sexually satisfy his
girlfriend, which may have allowed him to reaffirm his masculinity by understanding
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himself as a highly sought after lover.

While Ash was able to defend his masculinity from being called into question by his
sexual refusals, John was teased by his partner for his sexual refusal. John and Rachel
were not in a relationship with one another, but they had been regularly hooking up for
several months. They had not had sex because Rachel insisted on being in a
relationship first. Although John was interested in having a relationship with her at the
time of our interview, the situation was complicated and at other times he had not wanted
to commit to her. When I asked John if his partner had ever wanted to have sex when
he did not, he described a time when Rachel was willing to have sex with him, but he
turned her down:
Like, she invited me to her place when, you know, “Oh, my parents aren’t gonna
be home,” and that sort of thing. And I was like, “Oh OK, I might come.” But I
didn’t end up going because I just really didn’t feel like that was what I wanted at
the time. (John, M, 18, INT)

John had been hurt by Rachel a number of times and stated that he would occasionally
distance himself from her in order to avoid getting hurt again. I asked John how Rachel
reacted to his decision not to come over:

She was OK with it I guess. But she likes to rub it in my face that I passed up the
opportunity. Like, she always brings it up. (John, M, 18, INT)

By teasing John about his sexual refusal and calling his masculinity into question, Rachel
reaffirmed the boundaries of heteronormative masculine sexual subject positions. In so
doing, she used practices of gatecrashing to play strategic games of power where she
tried to determine John’s behaviour – to make him conform to a particular masculine
sexual subjectivity. John’s decision not to have sex with Rachel allowed her to maintain
claim to an active sexual subject position, without having to act on that sexual subject
position and risk being labelled a ‘slut’. This enabled Rachel to draw upon both sides of
the virgin/whore dichotomy in her own sexual subjectivity – thereby accommodating the
sexual double standard. Although Rachel may have been expressing her sexual agency
by taking up an active sexual subject position, within the context of a sexual double
standard that privileges men’s sexual desire over women’s the result is not an affirmation
of Rachel’s active sexual desire, but a denunciation of the subversive potential in John’s
resistance of an active, masculine sexual subjectivity. Rachel remains subject to the
virgin/whore dichotomy – which positions her active sexuality as negative – while John
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remains subject to the male sexual drive discourse – which leaves no space for men’s
sexual refusals. Women do not subvert dominant heteronormative discourses when they
engage in practices of gatecrashing, as this does not challenge the privileging of men’s
sexuality over women’s. Further, it creates a state of domination which limits the
potential for ethical sexual negotiations to occur.

The most extreme example of gatecrashing activity described by these young people
came from one of the young women: Berry. Berry was in a long-term relationship with
Dave. About six months prior to our interview, Dave had broken up with Berry and
started a relationship with another woman; Berry and Dave had since gotten back
together. When I asked Berry if Dave had ever resisted her initiation of sex, she
described how she had set out to make Dave cheat on his new girlfriend with her in an
effort to win him back50:

I knew that I could basically trick him into sex. Like, there was no way. Because
I have dated him for so long, like, you can't be with someone for four years and
have regular sex and not know exactly how to turn them on. So it was sort of like
he really resisted that, because he didn't want to cheat on her. But at the same
time they weren't having sex and he was sexually frustrated and I was doing an
awesome job. (Berry, F, 19, INT)
Although Berry stated that she felt “really horrible” about tricking Dave into having sex, it
was clear from our interview she did not regret what this produced – Dave eventually
broke up with the other woman and got back together with Berry. Berry was not able to
develop the necessary mastery over her desire to be with Dave to ethically negotiate
their breakup. Instead, she engaged in a strategic game of power where she sought to
regain control of her relationship with Dave, and Dave’s relationship with his new
girlfriend. She created a state of domination – whereby it was difficult for Dave to resist
her sexual advances – by using her sexual prowess to manipulate Dave into having sex
with her. Engaging in gatecrashing activities is problematic regardless of whether it is
done by men or women; however, there are important differences in the power dynamics
at play when women pressure men for sex. When women engage in gatecrashing
activities it subverts dominant discourses that position women as passive sexual
subjects, but it does not resist the privileging of men’s sexuality over women’s. The
focus of gatecrashing for the women discussed in this research remained on the sexual
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Berry’s campaign to win her boyfriend back is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 8.
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pleasure of men – and not themselves.51 Berry pressured Dave to have sex with her not
out of her sexual desire for Dave, but out of her desire to restore their romantic
relationship. What is produced by women taking up this more masculine sexual subject
position is women’s further subjection to men’s sexual desires. As Gill (2009) argued,
this results in a false sense of empowerment. Women who engage in gatecrashing are
still subjected to the punitive social label of ‘slut’, and their active sexuality is not valued
beyond the realm of men’s sexual gratification.

Dominant heteronormative discourses claim that heterosexual relationships are the only
legitimate place where women can take up an active sexual subjectivity; this can produce
an expectation from both men and women that sex will be a guaranteed part of
committing to a relationship. This expectation legitimates both men and women’s
engagement in gatecrashing practices within their relationships, while continuing to
privilege men’s sexuality over women’s. Discourses that claim men are always ‘up for’
sex accommodate both men and women’s engagement in gatecrashing activities. Tom
described applying what he deemed subtle pressure onto his girlfriend when she
rebuked his sexual advances. Emily decided to ‘give in’ to her boyfriend’s requests for
sex because she understood this to be the normative trajectory that relationships follow,
while Jane resisted the sexual advances of a man she had been dating because she did
not want to be in a relationship with him. Although gatecrashing is traditionally
understood as a strategy men use to obtain sex from women, some of the young people
spoke about women engaging in gatecrashing practices to obtain sex from men. Ash
needed to physically signal his sexual refusal to his girlfriend as she found it difficult to
believe he was not interested in having sex, while John described being teased when he
turned down the opportunity to have sex with a woman he had been casually involved
with. Berry made use of her sexual prowess to pressure her then ex-boyfriend into
having sex with her in an effort to breakup his new relationship. Two of the young people
– Meg and Ian – described ethically negotiating sexual refusals within their relationships.
Ian took responsibility for his own sexual pleasure when his girlfriend did not want to
have sex, while Meg cultivated an embodied sexual agency by only having sex when she
desired it. The stories these young people told demonstrate the complex ways in which
traditional gender norms are engaged with during sexual negotiations. Those young
people who were able to resist the normalising trajectories of dominant heteronormative
discourses appeared to have more recourse to ethical practices of sexual negotiation.

51

It is certainly possible for women to engage in gatecrashing activities based on their own sexual
desire. As some of the stories of men’s sexual refusal came from the men I interviewed, I do not
know how their female partners interpreted their own engagement in gatecrashing activities.
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Conclusion
This chapter explored some of the ways young people engaged with dominant
discourses about gender and sexuality in the negotiation of their love/sex relationships
via narratives. Ethically negotiating sexual encounters involves navigating a complex
field of gendered discourses that often aim to constrain and normalise how men and
women make sense of their sexual interactions. This can result in young people
engaging in a ‘gendered dance’ where men and women partake in particular scripted
actions to negotiate the initiation of a romantic or sexual relationship. Similar to the
young people in Beres’ (2010) study, these young people were able to articulate the
different, often subtle, ways in which they determined or demonstrated sexual or
romantic interest. Many were limited to the use of heteronormative discourses to make
sense of negotiating hookups. These discourses do not allow for men to be passive or
women to take on an active role when initiating hookups. The result is that – regardless
of what men and women want for themselves – men are compelled to actively pursue
sex at every possible opportunity, and women are restricted in their ability to say ‘yes’ or
‘no’ to men’s sexual advances: if women say ‘yes’ they may risk their sexual reputation,
but if they say ‘no’ their refusal may not be respected. This makes negotiating a mutually
enjoyable hookup particularly challenging.

Even when the young women in this research were able to take up active, embodied
sexual subject positions, these subjectivities tended to accommodate the privileging of
men’s sexuality over their own – at least within heterosexual relationships. This chapter
has focused on young people’s experiences of negotiating heterosexual relationships as
the power dynamics of these relationships present particular challenges to negotiating
ethical sexual encounters. This is not to say that same-sex couples are better able to
engage in sexual ethics; however, as these couples do not have to negotiate the
normalising trajectory of heteronormative discourses, they do not face the same pressure
to conform to particular gender roles within their relationships (Hillier & Harrison, 2007;
Klinkenberg & Rose, 1994).

Heteronormative discourses do not accurately reflect the experiences young people
spoke about: regardless of their gender, some young people took on both active and
passive roles. Although women are traditionally understood to be gatekeepers in sexual
negotiation, both the men and women in this research engaged in gatekeeping activities
when negotiating their sexual encounters. Likewise, both men and women engaged in
gatecrashing activities – that is, challenging the boundaries their sexual partner had put
in place. Gatecrashing involves putting the responsibility for an individual’s sexual desire
onto another, whereas sexual ethics involves developing self-knowledge and mastery
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over an individual’s desires – enabling an individual to take responsibility for their own
desires. Young people do not yet have alternative language for speaking about sexual
negotiation. This highlights the importance of Carmondy’s (2009) sexual ethics based
sexuality education program, which teaches young people how to speak about their more
ambiguous desires. By examining how young people did not comply with the
normalising trajectories of dominant discourses, we can begin to develop alternative
models for sexual negotiation.
Some of the young people in this research occupied alternative – or subjugated – subject
positions when negotiating their love/sex relationships, demonstrating that their lived
reality can be more complicated and messy than the normalising trajectories within
dominant heteronormative discourses allow. By engaging in a gendered dance June
was able to navigate between traditional discourses of femininity and her sexual agency.
Meg relied on her embodied sense of sexual desire to negotiate sex within her
relationship, putting her sexual pleasure above her boyfriend’s. Ian took responsibility for
gratifying his sexual desires himself, instead of pressuring his girlfriend to have sex with
him. The ability to resist these discourses when negotiating sexual encounters appears
to be an important part of facilitating ethical sexual negotiations; however, resisting
dominant discourses does not necessarily result in a more even distribution of power
within a relationship. Ash and John transgressed the truth claims of the male sexual
drive discourse by saying ‘no’ to sex with their female partners – and faced resistance
from their partners in doing so – while Berry took up an aggressive sexual subject
position in order to convince her then ex-boyfriend to cheat on his new girlfriend by
having sex with her.
In the next two chapters I explore how new media technologies affected young people’s
negotiation of their love/sex relationships. As Pascoe (2011) argued, young people
remain subject to the same discourses in mediated and non-mediated contexts;
therefore, the gendered discourses these young people were subject to remain important
in the discussion of their use of new media technologies.
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Chapter 7
Flirting, Dating, and Breaking Up within New Media
Environments
In the previous chapter I examined how young people’s accommodation and resistance
of dominant heteronormative discourses impacted upon the negotiation of their love/sex
relationships. In this chapter I explore how young people used new media technologies
to negotiate these relationships. As discussed in Chapter 3, these technologies play
important roles in establishing, maintaining, and ending such relationships. In this
chapter I examine the complex ways these young people both accommodated and
resisted dominant discourses about how communication should occur within
relationships, and about meeting potential romantic partners over the internet.

This chapter consists of five sections including flirting, Facebook stalking, meeting
people online, mediated communication, and breaking up. Flirting explores how young
people made use of digital communication to engage in flirtations, and how they made
sense of such mediated flirtations. Facebook stalking explores the ways young people
engaged with new media technologies both to share information about themselves with
their Friends52, and to covertly find out information about others – an activity that is given
particular importance in the initial courtship stages of a romantic or sexual relationship,
and when a relationship ends. As discussed in Chapter 3, Facebook stalking is a
colloquial expression for the secretive nature of viewing someone’s social network site
profile. In the next section young people’s engagement with dominant discourses about
the internet as a ‘risky’ place to meet new people are explored and challenged.
Mediated communication examines the discourses young people used to produce
meaning around the use of new media technologies to communicate within their love/sex
relationships. Finally, young people’s experiences of mediated breakups – that is,
breakups that were conducted via new media technologies – are explored. The power
relations produced by the discourses these young people used to make sense of their
experiences are also considered.

Flirting
While dominant heteronormative discourses provide young people with an established
path to navigate their dating relationships, discourses about how to navigate romantic
and sexual relationships within new media environments are not as yet firmly
established. Instead, there are only unspoken rules which are complicated by differing
52

As discussed in Chapter 3, the capitalised ‘Friends’ denotes a feature of a social network site.
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media ideologies – that is, beliefs about how particular media should be used to deliver
particular messages (Gershon, 2010b). One person’s ‘rules’ for using new media
technologies to initiate a new love/sex relationship may not be shared by another.
Young people are aware of the ambiguity created by mediated communication and use
this to their advantage, particularly to flirt with someone they are interested in. I asked
discussion board participants if and how they used new media technologies to
communicate in different ways with their romantic or sexual partners than with people
they were not involved with in that way. Reverie described how she was more flirtatious
online than offline:

i tend to be more affectionate and flirtatious online than in person. mostly due to
exploiting the fact that the net provides something to hide behind and the other
person cannot tell the tone of voice and you can easily brush off a
misunderstanding by saying something like 'oh, i'm only joking'. (Reverie, F, 22,
ODB)

In Chapter 2 I discussed how young women have the difficult task of negotiating a sexual
double standard where they are encouraged to be sexually active – but not too active.
New media technologies provided Reverie with a way to negotiate the contradictory
claims within dominant discourses about women’s sexuality: being able to claim she was
‘only joking’ about her digital flirtations enabled her to explore a more active and
flirtatious sexual subjectivity online, while maintaining a ‘good girl’ subject position offline.
As discussed in Chapter 3, the ambiguous nature of text based communication allows
young people to engage in flirtations in a non-threatening way: if their flirtation is
rejected, they can claim the flirtation to have been made in jest. This strategy allows
young people to ‘save face’ and avoid the potential humiliation of a face-to-face rejection
(Pascoe, 2010). A young person might be embarrassed to tell someone they are
attracted to them in person. Through digital communication, this young person can
carefully compose a message, send it off, and have a very visible, outward display of
embarrassment without the other person knowing. Using new media technologies to flirt
was a strategy used by both men and women in this research.

The ambiguity of digital communication can create confusion when trying to interpret the
intention behind a message: is someone flirting, or simply portraying a flirtatious
persona? One of the young men interviewed enjoyed using the internet to flirt with
women because it provided a safe way to assess a woman’s interest in him. I asked him
what signs he looked for when he was chatting with someone to see if they were
interested in him:
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Well, I guess if they flirt back it either says that they’re just a flirty [sic] person in
general or they’re interested and you can kind of go from there I guess. (John,
M, 18, INT)
John was aware that a woman’s online flirtations were not enough to ascertain her
interest in him. I asked him to give me an example of something that someone would do
when they were flirting:
Well, always initiating conversation first when we’re both online. Like if they’re
flirting with me or they’re interested in me they’ll, you know, might always initiate
the conversation first and maybe make some suggestive comments and that sort
of thing, which is also a lot easier to do on the internet. And yeah, like just that
sort of thing, or a lot of suggestive comments sometimes. And just generally
showing they’re interested. Just like in person except you don’t really have the
barriers of, you know, what you’re scared to say to someone, to their face.
(John, M, 18, INT)

While new media technologies provide a new context in which flirtations can occur, they
do not necessarily change how young people signal their interest in one another. Digital
communications offer young people a barrier to hide the nonverbal cues that would
otherwise be communicated through an in-person flirtatious exchange. Gershon (2010b)
argued that in place of nonverbal cues, young people look for ‘second-order information’
contained within the structure of mediated communications – that is, “the background
knowledge of a situation and expectations of communication that allows one to interpret
the words” (p.123). Decoding second-order information is an important part of
interpreting the meaning behind digital communications. Like the gendered dance
described by Ash in Chapter 6, John described the cues he looks for in a woman’s text
based communications to determine the intention behind her communication: is she the
one initiating the conversation? Are her comments sexually suggestive? Does she
make an effort to engage with his online profile? Again, the woman is described as
taking an active role in signalling her interest – giving John the indication that he can
move their relationship to another level should he wish to. It is the woman’s active
engagement with John that signals her interest, as opposed to simply her reply to his
messages.

The barrier afforded by digital communication can make the intentions behind a message
ambiguous. This ambiguity can serve as an excuse for engaging in flirtations young
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people would not otherwise engage in. When I asked Mezza to tell me about how she
decided what the right thing was to do when negotiating a conflict within a recent
relationship, she described her tumultuous love affair with Sarah. When they met, Sarah
was in a relationship with someone else. Mezza described how the ambiguous nature of
digital communication made it difficult for her to negotiate the text message flirtations she
exchanged with Sarah:

At the start it was hard to manage because we would text a lot, like all the time,
and texting without flirting or whatever. Like it might seem like really clear where
the line between flirting and just being friendly is, but it would blur really, really
easily. So, while it was a lot of fun – it was really like flattering for me, like when
the communication would get to that point where it was like quite flirtatious. It
was a little bit of innuendo but it was just talk. But yeah, it was really difficult to
control how frequently we would text and it was hard to judge how much is too
much. (Mezza, F, 20, INT)
Negotiating ‘how much’ can be made difficult by media ideologies that claim digital
communication to be somehow ‘less real’ than communication that occurs in person or
over the phone. This is a rather limited interpretation of how – and what – people
communicate. As Gershon (2010b) argued, it is important to consider both the message
and the medium of delivery. Are the light-hearted in-person conversations a group of
friends engage in while intoxicated somehow ‘more real’ than an emotionally supportive
one-on-one conversation between friends over instant messaging? Media ideologies
that claim digital communication to be ‘less real’ than other forms of communication
accommodate the framing of digital flirtations as ‘harmless’, ‘meaningless’, or ‘just a bit of
fun’. Mezza’s experience with Sarah points to a subjugated discourse: online flirtations
can be just as ‘real’, ‘meaningful’, and ‘harmful’ as those that occur in person.

Ultimately, their flirtations resulted in Sarah leaving her girlfriend to pursue a relationship
with Mezza, but their relationship did not last and Sarah got back together with her
previous girlfriend. Mezza went on to reflect upon how she might have engaged with
their flirtations differently:
The right thing would have been to say, “This is what I'm feeling. This is not right.
I'm gonna stop texting. You need to stop texting me because I'm gonna hardline
this because I don't think that you can.” She couldn't in the end. And I didn't
hardline when I probably should have. No, I should have, not probably, I should
have. But I didn't want to lose her, so yeah. It's very easy – I mean if you're
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gonna throw away all your ethics and values, [laughs] I mean doing it for a love
interest is probably as good a reason as any. Probably a better reason than
most. But doing it in the first place isn't okay. (Mezza, F, 20, INT)

Even though Mezza was unhappy about how she had conducted her flirtations with
Sarah and was aware of how she could have behaved differently, she struggled with her
desire to be with Sarah. At the time of their relationship she could not ‘hardline’ what she
felt was the right thing to do for herself – let alone for Sarah – as she was not willing to
risk losing the chance to be with Sarah by stepping back from their flirtations. This is the
challenge of developing mastery over one’s desires: a person must accept that by
exercising such mastery, desires may go unsatisfied. I asked Mezza why she felt it was
not acceptable to throw away her ethics for a love interest:

Because I feel bad about it now. (Mezza, F, 20, INT)

By critically reflecting upon how she acted in this relationship Mezza can be interpreted
as engaging in a project of ethical self-creation. In Chapter 4 I outlined the four
principles of care of the self that Foucault (1984) described as part of the process of
ethical self-creation: ethical substance, mode of subjection, ethical work, and telos.
Ethical substance involves an individual reflecting in order to determine what they know
about themselves, and what kind of a subject they would like to become. Mezza did not
want to be the kind of person who would break up someone else’s romantic relationship
and regretted she had done so. Through mode of subjection an individual considers the
normalising trajectory in the discourse that informs the subject position they want to take
up, and decides how they will engage with the obligations of this subject position. Mezza
considered what she could have done differently in order to negotiate her feelings for
Sarah while maintaining her personal sense of ethics. Although romantic discourses
claim that it is acceptable to engage in dubious actions in the pursuit of ‘true love’, Mezza
resisted this claim. Ethical work involves the rules an individual creates for themselves –
and their reflexive engagement with those rules – in order to transform themselves into
their desired subjectivity. Instead of allowing the texting to continue, Mezza determined
she should have insisted it stop by stopping herself. She was aware that Sarah may not
have been able to stop texting her – or may not have shared her sense of ethics – and
understood that she would need to be responsible for herself through exercising mastery
over her desire to continue her flirtations with Sarah. In doing so she also would have
engaged in ‘care of the other’; by ceasing her own flirtations she would no longer be
interfering with Sarah’s existing relationship. Finally, telos is about how an individual
transforms themselves into the ethical subject they wish to become. It is about the
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continual, gradual changes an individual makes in order to achieve their ethical goal. For
Mezza, the process of reflecting upon how she could have acted differently was an initial
step towards becoming the kind of ethical subject she desired herself to be – that is,
someone who stuck to her own ethical principles no matter what.

