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Abstract 

Meaning and Identity in Self-Sponsored Literacy Practices  

Christina Olivares 

 

In the field of literacy identity research, few studies have examined the self-sponsored 

literacy practices (Emig, 1971) (SSLP) of young people with minoritized (Benitez, 2010) 

identities. Via a critical phenomenological methodology and using intersectionality as an analytic 

sensibility (Cho et al., 2013; Crenshaw, 1988, 1989, 1991), this study explored the meaning three 

participants made of their SSLP in relation to their identities. I theorize identity expression 

through the concepts of embodiment (Foucault, 2000; hooks, 1994), language (Bakhtin, 1984, 

2008; Muñoz, 1999), and third/triadic space (Bhabha, 1994; Wynter, 1995).  

The research questions guiding this study were: (a) How do three multiply minoritized 

young people—in this study, aged 18–21, identifying as LGBTQIA+ and of color—bring their 

identities into conversation with their SSLP, and what are some ways in which I might interpret 

the meanings they create in doing so? (b) How do practitioners' contexts shape and how are their 

contexts shaped by their SSLP? (c) What are some ways to understand the value of participants’ 

SSLP and the meaning they make of their practices, within, and importantly, beyond traditionally 

understood educational settings?  

From the data, I interpreted three key "animating structures" (Magrì & McQueen, 2022) 

through which participants engaged their SSLP. They were (a) lineage, to which participants 

ascribed themselves and which reinforced and/or imbued their SSLP with purpose; (b) language, 

which, as a medium for participants' SSLP, presented limitations and opportunities at the 

junctures of their SSLP and identity; and (c) the conditions participants built and/or adapted to 



 

support their SSLP. This study offers new and important insights into how, via their SSLP, 

participants imagined, constructed, and actualized themselves. At the close of this dissertation, I 

offer implications of these findings to researchers, professionals who work in schools and in out-

of-school settings, and to young LGBTQIA+ people of color who maintain SSLP.  

The timing and U.S.-based location of this study coincided with a climate of increasingly 

hostile social and political rhetoric that sought to end rights (Deckman, 2024; Heritage 

Foundation, 2023; Jones, 2024; PRRI Staff, 2024), end research funding (Koslov & Mallapaty, 

2025; White House, 2025), and end visibility for minoritized peoples (PEN America, 2025; 

Yourish et. al., 2025). This study makes a valuable and timely contribution to research in the 

field of literacy identity studies.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

  
These poems 
they are things that I do  
in the dark 
reaching for you  
whoever you are 
and  
are you ready? 
  
These words 
they are stones in the water 
running away 
  
These skeletal lines 
they are desperate arms for my longing and love. 
  
I am a stranger 
learning to worship the strangers 
around me 
   
whoever you are 
whoever I may become. 
  

—June Jordan 
  

This critical phenomenological study, to which I applied an intersectional analytic 

sensibility (Cho et al., 2013; Crenshaw, 1988, 1989, 1991), explored the meaning three 

LGBTQIA+ participants of color aged 18–21 made of their self-sponsored literacy practices 

(SSLP) in relation to their identities. I theorized identity expression through the concepts of 

embodiment (Foucault, 2000; hooks, 1994), language (Bakhtin, 1984; Muñoz, 1999), and 

third/triadic space (Bhabha, 1994; Wynter, 1995). From the data, I interpreted three key 

“animating structures” (Magrì & McQueen, 2022), through which participants engaged their 

SSLP. They were (a) lineage, to which participants ascribed themselves and which reinforced 

and/or imbued their SSLP with purpose; (b) language, which, as a medium for participants' 

SSLP, presented limitations and opportunities at the junctures of their literacy practices and 
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identity; and (c) the conditions participants built and/or adapted to support their literacy 

practices. My study offers our field demonstrations of how the self can be agentically produced 

through the rich “dark” (Jordan, 2017) of SSLP, and offers implications that both encompass and 

extend beyond institutional spaces of teaching and learning.  

In this introduction chapter, I first describe this study's background and grounding in 

literacy identity scholarship, then define SSLP as a term. I introduce intersectionality as an 

analytic sensibility (Cho et al., 2013). I then present an overview of the study: the rationale, 

research questions (RQs), research design, and significance. I conclude with brief descriptions of 

each of the chapters ahead.  