The ambiguity created by mediated communication makes it an appealing medium for
young people to use for flirting. Reverie described how she found it easier to have a
flirtatious persona online than offline. Dominant discourses about mediated
communication claim it is less authentic or ‘real’ than non-mediated – or in person –
communication, in part because of the lack of non-verbal cues. However, when they
understand how to interpret the second-order information surrounding a message, young
people can develop a more nuanced understanding of mediated messages. Similar to
the gendered dance described in Chapter 6, John looked at the second-order information
contained within his online flirtations to determine if a woman was interested in him or
just had a flirtatious persona. The claim that mediated communications are somehow
less ‘real’ ignores the lived implications of these communications. As Mezza
experienced, her mediated flirtations with Sarah were not ‘harmless’; they resulted in the
breakup of Sarah’s relationship and an offline romance between Sarah and Mezza.
While new media technologies can create opportunities for young people to explore their
sexual subjectivities in relatively safe spaces, it is important for young people to be
aware of what their mediated flirtations produce in online and offline contexts. Mediated
communications are no less ‘real’ than non-mediated communications; they are simply
another way to communicate.
Facebook stalking
New media technologies provided the young people in this research with a way to more
comfortably negotiate the awkward getting-to-know-you stage of a new relationship.
These young people spoke at length about how new media technologies can be used in
the initial stages of courtship to flirt with and get to know someone better before starting
to date them. The online discussion board participants were given the following vignette
to discuss:

Alex and Lindsay met offline through a mutual friend and got
to know each other on Facebook before they started dating.


How might Alex and Lindsay use Facebook to get to
know each other?



Have you ever used the internet to get to know
someone better? Tell me about a recent experience.
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These young people described using new media technologies to ‘covertly’ observe the
online activities of others – a practice commonly referred to as ‘Facebook stalking’.
Facebook stalking was a standard courtship strategy that young people engage in. As
one of the men stated:
Facebook is a good way to “stalk” people; i.e. get to know more about them by
looking through their pictures, their wall, their friends etc. … Yes, I have used the
internet (facebook, MSN, myspace) to get to know someone better. In fact, I've
done it countless times. (TheDon, M, 21, ODB)

While new media technologies were used to engage in conversations, Facebook stalking
was considered an accepted ‘normal’ activity amongst most of the young people in this
research. Provided they did not monitor too intensely, going through a person’s profile to
find out information about them – from their status updates, ‘About Me’ section, photos,
and Friends – was considered to be routine, particularly with a newly added Friend.
Another young woman, MissMax, described how the various functionalities of Facebook
allow young people to investigate someone they are interested in starting a relationship
with:

looking at friends/[m]utual friends, interests, groups joined, opinions and [notes],
photos (esp of past boyfriends/girlfriends!?!) and the like. maybe chat using fb
chat. write cute notes/silly notes on each other's walls, plan catchups and events
and invite one another. Keep an eye on what the other is doing (“kissed 10 girls
at the [club] last night” etc) (MissMax, F, 21, ODB)

MissMax described a range of activities for seeking out information about someone; from
covertly looking at what information they have posted on their profile, to commenting on
their online activity, to initiating conversations by sending them public or private
messages. Profiles on social network sites are designed to allow young people to share
the seemingly inane details of their day-to-day lives with their Friends. These ‘inane’
details take on added importance when they become part of an investigation into a
potential – or current – romantic or sexual partner (Gershon, 2010b; Pascoe, 2010).
Every piece of information young people share on their profiles becomes a clue into their
life: from who they add as a Friend, to which groups or interests they list, to the photos
and status updates they post. The more information a young person holds about a
particular person or situation, the better able they are to correctly interpret the meaning
behind that person’s digital communications (boyd, 2011; boyd & Marwick, 2011). For
instance, if someone updated their status to say they kissed multiple people at a club,
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knowing where this person went out, with whom, and with what purpose will affect how
this status update is interpreted. Kissing multiple people at a club on a person’s birthday
could be read differently than if it was a regular weekend activity.

Another way the young people in this research used new media technologies was to
orchestrate opportunities to socialise with someone they were interested in. During our
discussion of the Alex and Lindsay vignettes I asked Meg how Alex might use new media
technologies to find out more about Lindsay. She suggested that Alex could Facebook
stalk Lindsay but cautioned that this would only give Alex a limited picture. When I asked
her if she had ever had a similar experience, she described a time she used Facebook to
try and spend time with a man she was interested in:

There was someone I was interested in; they were quite shy and we had some
good conversations but I'm not usually the person to make a move – and we
were never in a right situation where – I only ever saw him at house parties and
those sorts of things, I was never drunk enough to make a move. (Meg, F, 23,
INT)

Through the gendered dance, women provide nonverbal signals to men to let them know
they are interested in them – thereby giving the man the ‘go ahead’ to ‘make a move’.
While the signals women give through their embodied agency can be interpreted as
women initiating this dance, dominant heteronormative discourses claim that it is the
man who should take the actions to move the encounter to the next level – be that going
in for a kiss or asking her out on a date. One of the ways women get around this
discourse is by consuming alcohol: being intoxicated gives women an ‘excuse’ to be
more sexually forward than if they were sober (Bogle, 2008). As the man Meg was
interested in was too shy to take the initiative and Meg was never ‘drunk enough’, she
sought out other ways to signal her interest in him. She had told her friends about her
crush and received a drunken phone call from him late one night, but had not realised it
was him:

And then when I realised it was him like I called back the next day and then we
were gonna organise to see each other but then it never happened. And like I
went on his Facebook and stuff and looked on his Facebook to see who his
friends were to try and see if we could bump into each other again basically,
yeah. (Meg, F, 23, INT)
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Using Facebook to search for additional opportunities to run into this man enabled Meg
to increase her chances of eventually hooking up with him and potentially starting a
relationship. Prior to Facebook, Meg would have had to ask their mutual friends about
what events her crush would be attending – revealing a level of interest that may be
embarrassing. The privacy of looking for this information online allows young people to
‘save face’ if their crush is not reciprocated, as Meg’s may not have been. Additionally,
this strategy allowed her to accommodate dominant discourses about women’s sexual
passivity; while she created opportunities for them to hookup, she did not actively initiate
a hookup.

Facebook stalking is dependent upon someone updating their Facebook profile and
making those updates visible to others (boyd, 2011; boyd & Marwick, 2011; Pascoe,
2010). Many of the young people in this research were aware of the reciprocal nature of
Facebook stalking: while they could use new media technologies to gain information
about others, others could use new media technologies to find out information about
them as well. Some young people chose to moderate how much information about them
was available online; however, many were quite open with what they would share –
particularly on Facebook, as their Friends were more likely to be people they knew in
person. When I asked Mezza about how she used new media technologies within her
relationships to look after herself and her own needs, she described some of the benefits
and drawbacks of Facebook stalking:

So, for me, and my needs, all I need from someone is to know that they either
appreciate me or that they care, and that is pretty much it. And new technology is
just a way to speed that up, like instant gratification of that need. Which isn't
always a good thing like to have everything just instantly just there. Good things
take time. And with this stuff it can really speed it up, like to a point where you're
hurtling through a relationship rather than being paced out. (Mezza, F, 20, INT)

The constant and immediate stream of information available about young people on
social network sites has changed the ways in which young people start up their
relationships. As discussed in Chapter 3, before young people were able to have
constant contact with one another via social network sites, instant messaging, and text
messaging, their interactions were often moderated by the presence of adults (boyd,
2007, 2011; boyd & Marwick, 2011; Horst, Herr-Stephenson, & Robinson, 2010;
Merchant, 2001; Pascoe, 2010, 2011; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). Spending
time together meant being in the same physical space, or talking together on the phone.
New media technologies allow young people to spend time together in a non146

geographically bound space. The mobility of these technologies enables young people
to multi-task; they can do their homework while watching television and simultaneously
engage in conversations with multiple peers (Ito et al., 2010). There are fewer barriers to
restrict their time spent socialising, which means that relationships can develop at a
much faster pace than previously possible. I asked Mezza how she thought this would
be different if we did not have these technologies. She joked about dating by letters and
then continued to discuss the implications of being constantly connected through new
media technologies:

You sort of have to try and monitor yourself. If you've got all that information it's
just so easy to just be like, “kkk” all the time. You've got to be sort of conscious of
yourself as you're doing it, and that involves a lot of clock watching. [laughs] “It's
been 27 minutes since she last replied. No, it's not that she hates me.” [laughter]
(Mezza, F, 20, INT)

Mezza highlighted the difficulty new media technologies present to some young people:
the potential to have instant – and constant – contact with others has changed the ways
young people interact, and there is no cultural frame of reference for how to navigate
these changes. Young people are figuring out for themselves how to manage the stream
of information available to them about their various Friends. For Mezza this involved
developing a sense of awareness about how often she checked social media and
reminding herself that people are not always able to respond immediately. The thrill of
beginning a new relationship with someone can make it more difficult to set limits on how
much an individual engages with the information available through new media
technologies about their love/sex interest. Resisting the urge to engage in Facebook
stalking is particularly challenging given that this practice is conducted covertly; the
person being observed need not ever know that their Facebook profile has been
‘stalked’. By engaging in practices of reflexivity to develop knowledge of the self, young
people can determine what their use of new media technologies produces within their
love/sex relationships. This knowledge can then help them to determine ways of
navigating the power dynamics of their various relationships.

For the young people in this research, Facebook stalking was an accepted part of the
courtship process. After meeting someone new and adding them as a Friend, it was
expected that both people would engage in some level of investigation of the other
person’s profile. TheDon and MissMax described some of the strategies young people
use to gain more information on someone they are romantically or sexually interested in,
and Meg spoke about using Facebook stalking as a strategy to increase her chances of
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having an in-person encounter with her crush. The ability to correctly interpret secondorder information is particularly important for young people engaged in Facebook
stalking, as it is the meanings behind the messages posted that young people are
attempting to uncover. In order for Facebook stalking to be effective, new information
must regularly be inputted into Facebook – or whichever social medium is being used.
Mezza spoke about how the constant stream of new information can create a desire for
instant gratification, and can speed up the courtship process in ways not previously
possible. New media technologies provide young people near unrestricted contact with
one another. As Mezza pointed out, without a sense of self-awareness about their
engagement with new media technologies, young people can lose perspective on their
mediated interactions.

Meeting people online
As discussed in Chapter 3, many young people feel it is undesirable and risky to form
offline relationships with people they meet online and instead prefer to use new media
technologies to strengthen weak offline relationships; however, young people who
belong to minority groups – be they sexual, ethnic, or religious – often use the internet to
make connections with people not readily available to them in their offline social
networks (Bergdall et al., 2012; Boneva et al., 2006; boyd, 2006, 2007, 2010; boyd &
Ellison, 2007; Gross, 2004; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield,
2006; Merchant, 2001; Pascoe, 2010, 2011; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; Ybarra
& Mitchell, 2008). As new media technologies become increasingly prominent in our
lives, the divide between meeting someone online or offline can become blurred. In this
section I discuss the stories young people told about moving relationships formed online
into an offline context.
Most of the young people in this research – regardless of sexual orientation – expressed
a preference for meeting people to date or for hookups within offline contexts;
nevertheless some of these young people made use of the internet to meet new potential
love/sex partners. This was not, however, always what they had set out to do: while
some of the young people in this research had used online dating sites to meet – or try to
meet – people to form romantic or sexual relationships with, several young people
reported they had not set out to find someone over the internet but had formed a
connection with someone online through a common interest or mutual friend. In her
research on couples who met online Baker (2002) found those who spent time
developing a friendship online before meeting in person had more successful relationship
outcomes than those who specifically sought out romantic or sexual partners online. Her
findings suggest that in order for relationships to be successful, couples who meet online
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– like those who meet offline – should have more in common than simply a desire to be
in a romantic or sexual relationship with one another. It is important to note that online
dating has a specific culture that is different to developing a connection with someone
met online outside of a dating context (Ellison, Hancock, & Toma, 2012; Gibbs, Ellison, &
Lai, 2011; Long, 2010). Long’s (2010) PhD thesis investigated online dating practices by
examining the scripts produced on online dating websites and by the users of these
sites. She reported that online daters tended to be over the age of 25. She found that
people turned to online dating because they were no longer in a culture (e.g. college or
university) where they were regularly meeting new people. Research on online dating
therefore may not accurately reflect the experiences of young people who form romantic
or sexual relationships with people initially met online. Gibbs, Ellison, and Lai (2011)
argued there is more concern about people misrepresenting themselves within an online
dating context than other online contexts, because online daters are seeking to
eventually form an offline romantic relationship. They examined the use of uncertainty
reduction strategies – such as Googling or searching for someone on a social network
site, and asking third parties to verify information – of online daters. Given that young
people are not necessarily setting out to form romantic relationships when they meet
people online, it is important to consider the uncertainty reduction strategies they use
when bringing these online connections offline.

I asked the online discussion board participants to share their stories of finding a
boyfriend or girlfriend online. Several of these young people – and particularly the young
women – described how friendships that started through the internet evolved into
romantic relationships:

My current boyfriend and I were introduced online.
He's the best friend of the guy my best friend was dating at the time, so my best
friend and him were talking online. When they got into a 'heated discussion' about
an artist my friend liked, and I was always giving her hell for, she laughed and
recommended he added me. Somehow we hit it off straight away, and after two
months of flirting online we finally met and started dating. (5 and a half years later
I can't get rid of him!

) (Echo, F, 20, ODB)

Echo had not set out to find a relationship online, however the internet allowed her to
connect with – and date – someone she may not have met otherwise. How she met her
boyfriend resembled a ‘blind date’ where two people are set up on a date by a mutual
acquaintance or friend. New media technologies may facilitate more of these ‘blind date’
type introductions: through the profile of a mutual Friend, young people can interact with
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others they do not know and form connections. They can get to know more about one
another before deciding to meet up and go on a date, which may reduce the
awkwardness associated with blind dates. While Echo felt very positively about her
experience meeting her boyfriend online, many of the young people in this research
accommodated the dominant discourse that meeting people over the internet to date or
hook up with is undesirable – even when their own experiences contradicted this
discourse.
Jane – like Echo – was initially introduced to her current long-term boyfriend online
through mutual friends. When asked if she would consider using the internet again to
find a romantic partner, Jane initially spoke about the stigma attached to online dating:

A lot of friends don't even know that my partner and I initially contacted each
other online; they think we met first. Cos it's sort of something that people I feel
will judge me by, like certain people. (Jane, F, 22, INT)

Although online dating has become an increasingly common way for people to form
relationships, there is still some stigma attached to meeting a partner this way, especially
for young women. Developing a ‘how we met’ story is part of the script for couples
initiating a relationship, however Long (2010) found that couples who met through online
dating sites sometimes developed an alternative ‘how we met’ story. She suggested that
women were more likely to be concerned about the stigma attached to meeting a partner
online than men. This stigma is produced from discourses that claim people who use
online dating services are not otherwise able to meet suitable dating partners, and that
meeting people from the internet is inherently risky. As Jane continued, she drew upon
this discourse of risk:

I would much prefer to meet somebody either through someone else, like I did
with my partner, and then talking online; I don't have a problem with that. But I
still look at my partner every day and I think, “Oh, my gosh, you could have been
anyone.” You know? I really do. And it sort of scares me to think, you know like
a lot of the time when people meet up and things happen, like bad things happen,
and I think, “Oh, my God, the risk I took.” But it's sort of one of those gut-feeling
type of things. (Jane, F, 22, INT)
That Jane continued to frame the internet as a risky place to meet new people – even
after forming a successful relationship with a man she met online through a friend –
demonstrated the strength of this particular discourse. She accommodated this
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discourse by framing her own experience as an exception; a risky decision that
fortunately paid off. However, by also asserting her agency over the situation – her
decision to trust her instincts – Jane resisted the dominant discourse of risk. Hillier,
Mitchell, and Ybarra (2012) found that non-LGB53 young people were more likely to draw
upon discourses of risk when discussing meeting people online and were less likely to
develop friendships or relationships with people met over the internet than LGB young
people. They argued that this difference resulted from LGB young people using the
internet to connect with like-minded and supportive individuals who were not otherwise
available to them offline. Similarly, Pascoe (2010) reported that heterosexual young
people who belonged to minority groups (e.g. ethnic or religious) felt more at ease with
forming friendships and relationships with people met online. Challenging assumptions
that sex offenders in the USA use deception to lure young people into dangerous and
unwanted sexual encounters, Ybarra and Mitchell (2008) reported that “in the majority of
cases [that were] referred to law enforcement (95%), adult offenders are honest about
being an adult, and in 79% of the cases, they are honest about their intentions to have
sex with the youth” (p.e355). They further noted that most young people who met their
offender offline did so more than once. While young people certainly do encounter risk
online, societal assumptions about online risk do not seem to be supported by empirical
evidence. Jane’s experience challenges the discursive claim that the internet is an
inherently risky place to meet people for romantic or sexual relationships, even though
she accommodates this discourse when telling her story. It may be that the stigma of
meeting someone online is so strong for young people that actively challenging the
dominant discourse presents its own risks. Much like for young women who take up
active sexual subject positions – where their sexuality is actively devalued – claiming the
internet as a valid and positive place to meet romantic or sexual partners may require
young people to enter into what Heyes (2007) referred to as ‘unintelligible’ subject
positions.

Although the same-sex attracted men in this research seemed to be more willing to resist
the dominant discourse about the internet being a ‘risky’ or ‘bad’ place to meet romantic
or sexual partners – they spoke more positively about their experiences than the other
young people – they were certainly not the only ones to use the internet in this way. At
least half of the young people in this research54 had either met or tried to meet new
people for romantic or sexual relationships online at some point. While there was not a
gender difference in terms of ever using the internet in this way, the heterosexual men
53

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual.
As not all of the online discussion board participants answered all of the questions, it is possible
that more of these young people had used the internet to meet new people for romantic or sexual
relationships.
54
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more often reported attempting – and failing – to meet women online, whereas women of
all sexual orientations spoke about developing in-person romantic or sexual relationships
with people they had met online. Eight of the women who participated in the online
discussion board and three of the women interviewed reported using the internet to meet
a potential romantic or sexual partner. Some of the women in the online discussion
board spoke about this as a decision they came to regret. robin met her first boyfriend
online and dated him for almost two years, but broke up because he was controlling.
Reflecting upon this experience she stated:

would never ever want to date someone again for meeting online. but when your
lonely you'll look anywhere for company so who [knows] maybe one day it will be
me again (robin, F, 25, ODB)

The experience of forming an unhealthy relationship with a man she initially met online
put robin off of using the internet to meet potential romantic or sexual partners. She
accommodated dominant discourses that stigmatise online dating by characterising
online daters as desperate for companionship and describing online dating as a last
resort. As discussed above, such negative experiences and attitudes were not shared
by all women in this research. While robin’s experience conformed to discourses that
claim meeting people online to be risky and undesirable, it is important to note that
people met offline can also prove to be undesirable dating partners and this can result in
unhealthy relationships. The idea that someone met in an offline context is somehow
‘safer’ or more ‘genuine’ than someone met online is flawed. Deception does not only
ever occur behind a computer screen.

During our discussion of the Alex and Lindsay vignette, where Alex decides to kiss
Lindsay and see where it goes, Jane spoke about an experience she had of dating a
man she met in person only to discover – through MySpace – he had been lying to her:
After a couple of dates I found out he had a girlfriend. … I just found out on
MySpace. Like I looked him up, and then it said, “Relationship” and all of this.
And then I find all of these photos. And I'm like, “Oh, my God! You never told
me.” (Jane, F, 22, INT)

In this case, the internet allowed Jane to verify her suspicions that this man was being
dishonest. As social network sites are designed to reflect a user’s offline social networks
(Donath & boyd, 2004; Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006), they can serve as a useful
tool for verifying that someone is telling the ‘truth’ about themselves – whether that
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person was met online or offline. For Jane, this meant she was able to uncover this
man’s deception and reassess her relationship with him. It is interesting that despite this
experience – and the positive experience of meeting her partner online – Jane
characterised the internet as a ‘risky’ place to meet new people.

As discussed above, the young people in this research frequently engaged in Facebook
stalking to find out more information about someone they had met offline. This was also
a strategy they used to verify that someone met online was telling the ‘truth’ about
themselves. I asked the discussion board participants what advice they would give
about meeting people online. The most common response was to find out as much
about the person as possible before meeting them in person:

You can find out alot about people via facebook. Not necessarily personal info,
but rather you can gain assurance that they are who they say they are. (alive, F,
18, ODB)

The activity of Facebook stalking has not previously been considered by social
researchers as a potential safety strategy that young people can – and do – engage in
when meeting new people online. It is precisely because Facebook situates its users
within their broader offline social networks that it is an efficient way for young people to
determine that someone met online is who they say they are. While it is possible to
create a fake Facebook profile, Gershon (2010b) reported that maintaining the illusion is
an onerous task: as young people commonly submit a substantial amount of information,
such as status updates, comments to and from Friends, and photos, a Facebook profile
that is lacking in such information quickly raises suspicions.55 Young people can take
responsibility for ensuring their own safety – online and offline – by using Facebook and
other social media to critically engage with a person’s online profile.

After forming a connection with someone online, some young people choose to arrange
for a face-to-face meeting. Blaze – a same-sex attracted man – frequently used the
internet to meet new people for casual dates or sexual encounters. I asked him what
precautions he takes when meeting someone from the internet:

I just make sure it's a public place first off, that's the thing; it's the only precaution
I take, because I think I generally can tell if someone's a freak or not after I talk to
55

Likewise, the documentary Catfish (Joost and Schulman, 2010) demonstrated the complexity in
maintaining a fake persona on Facebook. Although the fake profile was effective for some time,
once suspicions were raised the film makers were able to use the internet to verify they were
being deceived.
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them for about an hour. Although that's not always true. But you can't live safely
all the time. I mean you have to take sensible risks. You'll never be completely
safe when you're meeting someone for the first time, be that internet or not.
(Blaze, M, 22, INT)

In her PhD thesis on online dating Long (2010) described a script for initiating romantic
relationships online. According to this script, as online daters get to know one another
they use a process of elimination – based on the presence of undesirable personality
traits – to determine if they want to continue moving the relationship forward towards an
offline meeting. Once this first meeting occurred, the dating proceeded in the same
manner as those couples whose relationships were initiated offline. Blaze had
developed confidence in his ability to critically engage with the information he received
from people’s online profiles and conversations. He had become adept at interpreting
second-order information – that is, the context that surrounds the words used in a
person’s message. This enabled him to quickly engage in a process of elimination and
make decisions about meeting people in person. Like the ability to read a person’s body
language, the ability to read second-order information is a skill that must be developed
through experience. The more practice a person has with reading online profiles and
meeting up with people from the internet, the better able they will become at determining
how someone’s online rapport will translate in an offline context. Blaze was critical of the
dominant discourse that meeting people online is inherently risky; as he stated, there is
always a risk when meeting someone for the first time, regardless of the context. Instead
of trying to avoid being put in a ‘risky’ situation, he tried to take ‘sensible risks’ – a
strategy Jane, who was described earlier in this chapter, could also be said to be
engaging in when she met her partner off the internet.

While several of the discussion board participants had tried using online dating sites,
only a few had successfully formed relationships from these sites. Similarly, while five of
the young people interviewed (Ash, Blaze, June, Krys, and Mezza) had ever set up
online dating profiles, it was only the men (Ash, Blaze, and Krys) who had ever met up
with someone from those sites. Blaze used these sites to meet men for casual sexual
encounters and was not looking for a relationship at the time of our interview. Ash had
dated women from online dating sites in the past, but was in a relationship with a woman
he met offline when I interviewed him. Krys – a gay man – met his current boyfriend
through a website reputed to be a hookup site. I asked him how his relationship evolved
from meeting online to being conducted offline:
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It actually moved off the internet pretty fast. … But we met [online] and we
moved to MSN and we chatted on MSN for about – first time we spoke for about
four hours, the second time we spoke for about two hours, and the second time
was when we arranged to meet up. We met up and then it was pretty much all
phone. So it moved really fast, and I don’t know why. It wasn’t a conscious
decision; it just did. (Krys, M, 23, INT)

The evolution of his relationship from internet to in person corresponds with the online
romantic relationship initiation script Long (2010) described. Once they had met in
person, there was no longer a need to correspond through the online dating website.
Online dating websites serve as a means of introducing people; their purpose is not to
facilitate the online development of relationships. As Long (2010) argued, “Because
mediated communication progresses quickly to face-to-face interaction, it [online dating
sites] serves as a filter rather than a vehicle for more intimate relationship development”
(p.264). Krys described himself as someone who always has his nose in his iPhone or
laptop and reflected on his preference for in-person communication within his
relationship:
It’s funny cos I never would have said that in the past. But I have always enjoyed
spending time with people much more than sitting behind a screen. (Krys, M, 23,
INT)

As discussed in Chapter 3, although young people who belong to minority groups may
use new media technologies to form relationships in ways that other young people do
not, once a relationship is established there is no difference in their use of new media
technologies to negotiate maintaining the relationship. Once in a relationship, many
young people seem to prefer to share their emotional vulnerabilities with their partner,
instead of using new media technologies to keep their emotions concealed (boyd, 2010;
Gershon, 2010b; Hiller, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012; Pascoe, 2010, 2011). The main
discourse presented by the young people within this research was that once a
relationship is established, communication about that relationship should occur in
person.

The dominant discourses about meeting people online claim that the internet is filled with
socially undesirable people and that meeting them is risky. Given this social stigma, it is
not surprising that the young people in this research expressed a strong preference for
meeting potential romantic and sexual partners in offline contexts – even when they had
positive experiences of forming relationships with people met online. Despite the
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success of her relationship, Jane accommodated these dominant discourses by creating
an alternative ‘how we met’ story and framing her positive experience as ‘lucky’.
Similarly, after her negative experience of dating someone met online, robin framed
meeting people online as an act of desperation. While several of the young people in
this research had made use of online dating sites at some point, only a few had formed
successful relationships with someone met from these sites. Blaze and Krys – both
same-sex attracted men – used online dating sites to meet romantic and sexual partners.
Some young people, such as Echo and Jane, formed connections with people met online
through a mutual interest or friend. The advantage of being introduced to someone
online – for instance through a mutual Friend – is that it allows both people to get to
know one another before meeting, through activities like online chatting and Facebook
stalking. Jane and alive both described how new media technologies can also be used
to verify that someone is who they say they are, as social network sites situate users
within their offline context. While there are risks to meeting people online, they are not
necessarily greater than the risks involved in meeting someone new in an offline context.
As Blaze demonstrated, increased media literacy can help young people to protect
themselves from encountering risks online.
Mediated communication
The discourse that communicating about important relationship issues or decisions
should always occur in person – and not through digital media – was particularly strong
within this research. In the online discussion board, some of the young people debated
the ability to accurately communicate emotions and meanings through text based
mediums. This discussion occurred in response to the following vignette:

After a night of heavy pashing, Lindsay sends Alex an email
expressing concern that things are moving too fast.


How do you think Alex might react or respond to the
email?

Many of the young people spoke about the limitations of communicating via digital
media:

Email is faceless. It's easy to speak the truth because the other person isn't in
front of you making you feel bad for speaking the, possible, cold hard truth. …
email (or technology for that matter) is not a good medium for negotiating
romantic/sexual relationships. Without the inferences we draw from facial
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expressions, too much or too little is often inferred from the words we read on the
screen. (TheDon, M, 21, ODB)
TheDon held a media ideology – that is, a belief about how new media technologies are
meant to be used – that claimed mediated communication is inferior to in-person
communication because it removes nonverbal cues. He reproduced the dominant
discursive truth claim that using new media technologies to negotiate the emotional
complexities that arise within love/sex relationships is inappropriate. TheDon considered
it more important to know the immediate effects of his words upon his partner – thereby
enabling him to change his words – than upon stating his message without interruption
from his partner’s emotional reaction. While this was the predominant discourse the
young people in this research drew upon, it was not the only discourse these young
people used. As the Alex and Lindsay vignettes progressed in the online discussion
board, an alternative discourse emerged:

Alex thinks Lindsay is only pretending to be okay with them
having had sex, and Lindsay starts to suspect Alex is losing
interest in the relationship.


How might Lindsay and Alex deal with their
concerns?



What do you think you might do in this situation?

For some, digital communication allowed them to express what they were feeling without
having their emotional reaction take precedence over what they were saying:

perhaps they should just email their thoughts to the other so that they can say
what they have to say in an [un]interrupted56 form and make sure before it's sent
that it sounds exactly what they're thinking. I'd do the email thing. I do like to hide
behind a good email! (Echo, F, 20, ODB)

Echo described digital communication as allowing for communication fairness, as each
party carefully considers and constructs what they wish to say and communicates their
message through uninterrupted turn-taking. She resisted the dominant discourse about
relationship communication and produced a subjugated discourse – that digital
communication may be clearer and more considered than in-person communication.
56

It was clear from the context of Echo’s comment that she had meant to write uninterrupted; I
have edited her post accordingly.
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Earlier in this chapter I discussed the cultural assumptions that digital communications
are somehow less ‘real’ than in-person communications. Communicating via digital
media involves using different cues – such as second-order information – and therefore
produces a different type of message; it is not inherently better or worse than any other
style of communicating. Although Echo made use of a subjugated discourse, she also
accommodated dominant discourses about digital communication by referring to herself
as ‘hiding behind’ an email. Such a framing discounts the agency involved in the
reflexive practice of composing a clearly worded email.

The subjugated discourse that Echo drew upon in the online discussion board was also
taken up by one of the young women interviewed. June had recently ended a long
distance relationship with her boyfriend; she reflected upon how the internet enabled her
to express herself clearly. I asked June how she would use new media technologies
when she needed to have a conversation about conflict within her relationship:

So when I [have] some trouble, I just tell my ex-boyfriend or my friend about what
I'm thinking in my head. … But with the internet, especially in internet, it's easier
to talk about whatever I feel inside my head. But it's good because like my friend
or my ex-boyfriend couldn't see me crying when I was talking about it. (June, F,
19, INT)

June described herself as a very private person who liked to keep her emotional
reactions to herself. Communicating online allowed her to have a conversation about
how she was feeling while keeping her emotional reaction private. I then asked her if
she found it easier to express her emotions over the internet:

Actually express my deep [thoughts] rather than emotion. If I want to express my
emotion I should see them face-to-face so they can see me crying or [whatever].
(June, F, 19, INT)

At first, this division between expressing her thoughts and emotions seemed strange.
The other young people in this research had quite firmly asserted that relationship issues
should be dealt with in face-to-face settings, precisely so that emotional reactions could
be engaged with. As June continued, however, the logic behind this division became
clear:

I don't want them to see me crying and [feel] guilty about it. So, mostly I use the
internet or the phone to talk about my problem. But usually I just want to get my
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thinking across to them, because I believe like when I feel comfortable to talk
about my problem, [then we will both talk about our problems with each other].
So we [develop] our relationship [at] a deeper level. So we actually [understand]
each other and [are] supporting each other. (June, F, 19, INT)

By removing the emotional reaction from the discussion, June was able to focus on
expressing the reasoning behind her reactions without placing responsibility for her
emotions onto the other person. The four principles of Foucauldian care of the self,
discussed in Chapter 4 – ethical substance, mode of subjection, ethical work, and telos –
were illustrated in June’s reasoning about her communication strategy. June wanted to
be someone who took responsibility for her own emotions; her ethical substance involved
reflecting upon how her emotional responses might affect others. In order to become
this, June saw herself as obliged to keep the physical signs of her emotions to herself –
this was her mode of subjection. The rules she followed to achieve this – her ethical
work – were to use new media technologies to develop a sense of understanding and
connection about the thinking behind her feelings, without having to confront the other
person with her embodied emotions. Her telos – the end goal of her project of ethical
self-creation – is becoming a subject who does not burden others with her negative
emotions. While June’s strategy for caring for herself and others can be interpreted
through the lens of Foucauldian ethics of the self, Foucault’s conceptualisation lacks a
critical analysis of ethical practices of the self. He did not consider the value of what is
produced by practices of the self, beyond the scope of developing mastery over one’s
desires. Using the internet to create a physical barrier when she communicated about
her emotions may have prevented June from developing a deeper level of intimacy and
caring within her relationships. Her reflexive engagement with this strategy was limited;
while she felt that separating out her emotions from her embodied reactions would
enable her to develop a deeper relationship, she did not seem to consider the possibility
that she could deepen the intimacy of her relationships and remain responsible for her
feelings while sharing her embodied emotional reactions.

Earlier in this section TheDon described how mediated communication can be
ambiguous because of the inferences the person reading the communication makes.
Young people make use of this ambiguity to save face when flirting with a romantic or
sexual interest; however, they can also use it to play strategic games of power within
their relationships. Some of the young people in this research made strategic use of
differing media ideologies – that is, beliefs about how particular media should be used to
deliver particular messages – in order to gain power in the negotiation of their love/sex
relationships. Prior to getting back together, Berry and Dave had been reliant upon new
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media technologies to communicate about their relationship. When I asked Berry what
she found to be the best way to communicate with her partner she said ‘in person’ and
then explained how this had changed since she and Dave had reconciled:

Before [getting back together] we used to use the internet a lot more, because we
found it easier to be completely honest, via the internet. Because it gives you
that wall so it’s not as embarrassing to say something in type as it is to say it in
person. But now we’re much more open with each other. We tend to just
communicate face to face, openly and honestly now. (Berry, F, 19, INT)

Similar to June, Berry relied upon the barrier created by the internet to communicate with
her partner. She both accommodated and resisted the dominant discourse about
mediated communication – which claims in person communication is best for negotiating
relationship issues. Berry resisted this discourse by claiming it is easier to be honest
online; however, she accommodated the discourse by stating that she and Dave are
more open and honest with each other now they are communicating in person. Both
communication strategies appear to hold value for Berry, though both also have
limitations. I asked her if this had been a positive change:
I think so. But at the same time it's been a hard change. It's hard to explain, it’s
not that much different, but you can’t hide emotions. So, when you're on the
internet you can say something angry but not really mean it, or you can – and
they’ll still think you’re angry. Whereas if you're in person and you're absolutely
devastated you can't hide that from the other person and pretend you’re okay
with everything. So it has been positive because we’re communicating more
freely, but it’s also been negative, in the sense that we’re still really struggling to
work things out. And it just makes it hard when you don’t want to admit that
you’re really upset by something, or really hurt by something. Or even really
happy about the way something sounds, cos it just makes it that little bit harder,
so you really do have to be completely honest. Which, I don’t think people are
particularly good at. (Berry, F, 19, INT)
When they communicated via new media technologies, Berry could choose if – and how
– to share her emotions with Dave. If she was feeling jealous she could experience and
process those feelings on her own, without having to discuss them with Dave. Once they
began communicating in person, Berry was no longer able to hide her emotions from
Dave and was faced with the implications of her emotional reactions upon her
relationship. Although this allowed them to be more honest with one another, it may
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have created additional problems for them to work through – putting more stress on an
already strained relationship.

Berry reflexively engaged with the competing discourses about mediated communication
within relationships in order to consider what was right for her and her relationship. In
doing so, she can be interpreted as engaging in a process of Foucauldian ethical selfcreation. She sought to become more emotionally honest within her relationship – her
ethical substance – and determined that relying upon new media technologies to
communicate prevented her from achieving this. Berry’s mode of subjection involved
accommodating the dominant discourse about mediated communication by
communicating with her partner in person. The ethical work she engaged in was to allow
her embodied emotional reactions to become known to her partner. She reflected upon
the difficulty of this and determined that it was best for their relationship that these
reactions be known so that she and Dave could work through the implications of these
feelings – this was her telos. Using mediated communication to negotiate the complex
emotions that arose while re-establishing their relationship may have allowed Berry to
feel more in control of the process; however, it may have prevented Berry and Dave from
overcoming the sense of distance within their relationship and made it more difficult to
work through their issues. While new media technologies can be useful for negotiating
conflict within a relationship, at some point the distance these technologies creates may
need to be bridged through in-person conversations.

A strong theme that emerged in this research was that mediated communication was not
appropriate for dealing with complex, emotional issues within relationships. TheDon
described how mediated communication can result in misinterpretations and obscure
people’s emotions. However, a competing, subjugated discourse also emerged:
mediated communication can enable a person to clearly express the complexity of their
feelings without interruption. This subjugated discourse was more commonly drawn
upon by the young women; however, as discussed in the following section, the young
men also made use of it when it suited their needs. Women may be drawn to this
subjugated discourse because they continue to have difficulty being ‘heard’, particularly
in their interactions with men. Communicating via text based messaging removes
nonverbal indicators, thereby requiring a person to focus on the words being used within
the message (Gershon, 2010b). For some women (and men) mediated communication
can serve as a strategy to ensure what they have to say is heard – or perhaps more
accurately, seen – and responded to. For some young people then, sending a text
based message may be a way of expressing agency within their relationship as it forces
their partner to respond to – or at least acknowledge – the content of their message.
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Echo, June, and Berry all described how mediated communication enabled them to
express themselves without their embodied emotional reactions complicating the
communication process. In this case, young people could be understood as
demonstrating, rather than hiding, their intent through the use of new media
technologies. However, an over-reliance upon mediated communication can be stifling
to the growth of a relationship. Both mediated and non-mediated – or in person –
communication strategies have benefits and drawbacks; it is important therefore to
consider what is produced through the use of a particular communication strategy.
Breaking up
Perhaps unsurprisingly, another strong theme that emerged from this research was that
it is inappropriate to end a relationship via new media technologies; breakups should be
dealt with in person. While this was the dominant discourse about negotiating breakups,
these young people engaged with this discourse in complex ways. The process of
ending a love/sex relationship can be complicated; it is often not as simple as one person
declaring the relationship to be over. Many of these young people shared experiences of
using new media technologies to negotiate a conflict within or breakup of a love/sex
relationship. This section focuses on the use of new media technologies to end a
relationship. It also looks at how new media technologies were used to engage in
practices of care of the self when a relationship ended. Four of the young people –
Blaze, June, John, and Tom – spoke about their experiences of mediated breakups.57

At the time of our interview Blaze was single, and regularly used the internet to meet
other men for casual dates and sexual encounters. As we discussed his various safety
strategies he mentioned he had recently encountered a series of unexpected rejections,
one of which involved ending the relationship via text message during a movie date:
So he said, “I need to go to the bathroom,” I'm like, “Okay,” then I get this text, it's
like, “See ya.” And the main thing was that I wish he could've at least stayed so I
could've watched the movie, cos I was really liking the movie, and then when I
got that I was too distracted, so I had to leave too. I mean you can't get dumped
in the middle of a movie and then just keep watching it. I had to instantly go out
and call my friend and say, “You would not believe what just happened.” TSH!
(Blaze, M, 22, INT)

57

Berry had also experienced a mediated breakup; however, her experience is discussed in detail
in Chapter 8.
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Many of the young people in this research noted that it was acceptable to use new media
technologies to end a relationship, if it was in the early stages. Blaze’s experience
occurred on a first date. Still, such behaviour would likely be considered – at the very
least – bad manners. While Blaze was understandably distressed at the time this
occurred, in his retelling of the story to me – only a couple of weeks after it occurred – he
portrayed it as an amusing anecdote. More than any of the other young people
interviewed, Blaze possessed a security within himself as a person that seemed to
emulate the Foucauldian principles of ethical self-creation. This self-assuredness
enabled him to be resilient when he encountered rejection – mediated or not. Although
this breakup was made possible by new media technologies, these technologies also
allowed particular strategies of care of the self and care of the other to occur. Before the
advent of mobile phones, Blaze’s date may have just left in the middle of the movie
without informing him he was not going to return. As undesirable as this situation was,
receiving the text messaged may have provided Blaze with some sense of closure.
Additionally, being able to use his mobile phone to immediately call a friend and discuss
what had happened enabled Blaze to care for himself as he was experiencing an
upsetting event.

June, like Blaze, experienced a mediated breakup and made use of new media
technologies to care for herself in an effort to develop herself into a well-rounded
individual after her breakup. At the time of our interview, June and her boyfriend had
quite recently broken up. When they started dating, they were living in the same state;
however, June had already planned to move to Melbourne for university. They continued
to pursue a long distance relationship and broke up when June discovered that her
boyfriend was dating someone else. When I asked her how she felt when she found this
out, June said she felt betrayed and initially blamed herself:

Because I put my trust [in] him 100 per cent, if he betray[ed] me, that is the
problem. So that's the end of story. And so at the beginning I [thought to] myself
that I shouldn't come here to study, I should have just stayed there with him and
all the stuff like that. But now I am more clear of [sic] myself. And I also believe
like nothing is forever. Everything is destiny. So it's our destiny to end it here.
(June, F, 19, INT)

June was still dealing with conflicting emotions at the time of our interview. She drew
upon romantic discourses to understand why her relationship ended. These discourses
tend to place the responsibility for ensuring a relationship works onto women; should the
relationship end, the woman is often to blame. While June initially blamed herself for the
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breakup, she was beginning to resist this by drawing upon an alternative romantic
discourse – ‘destiny’. This discourse undermines the agency individuals have within their
relationships by claiming that some external force determines the course of a
relationship. June also took on a fatalistic approach to relationships, claiming that
nothing lasts forever. This allowed her to create emotional distance from her relationship
and its breakup. I asked June how she went from blaming herself to feeling alright about
her relationship ending. On the night she found out her boyfriend was cheating on her,
she started talking with a friend-of-a-friend on Facebook who offered her support:

I think he has some natural psychology skill or whatsoever, even though I felt
mad at him and I was aware of him being a stranger. But somehow I open myself
with him and I just told him everything about what I have done with my boyfriend,
all the stuff like that. And he, as the outsider, persuaded me that it's not my fault
at all. There is the mistake from both sides. And I should take it as a lesson.
And also my housemate and my face-to-face friends are supporting me a lot.
(June, F, 19, INT)

Earlier I discussed how June used the internet to separate her embodied emotional
response to sadness from her thoughts about her sadness in order to avoid putting the
burden of her emotions onto someone else. Although she was hesitant about opening
up with this friend-of-a-friend, the distress she felt about her breakup may have made her
seek out support in an environment where she could express her emotional vulnerability.
She continued:

And the third thing is because I'm sick of living like this. So I want to make a
positive change in myself. I don't want to be stuck in that situation forever
because I still hold hope that I will meet someone else, someone who really
respects me, who is available. So that's why I try to get myself out of the
situation. I try to look at things in different ways, with the support from my friends.
(June, F, 19, INT)

The strategies that June used to process her breakup and resolve her feelings of
jealousy exemplify Foucauldian ethics of the self. Foucault (1986) described seeking
guidance or counsel from others as an important aspect of care of the self, as it assists
an individual in their development of self-knowledge and brings people closer together.
The support provided to her from the man she messaged on Facebook, her housemate,
and her other friends enabled June to examine her breakup from different perspectives
and reflect upon how she could change herself to become the type of person she wished
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to be; it enabled her to move beyond discursive claims that she was to blame for her
relationship ending. June again drew upon romantic discourses in what could be
understood as her project of ethical self-creation; she was working on herself in order to
attract a better romantic relationship. Although romantic discourses tend to encourage
women to work upon themselves for the benefit of a man, this does not prevent the selfwork from being a positive experience. June described her breakup and the reflection
she engaged in with the man on Facebook as a lesson to be more open to life. I asked
her how she came to learn that lesson:
Actually, after I broke up with him [her boyfriend] I’ve been analysing myself,
“What have I been doing wrong? Why did it happen like that?” And I’ve been
looking back not only at my relationship to him but also at my relationship to my
mum, my friends. And I see that I was making a lot of mistakes. But I didn't
notice that before. (June, F, 19, INT)

June reflected upon her relationships to see how she could behave differently to create
more positive relationships with her friends, family, and eventually, a new romantic
partner. Although it was clear from her tone that June was still struggling to come to
terms with her relationship ending, she can be interpreted as using the breakup to
engage in a project of ethical self-creation that would enable her to engage in her future
relationships differently. While she was still processing her feelings of anger and grief
over her breakup, she was engaged in practices of care of the self that would assist her
in turning the breakup into a productive – rather than destructive – experience.