First, although you will meet them more fully in Chapter 5, I would like to introduce you 

to each of my study's three participants, who generously and openly shared their lives, their 

writings, and the meanings they made of their lives and practices. They are Izán, Elizabeth, and 

YW (all pseudonyms).  

Participant Introductions 

Izán, a poet who was 18 at the time of this study, was close to his Mexican American 

family that numbered hundreds of known relatives. During one interview he eagerly shared 

pictures, including those of his grandmother upon her immigration to New York City. Izán's 

poetry practice, which he handwrote in a spiral-bound notebook during moments of quiet, and 

for which he drew upon his knowledge of English and Spanish, sought to bear witness to 

complex family dynamics and served as a way for Izán to work through his own feelings about 

his gay identity. Izán's classical training in music also informed his relationship to his SSLP.  

Elizabeth, who maintained an active, private journaling practice and a poetry practice that 

she connected to a praxis she called “embodied temporality,” identified herself as queer, Black, 

African American, disabled, and a young woman. She was 19 at the time of the study. Through 
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her SSLP, Elizabeth engaged in healing, remediative, ancestor-facing work, found joy, and 

developed insight as she expressed her own becoming and maturing. She described the 

responsibility of articulating her own embodied experiences. Elizabeth's honoring of her 

ancestral lineages connected to the anticapitalist framework she had developed and through 

which she practiced her SSLP, which prioritized slowness, introspection, privacy when desired, 

collaboration when desired, and a reimagining of what constituted value in her own literacy 

practices.  

YW, who was 20 at the time of the study, identified as queer, aromantic, and male. He 

immigrated from Iran to the United States as a young adult and participated in a wide variety of 

SSLP in Persian and in English. I primarily focused my analysis on the meaning YW made of his 

political satire smut—which he posted anonymously to wide online readership—that critiqued 

the Islamic Republic government in Iran; on his longstanding poetry practice; and on his visual 

art-making practice, which he had begun in earnest after moving to the United States. YW placed 

himself in lineage with Iranian activist-writers over many generations who had, often at the cost 

of their lives, advocated for freedom. YW often expressed delight at "the smuts," as he called 

them, and drew upon collaborations and community that extended through virtual and in-person 

spaces to support the development of his literacy practices. 

Jordan's (2017) poem that began this chapter signals how desire and a sense of purpose 

can mark and fuel literacy practices. Jordan reaches for connection while asking reciprocity—are 

you ready? Fueled by their own purposes and desires, Elizabeth, Izán, and YW cultivated 

literacy practices that explored their interior lives and connected them with others. For everyone, 

including Jordan, my three participants, and myself, our undertakings in literacy and language 

are projects of becoming—whoever you are/whoever I may become.  
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Background of the Study  

Literacy Identity Scholarship 

This study was located within a broad field of literacy identity scholarship that constructs 

identity as fluid rather than fixed, predetermined, or static (Gee, 2015); constructs literacy as a 

lived and relational phenomenon, not purely a psychological one (Gee, 2015; Heath, 1983; 

Street, 1984); understands literacy practices as encompassing but not limited to school-based 

reading and writing exercises, which can flourish in after-school and community-based 

organizations (Schultz & Hull, 2002, p. 2); and develops within homes, communities (e.g., 

Gutiérrez, 2008, on sociocritical literacy; Moll et al., 1992, on funds of knowledge) and in digital 

arenas (Curwood et al., 2013; Ito et al., 2009). Literacy identity scholarship, as the name 

suggests, productively puts identity and literacy into dialogue (e.g., Boatwright, 2019; Fecho, 

2013; Johnson, 2017).  

Literacy identity scholars widely agreed over 20 years ago that young people can 

maintain dynamic and sophisticated out-of-school literacy practices independent of adult 

supervision (Hull & Schultz 2002). Findings shows that these literacy practices are beneficial to 

their young practitioners in many ways—for example, by strengthening their literacy skills, 

strengthening their technological savvy, and helping them develop confidence and agency (see 

overview provided in Vetter et al., 2021). While most of the research on literacy practices youth 

engage in outside of school is done in school-adjacent settings, such as after-school programs 

and clubs or writing groups run by adults, out-of-school time literacy research also includes 

investigations of literacy practices that young people engage in that might have nothing to do 

with these adult-governed contexts. My study aimed to grow the limited body of research on 
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SSLP that exist outside of institutionalized places of teaching and learning—places that are, most 

often, contexts governed by adults.  