John was the youngest of the interview participants and had been using the internet
since the age of eight. Mediated communication was perhaps more entrenched in
John’s life than with the other young people interviewed, if for no other reason than it had
always been an available method of communicating. I asked him if there were things he
would rather say through the internet than in person:

I guess I would rather break up with someone through the internet, but I know
that’s just – well I think it’s wrong to do, so I don’t do that. But it would be a lot
easier, on the internet. And a lot of my friends have done it. I’ve done it for my
friends before. So like, I’ve actually written like you know, paragraphs to a
friend’s girlfriend breaking up with them for him. And I think it’s a lot easier that
way but, I don’t think it’s right. The important stuff’s always easier to say over the
internet, I guess. (John, M, 18, INT)
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John expressed ambivalence about mediated breakups. He knew that the dominant
discourse claims it is not acceptable to break up with someone through digital
communication and accommodated this discourse by stating that he thought it was
‘wrong’ to do so. However, he resisted this discourse by drawing on the subjugated
discourse presented earlier by Echo, June and Berry – that it is easier to communicate
difficult messages via new media technologies. John also resisted the dominant
discourse by assisting his friend’s mediated breakup, even though he claimed he would
not breakup with someone this way himself. As discussed in Chapter 8, later in our
interview John revealed that he had, in fact, used new media technologies to negotiate
his own relationship breakup. Perhaps the more entrenched mediated communication
becomes in young people’s lives, the more blurred the boundaries become between
mediated and non-mediated communication. Neither Berry nor June – who were both 19
years old when I interviewed them – expressed dismay at their breakups being mediated;
both were instead focused on the feelings of hurt that came from their relationships
ending. It may be that, as asserted on the breakup advice blog Captain Awkward, some
young people have come to understand that even if “he’d sat you down in a velvet booth
and explained it to you gently while looking deeply into your eyes, you’d still be just as
dumped as you are right now” (JenniferP, 2012).

While young people claimed there to be clearly established ethical guidelines to breaking
up in new media environments, Gershon (2010a) noted: “People often deployed these
beliefs strategically, and depending on the circumstances, might claim different media
ideologies” (p.402). The media ideologies young people draw on when being broken up
with, therefore, may be quite contradictory to the media ideologies they draw upon when
doing the breaking up. The dominant and subjugated discourses about mediated
breakups that emerged in this research were strategically drawn upon by some young
people in order to play games of power when negotiating a breakup. When I asked Tom
if he thought there were any drawbacks to using new media technologies to
communicate within a relationship, he spoke about the ease of mediated communication
and referred to his experience of negotiating a mediated breakup:
I mean I’ve certainly had people try and breakup with me and try and make major
relationship decisions using text-based messaging. Which I feel is inappropriate.
I think it can really be used to sort of shift the focus of things. Yeah, so I think
that in that way it’s a hindrance. It can sort of guard and really sort of remove that
personal level of communication. (Tom, M, 20, INT)
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In Chapter 4 I described five aspects of power that Foucault (in Faubion, 2002)
considered important to the analysis of power and what it produces: the system of
differentiations, the types of objectives, the instrumental modes, the forms of
institutionalisation, and the degrees of rationalisation. The ‘system of differentiations’ is
the dynamic within the binary relationship that enables one person to ‘govern’ the
behaviour of the other. By virtue of being in a heterosexual relationship Tom occupied
the higher status position in the man/woman binary. The ‘types of objectives’ refers to
what a discourse is trying to achieve through its normalising trajectory and who this
benefits. By drawing upon the dominant discourse about mediated communication – that
it is an inappropriate way to communicate about emotional issues within relationships –
Tom sought to occupy the privileged position of being a ‘good’ communicator within his
former relationships. The ‘instrumental modes’ are the methods used to make
individuals subject to a particular discourse. Tom could no longer govern the behaviour
of his ex-partners; instead, he described to me – perhaps in an effort to create a truth –
why their lack of conformity to the normalising trajectory of the dominant discourse about
mediated communication was problematic, and positioned himself as superior to his
former partners. The ‘forms of institutionalization’ considers how individuals are made
subject to a discourse through existing relationships, social systems, and social norms.
The dominant discourse about mediated communication claims that this form of
communication is impersonal; social norms dictate that as emotive issues within
relationships are personal they should be negotiated within an appropriately intimate
medium – namely, in person. Finally, the ‘degrees of rationalization’ indicates the
effectiveness of the normalising trajectory of a discourse in having individuals subject
themselves to it. By reproducing this truth claim Tom positioned himself as both a good
communicator and as victim to his ex-partners’ poor communication skills. Instead of
spreading power between himself and his ex-partners, these practices enabled Tom to
occupy a privileged subject position as a ‘good boyfriend’, while consistently positioning
his ex-partners as ‘bad girlfriends’.

While Tom framed mediated breakups negatively when he was on the receiving end of a
breakup, a different story emerged when he spoke about ending a casual sexual
relationship. Tom described a time when he had hooked up with a woman with the
expectation that it would be a one-night stand, only to then find out that she had other
intentions behind hooking up with him. I asked him what he did in this situation:
I just became less contactable and that was my way of doing it. … I think in that
situation I’m likely to, you know, maybe use electronic communication to, you
know, maybe just as a sort of barricade to you know, just – I mean, it’s pretty
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obvious if you’re getting ignored that someone’s not interested. Or not ignored,
but I think people are pretty finely attuned to whether someone has [directed] a lot
of attention to them or not a lot of attention, especially when that changes, you
know. (Tom, M, 20, INT)
Here, Foucault’s five aspects of power relations reveal a different picture. While the
system of differentiations remains the same – Tom is still the man in a man/woman
binary – the type of objectives has changed. In order to maintain the privileges of his
‘superior’ subject position, it was necessary for Tom to switch to a subjugated discourse
about mediated communication when discussing how he ended this casual sexual
relationship. In this instance he framed the barrier created by new media technologies
positively because it enabled him to avoid confrontation. Bergdall et al. (2012) noted that
decreasing contact was a strategy commonly used by young people, particularly when
ending a casual sexual relationship. Tom assumed that by decreasing his contact with
this woman – his instrumental modes – she would understand that he was not interested
in her. This rejection strategy is effective because, as Tom noted, social norms indicate
that a person will pay attention to someone they are interested in – this is the forms of
institutionalisation. The effectiveness of this subjugated discourse at establishing itself
by having individuals subject themselves to its normalising trajectory – the degrees of
rationalisation – are apparent in the similarities of Tom’s rejection strategy to what Reid,
Elliot, and Webber (2011) termed a ‘pity date’. A pity date is when a person agrees to
see a casual hookup partner again – in a nonsexual context – in order to give that person
the opportunity to see that nothing further will develop. Instead of seeing this woman
again, Tom decreased the level of contact he had with her in order to signal that nothing
further would develop between them. This raises the question: why not be direct with
her?

Much to their surprise, Reid, Elliot, and Webber (2011) found that both men and women
considered the pity date to be a ‘nicer’ option than directly informing a hookup partner
that they were not interested in pursuing anything further with them: “Although one
solution would be simply to refuse the date, students said it would be unkind to be so
direct” (p.561). The discourse that a direct date refusal is unkind opens up the possibility
of a mediated breakup becoming acceptable. Gershon (2010a) found that when one
person wants a relationship and the other person does not, communicating via new
media technologies can help to make that message clear, as it represents a violation of
the ‘rules’ of breakup etiquette. A refusal to engage in a face-to-face conversation – or in
Tom’s case, any conversation – may be understood as ‘rude’ or ‘uncaring’; however, it is
precisely this understanding that makes it an effective breakup utterance. By switching
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between the dominant and subjugated discourses about mediated breakups, Tom was
able to engage in strategic games of power that enabled him to maintain a privileged
subject position as someone who follows appropriate breakup etiquette – regardless of
whether he was doing the breaking up or being broken up with.

Although the dominant discourse about breakups claims it is inappropriate to end a
relationship via new media technology, there are no set ‘rules’ for how to appropriately
conduct a breakup – mediated or not. Negotiating breakups within new media
environments presents a complex challenge for young people, as they must negotiate a
plethora of discourses about appropriate behaviour that at times are contradictory.
There are a variety of reasons why young people might choose to engage in mediated
breakups. The experiences of Blaze, June, John, and Tom demonstrated that mediated
breakups can be less confrontational and are effective ways of ending a relationship. It
is worth noting that mediated breakups are not a new phenomenon; prior to new media
technologies, couples exchanged letters to avoid in-person breakups.58 An in-person
breakup is a cultural ideal; regardless of how a relationship is ended, young people are
faced with the task of dealing with the hurt of rejection. Whether or not this hurt is made
worse by a mediated breakup depends upon the media ideologies a young person holds.
Conclusion
This chapter explored some of the ways young people made use of new media
technologies to negotiate the various stages of their love/sex relationships. Young
people made use of the ambiguity of mediated communication to engage in flirtations.
They engaged in Facebook stalking – that is, the practice of covertly observing other
people online – in order to learn more about people they were interested in. This
practice was particularly important for young people who were investigating potential
romantic or sexual partners. A finding of this research is that young people also use
Facebook stalking as a way to verify that someone is who they say they are. Whether a
person is met online or offline, examining their Facebook – or other social network site –
profile provides important contextual information about that person’s life. Many of the
young people in this research had experiences of using the internet to meet new
romantic or sexual partners. While some used dating or hookup sites for this, others met
people through online communities and friendship networks. As discussed in Chapter 3,
it is often assumed that young people are using new media technologies in risky ways –
particularly in relation to their negotiation of love/sex relationships. Activities such as
Facebook stalking and meeting people online are surrounded by discourses of stigma
and risk. Certainly, these activities present risks; however, these risks can be mitigated
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by young people developing self-awareness and media literacy, as demonstrated by the
young people in this research.

Competing discourses about mediated communication were produced by these young
people. While the dominant discourse claimed that mediated communication was not
appropriate for conducting the emotional work of a relationship, a subjugated discourse
emerged from this research. For some young people, mediated communication enabled
them to be ‘heard’ more effectively, as it removed the embodied emotional reactions from
view, and allowed them to carefully construct their message and express themselves
without being interrupted. As with any communication style, there are certain benefits
and drawbacks to using new media technologies to negotiate a love/sex relationship.
Young people can – and do – use new media technologies to act with agency when
negotiating their love/sex relationships. While mediated communication can facilitate
more open communication within a relationship, an overreliance upon technology to
communicate can hinder a relationship’s growth and development. Embodied emotional
reactions are an important part of a relationship and need to be acknowledged and
negotiated for a relationship to progress.
Mediated communications are not ‘lesser’ communications; they are simply different.
The relative newness of these forms of communication mean that clearly established
‘rules’ about how to negotiate love/sex relationships within new media environments do
not yet exist. Arguably, any ‘rules’ which exist for negotiating relationships in nonmediated spaces can be applied to mediated contexts. The ability to accurately interpret
second-order information increases young people’s media literacy and results in more
effective practices of mediated flirting, Facebook stalking, negotiating forming new
relationships online, communicating via new media technologies, and negotiating
mediated breakups. Regardless of which discourse they ascribed to, the actions of the
young people in this research challenged the claim that mediated communication is
somehow less ‘authentic’ or ‘real’ than non-mediated communication. Their actions
within mediated contexts had consequences in non-mediated contexts; online flirtations
translated to offline relationships, online breakups ended offline relationships. It is
therefore important to consider what is produced by the communication strategy being
used in a particular situation. New media technologies can enable young people to act
with agency within their relationships; however, they can also be used by young people
to play strategic games of power whereby they seek to control the behaviour of their
partner. Negotiating love/sex relationships is a difficult task that is further complicated by
our relatively recent social location within new media environments. Through their
accommodation and resistance of the dominant discourses about mediated
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communication within relationships, young people are creating new ways of ‘doing’
love/sex relationships. In the following chapter I explore how young people engaged in
mediated and non-mediated practices of care of the self when they encountered feelings
of jealousy within their love/sex relationships.
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Chapter 8
Managing Jealousy through Care of the Self
Feelings of jealousy are a common occurrence within love/sex relationships. These
feelings are frequently aroused by a partner’s involvement with another person.
According to some social researchers, social network sites like Facebook can
exacerbate feelings of jealousy within romantic relationships (Draucker & Martsolf, 2010;
Elphinston & Noller, 2011; Gershon, 2010a, 2010b; Kennedy, 2009; Lyndon, BondsRaacke, & Cratty, 2011; Muise, Christofides, & Desmarais, 2009; Pascoe, 2010;
Tokunaga, 2011; Utz & Beukeboom, 2011). In this chapter I explore how the young
people in this research negotiated feelings of jealousy within their own love/sex
relationships. The issue of jealousy was explored in the interviews through the use of
the final Alex and Lindsay vignette59:

Alex and Lindsay have been dating for six months now.
Things have been going really well, but lately Lindsay has
been feeling jealous of Alex’s new friend Chris. Chris and
Alex have been spending a lot of time together and Lindsay
is feeling left out of Alex’s life. Lindsay has not said anything
to Alex about this and Alex is unaware that Lindsay is
jealous.

During the discussion of this vignette, the interview participants were asked about how
they dealt with feelings of jealousy within their own love/sex relationships. Their
responses revealed a range of practices for managing their own – and their partner’s –
feelings of jealousy. The themes that emerged from the discussions of jealousy were:
how feelings of jealousy get played out within love/sex relationships, the role of new
media technologies in negotiating feelings of jealousy, and practices of care of the self
when jealousy emerged. Ethics of the self is particularly important when considering
how jealousy is dealt with within love/sex relationships as this is an occasion where the
temptation to attempt to control the other person’s behaviour is particularly strong.

This chapter comprises three sections: negotiating jealousy, mediated jealousy, and
resolving jealousy. Negotiating jealousy examines how feelings of jealousy were
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negotiated by young people in long-term relationships. It explores how communication
and compromise were engaged with by five young people as strategies for negotiating
jealousy within their long-term relationships. In mediated jealousy, the ways in which
young people used new media technologies to engage with their feelings of jealousy are
considered. The practices of relationship surveillance of five young people are
discussed. Resolving jealousy explores the practices of care of the self that two young
people engaged in when feelings of jealousy emerged due to a love/sex partner’s
infidelity.
Negotiating jealousy
When feelings of jealousy emerged within their love/sex relationships, several of the
interview participants described communication and compromise as playing important
roles in how they managed these feelings. Jane, Ian, Meg, Ash, and Emily were all in
long-term relationships at the time of our interviews and each spoke about experiences
they had of negotiating jealousy within their current relationships. While each engaged in
strategies of communication and compromise to negotiate feelings of jealousy within
their relationships, they did so in different ways.

Jane experienced jealousy within her long-term relationship when she discovered her
partner was exchanging messages through Facebook with his previous girlfriend. This
was after he and Jane had agreed they would not have contact with previous romantic
partners. Jane was upset because she had recently de-Friended an ex-boyfriend she
felt particularly close to in order to honour their agreement. After describing her
frustration with this situation, I asked Jane how she dealt with jealousy within her
relationship:

I wouldn't say I'm really jealous of this girl. I think that she's an absolute pig. Like
I just think – I don't even know how my partner could even you know, look at her
like that; it's revolting. But – and she's rude. She's an awful type. So I just look
at her and pity her and just think “How do you get by, you know being so rude
and obnoxious?” (Jane, F, 22, INT)

Jane was calm and measured as she said this. She did not appear to be angry, but her
tone indicated she was ‘put off’ by her boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend. She may have been
frustrated that her boyfriend continued to have contact with a former partner she found
unappealing, when she was not allowed to pursue a friendship with one of her former
partners. By describing this woman in a negative way to me, Jane engaged in a
strategic game of power. She constructed a ‘truth’ about her boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend that
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made her appear to be an undesirable partner, and therefore reduced Jane’s perception
of the power this woman held as a competitor for her boyfriend’s affections.60 Putting
this woman down may have allowed Jane to gain a sense of control over what was a
frustrating and upsetting situation for her. She went on to say:

I try to communicate it and then it will just blow out of proportion. It gets to a point
where I'm like, “Hang on. Do I keep communicating things or do I not?” I haven't
stopped yet [laughs] because it's sort of like, “Well, you know it's better to
communicate than not.” But I think that I had a valid argument with the exgirlfriend, you know, because he sort of set these same rules out for me. So it's
sort of well, what's good for one is good for the other, you know what I mean? So
it was just more [about] that, and just sort of trust as well, going into our previous
sort of cases and things like that. You know it is a big issue for me. And that's
what I'm saying. Like if he breaks my trust in one moment he has to re-earn it, he
can't just get it. (Jane, F, 22, INT)

The practices Jane engaged in to manage her feelings of jealousy can be understood
through Foucault’s (1984) four principles of care of the self – described in Chapters 4
and 7. Jane’s ethical substance involved reflecting upon the importance of
communication and establishing trust within her relationship. She sought to uphold those
values as she negotiated her feelings of jealousy. Although she found communicating
with her partner could be difficult when their emotions were running high, Jane continued
to try and achieve the outcome she desired – that is, her mode of subjection involved
subjecting herself to the truth claims of dominant discourses about ‘healthy relationships’.
These discourses claim that communication and equality are essential to a healthy
relationship. Jane’s ethical work occurred through reflecting on the previous conflicts
within her relationship. She determined that it was important for her partner to reestablish trust within their relationship. Jane had given up a friendship with a former
partner for the sake of her current relationship; her boyfriend would need to make a
similar compromise. Through these practices Jane engaged in telos – that is, she
worked to develop herself as an ethical subject who communicated and developed trust
within her romantic relationships. It is not clear, however, if these practices were
producing something of ethical value within Jane’s relationship, or if she was simply
attempting to conform to the normalising trajectories within dominant discourses about
healthy relationships.
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Ian also described communication and compromise as important strategies for managing
feelings of jealousy within his long-term relationship. During our discussion of the final
Alex and Lindsay vignette, I asked Ian what he thought the best thing for Alex to do was
after Lindsay started to pull away from their relationship. He reflected on how he
responded when he noticed his girlfriend acting distant towards him:
I noticed when my partner's being a bit cold towards me and I'm like, “What's
wrong? What's wrong?” you know, if they don't tell you, I'm like, “Alright, well if
you’re gonna play it that way, you know, don't bring it up in a few weeks and say
‘Oh, this was wrong’, I've given you an opportunity.” It sounds harsh but you
know, otherwise they're going to have it hanging over their head and try and bring
it up in a few months as well. “You had your chance, I mean, could’ve fixed it at
the time, don't let it go.” (Ian, M, 21, INT)

While Jane sought to communicate with her partner about issues of jealousy even when
it was difficult to do so, Ian demanded that communication occur on his terms – now or
never. The five aspects of power relations that Foucault (in Faubion, 2002) outlined –
described in Chapters 4 and 7 – are of relevance here. As the man in his relationship,
Ian sought to ‘govern’ his girlfriend’s behaviour when issues of jealousy arose within their
relationship; this was his system of differentiations. The types of objectives being
pursued were to ensure that Ian maintained his position of authority within his
relationship. He made use of the discursive truth claim that feelings of jealousy will grow
and cause problems within relationships if they are not dealt with immediately. This truth
claim is problematic as it is not always possible to conduct a discussion about emotive
issues when those feelings are inflamed; some people may need to ‘cool down’ before
they are able to engage in such a discussion. By insisting that his girlfriend talk about
her feelings of jealousy right away – when she may not have had a chance to process
those feelings – and refusing to take her feelings seriously at a later time, Ian attempted
to create a state of domination within his relationship; this was his instrumental modes.
Ian drew upon social norms about communication being important within relationships –
his forms of institutionalisation – and used the disciplinary technique of guilt – his
degrees of rationalisation – to make his girlfriend subject to a discursive claim that
enabled him to maintain a privileged position within his relationship. Although Ian and
Jane both sought to talk about feelings of jealousy as they arose, their strategies for
negotiating these conversations were quite different. In contrast to Ian – who played
strategic games of power to create, instead of minimise, a state of domination within his
relationship – Jane’s strategy allowed her and her partner to process their feelings and
return to the discussion after an emotional ‘blow out’.
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Openly discussing feelings of jealousy within her love/sex relationship was also an
important practice for Meg. When I asked her how she dealt with feelings of jealousy
within her current relationship, she said it was important to acknowledge the feelings
were there, even if she did not understand what was causing them:

I found the best way to deal with that is to tell [my partner] that I'm feeling jealous
and say, “Don’t know why,” just be really stupid, like you might think you shouldn't
feel jealous but just to let them know that that's how you're feeling cos if you
bottle it up then it gets worse. I think recognising it and then talking about it is the
best way to deal with it. (Meg, F, 23, INT)

Meg engaged in a strategy similar to what Ian requested of his girlfriend; however, while
Ian demanded a conversation take place, Meg recognised that the complexity of jealousy
can make it difficult to talk about. Her engagement with Foucault’s five aspects of power
relations reveals a different way of engaging in strategic games of power. Meg did not
occupy the higher status binary position within her relationship; as the woman, it was not
the normative role for her to ‘govern’ her boyfriend’s behaviour. Instead, she
acknowledged and took ownership of her feelings of jealousy, even when she did not
understand why these feelings had emerged. She did not try to occupy a more
privileged position within her relationship than her boyfriend, but attempted to create an
even playing field for them to engage with and discuss her feelings. Meg also drew upon
social norms about open communication within relationships; however, by taking
ownership of her own feelings she did not try to subject her boyfriend to these discursive
claims. Through developing self-knowledge and exercising mastery over her feelings of
jealousy, Meg was able to practice care of the self and care of the other.