Studies often make recommendations about how to bridge in- and out-of-school literacy 

practices—by, for example, allowing students more structured time and space to explore their 

literacy practices and introducing more relevant content. Those might include, for example, 

culturally relevant pedagogy and content and/or creative writing exercises or units (e.g., 

Curwood et al., 2013; Schultz & Fecho, 2005; Schultz & Hull, 2002; Yi & Hirvela, 2010). 

Literacy identity scholarship has produced many suggestions at both school and policy levels for 

improvement of literacy outcomes and engagement (e.g. Lammers & Marsh, 2018; Yi, 2010). As 

young people's literacy practices evolve in response to social, political, climatic, and 

technological changes in the world, the relationship between what young people do outside of 

school and how school might further support their literacy growth in-school should be 

continually explored. In Chapter 9, I offer implications for practitioners and educators working 

within institutions. 

Some SSLP can, should, and are successfully translated institutionally; others are not or 

cannot be. Young people who engage SSLP, as did Elizabeth, YW, and Izán, offer the field 

demonstrations of how to continue to grow, learn, and/or teach when the institutions that 

educators, researchers, and young people participate in do not or cannot adequately support 

young peoples' growth, or when those institutions are irrelevant to, or, at worst, inhibit or 

endanger young peoples' self-actualization. While adult-governed institutional settings for 

teaching and learning are places where young peoples' identity and literacy development can 

mutually and positively reinforce one another, findings from this study also point in a new 

direction. Because SSLP flourish outside of institutionalized contexts, research exploring these 

practices can help researchers and educators in this field develop better understanding about the 
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many ways in which people imagine, invent, and produce without formal authority or 

supervision, solo or in collaborative structures of their own making. Understood as more than 

solely a mechanism for self-actualization, SSLP offer examples of skillful individual and 

cooperative and artistic, and often changemaking, efforts that do not require institutional 

permission.  

"Self-Sponsored" Literacy Practices 

Emig's (1971) phrase "self-sponsored" arose from Emig’s study of 12th graders' writing 

processes; a synonym is "reflexive" (p. 4). Emig defined both self-sponsored and reflexive as 

representing "the mode that focuses on the writer's thoughts and feelings concerning his 

experiences; the chief audience is the writer himself; the domain explored is often the affective; 

the style is tentative, personal, and exploratory" (p. 4), noted that this form of writing most often 

happened outside of school and could be influenced by peer-based collaborations (p. 91). Emig's 

study was groundbreaking because it validated the personal and often interpersonal affective 

writing that young people engage in out of school as legitimate practices of literacy. Emig 

encouraged teachers to structure more exercises in class that encourage students to write 

reflexively—or, in a self-sponsored way—calling traditional writing requirements in high school 

classrooms "limited, and limiting" (Emig, 1971, p. 96).  

Emig's definition of self-sponsored was expanded and improvised upon by subsequent 

literacy identity researchers, often within the field of composition studies. Sternglass (1989) 

argued that in-school writing could be self-sponsored. Abbott (2000) offered that "pleasure and 

satisfaction" (p. 82) "emotional significance" (p. 57) and a "sense of freedom and control" 

(Asher, 1998, p. 219 quoted in Abbott, 2000, p. 57) are reasons that young people engage in 

SSLP. Gere's (1994) often-cited examination of "composition's extracurriculum" focused on 

"self-sponsored pedagogically oriented writing activities outside of the academy" (p. 80). Gere’s 
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study focused on self-organized gatherings of adult writers who were "constructed by desire ... 

aspirations and imagination" (p. 80). Gere defined self-sponsored as "an action undertaken by 

motivated individuals" who envisioned, as a result of their ongoing commitment to their writing 

practices, "social and economic consequences" and "transformations" (p. 80). From these 

interpretations of SSLP, I adopted desire, pleasure, motivation, commitment, and consequence as 

possible structural features of SSLP.  