Meg also drew upon dominant discourses of femininity when she engaged in
compromise as part of her strategies for negotiating feelings of jealousy within her
relationship. I asked her how she made decisions about what was right or wrong for her
to do when negotiating her love/sex relationships:

I often put myself in the other person's position and try and do what's right by
them but then I don't always think that that's the right way to go about it because
then I often find myself doing things to please other people. But because I make
those decisions myself, I don't feel like I wanna blame anyone for it other than
myself. (Meg, F, 23, INT)
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Dominant discourses about femininity claim that women should be accommodating of
other people’s feelings and needs before their own, which – as Meg noted – can lead to
women disregarding their own needs in order to please others. The truth claim of this
discourse can serve as a governmental technique to produce ‘docile bodies’ – that is, to
produce a subject who conforms to the discourse. Meg both accommodated and
resisted this discourse. Although she tried to ‘do right by’ others, she was aware that this
strategy could result in her suppressing her own needs for the sake of other people. As
discussed in Chapter 2, women tend to take on more responsibility for the emotional
work of a relationship than men do (Farvid and Braun, 2006; Wilkins, 2004). This
creates an uneven power dynamic whereby women become more emotionally invested
in their romantic relationships than their male partners. Within Foucauldian ethics of the
self, care of the other is not possible without first engaging in care of the self. As
discussed earlier, what constitutes practices of care of the self is not always clear; as
these practices are individual and circumstantial, what is produced by them will not be
consistent – even if the practices themselves are. This is why a constant reflexive
engagement with one’s self is central to Foucauldian projects of ethical self-creation. By
taking agency over her decision to please other people, Meg troubled dominant
discourses of femininity; she critically reflected upon how she was subject to this
discourse and chose which aspects fitted her personal values.

I asked Meg if after she considered how her actions would affect someone else, she then
went back and considered how she would feel:

No, not often. I think with my decisions about things I try to minimise the other
person being hurt because if I'm hurt by something then I can deal with that but if
I hurt someone else, I find that's worse being in a position where you've inflicted
something on someone else because you can't really do as much about that as if
you're the person that feels hurt. So I find it very hard to breakup with people cos
even if I know I want to sometimes I just can't bring myself to inflict that on
someone. I think I much prefer being dumped cos you know then you can deal
with it yourself. (Meg, F, 23, INT)

Meg accommodated dominant gendered discourses that claim women should put other
people’s feelings above their own. While she framed this as caring for herself and
others, this strategy was limiting. By not trusting the other person to manage their own
emotional reaction Meg took on responsibility for other people’s emotions. An aim of
Foucauldian ethics of the self is to create a level playing field for strategic games of
power. While this involves not causing unnecessary hurt to others, it also involves
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understanding the boundaries of oneself and others so as not to take on responsibility for
other people’s emotions. Meg lacked trust in the ability of others to care for themselves
when caused emotional hurt and therefore preferred to be hurt. Instead of acting with
agency to end a relationship, she may have engaged in strategic games of power to
manipulate her partner into ending their relationship. It can be difficult to determine
which practices an individual engages in constitute care of the self because the
intentions behind the actions must be considered; the same practice may involve care of
the self in one instance and be used to create a state of domination in another. Despite
this, Meg appeared to play strategic games of power in ways which sought to distribute
power evenly – instead of creating a state of domination of one person over another. By
taking responsibility for her own actions she engaged in practices of care of the self;
however, this care was limited by her desire to also take responsibility for other people’s
emotional reactions.

Ash also discussed the importance of communicating about feelings of jealousy as they
emerged, and finding a compromise to resolve those feelings. When I asked him about
how Lindsay should address feelings of jealousy over Alex’s friendship with Chris, Ash
spoke about the importance of Lindsay communicating these feelings to Alex. He
suggested that women can find it difficult to express their emotions, because gender
norms dictate that women should make men guess at how they are feeling instead of
being clear – this is an alternative discourse for understanding the gendered negotiation
of love/sex relationships. I asked Ash if he thought it was easier for him to express his
emotions:
Yeah, yeah, yeah. I have to catch my girlfriend and be like, “Alright, I'm reading
your body language on this but I'm just not understanding it, just you need to” –
you know, and at the start, she couldn't. She couldn’t just sit down and say, “I'm
feeling this because of this, can we fix it?” But you know, like sometimes she –
Lindsay just needs to come out and just explain this to him because he's not a
mind reader and her compromise [after being together for six months] is, “You
know what? He's not always gonna know what I need and maybe I'm gonna
need to compromise and just accept – maybe he is really friends with [Chris].”
(Ash, M, 23, INT)

Feelings of jealousy are messy and not always easily negotiated; talking about where
these feelings have come from can be quite difficult. It requires a person to have
reflexively developed self-knowledge and to be assertive about their own needs within a
relationship. The messiness of the lived reality of these feelings may have been behind
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Ash’s sudden switch from talking about his own relationship to discussing the Alex and
Lindsay vignette. The vignette gave participants something concrete to refer back to
when their own personal experience was too messy to make sense of within the
interview. By switching the focus back to the vignette, Ash may be indicating that he is
not always able to determine when his girlfriend is upset. Alternatively, he may be
indicating that it is not always his responsibility to figure out when his girlfriend is upset –
she is responsible for managing her own emotions. I followed up by asking Ash if he
was able to express when he was feeling upset to his girlfriend:

It's easy for me to express it; it's difficult for her to listen sometimes, because I'm
usually so easy going with most things. But because I'm a very easy-going
person, typically she might like laugh it off or sort of try and pretend that nothing's
happened sometimes. It's difficult for her to understand sometimes that, you
know, guys have feelings, I am a bit more in touch with mine and you're gonna
have to make the compromise sometimes, not just me. (Ash, M, 23, INT)

Throughout our interview Ash oscillated between accommodating and resisting dominant
discourses about masculinity, which enabled him to occupy a privileged subject position
regardless of the topic we discussed. Again, Foucault’s five aspects of power relations
are useful for understanding what is produced by Ash’s response. Traditional gender
norms position women as ‘emotional’ and men as ‘rational’ – that is, detached from their
emotions. Ash’s system of differentiations was to position himself as a rational man –
who was also in touch with his emotions. This granted him privilege within his
relationship – his types of objectives: by taking up a subject position as ‘rationally
emotional’ he was able to govern his girlfriend’s behaviour by claiming an emotional
expertise. Ash’s instrumental modes and forms of institutionalisation involved his
resistance to discursive claims that men are unemotional. Traditional gender norms can
hinder communication – particularly within heterosexual relationships – as they both
silence men who express their emotions and trivialise women’s expression of emotion.
Some women may then assume that within a love/sex relationship the man’s feelings are
less important than their own, making it difficult for men who do express their feelings to
have those feelings heard. By resisting these discursive claims, Ash was able to assert
his emotional needs within his relationship. However, he simultaneously distanced
himself from being seen as ‘emotional’ by attributing his girlfriend’s initial rebuffing of his
emotions to his ‘easy-going’ character. Positioning himself as easy-going may have
allowed Ash to explore his feelings while maintaining his masculinity; such a position
would allow him to be aware of his emotions without being overly invested in them – this
is his degrees of rationalisation.
179

While the strategic positioning Ash engaged in does not challenge heteronormative
gender roles, it does open up space for more egalitarian gendered relationship
negotiations to occur. One way this may occur is through making compromises. In both
the above quotes from Ash, he talked about how both partners – and not just the male
partner – need to make compromises in order for the relationship to work. Insisting upon
mutual compromise may be a way for Ash to assert himself within his relationship without
controlling his girlfriend’s actions, thereby allowing power to be distributed more evenly
within his relationship. However, throughout our interview Ash presented himself as a
relationship ‘expert’ and did not question his self-declared expertise. This lack of
questioning indicated that he was not engaged in critical reflection about his subject
position: a key component of ethics of the self. Positioning himself as ‘always right’ may
have served as a disciplinary technique for Ash to determine the conduct of his
girlfriend’s behaviour within their relationship – throughout our interview it was her
actions, and not his, that Ash described as needing work.
Similar to Ash, Emily also described her girlfriend’s behaviours as being problematic to
their relationship. However, instead of insisting her girlfriend compromise to suit her
desires, Emily considered how she could behave differently – through communication
and compromise – in order to resolve feelings of jealousy within her relationship. When I
asked Emily how she dealt with feelings of jealousy in her relationship, she stated that
she generally does not feel jealous once she is in a relationship. I then asked her what
happens when she noticed her partner feeling jealous of her:
I will try to talk to my partner about this, like about, “It’s not that I don’t care about
the relationship anymore, it’s just that I think we both need some space.” And
also friends are very important; we can’t just have each other and survive until
we’re in our eighties or whatever. [laughs] So normally what I do is like I try to
introduce my partner to my friends as well. So like when I go out with my friends
my partner can join us sometimes. So she knows what my friends are like and
will feel a bit more secure. Like they know that I’m not seeing someone else or
something like that. (Emily, F, 21, INT)
Friendships – particularly close friendships – outside of a romantic relationship can
cause tension and jealousy. However, being reliant upon a romantic relationship to fulfil
most of a person’s social needs can strain the relationship. The strategies Emily used to
negotiate her girlfriend’s feelings of jealousy can be interpreted as practices of
Foucauldian care of the self and care of the other. Emily knew that she needed to have
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friendships outside of her romantic relationship in order to feel fulfilled. She was also
aware that this could cause her girlfriend to feel jealous and wanted to ensure her
friendships did not cause her girlfriend stress. In order to do this, she determined that
she needed to communicate with her girlfriend and find a compromise that would allow
her to maintain her friendships without upsetting her girlfriend. She spoke to her
girlfriend about why she needed to pursue these friendships and sought to include her in
these friendships, so she would continue to feel secure within their relationship. These
practices enabled Emily to reassure her girlfriend about her commitment to their
relationship, while continuing to pursue friendships with other people. Emily’s use of
compromise may have allowed her to engage in egalitarian negotiations within her
relationship. Importantly, being in a same-sex relationship where gender norms have
less influence on how the relationship is negotiated may have better positioned Emily to
engage in egalitarian negotiations.

Feelings of jealousy can arise within a long-term relationship for a variety of reasons, and
these feelings can be negotiated in a variety of ways. Within this research,
communication and compromise emerged as two particularly important practices for
negotiating feelings of jealousy within long-term relationships. The five young people
discussed in this section – Jane, Ian, Meg, Ash, and Emily – engaged in practices of
communication and compromise differently and achieved different results. Although
Jane found maintaining communication with her partner frustrating, she persevered in
order to achieve the egalitarian relationship she desired. Emily seemed to be easily able
to assert her needs within her relationship and work with her partner to resolve feelings
of jealousy in an egalitarian way. While Ash also sought to find even compromises within
his relationship, he was frustrated when his girlfriend did not consider how she might also
have to make compromises. Ian’s desire to immediately resolve feelings of jealousy
within his relationship may have limited both he and his girlfriend’s ability to reflexively
engage with those feelings and come to an equitable resolution. When dealing with
jealousy within her relationships, Meg engaged in a complicated accommodation and
resistance of traditional gender roles in order to address her own and other people’s
emotional needs. The experiences of these five young people suggest the better able a
person is to reflexively engage with and communicate about their own feelings of
jealousy, and listen to their partner’s concerns about jealousy, the better they will be able
to negotiate an equitable compromise to address feelings of jealousy within their
relationship.
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Mediated jealousy
For better or for worse, new media technologies have changed the ways in which young
people encounter feelings of jealousy within their love/sex relationships. The breadth of
information available about an individual through social network sites, such as Facebook,
can both create more opportunities for jealousy to arise, and more ways to conduct
surveillance. In a study of Canadian undergraduate Facebook users, Muise,
Christofides, and Desmarais (2009) argued that accessibility and lack of context for
information about a person’s partner can provoke feelings of jealousy and suspicion,
which can lead to increased online surveillance, for example, Facebook stalking.
Tokunaga (2011) conducted an online survey of people in the South Western United
States, who were in relationships and, along with their partner, maintained an active
social network site profile. He suggested that interpersonal electronic surveillance
conducted through social network sites may be a fundamental form of relationship
surveillance undertaken largely by ‘Internet novices’ – that is, it allows those with a basic
understanding of new media technologies to easily conduct surveillance upon their
partner, and can serve as a ‘starting point’ for those with more advanced technological
skills. For some of the young people in this research, new media technologies allowed
them to conduct surveillance upon their love/sex relationships and communicate their
anger or hurt when feelings of jealousy arose. These are not new strategies for dealing
with feelings of jealousy; however, new media enable these practices to occur in new
and distinct ways. Krys, Meg, Berry, John, and Ian all described how they made use of
these technologies to negotiate their feelings of jealousy. While each of these young
people engaged in surveillance and expressed anger or hurt, they did so in different
ways.

The level of potential surveillance afforded by new media technologies has never before
been possible. In Chapter 7 I discussed how the young people in this research engaged
in Facebook stalking to gather information on people they were interested in. While
some of the participants thought that monitoring their partner was a benefit of new media
technologies, Krys – a young gay man – described Facebook stalking as more of a
hindrance:
I mean paranoia is so easy to set in right away. I don’t think technology, in that
aspect [being able to check up on your partner more], actually helps; it’s definitely
a hindrance. (Krys, M, 23, INT)
For Krys, having access to so much more information about his boyfriend’s day-to-day
activities created feelings of jealousy and suspicion that may not otherwise have arisen.
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The ability to check a person’s Facebook profile and see the comments posted on their
wall – and sometimes the comments they have posted on other people’s walls – results
in a greater amount of information being available for young people to engage with. Not
only can they see the public – and sometimes private – exchanges that occur on
someone else’s profile, but they can also engage with the second-order information
contained within these exchanges. As described in Chapter 3, this is background
information, such as a time stamp, or knowledge about the context of a particular
message, that surrounds the words that make up the message (Gershon, 2010b). I
asked Krys how he dealt with feelings of jealousy within his relationship:
For me the jealousy thing would be if he adds a new person on Facebook I’ll
obviously click and have a look. [Laughs] But then I also think, “Well, this has to
be stupid.” I mean, why would he spend so much time with me? And, you know,
that makes me snap out of it. (Krys, M, 23, INT)

Krys did not wish to become enslaved by his feelings of jealousy and engaged in
practices of care of the self in order to gain control – or develop mastery – over these
feelings. Within Foucauldian ethics of the self, developing mastery over one’s desires is
the ultimate goal of engaging in ethical practices. Developing mastery involves a
constant process of reflexive engagement upon one’s desires, as these desires will shift
and change over time. Because individuals are constantly in a state of flux, it is a goal
that can only ever be approximated and is never entirely achieved. Krys was aware that
checking his boyfriend’s Facebook profile would produce feelings of jealousy, and
resisted these feelings by reflecting upon how his boyfriend acted towards him. Although
he may have been able to avoid encountering feelings of jealousy by not engaging in
surveillance of his relationship, it is also possible that checking enabled him to feel more
at ease about the people his boyfriend spent time with when they were apart. In the
previous section I discussed how Emily made an effort to introduce her girlfriend to her
friends in order to reduce feelings of jealousy within their relationship; checking who his
boyfriend has added as a Friend may be a similar strategy for Krys. However, engaging
in mediated surveillance also indicates that Krys lacked trust in his relationship. The
practice of checking his boyfriend’s Facebook profile may have hindered his ability to
develop a deeper sense of trust within his relationship. While Foucault (1984, 1986)
proposed a framework for engaging in care of the self, each individual person will
engage in these practices in different ways specific to their own situation and
circumstances. The effectiveness of an individual’s strategies of care of the self
therefore depends on how the individual engages with their relationship with self and
others, and what these strategies accomplish.
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Some of the young people I interviewed spoke about using new media technologies to
conduct surveillance on a former love/sex partner. When I asked Meg about how she
used new media technologies to look after herself and her own needs when she was
feeling out of sorts within a relationship, she described using Facebook as a way to
distract herself when she was upset:

Sometimes it can be satisfying to, like, if you get cheated on and then you go
through Facebook to try to find out who it is – that can sometimes be satisfying
but probably damaging in the end like; it just makes you more upset but, yeah it
can be satisfying too. (Meg, F, 23, INT)
Meg engaged in ‘detective work’ to try and ‘make sense’ of why her relationship had
ended. She engaged in a project of comparison which according to Heyes (2007) would
ultimately disadvantage her. Heyes argued that projects of comparison use cycles of
pleasure and pain to keep subjects dependent upon the authority of normalising
trajectories. Whomever Meg’s ex-partner had cheated on her with, the truth claim within
a project of comparison would deem Meg as less sexually desirable than the other
woman. This could result in Meg attempting to change herself to become more sexually
desirable. Alternatively, she could engage in a similar practice to Jane – described
earlier in this chapter – and position the other woman negatively. Meg oscillated
between seeing Facebook stalking in this instance as ‘damaging’ and ‘satisfying’; it is
possible that the satisfaction came from resisting a project of comparison that would
seek to put her at fault for her partner’s infidelity. This is another example of the
complexity of care of the self strategies; the success of any particular strategy depends
upon how the individual critically engages with their relationship to self.

Breakups are messy; the emotions surrounding a breakup can be confusing because the
ending of a relationship does not necessarily mean that a person no longer cares for
their ex-partner. When Berry’s long-term relationship with Dave ended, she resisted their
breakup by using new media technologies to disrupt Dave’s new relationship. I asked
Berry about how she managed feelings of jealousy within her relationship with Dave, and
she provided me with a detailed explanation of how they came to breakup, and
ultimately, got back together. Dave initiated their breakup by sending Berry a text
message:
I got this text message, and it just said, “Look, I wanted to let you know via text
message so you can decide how you want to deal with this and you can call me
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when you want to. I went to a party last night and I kissed someone. I'm really
sorry, and can we talk?” And I went, “Yep, OK.” So I was really shell-shocked by
that and I was just like, “Wow, what?” (Berry, F, 19, INT)

At first Berry did not understand this text message as initiating a breakup, but as
indicating that there was a problem within their relationship that they would need to
resolve. When she replied to his message, Dave indicated to her that he wanted to end
their relationship to be with the other woman. Berry described her distress at her
relationship unexpectedly ending:

And it just didn't make any sense and I was really lost. And so he broke up with
me and then they started dating about a week later. And I still haven't – it hadn't
even sunk in for me because I hadn't made the decision and I was like, "Hang on,
what? We were happy." Like, "What the hell just happened to our relationship?
It's gone, okay." (Berry, F, 19, INT)
It was clear from Berry’s tone that even though she and Dave had since reconciled, the
events leading up to their breakup continued to cause her confusion and distress. This
was Berry’s first breakup, and like Meg, she sought to ‘make sense’ of why her
relationship had ended. As Dave had been one of Berry’s biggest supports, she
continued to turn to him for support after they broke up. Berry described how her
continued involvement with Dave got in the way of his new relationship:

Whenever I was upset I'd call him and explain how I felt and what was going on.
And it just wasn't working. So she [Dave’s new girlfriend] was getting really
jealous because we were still so connected. And they'd started dating, but he
was still seeing me all the time. And then whenever I'd get really upset I'd just
drive over to his house. And so it just got really messy. And I would check his
emails and I would go on her Facebook and I added her on Facebook and she
added me, I don't know why, she’s so stupid. She eventually blocked me and I'm
still blocked by her. And it got to this point where everything was just so shit and
they broke up. (Berry, F, 19, INT)
Berry’s inability to let go of her relationship with Dave became quite destructive – to
herself, to her relationship with Dave, and to Dave’s new relationship. Her continued
reliance upon Dave for support about their breakup made it difficult for Berry to let go of
their relationship and move on. Instead, she engaged in rigorous surveillance of Dave’s
new relationship. This allowed her to take up increasingly disruptive strategies as she
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watched Dave try to establish his new relationship. By having Dave and his new
girlfriend as Friends on Facebook, Berry was able to monitor their interactions with one
another. As she knew Dave’s passwords, she was able to log into his emails and
Facebook account to access his private exchanges. The practices that Berry engaged in
to disrupt Dave’s relationship are examples of disciplinary techniques that can be used to
play strategic games of power in an effort to influence a person’s behaviour in a
particular way. Through her use of new media technologies, Berry sought to produce a
state of domination: by constantly disrupting Dave’s new relationship, Berry tried to make
it impossible for Dave to move on from his relationship with her.

The strategies that Berry engaged in cannot be considered care of the self as she was
unable to develop any mastery over her desire to be with Dave. She did not engage in a
process of critical self-reflection in order to develop knowledge of the self – either during
her breakup with Dave or after their reconciliation. Her manipulation of the situation
prevented anything new from emerging; within herself, within Dave, and within Dave’s
new relationship. Despite this, Berry was able to achieve what she desired and get back
together with Dave. At the time of our interview Berry and Dave had been back together
for a few months. Their relationship had not fully recovered from these events and it
remained to be seen if they would be able to recover from the hurt they caused each
other in the course of their breakup. Having access to new media technologies permitted
Berry to monitor and disrupt Dave’s new relationship in a greater variety of ways;
however, without this technology Berry could have taken up different disciplinary
techniques to achieve the same result. New media technologies can make it easier to
conduct surveillance on a relationship and produce a variety of ways for young people to
express feelings of anger, hurt, or jealousy to their love/sex partners, however it is
important to note that these strategies for negotiating jealousy within love/sex
relationships have not arisen from new media technologies.

Like Berry, John also made use of new media technologies to immediately express his
feelings of anger and hurt, and disrupt his former love/sex partner’s new relationship.
John had been pursuing a love/sex relationship with Rachel for several months. During
some of this time, Rachel had been in a relationship with another man. John and Rachel
regularly engaged in casual hookups; however, John wanted to pursue something more
serious. He had been under the impression that after she broke up with her boyfriend,
Rachel would start dating him. When I asked John if he ever used new media
technologies to put distance between a situation and how he was feeling about it, he told
me about a time he used text messages to confront Rachel while they were on the bus
together:
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When she got her new boyfriend she kind of screwed me around big time on that
one. And I pretty much ended up seeing her on the bus with him when she was
supposed to be coming to mine [John’s house] that day and I just cracked it. I
wouldn’t really look at her or anything, didn’t say anything to her in person. But,
I’m sure he [her new boyfriend] could figure out what was going on. I was texting
her, actually, from the bus, when we were both on the bus, just because I didn’t
wanna like see her face, kind of thing. And then just went off at her that night on
Facebook and MSN and that sort of thing. And pretty much said, “I hate you.
Get out of my life.” It’s a lot easier to do on the internet. (John, M, 18, INT)

New media technologies allowed John to instantly confront Rachel and express his
feelings about the situation without having direct contact with her or her new boyfriend.
Without the aid of new media technologies, he may not have been able to confront
Rachel immediately and in public. I asked John to elaborate on what was going on for
him when he started text messaging Rachel on the bus:
Part of the reason I did it via text rather than going up to her was because I didn’t
wanna have a big blow up on the bus, for one. Like, I didn’t want it to, you know,
get out of hand. Plus she was with this guy, and me and him probably would’ve
ended up, you know, in a bit of a tussle or something if it came to that. But, I just
really didn’t wanna like look at her even because I was that disgusted in her. So
it just made everything easier to text her. Like I still wanted to convey my
emotions and discuss to her but I didn’t wanna look at her while doing it.
[Laughs] (John, M, 18, INT)

Although John was able to look back at this situation and laugh, it was clear that he felt
incredibly angry and hurt when it occurred. Given how strong an emotional reaction
John had to seeing Rachel with her new boyfriend, creating ‘distance’ from Rachel by
sending her a text message prevented him from getting into a more aggressive – and
dangerous – altercation. John’s use of new media technologies to fight with Rachel is an
example of what Foucault termed ‘strategic games of power’. John sought to create a
‘state of domination’ – that is, to exercise power in his relationship with Rachel in a way
intended to repress her. By aggressively confronting her and demanding that she “get
out of [his] life” through text messages, Facebook, and MSN, John attempted to make
Rachel feel badly about starting a new relationship with someone else. Foucault (1976)
conceptualised power as productive, relational, and always subject to resistance. Rachel
actively resisted John’s attempt to cut her out of his life. When we discussed how he
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determined if something was right or wrong, John stated that he felt everyone was
“selfish at heart” and therefore people make decisions based on their own desires.
When I asked him to give me an example of a time he went through this thinking
process, he described what happened after he made the decision to hate Rachel:

But she just would keep bugging me all the time, asking me to, you know, take
her back as a friend and all this sort of thing. I don’t think she understood really
what it was like, you know, to have that happen. … And then I made the
decision to, you know, let her back into my life a few weeks later. And that was a
selfish decision; that’s because I couldn’t stand to not be around her. (John, M,
18, INT)

Although John tried to create a state of domination, Rachel resisted this through playing
her own strategic games of power. From his account, it appeared that Rachel made use
of John’s desire for her as a disciplinary technique to create a state of domination within
their relationship. According to Gershon (2010b), switching between mediums when
attempting to end a relationship can cause confusion about whether the relationship is
ending, or being renegotiated. Rachel may have understood John’s continued contact
with her across different mediums as a sign that he did not want to end their relationship
– even though his words said otherwise. John was ultimately not able to exercise
mastery over his desire to be with Rachel and chose to continue having her in his life,
regardless of the emotional cost.
The functionality of some new media technologies – combined with technological skills –
can result in particularly aggressive strategies of surveillance. Ian and his girlfriend had
been together for several years. During our interview he discussed how his relationship
had been negatively affected by jealousy after he had had an affair. Although Ian said
that his relationship had recovered from this, I got the sense that he was worried his
girlfriend might cheat on him. When I asked Ian how he dealt with feelings of jealousy
within his relationship, he described how he felt nervous when his girlfriend spent time
alone with a new male friend:

We've got some friends where my partner's closer with them, and if they spend a
bit more time together, I'd say quite openly, “I’m really not feeling too comfortable
at the moment. Is there anything you can do to just sort of make sure there's
either someone with you at all times,” and this is horrible, but, you know, I don't
wanna be eaten up at all times of the night or of the day, just thinking, “No, come
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on, like what if I got [home from] work early now?” I don't want those thoughts.
(Ian, M, 21, INT)

While Ian communicated his feelings of insecurity to his girlfriend, this was not always
enough to appease his concerns. I asked him if he used mobile phones to stay in
contact when she was out with this particular friend; he described how his professional
knowledge of mobile phones enabled him to verify that his girlfriend was being honest
about her whereabouts by accessing the GPS data on her phone:

I feel relatively safe at all times, cos if I felt there was a time where she would've
been [somewhere other than where she said she was], I would've plugged her
phone in, checked if she had gone elsewhere and, you know, if that had
happened, I would've brought it straight up, you know, “Explain why you were at
his house at this time of the day.” It definitely gave me a reassurance that, you
know, I am very capable of keeping an eye on her and just to reassure my own
jealousy. (Ian, M, 21, INT)
Ian’s technological skills may have enabled him to conduct particularly efficient
surveillance on his girlfriend; however, they did not help him to overcome his feelings of
jealousy. Instead, these skills allowed him to indulge in his feelings of paranoia –
thereby enslaving him to his desire to reassure his jealousy. Foucauldian ethics of the
self involves reflecting upon what kind of subject an individual wishes to become, and
then engaging in a process of critical self-reflection and development to obtain the
desired subject position. Ian, like Krys, wanted to be able to trust his girlfriend so that he
was not plagued by jealous thoughts; however, instead of critically engaging with himself
and his feelings of jealousy, Ian sought to create a state of domination that would allow
him to catch his girlfriend if she should break his trust. He went on to describe how his
girlfriend did not possess the same technological abilities as him:
I don't wanna teach her because – not that I'm planning to but, you know, if
something did happen, which I’d really hope it doesn’t, you don't wanna put
yourself in that position. (Ian, M, 21, INT)

Ian was aware that he was maintaining an uneven distribution of power within his
relationship, and therefore did not engage in practices of care for the other. His
relationship appeared to be plagued with lingering trust issues that Ian himself may not
have been fully aware of. Instead of engaging in a project of ethical self-creation – in an
effort to rebuild trust within his relationship – Ian’s secrecy about and reliance upon new
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media technologies to conduct surveillance on his girlfriend made him subject to the
normalising trajectory of a ‘possessive’ relationship discourse. According to this
discourse, being in a romantic relationship entitles individuals to ‘ownership’ over each
other. Combined with the sexual double standard, this results in a truth claim that within
a romantic heterosexual relationship, the woman is the property of the man. Ian did not
seem to consider his ability to engage in what was quite an invasive mediated
surveillance of his girlfriend’s activities as problematic; he seemed to understand his
practices as both within his rights and necessary to ‘reassure’ his feelings of jealousy.
Without critically engaging with such a discursive framing, it is not possible to engage in
practices of care of the self or care of the other. Again, it is important to note that
although new media technologies enabled Ian to engage in a particularly insidious form
of surveillance, it was his feelings of jealousy and insecurity – and not his technological
knowledge – that led to him engaging in this strategy.

New media technologies can accommodate the development of feelings of jealousy in a
variety of ways. Within this research, these technologies allowed young people to
conduct more efficient surveillance, and more rapidly express their feelings of anger and
hurt. The five young people discussed in this section – Krys, Meg, Berry, John, and Ian
– used new media technologies in different ways to negotiate their feelings of jealousy.
While Facebook presented a challenge to Krys’s feelings of jealousy within his
relationship, by reflecting upon his relationship he was able to resist these feelings.
Facebook assisted Meg in the process of moving on from a previous relationship, while it
contributed to Berry’s inability to move on from her breakup. John used a variety of new
media technologies to express his anger and hurt, and to stay connected to a
relationship he was not ready to walk away from. While Ian considered his advanced
technological abilities to be an asset in managing his feelings of jealousy, his reliance
upon new media technologies prevented him from developing mastery over his jealousy
and paranoia. The experiences of these young people point to the importance of
engaging in critical self-reflection when feelings of jealousy arise. New media
technologies can present challenges to overcoming feelings of jealousy; however, they
can also create new opportunities for resolving feelings of jealousy.

Resolving jealousy
While feelings of jealousy can emerge in a love/sex relationship for a variety of reasons,
they can be particularly intense when caused by infidelity. Some of the interview
participants spoke about how they managed to resolve their feelings of jealousy after a
partner had cheated on them. Tom and Blaze described a range of strategies that
allowed them to critically engage with their feelings of jealousy in an effort to resolve and
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move on from their jealousy. While the strategies Tom and Blaze engaged in and the
outcomes these strategies produced were different from each other, they both involved
cultivating the individual’s relationship with self through reflection.

When a love/sex relationship ends due to infidelity, it can be tempting to place blame
onto a particular person – whether it is blaming oneself, one’s ex-partner, or a third
person. Tom described how at first he wanted to blame his girlfriend and the man she
cheated on him with for their relationship ending. When I asked him how he dealt with
his feelings of jealousy he told me about the reaction he had to seeing his ex-girlfriend
with her new boyfriend:

I just felt like throwing up and I wanted to kick the living fuck out of them. But I
just let it go. At the end of the day it was my girlfriend who had the commitment
issues; he was just some druggy shit-head. I had to come to terms with it. I
couldn’t black and white blame it on someone, you know. If I do that it’s not sort
of taking a proper look at me; it’s sort of scapegoating it on other things, on other
people, on other factors. I mean, it takes two people to cheat. (Tom, M, 20, INT)

Throughout our interview, Tom drew upon dominant discourses of masculinity to
construct his subjectivity. His use of aggressive and violent language allowed him to
maintain a ‘hard’ masculine subject position while discussing his ex-girlfriend’s infidelity –
a topic which had the potential to position him as a more vulnerable masculine subject.
In their analysis of popular New Zealand and Australian women’s magazines, Farvid and
Braun (2006) reported that discourses about infidelity were highly gendered. They
argued that when men’s sexuality is constructed through the male sexual drive discourse
their sexual fidelity must be earned through women’s sexual labour within romantic
relationships. Women, however, “were depicted as more morally culpable for cheating,
without the ‘excuse’ of a sexual drive” (p.303). While Tom placed blame upon his exgirlfriend for cheating on him, he also engaged in critical self-reflection – a practice of
care of the self – by considering how his own actions within his relationship may have
contributed to his girlfriend’s infidelity. I asked Tom to tell me more about how he looked
at himself in this situation:
If I get involved with someone I have to think, “Why have I gotten involved, what
do we have in common?” At this age it’s not unusual for that reason to be sex. A
lot of people just want a bit of companionship or sex. Both of those are pretty big
reasons [to get involved in a relationship]. And if that’s why you got involved with
someone then that’s, you know… It can be a lot in common but at the same time
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it can be not a lot in common. So, when that’s the case, and then things don’t
work out, you got involved with someone for the wrong reasons. (Tom, M, 20,
INT)
In Chapter 2 I discussed the pressure women feel to be in romantic relationships – a
pressure which is compounded by a sexual double standard that penalises women for
having sex outside of a committed relationship. While there are fewer studies that
explore the reasons why young men get involved in romantic relationships, these studies
indicate that sex and companionship are important factors for young men (Allen, 2003,
2007; Duncan & Dowsett, 2010; Forrest, 2010; Hird & Jackson, 2001; Mooney-Somers &
Ussher, 2010). For Tom, being in a romantic relationship may have been a way of
ensuring he could have sex. As described in Chapter 6, Tom wanted to have sex
frequently and was reluctant to ‘hear’ his girlfriend’s sexual refusals. Through selfreflection, Tom discovered he had been getting involved in romantic relationships
because of his desire for sex – and was getting hurt when these relationships did not
work out. He sought to change the way he engaged in sexual relationships to avoid
repeating the same mistakes. According to the have/hold discourse, women who too
readily agree to have sex are not appropriate women to have romantic relationships with.
Tom reproduced this discursive truth claim, stating that sex was a ‘wrong reason’ to get
involved with someone. In order to avoid being hurt within a love/sex relationship, Tom
decided not to become emotionally involved with his casual sex partners:
If there’s emotions running high, I don’t want to get involved with sex. (Tom, M,
20, INT)

The dominant discursive claim about how to engage in casual sex, according to Farvid
and Braun’s (2013) analysis of the ‘rules’ of casual sex, was that the sex must be
separated out from any emotional connection; Tom accommodated this discursive claim.
Although he engaged in practices that resemble ‘care of the self’, these practices worked
to limit the possible subject positions he could occupy. A Foucauldian project of ethical
self-creation seeks to create a greater variety of subject positions for an individual to
occupy, thereby challenging the normalising trajectories of the subjectivities that
discourses produce. The subject position Tom chose involved conforming to discourses
about ‘hard masculinity’ – that is, being sex-driven and unemotional.
Taking up a ‘hard masculine’ subjectivity meant Tom distanced himself from any
expression of emotional vulnerability. While discussing the second Alex and Lindsay
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vignette – where Alex decides to kiss Lindsay and see where it leads – Tom spoke about
how he came to take up this subjectivity:

I can say from bitter personal experience that I ended a long-term relationship
quite abruptly and I think my first shag after that was a month after. But I mean
that was almost a year ago. And, you know, there’s still sort of thoughts about
the breakup but I think a one-night stand as opposed to a relationship – they’re
different. I mean, there’s the saying, “The best way to get over someone is to get
under someone else.” Whether it holds true or not, I don’t know. (Tom, M, 20,
INT)

Throughout our interview I got the sense that Tom was still hurting from his breakup.
Although his tone remained the same – cool and collected – whenever he spoke about
this experience his language became more descriptive and emotive. However, every
time I tried to ask him about his emotional vulnerability, he became evasive and provided
vague responses. In the above quote, he abruptly shifted the focus from his feelings
about the breakup to his pursuit of casual sex. By taking up the discursive claim that
having sex with someone new is a good way to get over a breakup, Tom reified his
subjectification to the male sexual drive discourse. According to the male sexual drive
discourse, feelings of emotional vulnerability can be vanquished through the conquest of
casual sex. While Tom actively worked on embodying a subject position of ‘hard
masculinity’, at times in our interview this subjectivity seemed to be at odds with the lived
reality of his experiences of having casual sex. Later on in our discussion of the Alex
and Lindsay vignettes, Tom described how having casual sex after a breakup can be
confusing because a person’s feelings can “get a little bit more mixed up about things.”
As he had spoken about having sex with women who had just gone through a breakup, it
was unclear for whom ‘things got mixed up’. When I asked him if this had been his
experience, he spoke about the first time he had had sex after his breakup:
We’ve still got our Facebook but we’ve got nothing in common. And for a while I
wanted to keep in contact but you know, that was for my own, maybe own sort of
emotional desires. They didn’t really sort of keep in contact because to them it
was more a one-night stand; they’d done it more. And then, you know, a few
months down the track I find myself in the same situation. I suppose the more
that you’ve had those sorts of situations, you start to become more used to being
in a one-night- stand situation. (Tom, M, 20, INT)
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The male sexual drive discourse claims that sex is not an emotional experience for men;
however, Tom described a process whereby he learned to emotionally distance himself
from his sexual partners: this did not occur naturally for him. As Tom was reluctant to
speak candidly with me about his sexual experiences – and the emotions around those
experiences – it was difficult to interpret his interview. An initial interpretation of this
account was that Tom downplayed his own emotional vulnerability in order to embody
the masculine subjectivity he wished to achieve. However, it is also possible that Tom
was overstating his emotional vulnerability in order to appease me as a female
researcher. Prior to arriving for our interview, as mentioned in Chapter 5, Tom assumed
I was a man and was surprised to discover I am a woman. This sudden discovery may
have changed his expectations about the interview and possibly made him reluctant to
speak openly with me. Throughout our interview Tom seemed to be caught between
conflicting subject positions: the sexually aggressive, unemotional man, and the
reflexive, self-aware research participant. While he frequently provided me with
considered, reflective responses, any attempt I made to explore a response in greater
depth was met with a guarded vagueness. I do not claim to be able to speak the ‘truth’
of Tom’s experiences; this account demonstrates the complexities involved in both
conducting ‘critical sexualities’ research and applying Foucault’s philosophy of ethics of
the self.

While Tom seemed to be engaged in a process of limiting the possible subject positions
he could occupy in order to cope with his breakup, Blaze actively set out to grow from his
experiences of relationship breakups. Although he was single at the time of our
interview, Blaze had been in a long-term relationship where his boyfriend had regularly
cheated on him. When I asked him how he dealt with feelings of jealousy within his
relationships, Blaze spoke about looking inside himself to see what was underneath
those feelings:
You have to look inside yourself and feel, “Why?” and you can only fix it in
yourself. It's normal to feel jealous if you love someone and you feel like they're
betraying you, but given that that's happened, you still have to look inside
because then you'll have to think about, “Is this person who I thought they were?”
If someone's gonna cheat on you and you thought they wouldn't, obviously your
perception is a bit skewed from reality. Like I had to do, I convinced myself that I
was in love with my partner, so every time this cheating would come up I would
just block it, block it. Instead I should've been embracing it and thinking, “He's
not the person I thought he was. I need to change my ideas.” Instead I was so,
you know, not receptive to those ideas. (Blaze, M, 22, INT)
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Similar to Tom, Blaze engaged in a complex process of self-reflection to process and
resolve his feelings of jealousy after his partner’s infidelity ended their relationship.
Critical self-reflection was a key practice of care of the self for Blaze; it enabled him to
determine the source of his feelings of jealousy and see how he could work on himself to
overcome those feelings. It is important to note that the practices of care of the self
Blaze engaged in occurred retrospectively – prior to their breakup, he was not able to
critically reflect upon his partner’s behaviour to change his ideas about their relationship.
The practices of care of the self that Foucault (1984, 1986) described constitute an ideal;
it is often not possible for individuals to engage in critical self-reflection about a particular
situation whilst they are in the midst of negotiating it. The ability to critically reflect upon
a situation as it occurs is a skill that is developed through practice. The work on himself
that Blaze engaged in after his breakup allowed him to act differently when he began to
casually date again. I asked him to expand upon how he looked inside of himself as a
way to take care of himself:

I mean when you go out in public and interact with people, I think you should
have a kind of understanding of yourself first, otherwise you will be kind of
misguided in the things you do and the things you say and the things you look for.
So I think it would be good for everyone to look inside themselves and work out
what's going on in there first, otherwise you're going to give people mixed
messages. (Blaze, M, 20, INT)

More than any of the other young people that I spoke with, Blaze embodied the
Foucauldian imperative to ‘develop knowledge of oneself’. According to Foucauldian
ethics of the self, when a person does not understand their own desires, they are limited
in their ability to negotiate their relationships with others. Ethical self-creation involves
constant reflection upon and reassessment of how an individual lives their life – with
particular attention paid to their relationship with themselves and their relationships with
others. Therefore, the more self-knowledge an individual is able to cultivate, the better
able they will be to ethically negotiate their relationships with others. Blaze aimed to
possess enough self-awareness to be clear about who he was and what he wanted from
his interactions with others. As with any discourse, there is a normalising trajectory
within Foucault’s ethics of the self: that an individual will constantly engage in the
process of critical self-reflection. Blaze adhered to this by continuously looking inside
himself to determine what was behind his feelings – of jealousy or otherwise – and
considering how he could act differently to achieve a different outcome. Through this
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process, Blaze became more self-assured and better able to engage in practices of care
of the other in his various social relationships.