Additionally, Lunsford et al. (2005) in an early review of the longitudinal Stanford Study 

of Writing, found that among other qualities, self-sponsored writing was marked by participants' 

senses of deep engagement and satisfaction (p. 231) as well as purpose (p. 230). Finally, Yi and 

Hirvela (2010) interpreted self-sponsored as "[capturing] the agency at work in these acts of 

literacy" (p. 97), regardless of where and when those agentic literacy acts take place, opening the 

possibility that SSLP can occur, hidden or legible, within institutional settings.  

From these definitions, I posit that SSLP (a) can be conducted in any setting, institutional 

or not; (b) are always agentic; (c) can be but are not always characterized by a desire for 

consequence or transformation, and/or a desire to create or sustain affective states such as 

pleasure, satisfaction, and/or deep engagement; and (d) are purposeful to the practitioner. I 

develop this definition throughout the study.  

Intersectionality as an Analytic Sensibility 

Crenshaw (1988, 1989) introduced the term “intersectionality” into legal scholarship to 

illuminate why certain employment discrimination claims filed by Black women were losing in 

court. Crenshaw demonstrated that judges were comparing Black women's experiences to white 

women's experiences, which judges presumed to be the same for all women, and comparing 

Black women's experiences to Black men's experiences, which judges presumed to be the same 
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for all Black people. Crenshaw argued that judges failed to understand that Black women 

experience oppression in ways distinct from Black men and white women.  

Crenshaw (1989) theorized that when judges treated white women's experiences in the 

workplace as true for all women, and treated Black men's experiences as true for all Black 

people, Black women's experiences, which were "more than the sum" of these "single-axis" reads 

of race and gender, were effectively made illegible (p. 140). The judge’s narrative norm was that 

of what Crenshaw called "privileged" groups—white women as representative of all women, and 

Black men as representative of all Black people. The judges failed to understand that "multiply 

burdened" (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 139) people—in this primary study, class-oppressed Black 

women in the workplace—could be disenfranchised by "dynamics of power" (Cho et al., 2013, p. 

788), in compounding ways (p. 790), resulting, for example, in forms of workplace 

discrimination not experienced by white women or by Black men. Intersecting marginalizations 

of Blackness and womanhood could and had produced a Black woman subject in the courthouse 

who was not legible as more than the sum of her dual, structurally marginalizing identifiers and 

was therefore repeatedly denied legal protection (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140).  

In subsequent writing Crenshaw (1991, 2003) expanded intersectional analysis to 

explicitly include other women of color and LGBTQ people; Black women, particularly Black 

women affected by class oppression, for whom Crenshaw had developed the term intersectional, 

had always been included. Cho et al. (2013) explained their position on to whom the term 

intersectional, as Crenshaw had theorized it, applied and how they came to that conclusion: by 

"conceiving of categories not as distinct but as always permeated by other categories, fluid and 

changing, always in the process of creating and being created by dynamics of power" (p. 795). 

Intersectionality, therefore, is not about identity categories per se but about how dynamics of 

power define, delimit, prescribe, and hierarchize those categories. As Cooper (2015) put it, 
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"intersectionality is not an account of personal identity but one of power" (p. 385). Building 

upon Crenshaw's legal scholarship, and to maintain the integrity of the term as it was intended 

while making it accessible to other disciplines, Cho et al.'s (2013) definition reinforces dynamics 

of power as a constitutive and central element of the concept of intersectionality.   

Cooper (2015) provided an excellent overview of Crenshaw's (1989, 1991) concept of 

intersectionality, its intellectual origins and the academic conflicts that arose about its usefulness 

and stakes. Cooper made a compelling argument as to what the term intersectionality was meant 

to do and what it was not meant to do with respect to defining identity:  

Failure to begin with an intersectional frame would always result in insufficient attention 

to black women's experiences of subordination. [Crenshaw] did not argue for the 

converse, namely, that intersectionality would fully and wholly account for the range or 

depth of black female experiences. Intersectionality constituted a specific paradigm or 

framework for understanding black women's subordinated social position and the situated 

effects of mutually constructing systems of power and oppression within black women's 

lives. Never did her work indicate that intersectionality was an effective tool of 

accounting for identities at any level beyond the structural. (p. 390) 

Cooper's analysis of Crenshaw's term offered my study two key points: first, that 

intersectionality is a starting point to bring consciousness to how dynamics of power constitute 

and operate upon, within and between people, positioned as everyone is within identities that are 

ascribed by us and ascribed to us. The “us” in the previous sentence refers to me, my 

participants, the many thinkers and writers I invoke throughout this study, and the reader. 

Second, intersectionality is not a way to understand the meaning "multiply burdened" people 

make of the totality of lived experiences; it is a way, rather, to note the obstacles current 
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dynamics of power manufacture that can then impact the lives of people who this same power 

marginalizes or multiply marginalizes.  

Cho et al. (2013) offered the framing of intersectionality as an analytic sensibility for use 

across change-making disciplines (e.g. law, policy, and activism). They described 

intersectionality as "neither travel[ing] outside nor ... unmediated by the very field of race and 

gender power that it interrogates" (p. 791) and as "inextricably linked to an analysis of power" 

(p. 791). An intersectional analytic sensibility:  

Adopts an intersectional way of thinking about the problem of sameness and difference 

and its relation to power. This framing—conceiving of categories not as distinct but as 

always permeated by other categories, fluid and changing, always in the process of 

creating and being created by dynamics of power—emphasizes what intersectionality 

does rather than what intersectionality is. (Cho et al., 2013, p. 795) 

As an analytic sensibility, therefore, intersectionality required me to carefully consider power as 

it manifested in participants' stories, in my study design, and in my analysis. It encouraged 

curiosity about and careful listening to my participants' lived experiences. It provided me a way 

to conceptualize certain difficulties as they arose in the lives of my participants and related to 

dynamics of power. As a sensibility rather than a framework or a methodology, it provided one 

narrow anchor point in this study that is compatible with my theoretical framework and my 

methodological design. 

Cho et al. (2013) noted that by using intersectionality as an analytic sensibility, "[scholars 

can] illuminate how intersecting axes of power and inequality operate to our collective and 

individual disadvantage" (p. 795). An intersectional analytic sensibility allowed me to 

contextualize certain obstacles arising in participants’ lives and practices, although often 

experienced individually, as not solely individual phenomena but also collective phenomena. As 
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Crenshaw (1989) put it, “The goal of this activity should be to facilitate the inclusion of 

marginalized groups for whom it can be said: ‘When they enter, we all enter’” (p. 167). I do not 

mean that every obstacle is universal, or that obstacles are experienced the same way by people 

who experienced them, or that dynamics of power allocate harm equally. I mean that people 

often live within dynamics of power that simultaneously confer and deny benefit, legibility, 

protection, and access, and that those dynamics are operative in us as much as they are operative 

outside of us. How we move within shared dynamics of power, and how they move within us, 

constitutes a collective phenomenon.  

In my study, I expanded and adapted the concept of illegibility and/or unrecognizability 

(Cho et al., 2013, p. 791) to encompass moments of one’s perception or feeling of illegibility or 

unrecognizability to oneself as well as moments of one’s perception or feeling of illegibility or 

unrecognizability to others. An intersectional analytic sensibility allowed me to note moments of 

illegibility and/or unrecognizability—to the self and to others—that arose in my participants' 

experiences because of how dynamics of power constitute and attempt to co-marginalize 

multiple of their identities. While aim of my study was much broader, an intersectional analytic 

sensibility allowed me to keep dynamics of power in mind as I investigated my RQs. Applying 

an intersectional analytic sensibility also helped me protect my participants from being reduced 

through my research to oppressed subjectivities, instead providing a means for their and my own 

"trenchant critique" (Cho et al., 2013, p. 790) of the ways power operated within and upon 

participants' lives and SSLP.  

 As Crenshaw (1989) argued, the "operative conceptions of race and sex become 

grounded in experiences that actually represent only a subset of a much more complex 

phenomenon" (p. 140). If we are to take seriously that marginalizations are compounding rather 

than single-axis, then it becomes imperative that participants in qualitative research literacy 
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studies embody multiply marginalized identities, and that researchers deliberately attend to 

dynamics of power at play in participants’ and their own lives. As educators, we are custodians 

of young people’s care. As researchers, we construct our participants' intelligibility. I used this 

an intersectional analytic sensibility in this study to support the complexity of this exploration of 

SSLP and identity in my participant’s lives.  