The experience of being cheated on by a love/sex partner can produce particularly
strong feelings of jealousy, as it can trigger an individual’s insecurities about themselves
and their relationship. For some of the young people in this research, this experience
enabled them to engage in a project of ethical self-creation they may not have otherwise
taken up. Tom and Blaze engaged in projects of critical self-reflection after their longterm relationships ended due to their respective partner’s infidelity. Each engaged in
practices of care of the self in an effort to resolve their feelings of jealousy and move on
from their breakups; however, what was produced from these practices was different for
both of them. Blaze engaged in a project of ethical self-creation that enabled him to
develop greater self-awareness and self-assurance, which resulted in him being better
able to practise both care of the self and care of the other in his relationships. Tom’s
project of critical self-reflection, however, resulted in him limiting the possible subject
positions available for him to take up. Instead of opening himself up to the possibility of
combining conflicting subjectivities, Tom seemed to be engaged in a process of selfrestriction in order to better conform to discourses of ‘hard masculinity’. The experiences
of these two young people demonstrate that while a confrontational situation can
produce the opportunity to engage in projects of ethical self-creation, these projects can
have a variety of outcomes.

Conclusion
This chapter has explored some of the ways young people engaged with practices of
care of the self in order to manage feelings of jealousy in relation to their love/sex
relationships. There is little social research investigating the negotiation of jealousy
within young people’s relationships. Some young people who were in long-term
relationships were able to communicate about their feelings of jealousy and make
compromises with their partner in order to resolve these feelings. Their compromises,
however, were not always fair. This research highlights jealousy as an important
consideration in ethics of the self. When young people were not able to reflect upon how
they could engage with their feelings of jealousy differently to affect a different outcome,
they often took up strategies to monitor and control their partner’s behaviour. New media
technologies added complexities to how feelings of jealousy emerged and were – or
were not – resolved. It is crucial for young people to develop mastery over their desire to
control their partner in order for feelings of jealousy to be ethically negotiated.
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Blaze and Emily engaged in constant practices of critical self-reflection to consider how
they could act differently within their relationships to achieve a different outcome. Blaze
used the practice of self-reflection to further develop himself in a way that allowed him to
engage in ethical interactions with other people. Not only did he work upon himself in
order to transform himself into the kind of subject he desired to be, he also developed
mastery over his desires in order to better interact with others. Emily engaged in
practices of care of the self and care of the other through maintaining her values around
friendship while easing her girlfriend’s feelings of jealousy by communicating and
compromising with her. Both of these young people were same-sex attracted and
therefore had access to alternative frameworks for negotiating their relationships, and
also for working on themselves. Blaze, in particular, embodied the ideologies of
Foucauldian ethics of the self and was a clear example of what can be achieved through
engaging in a project of ethical self-creation. Same-sex attracted young people’s
strategies for relationship negotiation do not always produce something of ethical value;
however, they provide useful models for alternative ways of negotiating love/sex
relationships.

While engaging in critical self-reflection is a necessary part of a project of ethical selfcreation, there is no guarantee that this practice will result in a young person producing
something of ethical value within their relationships with their self and others. The
actions of Ash, Jane, Krys, and Meg also reproduced claims that individuals who engage
in projects of ethical self-creation are better able to negotiate their interactions with
others than those who do not take up such projects. However, their projects of ethical
self-creation did not always produce a ‘good’ outcome. In Chapter 4 I discussed how
Thacker (1993) critiqued the assumption that projects of ethical self-creation would
necessarily produce something of value. Ash engaged in complex accommodation and
resistance of discursive claims in order to maintain a privileged subject position as the
‘emotional expert’ within his relationship. While he spoke about the importance of
practices of communication and compromise, he did not reflect upon how his behaviour
impacted his girlfriend and instead engaged in strategic games of power, whereby he
tried to ‘govern’ her behaviour. While Jane and Krys both worked on developing mastery
over their feelings of jealousy, they were not always successful. When they became
subject to their jealousy, they were not always able to continue engaging in practices of
care of the self; Jane would get angry and fight with her partner, while Krys would
become suspicious and engage in surveillance. Although Meg took responsibility for her
own actions, enabling her to play strategic games of power in ways which minimised
domination within her relationship, by placing more importance upon other people’s
feelings than her own she accommodated traditional gendered discourses and limited
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her ability to care for self.

The strategies Ian, Berry, John, and Tom engaged in to manage their feelings of jealousy
challenge assumptions that projects of Foucauldian ethical self-creation necessarily
produce something of ethical value. Although these young people engaged in practices
that could be considered care of the self, at times their critical self-reflection led to them
conducting what Thacker (1993) referred to as a “‘predatory’ relation to others” (p.15) –
that is, they engaged in disciplinary techniques within strategic games of power in order
to determine the conduct of their love/sex partners in particular ways. Although Ian tried
to resolve issues of jealousy with his partner immediately, his rush to do so may have
limited her ability to engage in the process of critical self-reflection. Further, his secrecy
about his ability to conduct surveillance on his partner produced a state of domination
within their relationship, and prevented Ian from developing mastery over his feelings of
jealousy and paranoia. Berry’s intensive surveillance of her partner’s new relationship
prevented her from moving on from the breakup and enabled her to engage in
disciplinary techniques to disrupt the further development of her partner’s new
relationship. John’s reflection upon his involvement with Rachel resulted in him choosing
to remain enslaved to his desire to be with her, even though he was aware that her
actions were hurtful. While Tom was able to critically reflect upon himself and determine
the type of subject he wanted to become, he chose to restrict himself to the subject
position of ‘hard masculinity’ instead of searching for ways to incorporate the expression
of emotional vulnerability into his performance of sexually aggressive masculinity.
Certainly, there is merit to engaging in Foucauldian projects of ethical self-creation in
order to manage feelings of jealousy within love/sex relationships. However, it would be
fallacious to believe that these projects would necessarily result in young people
engaging in more ethical interactions with others.
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Chapter 9
Conclusion
The aim of this research was to investigate how the Foucauldian philosophy of ‘ethics of
the self’ can be applied to the lived realities of young people’s negotiation of their
love/sex relationships within new media environments. Young people are often theorised
as ‘at risk’, particularly within considerations of their sexuality and their engagement with
new media technologies. This study sought to expand our understandings of the
intersection of young people’s relationships and their use of technology. While research
on this topic is beginning to emerge, the use of Foucault’s ethics of the self as a
theoretical framework is, to the best of my knowledge, unique to this study. Previous
research on the negotiation of love/sex relationships has tended to focus on women’s
experiences, resulting in a deficit in our understandings of men’s experiences of their
romantic and sexual relationships. This research included the stories, experiences, and
perspectives of both women and men. By investigating the extent to which young people
engaged in projects of ethical self-creation, and the limits of these projects, this research
interrogated the discursive claims that surround young people’s negotiation of their
love/sex relationships.

Three key questions guided this research:

1. In what ways do young people use new media technologies to negotiate the
different stages of their love/sex relationships?

2. How do young people accommodate and resist dominant discourses about
gender and sexuality when negotiating their love/sex relationships?
3. How do young people engage in practices of ‘ethics of the self’ (care of the
self/care of the other) in the negotiation of their love/sex relationships?

In this chapter I will discuss the findings of the study and the theoretical implications that
emerge from these findings. I will then focus on the implications of the findings for
education policy and practice, and implications for future research.

Findings
The main empirical findings were discussed and summarised within Chapters 6 (The
Gendered Dance: Gendered Negotiations of Hooking Up), 7 (Flirting, Dating, and
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Breaking Up within New Media Environments), and 8 (Managing Jealousy through Care
of the Self). This section provides a brief overview of how the empirical findings answer
the study’s three research questions.

The young people in this research used new media technologies to engage in flirtations,
to find out more information about the person they were interested in, to monitor the
behaviour of a partner or ex-partner, to meet new people, to communicate about issues
within their relationships, and to breakup. They developed creative strategies for using
technology to influence particular outcomes within their relationships. The
unprecedented capacity to conduct mediated surveillance was particularly important
within the various stages of relationship negotiation. While some level of Facebook
stalking in the initial stages of a relationship was expected, young people noted that at
some point this behaviour becomes problematic. How young people chose to negotiate
this boundary demonstrated the difficulty of engaging in projects of ethical self-creation.
Some engaged in reflexive practices of the self to re-evaluate their behaviour and work
on developing mastery over their desire to conduct surveillance. Others took up
increasingly invasive surveillance techniques, despite recognising the negative outcomes
this behaviour could produce. Mediated surveillance is not, however, only a problem that
needs to be managed; some young people engaged in Facebook stalking to verify that
someone was being honest about who they are. Being able to situate someone within
their offline social networks can provide important clues about the person. This can be
particularly important when a young person has a suspicious feeling about someone that
they are not able to clearly articulate. It is therefore important to consider what is
produced by young people’s engagement in mediated surveillance.

Learning how to negotiate love/sex relationships is part of the process of transitioning
from adolescence to adulthood; being situated within new media environments has
added complexity to this. There are no clearly established ‘rules’ for how to use new
media technologies to negotiate a love/sex relationship; arguably, any rules which exist
for negotiating relationships in non-mediated spaces can be applied to mediated
contexts. While young people tended to draw upon dominant discourses about mediated
communication – that it is less authentic, creates distance, and obscures emotions –
their experiences revealed a more nuanced engagement with these discursive claims.
The choices they made about when and how to use mediated communication within their
relationship negotiations were strategic; they were often aware of what a particular
method of communication would produce. Further, they understood that what was
produced was context dependent. A flirtatious message to one person would not
necessarily be interpreted the same way by another person. Importantly, young people
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were often able to discern how their communication strategy would affect another person
and while this informed their choices, it did not necessarily mean they chose to
communicate in a way which distributed power evenly.

Young people remain subject to dominant heteronormative discourses when negotiating
their love/sex relationships. As these discourses privilege men’s sexuality over women’s,
they are not conducive to ethical sexual negotiation. These discourses are pervasive;
young people often simultaneously accommodated and resisted their normalising
trajectories. Several of the young people told stories where men did not conform to the
normalising trajectory of the male sexual drive discourse – by exercising mastery over
their own sexual desire, or by saying ‘no’ to their female partner’s request for sex. These
men can be understood as occupying a subject position where they can be ‘sensitive and
real macho all at the same time’ (Allen, 2007) – that is, they took up a subjugated sexual
subject position in addition to the male sexual drive discourse. While engaging in sexual
activity outside of a relationship was possible for some women, their stories
predominantly centred on negotiating sexual activity within ongoing, committed, romantic
relationships. These accounts reproduced the sexual double standard by placing a
higher value upon romantic love than sexual gratification. This raised important ethical
considerations when negotiating sex within their relationships, as according to these
discourses, committed heterosexual relationships are the only legitimate place for
women to take up an active sexual subject position based on their own sexual desire. By
developing an understanding of their own sexual desires and an ability to negotiate for
their desires to be met within their love/sex relationships – be they casual or committed –
women engage in an active form of resistance to the sexual double standard. When
women are not able to openly express their desires, their partners are left to guess at
what they want – which can result in reaffirmation of discursive claims that prioritise
men’s sexual pleasure over women’s.

Ethics of the self is an ideal towards which individuals who engage in projects of ethical
self-creation constantly strive; it was often through reflecting upon how they had behaved
in a given situation that young people developed a sense of what they could have done
differently. By critically engaging with the normalising trajectories of dominant
discourses, young people can determine for themselves alternative ways of ‘doing’
relationships. Blaze and Mezza, both same-sex attracted young people, exemplified this.
After a relationship breakup Blaze took up a project of ethical self-creation by critically
engaging with himself and his relationships with others. Through reflexive practices of
the self, he developed self-knowledge and mastery over his desires. He understood that
to care for others he first needed to care for himself and regularly checked in with himself
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to ensure he was doing this. Mezza reflected upon a previous relationship and
considered how she could have acted differently to achieve a different outcome. She
was working on herself to become an ethical subject who did not compromise her values
for her desires. Her reflexivity allowed her to consider what her actions would produce in
a given situation, and she made choices which enabled her to spread power evenly
between herself and others. It is possible that being situated outside of heteronormativity
enabled these two young people to occupy alternative subject positions and engage with
the normalising trajectories of dominant discourses differently. While Emily maintained
her own values when negotiating conflicts with her girlfriend – through listening,
communicating, and compromising – in a previous relationship with a man she chose to
give in to his requests for sex because it was ‘easier’ than maintaining her boundaries.
However, being same-sex attracted does not necessarily make a young person better
able to engage in ethics of the self. Krys struggled with feelings of jealousy and his
desire to conduct surveillance within his new relationship. While he was trying to
develop mastery over his desires, this was a work in progress.

The lived reality of projects of ethical self-creation is that they are messy and difficult.
Challenging truth claims of dominant discourses is not easy; the practices of ethics of the
self of several of the young women in this research were limited by the normalising
trajectories of discourses. Jane was trying to negotiate her relationship in a way which
allowed her and her partner to act freely – or with agency. However, her reliance upon
romantic discourses limited her ability to think her relationship differently. As these
discourses tend to disadvantage women, Jane struggled to maintain a sense of ‘fairness’
within her relationship when conflict arose. Meg cared for herself within her relationship
by being firm about the boundaries of her own sexual desire; however, she
accommodated dominant discourses about femininity by placing more importance upon
other people’s emotions than her own. After her relationship ended, June began to take
up a project of ethical self-creation in an effort to develop herself into the kind of person
who was more open within her various relationships. This process had only just begun,
but it was clear that she was subject to several discursive claims that could limit her
ability to do relationships differently. At some point she would need to critically reflect
upon how she used new media technology, and how she constructed herself as a
romantic feminine subject for something ‘new’ to emerge within herself.

It is important to note that engaging in practices of the self will not necessarily produce
more ethical subjects. As Thacker (1993) argued, it is possible for practices of the self to
be used to develop predatory ways of relating to others. Understanding the boundaries
of one’s own desire does not necessarily result in the development of mastery; it can
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instead lead to strategic games of power being played in ways which more efficiently
block the flow of power between individuals. While Ash was incredibly reflexive about his
relationship and spoke eloquently about how his girlfriend could act differently, he did not
critically reflect upon what his own behaviour was producing. By presenting himself as
unproblematic he created a state of domination whereby the relationship could only be
negotiated on his terms. Similarly, although Ian was aware that there were trust issues
within his long-term relationship, he had not reflexively engaged with what his infidelity
had produced for himself or for his girlfriend. This resulted in him uncritically engaging in
controlling behaviours – from subtly letting his girlfriend know she was not fulfilling his
sexual desires to devising invasive surveillance strategies for when she was out with
male friends. Although Tom was quite self-aware and engaged in reflexive practices of
the self, he chose to develop himself into a subject that conformed to discourses of hard
masculinity. He actively closed himself off from opportunities to develop himself into a
different kind of masculine subject by refusing to engage with the emotions of his casual
sex partners – effectively creating a state of domination with his sexual partners. Berry
was unable to develop mastery over her desire to be with Dave after he left her for
another woman. Instead, she engaged in a series of increasingly invasive mediated
surveillance strategies in order to disrupt the development of Dave’s new relationship.
While this achieved her desired result of getting back together with Dave, their
relationship suffered from it. Finally, John chose not to care for himself by remaining in a
situation that was making him unhappy. His desire to be with Rachel was more
important than the hurt it caused him to have her in his life. In the following section I will
discuss the theoretical implications this has for Foucauldian ethics of the self.
Theoretical implications
Foucault (1984, 1986) was not interested in developing a framework for determining the
ethical value of individual’s practices of the self. Instead, he described ethics of the self
as a thoroughly social practice; debating about the social value of one’s practices was
essential to his conception of projects of ethical self-creation. What constitutes ethical
behaviour is dependent upon the socio-historical context the actions are situated within,
and how those actions expand upon or limit the possibilities of creating new ways of
being (Foucault, 1984, 1986; Frank, 1998; Gavey, 2012; Halperin, 1995; Heyes, 2007;
McWhorter, 1999). This research has contributed to the ongoing debate about what is
produced by young people’s use of new media technologies to negotiate their love/sex
relationships. The use of new media technologies itself was not ethical or unethical;
instead it was what was produced through their use of new media technologies that can
be attributed ethical value. Specifically, young people’s behaviour was considered to
have ethical value when they distributed power evenly within their relationships. As
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stated earlier, this research did not determine whether specific practices were or were
not ethical, but critically considered what was produced through young people’s
negotiation of power relations within their love/sex relationships. Their practices of care
of the self and care of the other produced different outcomes in different situations –
even if the practices themselves were the same. While engaging in both care of the self
and care of the other may enable young people to create a wider range of options for
negotiating their relationships, this does not necessarily mean they will make ‘better’ – or
even different – choices than had they not engaged in these reflexive practices.

Foucauldian ethics of the self is a useful conceptual tool for considering the complexities
of the lived realities of young people’s lives. It is particularly useful for considering how
young people act with agency to construct themselves as sexual subjects, as it
interrogates how individuals engage with the normalising trajectories within discourse.
Although young people may be limited to using dominant discourses to construct their
subjectivities, by examining their actions along with the discourses they use to describe
themselves it is possible to see how young people are creating new ways of ‘being’
sexual subjects.

As discussed in Chapter 4, critiques have been raised about the assumption that
Foucauldian projects of ethical self-creation would necessarily produce something of
ethical value (Frank, 1998; McNay, 1992; Thacker, 1993). This research has
demonstrated that young people can reflexively engage in practices of the self in order to
prevent power from being evenly spread within their relationships. However, those
young people whose actions could be considered predatory instead of ethical did not
take up all the practices of ethics of the self. They often lacked mastery over their
desires, or did not engage in critical self-reflection. Additionally, they engaged with the
four principles of care of the self – ethical substance, mode of subjection, ethical work,
and telos (Foucault, 1984) – in ways which closed off the possibility of something new
emerging within themselves and their relationships with others. That is, they were
invested in maintaining something about themselves or their relationships instead of
creating something new. While I agree that the practices involved in projects of ethical
self-creation will not necessarily produce something of ethical value, I disagree with
critiques that claim Foucault did not adequately address the differentiation between
engaging in practices of the self and what is produced through these practices. Because
what is considered ethical is not static, Foucault (1986) sought a move away from an
overarching moral code and instead focused on ethics as socially located but individually
specific. Socially debating the merits of a particular behaviour within a particular context
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is how we can make the differentiation between practices of the self and what, if any,
ethical value they produce.

Policy implications
This study was influenced by Carmody’s (2009) development of a ‘sexual ethics’
sexuality education program. By considering how young people’s negotiation of their
love/sex relationships occurs within new media environments this research has provided
further empirical support for sexuality education and media literacy policies to take an
‘ethics of the self’ or ‘sexual ethics’ approach. Teaching young people to engage in
reflexive practices of the self, and to consider the impact their actions may have on
others, can assist them in making informed choices about how to live their lives. While
this may not always result in young people behaving ethically, encouraging them to
critically reflect upon what was produced by their actions and engage in debate with their
peers about what ethical behaviour might be may lead them to making different choices
in the future.
It would be particularly useful for education programs to focus on young people’s use of
new media technologies to conduct surveillance upon others. This research has
demonstrated that young people can struggle to manage the boundary between
acceptable and unacceptable levels of surveillance, particularly when they face issues of
jealousy or infidelity. More information about individuals is available than ever before; it
is important to teach young people how to manage what information is available about
themselves and their desire to consume information about others. The use of new media
technologies to conduct invasive surveillance upon their partners by some of the young
people in this research was alarming. An individual maliciously accessing another
individual’s encrypted information – such as a user’s private messages or the GPS
information on someone’s mobile phone – constitutes violations of privacy and may have
legal implications. Greater clarity is needed around the rights and responsibilities of
individuals regarding the digital sharing and access of personal information. Additionally,
young people would benefit from developing media literacy skills to critically engage with
the information about others available online – such as interpreting profiles on
dating/hookup apps or social network sites.

Finally, the voices of young men are often missing from sexuality research. This is
problematic when this research is then used to inform policies on sexual violence.
Without an understanding of men’s experiences of sexual negotiation we are limited in
our ability to affect social change to improve young women’s ability to negotiate
pleasurable heterosexual hookups. As discussed below, the diversity of perspectives
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obtained by recruiting an even gender balance suggests new research agendas to inform
policy.

Limitations and recommendations for future research
This study has conducted a qualitative analysis of three areas of social inquiry (young
people’s love/sex relationships, new media technologies, and Foucauldian ethics of the
self) that had not previously been combined. As such, this research was necessarily
explorative. Innovative research methods (an asynchronous online discussion board and
a series of developmental vignettes) were used to collect data. While there are
precedents for these methods (Fox, Morris, & Rumsey, 2007; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra,
2012; Hughes, 1998; Hughes & Huby, 2002; Meyer, 2003; Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling,
& Vivari, 2002; Stewart & Williams, 2005), as discussed in Chapter 5, there were
limitations to the particular design used within this study. Using a smaller number of
open ended questions that ask respondents to provide greater detail and encouraging
respondents to reengage with each discussion thread would sharpen the online
discussion board as a data collection tool. The revised developmental vignettes used in
the interviews proved effective at yielding rich data. While the use of gender neutral
names produced interesting data on these young people’s engagement with
heteronormativity, they may have distracted participants from the discussion of how
relationships are negotiated.