Overview of the Study 

Rationale 

This study addresses a gap in the field of literacy identity research. In this field, few 

studies have explored the SSLP of young people who have multiply minoritized (Benitez, 2010) 

identities. Scholars have named, sought to remediate, and called upon other scholars to address 

this lack (e.g., Burkholder et al., 2023; Lammers & Marsh, 2018, Vetter et al., 2021). Studies 

such as this one that explore the meaning multiply minoritized people make of their SSLP 

strengthen the field.    

This study coincided with a climate of increasingly hostile social and political rhetoric 

that seeks to end rights (Deckman, 2024; Heritage Foundation, 2023; Jones, 2024; PRRI Staff, 

2024), end research funding (Koslov & Mallapaty, 2025; White House, 2025), and end visibility 

for minoritized peoples (PEN America, 2025; Yourish et. al., 2025). This study also coincided 

with a recent and exponential increase in the population of various minoritized peoples within 

the United States—whether identified, as pertains to this study, as of color; immigrant; 

economically vulnerable; or trans, queer, or gay (Jones, 2025; Lin et al., 2025; Passel & 

Krogstad, 2024; Silver & Shockey, 2025; Vespa et al., 2020)— suggesting the need for more, 

ethical research to be done with diverse participants whose identities reflect the diverse 

composition of the United States.  
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Research Questions 

The following RQs guided this study.  

RQ1: How do three multiply minoritized young people—in this study, aged 18–21, 

identifying as LGBTQIA+ and of color—bring their identities into conversation with 

their SSLP, and what are some ways in which I might interpret the meanings they create 

in doing so? 

RQ2: How do practitioners' contexts shape and how are their contexts shaped by their 

SSLP? 

RQ3:  What are some ways to understand the value of these young people's practices and 

the meaning they make of their practices, within, and importantly, beyond traditionally 

understood educational settings? 

Significance 

This study made several significant and/or original contributions to the field of literacy 

identity research.  

First, I offer a reconceptualization of SSLP that imagines them as relational, embodied, 

responsive to power; animated by lived experience; and driven by various desires, such as 

healing, self-construction, community, political and social change, and meaning making. I drew 

this reconceptualized definition from my study findings, from literacy identity studies, and from 

composition studies dating back to its earliest usages in our fields. SSLP, as I used them in this 

study, puts many, varied, often partial, study-driven, and field-specific uses of the term into 

conversation to create a pliable definition that works across literacy studies and composition 

studies. It is flexible and open to interpretation on the one hand, and on the other is concrete and 

researched enough to be revised and reimagined by future researchers for their own purposes.  
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In this chapter I also interpreted intersectionality as an analytic sensibility (Cho et al., 

2013) for use in literacy identity research, and in social science qualitative research. 

Intersectionality, taken as an analytic sensibility, provides a starting point and anchor for 

researchers interested not only in not reducing participants who experience marginalization 

because of dynamics of power to their experiences of marginalization, but who are interested in 

understanding participants’ experiences of illegibility and/or unrecognizability (p. 791)—to self 

and/or to others—manufactured by those dynamics of power. My application of intersectionality 

as an analytic sensibility is narrowly focused. As an analytic sensibility in this study, it is neither 

a theoretical framework nor a methodology; instead, intersectionality is worked compatibly 

alongside those major structural elements to help answer this study's RQs.  

Third, this study's critical phenomenological methodology is my translation of core 

phenomenological, philosophical principles and critical phenomenological approaches to 

qualitative research into empirical literacy research. In it, I operationalized the terms “lifeworld,” 

“essences,” “reduction,” and “epoché” for use in our field.  

Fourth, I interpreted the data through "animating structures" (Magrì & McQueen, 2022). 

This application is an original contribution to our field. Animating structures, in this study, are 

dynamic, enlivening, and arise from a recursive analysis; they are structural forces that energize 

currents within the data. I developed three animating structures from the data and built an 

analytical chapter around each one. This is a new method of conceptual organization that, while 

rooted in phenomenological inquiry, can be applied beyond phenomenological research. 

I conceptualized lineage in this study as an animating structure that encompasses and 

strengthens heritage. Lineages in this study are historical, textual, political, imagined, ancestral, 

familial, and chosen, though they may arise differently for others. They are temporal, imbue an 

SSLP with purpose, create a sense of relationality with others in lineage, and position those who 



 

15 
 

place themselves in lineage as actor, recipient, and benefactor to others. This is an original 

interpretation of one’s relation to identity, and it contributes to existing conversations about 

youth agency and literacy practices. 

I also conceptualized language in this study as an animating structure and as a fraught 

medium for SSLP—offering participants many kinds of limits and affordances—that is 

connected to identity expression. By drawing the medium into scrutiny, rather than assuming it 

to be neutral and/or uncomplicated, I contribute a wealth of interpreted data in this study to 

future explorations of how young people navigate the tricky medium of their practice and what 

meaning they make from it.  

Similarly, by conceptualizing building, and/or adapting, conditions as an animating 

structure and by framing these built and/or adapted conditions as an essential part of people's 

SSLP, future researchers have a starting point in their investigations for how young people, in 

particular, agentically produce and modify the spatial, temporal, physical, communal, and other 

aspects of the conditions in which they practice literacies.  

Finally, I offer applicable insights for researchers, middle and high school teachers, and 

young people who are multiply marginalized, explicated in full at the study's close. 

Research Design  

This is a critical phenomenological study. I interpreted the qualitative data from three 

participants. Each participant was 18–21 years old at the time of the interviews, identified as 

LGBTQIA+ and of color, and maintained an active SSLP.  

I recruited participants between April and May of 2025. I collected data between May 

and September of 2025. Data consisted of four 60–120 minute, semistructured interviews per 

participant, individual reflection journals in which participants reflected on their writing and 
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identities over a minimum of five entries, and at least four artifacts of participants’ writings that 

we discussed together. I interviewed participants over Zoom and in person. 

I conducted a recursive analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022) via a critical phenomenological 

methodology (de Boer & Zeiler, 2024; Oksala, 2022). From the data, I interpreted three 

animating structures (Magrì & McQueen, 2022). These animating structures were: (a) the 

lineages to which participants had ascribed themselves, in which they positioned themselves as 

active members, and which imbued purpose in their SSLP; (b) the affordances and limits of the 

language(s) in which participants conducted their SSLP; and (c) the conditions participants 

created and/or adapted conditions for their literacy practices that leveraged their available 

resources. Each of my three data analysis chapters was devoted to an animating structure 

(lineage, language, and then conditions). I varied the order in which I discussed participants in 

each chapter as I presented my analysis.  

Chapter Overviews 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework  

In Chapter 2, I lay out the theoretical framework. I constructed the theoretical framework 

for this study from the work of several thinkers who theorize identity expression and power 

through concepts I categorize as embodiment, language, and third space. I developed these 

concepts as I recursively analyzed the data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). I explored these concepts 

together in some depth to build a framework for all that came later in this study, including the 

literature review, the methodology, and my data analysis.  

Taken together, the key theoretical understandings arising at the intersection of 

embodiment, language, and third space that ground this study are: 
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• People's SSLP are identity-inflected. People’s identity-inflected SSLP may be 

simultaneously supportive of and unintelligible to the categories to which they have 

been ascribed. 

• Language is heteroglossic—a fluid, incomplete, and contested medium through and 

from which people make meaning about their embodied selves. Engagement with 

language through an SSLP invariably presents affordances and challenges, and each 

person engaging language through their SSLP perceives and negotiates these 

affordances and challenges differently.  

• Constructed marginalized people's literacy practices can exist in conscious or 

unconscious relation to, and/or separate from, external and/or embodied forms of 

governance. Their SSLP can operate as—but are not inherently—third spaces in 

which one's self-expression and self-construction can realize a sought-after futurity in 

the present.  

Chapter 3: Literature Review 

This Literature Review provides an overview and analysis of studies in the field of 

literacy identity that relate to my research inquiry about the meaning young people make of their 

SSLP and the contexts in which they engage their SSLP.  