Although young heterosexual men can be difficult to recruit for sexuality research, it is
important for future research to continue including their perspectives. More research is
needed on how heterosexual men negotiate sex, particularly with casual partners. This
research indicated that men continue to rely upon essentialist discourses about their
sexuality to obtain sex. It would be useful for future research to explore the boundaries
of men’s engagement with this discourse, as well as to investigate how men’s attitudes
towards sexually active women are changing, given the growth in the hookup culture.
Policies and programs that aim to teach men to engage with sexual ethics, or to end
sexual violence, would benefit from a greater empirical understanding of how men
understand their own negotiation of their sexual and romantic relationships.

New media environments are constantly evolving; as such, this research necessarily
represents a snapshot in time. New cultures of social media use have emerged since
the data for this research was collected in 2010. While the young people in this research
were largely reluctant to use new media technologies to meet new love/sex partners, the
rise in popularity of ‘hookup apps’ like Grindr, Brenda, Blendr, and Tinder have made it
more acceptable for young people to meet people online (Stark & Banks, 2013). Future
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research could examine how young people’s engagement in the hookup culture has
changed with the advent of these apps, and could investigate how young women
negotiate this new sexual culture – for instance, how are young women using hookup
apps to construct themselves as sexual subjects? While Facebook was a popular social
network site for the young people in this research, Miller (2013) reported a substantial
decline in Facebook’s popularity amongst young people in Europe. His research
suggests that young people are moving on to ‘cooler’ social media such as Twitter,
Instagram, Snapchat, and WhatsApp. The functionality of these different social media
will change the specific mediated practices young people engage in when negotiating
their love/sex relationships. By using the philosophical framework of Foucauldian ethics
of the self, this research has focused on what is produced by the various mediated
strategies young people engage in; as such, this analysis is applicable to different new
media environments.
Conclusion
In spite of the often reported social concern about young people’s ability to negotiate
their love/sex relationships within the context of new media environments, young people
have found creative ways to use technology to assist them in negotiating their
relationships. They reflect upon and make agentic decisions about how to use
technology within their relationships to produce a variety of outcomes – that is, they
make decisions about how to behave based on the outcome they wish to achieve. This
awareness does not necessarily lead to ethical behaviour; at times young people
deliberately choose to act in ‘unethical’ ways. By reflecting upon what their actions
produce and how they could act differently to achieve a different outcome, young people
engage in projects of ethical self-creation. While young people remain subject to
dominant heteronormative discourses, their experiences do not always conform to the
normalising trajectories within these discourses. Young people are finding new ways to
construct themselves as sexual subjects, though they do not necessarily possess the
discursive framing to speak themselves differently. This study has demonstrated the
complexity and messiness of young people’s lives. It has depicted some of the ways
they act with agency to negotiate these complexities, and the varying effects their actions
have. It has highlighted the importance of considering the sociohistorical context in
which an action occurs, as the same action in different contexts can produce different
results.
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Appendix 1
E-SNOG: Young People’s Negotiation of Sex and Relationships
Online
General Technology Use and Changes of Use
1) What are all the different ways you go online (e.g. using a computer, mobile
phone, or gaming system)? How do you decide which one(s) to use?

2) What do you usually do online? Who do you talk to?

3) What is your favourite website? Why?

4) What are the differences between the main websites you use in regard to:
-

The other people who use them?

-

What you use the sites for?

-

What the sites allow you to do?

5) How do you connect with your friends using internet technology – email, texting,
IM, social networking sites, anything else…? Make a full list of all the ways you
connect with your friends. What are the best ways for you to connect with your
friends? Which ways do you use the most?

6) What are the main things that interfere with your use of the internet? Tell me
about how these things get in the way of your internet use. What do you do about
it?

7) What is the best thing about the internet for you? What is the worst thing about
the internet for you?

8) How old were you when you first got your own mobile phone? What did you
usually use it for? Were there any rules or restrictions on how you could use it?
Did you follow them?

9) How old were you when you first went online? Where did you go online? Who
was with you? What did you think?

10) What is different about your internet use now from when you first went online?
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11) Tell me about your first experiences coming across ‘sex’ on the internet. What did
you do/think/feel when you found it? How is it different now?

12) When you first went online, were there certain rules you were meant to follow?
Whose rules were they?

13) What rules do you have for yourself when you go online now?

14) Do you ever find yourself not following your own rules? Why/Under what
circumstances? Tell me about a recent event where you found yourself not
following your own rules.

Privacy and Safety in Technology Use
1) What are the main places you usually use the internet (e.g. at home, at work)?
Where is the computer you use located within that space (e.g. in your bedroom,
in the lounge room)? Tell me about how you use technology differently in these
different places.

2) Where do you feel most comfortable connecting to the internet? Do you prefer to
be alone or around other people when you go online?

3) Is privacy important to you when you are online? Why?

4) Do you feel safe when you go online? Tell me more about what makes you feel
this way, give examples if possible.

5) Tell me about an event that made you feel very uncomfortable or unsafe.
6) Is there anything you do to keep yourself safe online? If so, what do you do…or
not do? Why?
7) Have you ever pretended to be someone you’re not when you’re online? If so, tell
me about it.

8) What kind of information about yourself do you usually share online? What
information do you keep private? Does this change depending on the website?
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9) Have you ever had an experience of someone sharing something about you
online that was meant to be private? How did you feel? What did you do about it?

Managing Sex and Relationships Online
1) Tell me about how you use the internet or mobile phones to talk to people about
sex, sexuality or relationships. Please describe a recent event.

2) When you are romantically or sexually involved with someone, do you use
technology to talk to them differently than you would if you were not involved with
them in that way? How so?

3) Have you ever met up with someone you know from the internet? Tell me about
your most recent experience.

4) What advice would you give about meeting people online?

5) Have you or any of your friends ever found a boyfriend or girlfriend online? Tell
me the story…
6) What do you think the “do’s and don’ts” are for getting to know someone online:
-

To be friends?

-

For a romantic relationship?

-

For a sexual relationship?

7) Where do you go online to connect with new people?

8) Do you ever post things online (like pictures, videos or text) that make you feel
sexy? Tell me about what, if anything, you do online to feel sexy.

9) What do you do if someone approaches you about sex on the internet? How do
you know they are approaching you about sex?
10) Are there things that you have done online that you regret? What wouldn’t you do
again that you have done before online?

Sexual Ethics Vignette
1) Alex and Lindsay met through a mutual friend and got to know each other on
Facebook before they started dating.
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-

How might Alex and Lindsay use Facebook to get to know each other?

-

What other ways could they use the internet to get to know one another?

-

Have you ever used the internet to get to know someone better? Tell me
about a recent experience.

2) Alex is really into Lindsay and wants to start having sex. Lindsay thinks that
having sex at this point could affect the relationship.
-

In what way might Lindsay feel the relationship could be affected?

-

How might Alex and Lindsay express their feelings to one another?

3) After a night of heavy pashing, Lindsay sends Alex an email expressing concern
that things are moving too fast.
-

How do you think Alex might react or respond to the email?

-

How do you think Alex and Lindsay are feeling?

4) Alex’s reply expresses respect for Lindsay’s feelings, but also states that having
sex will bring them closer together.
-

Why do you think Alex might say that?

-

How do you think this would make Lindsay feel?

5) After a late night out, Alex invites Lindsay to stay the night and offers to make up
the spare bed. Lindsay agrees, despite being doubtful about Alex’s offer of the
spare bed.
-

How might Lindsay handle this situation?

-

How do you think Alex might respond to Lindsay’s concerns?

-

What might you do in a situation like this?

-

Do you relate more to Alex or Lindsay?

6) That night, Lindsay and Alex have sex for the first time. They didn’t talk about
their decision beforehand and now Alex is worried about Lindsay’s feelings.
-

How do you think Lindsay might be feeling?

-

How might Lindsay and Alex have handled this situation differently?

-

What do you think Alex and Lindsay might do to address what happened?

7) Lindsay feels good about having sex with Alex, but hasn’t told this to Alex and
doesn’t know that Alex is concerned.
-

Why do you think Lindsay and Alex haven’t talked about what happened?

-

Is this an experience you can relate to? If so, how?
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8) Alex thinks Lindsay is only pretending to be okay with them having had sex, and
Lindsay starts to suspect Alex is losing interest in the relationship.
-

How might Lindsay and Alex address their concerns?

-

What do you think you might do in this situation?

9) Alex and Lindsay start to feel resentful of one another. They separately confide in
Casey, a mutual friend.
-

If you were Casey, what would you say to Alex and Lindsay?

-

Do you think Casey has a responsibility to intervene in Alex and Lindsay’s
relationship? Why or why not?

10) After talking to Casey, Alex text messages Lindsay expressing concern over how
Lindsay is really feeling about them having sex.
-

What might Lindsay think and feel about this text message?

-

What do you think about how Alex and Lindsay have acted?

11) Lindsay replies to Alex’s text, expressing concern that they are going to break up.
-

Why might Lindsay be feeling this way?

-

How do you feel about Lindsay’s response to Alex?

12) Alex and Lindsay talk and clarify their feelings with one another. Afterwards, Alex
feels a bit hurt because Lindsay didn’t think that Alex really cared about their
relationship.
-

Do you think Alex should share this with Lindsay? Why or why not?

-

Do you think Alex’s feelings are justified? Why or why not?

-

How do you feel about the way Lindsay and Alex acted towards each
other?

13) What are your thoughts about the Alex and Lindsay scenario?
-

If you were Lindsay, would you have acted differently? If so, how?

-

If you were Alex, would you have acted differently? If so, how?
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Appendix 2
Recruitment Questionnaires
Online discussion board
E-SNOG: Young People’s Negotiation of Sex and Relationships Online
Username/Pseudonym*: _______________

Gender: ________________

Age: _____________

Sexual Orientation: ________________

Postcode: ________________

What are you mainly doing at the moment? (Tick one)

I am at school [ ]
I am at University or TAFE [ ]
I am unemployed [ ]
I am working full time [ ]
I am working part time [ ]
I am a parent [ ]
Other (please specify) ________________

How frequently do you go online?

Multiple times a day [ ]
Once a day [ ]
At least 3 times per week [ ]
Once a week [ ]
Less than once a week [ ]

*

You will be identified by this name on the discussion board. Please choose something you are
not commonly known by.
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How much time do you usually spend online?

Less than an hour [ ]
1-2 hours [ ]
2-3 hours [ ]
4-5 hours [ ]
More than 5 hours [ ]

What time of day do you usually go online? (Tick all that apply)

12:00 am to 3:00 am [ ]
3:00 am to 6:00 am [ ]
6:00 am to 9:00 am [ ]
9:00 am to 12:00 pm [ ]
12:00 pm to 3:00 pm [ ]
3:00 pm to 6:00 pm [ ]
6:00 pm to 9:00 pm [ ]
9:00 pm to 12:00 am [ ]
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Individual interviews
E-SNOG: Young People’s Negotiation of Sex and Relationships Online

Pseudonym: _______________

Gender: ________________

Age: _____________

Sexual Orientation: ________________

Postcode: ________________

Are you currently in a relationship? (Tick one)
No [ ]
Yes [ ] How long have you been together? ________________

What are you mainly doing at the moment? (Tick one)

I am at school [ ]
I am at University or TAFE [ ]
I am unemployed [ ]
I am working full time [ ]
I am working part time [ ]
I am a parent [ ]
Other (please specify) ________________

How frequently do you go online?

Multiple times a day [ ]
Once a day [ ]
At least 3 times per week [ ]
Once a week [ ]
Less than once a week [ ]
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How much time do you usually spend online?

Less than an hour [ ]
1-2 hours [ ]
2-3 hours [ ]
4-5 hours [ ]
More than 5 hours [ ]

What time of day do you usually go online? (Tick all that apply)

12:00 am to 3:00 am [ ]
3:00 am to 6:00 am [ ]
6:00 am to 9:00 am [ ]
9:00 am to 12:00 pm [ ]
12:00 pm to 3:00 pm [ ]
3:00 pm to 6:00 pm [ ]
6:00 pm to 9:00 pm [ ]
9:00 pm to 12:00 am [ ]
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Appendix 3
Interview Schedule
Technology and relationships
Tell me about your first time going online.
-

How old were you?

-

Where did you connect to the internet?

-

Who was with you? What did you do? What did you think?

How has the internet changed for you since that first time going online?
-

What do you mainly use the internet for now?

-

What is the best thing about the internet for you? The worst thing?

Tell me about your first experiences coming across ‘sex’ on the internet (this could be
sexual images/texts, cybersex, etc.).
-

How did you feel when you found it? What did you do?

-

How have your experiences of coming across ‘sex’ on the internet changed?

-

What do you do when you come across it now?

-

Have you ever used the internet to explore sex? Tell me about it.

-

Have you ever used the internet to explore relationship issues? Tell me about it.

Have you or any of your friends ever tried to find a partner online?
-

If yes, tell me the story. Was it a sexual partner or a romantic partner?

-

If no, what do you think about using the internet to find a partner? Do you think
you would ever do this?

-

Will you keep looking online for a partner? Why/why not?

-

If no, have you ever met up offline with someone you met online? Tell me about
it. Would you ever? Why/why not?

Tell me about how you use mobile phones and the internet when communicating with a
romantic or sexual partner.
-

Is this different from how you use mobile phones or the internet to communicate
with people you are not romantically or sexually involved with?

-

Are there any benefits for you to using mobile phones and the internet to
communicate with a romantic or sexual partner? What are they?

-

Are there drawbacks for you to using mobile phones and the internet to
communicate with a romantic or sexual partner? What are they?
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-

What do you think is the best way to communicate with your partner (in person,
over the phone, online, text messages)? Why?

Alex and Lindsay vignette
Scenario 1
Lindsay is 22 years old, and ended a 2 year relationship 3 months ago. Lindsay’s friends
all enjoy being single and having the freedom of having casual hook ups. Lindsay’s
friends are eager for Lindsay to have casual sex for the first time.
Lindsay’s group of friends are going to Casey’s party, where they want to help Lindsay
have a casual hook up with someone for the first time. Lindsay is nervous about this, but
is also keen to get the group’s approval.

-

How might Lindsay manage the conflict between wanting to fit in with friends and
being nervous about having casual sex?

-

How might Lindsay use the internet or mobile phones to manage the conflict
between wanting to fit in with friends and being nervous about having casual sex?

-

Is this a scenario you can relate to? If so, how?

-

Are you aware of urging your friends, or your friends urging you, to have sex with
someone? Tell me about it.

Scenario 2
Alex is 23 years old and enjoys having casual sex. Lately, Alex has been feeling like it
might be nice to try to have a relationship with someone instead of just having sex. Alex
meets Lindsay at Casey’s party, and thinks Lindsay is really attractive and interesting.

Alex is debating asking Lindsay out on a date, or just seeing if Lindsay wants to hook up
tonight. Alex has gotten the impression from Lindsay’s friends that Lindsay is just looking
to hook up. However, Alex isn’t so sure that’s what Lindsay wants. Alex decides to kiss
Lindsay and see where it leads.

-

When Alex kisses Lindsay, are there signs Alex should look for to see if Lindsay’s
into it or not? What might those signs be? When you kiss someone, how do you
know if they are into it or not?

-

What would you have done if you were Alex?

-

What would you have done if you were Lindsay?
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-

What other ways might Alex have tried to find out about what Lindsay wants?
How could have Alex used mobile phones or the internet to find out about what
Lindsay wants?

-

Have you ever had an experience similar to this? If so, tell me about it.

Scenario 3
Lindsay is excited about being kissed by Alex. Lindsay’s really been enjoying flirting and
chatting with Alex and would like things to continue. Lindsay has only had a couple of
drinks tonight and still feels in control. Lindsay isn’t sure about having sex with Alex just
yet, but for the moment, Lindsay is enjoying pashing Alex.
Alex is really enjoying pashing Lindsay. Before Alex realises what’s happening, Alex is
touching Lindsay’s bum … it just happened. Lindsay likes this and responds in kind.

-

Tell me about what you think is going on for Alex.

-

Tell me about what you think is going on for Lindsay.

-

Tell me about a time for you in a sexual situation where something has happened
without thinking it through. What did you do? How did you feel?

Scenario 4
Lindsay’s friends are about to leave the party and Lindsay was going to get a ride home
with them. Lindsay is really enjoying being with Alex and is not quite ready to leave the
party. Lindsay knows that staying doesn’t mean Alex and Lindsay have to have sex, but
also knows that staying increases the chances that they will end up going home together
and having sex. Lindsay needs to decide how far things can go with Alex tonight.

-

What might be some of the reasons Lindsay would want to stay or to leave?

-

How might Lindsay use a mobile phone or the internet to help make a decision
about what to do tonight?

-

What is the best thing for Lindsay in this situation? How might Lindsay know what
the best thing to do is?

-

Does Lindsay have any responsibility towards Alex? If so, what is it? Why or why
not? What would be the responsible thing for Lindsay to do with regards to Alex?

-

Does Alex have any responsibility towards Lindsay?

-

Do Lindsay and Alex have any responsibilities towards themselves?

-

If you were in Lindsay’s position, what would be the best thing for you to do for
yourself? What about if you were in Alex’s position?

-

Is this a scenario you can relate to, if so, how?
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Scenario 5
Lindsay decides to stay at the party and see where things go with Alex. A bit later in the
night, Lindsay asks if Alex would like to go back to one of their places. Alex doesn’t think
this is a good idea and asks Lindsay if they can slow things down a bit and says it would
be nice to get to know each other better before things go any further.

Alex still thinks there is potential for Lindsay to be more than a casual hook up and wants
to see if Lindsay is interested in dating. Lindsay is surprised and confused that Alex
wants to slow things down… Lindsay thought Alex wanted to have sex.

-

What reasons might Alex have for turning down sex with Lindsay tonight?

-

If you were Alex, how would you have responded to Lindsay’s offer?

-

What do you think is the best thing for Alex to do now?

-

What do you think is the best thing for Lindsay to do now? What do you think
Lindsay should do next? Why?

-

How might Lindsay be feeling?

-

How do you think Alex and Lindsay would feel if they did end up having sex
tonight?

-

Have you ever had an experience where you wanted to have sex but your partner
didn’t? What did you do? What would you do?

Scenario 6
Lindsay and Alex leave the party separately, but agree to add each other on Facebook
when they get home. As the weekend progresses, pictures of the party start to appear on
Facebook, and Alex and Lindsay can be seen pashing in some of them. Some of
Lindsay’s friends have left public comments asking what happened with Lindsay and
Alex after they left.

Lindsay feels embarrassed that what happened with Alex is becoming public and is
upset by some of the comments people are making.

-

What do you think the best thing for Lindsay to do is?

-

How would you react in a situation like this?

-

Do you talk to your friends about these sorts of situations (hooking up)? Why or
why not? What kind of communication technology do you use to talk to your
friends?
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-

What kinds of things are better said in person? On the phone? Through a text
message? Email? Facebook? Instant messenger?

-

When you have strong emotions (like anger or sadness) how do you express
them?

-

Do you use the internet or mobile phones to gain distance from your emotions?

Scenario 7
Alex sends a message on Facebook chat to check in with Lindsay. Lindsay expresses
concern about the comments people are making on the pictures of them at the party.
Alex agrees that it is embarrassing to have their private business made so public, but
that these things happen when you pash someone at a party. Lindsay is upset with Alex,
and Alex wonders if it is about the pictures or because they left the party separately.

Alex asks Lindsay out for a coffee so they can talk about what happened at the party and
Lindsay agrees to meet up and talk.

-

Why might Alex ask Lindsay to talk over coffee?

-

If you were Lindsay, how would you feel? What would you do?

-

What do you think is the best thing for Alex to do?

-

What do you think is the best thing for Lindsay to do?

-

How might they have done things differently?

-

What would you like to see happen next between Alex and Lindsay?

Scenario 8
Alex and Lindsay have been dating for six months now. Things have been going really
well, but lately Lindsay has been feeling jealous of Alex’s new friend Chris. Chris and
Alex have been spending a lot of time together and Lindsay is feeling left out of Alex’s
life. Lindsay has not said anything to Alex about this and Alex is unaware that Lindsay is
jealous.

Lately, when Alex kisses Lindsay, Lindsay becomes tense. Alex takes Lindsay on a
romantic date, hoping this will help Lindsay feel more at ease in their relationship again.
Instead, Lindsay feels pressure to be more intimate with Alex.

Lindsay is feeling conflicted between wanting to be supportive of Alex and their
relationship, and needing some personal space to process the feelings of jealousy about
Chris. That night, when Alex invites Lindsay to spend the night, Lindsay is not sure what
to do.
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-

What do you think is going on for Lindsay? For Alex?

-

What do you think is the best thing for Lindsay to do in this situation?

-

What do you think is the best thing for Alex to do in this situation?

-

How do you deal with feelings of jealousy in your relationships?

-

Can you relate to Lindsay’s experience of having mixed feelings about having sex
with Alex? Has this ever happened in any of your relationships? Tell me about
what happened. How did you feel? What did you do?

-

When you are in an ongoing sexual relationship, how do you make decisions
about when you and your partner will have sex?

-

What are your thoughts on this scenario?

Wrap up
I have been asking you about your thoughts and opinions on how to manage various
situations that sometimes come up in romantic or sexual relationships. Think of a tricky
situation you’ve faced in a relationship in the past 12 months.
-

What did you use to help guide your decisions on what the right and the wrong
thing to do was? How did you choose what decision to make?

Thinking about all the different ways you use new media technologies in your
relationships, tell me about some of the ways you use these technologies to look after
yourself and your needs when you are in a relationship. (Call someone after having a
fight, send an email, or text instead of calling…)
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