This chapter is structured in two parts. The first part, Positioning the Literature Review, 

contains these sections: (a) a refresh of the definition of SSLP in this study; (b) an overview of 

relevant big ideas in literacy identity research, particularly in out-of-school-time settings; (c) the 

rationale for my structuring of this literature review; (d) definitions of key terms; and (e) a 

description of the methods I used to select these studies. The second part is the Literature 

Review, which I divided into two sections: the first examines studies in which participants 
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engaged their SSLP in less-governed spaces, and the second examines studies in which 

participants engaged their SSLP in more-governed spaces.   

Chapter 4: Methodology and Methods 

Chapter 4 explains my development of a critical phenomenological methodology and 

methods for this study. I translate some philosophical phenomenology into a critical social 

science methodology for use specific to the needs of this study. Drawing upon work done by 

critical phenomenologists to bring this philosophy into the social sciences, I lay out the operative 

methodology. I include a description of key terms I use in my methods. Finally, I describe the 

study's methods.  

Chapter 5: Introduction to the Data Analysis  

Chapter 5 introduces my study's data analysis and participants. It includes an overview of 

the study's RQs in relation to the study's theoretical framework and methodology, then 

summarize the goals and findings of each data analysis chapter. Finally, I more fully introduce 

the three young people—Elizabeth, YW, and Izán—describing their identities, their literacy 

practices, and relevant aspects of their lived experiences.   

Chapter 6: Data Analysis: Lineage 

In Chapter 6, I explore how participants engaged lineage as an animating structure in 

their SSLP. I describe how I identified lineage as an animating structure, how I define lineage 

and the categories of lineage I use in this chapter, note key ideas in relevant scholarship, and then 

introduce each participant's relationship to lineage, which I explore and interpret throughout the 

rest of this chapter. Participants ascribed themselves to lineages that then both reinforced and 

imbued their SSLP with purpose. As actors within their chosen lineage(s), participants 
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necessarily differentiated themselves within their lineage through their SSLP. All three 

participants sought to pull together for themselves a workable LGBTQIA+ lineage.  

Chapter 7: Data Analysis: Language-As-Medium 

Chapter 7 explores the ways participants described and made meaning of language as the 

medium of their SSLP. I explore how each participant ways experienced language's 

unavailability when working through key moments of identity development. I also explore ways 

in which each participant navigated the contours of the named language(s) in which they wrote, 

inflected as these languages (English, Persian, Spanish) were with political and historical 

context. Throughout this chapter, I paid attention to the heteroglot nature of language and drew 

upon the field of translanguaging.  

Chapter 8: Data Analysis: Conditions Built and Adapted for Practice 

In Chapter 8, I explore the conditions that participants created or adapted to support their 

SSLP. More than ancillary, and more than a prelude to their writing process, conditions formed 

an essential part of participants' SSLP, enabling and at times co-constituting their SSLP. In all 

cases, participants relied on their resources, often inventively, sometimes via trial and error, to 

develop and/or adapt the conditions that could best support and/or enable their SSLP. 

Chapter 9: Understandings and Implications 

In this final chapter, I synthesize the understandings of Chapter 6, Chapter 7, and Chapter 

8—on lineage, language as a medium, and building and adapting conditions—first individually 

and then in terms of each other. Then, I describe the implications of my research for these 

researchers, educators working in schools and/or in out-of-school programs, and multiply 

marginalized young people engaged in their own literacy practices.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

I constructed the theoretical framework for this study from the work of several thinkers 

who theorize identity expression and power through concepts I categorize as embodiment, 

language, and third space. I developed these concepts as I recursively analyzed the data (Braun 

& Clarke, 2022). In this chapter, I explore these concepts together in some depth to build a 

theoretical framework for this study. Taken together, the key theoretical understandings at the 

intersection of embodiment, language, and third space that ground this study are: 

• People's SSLP are inflected by their identities. People produce identity-inflected 

SSLP that may be simultaneously supportive of and unintelligible to the identity 

categories to which they have been ascribed. 

• Language is heteroglossic (Bakhtin, 2008)—a fluid, incomplete, and contested 

medium through and from which people make meaning about their embodied selves. 

Engagement with language through an SSLP invariably presents affordances and 

challenges, and each person engaging language through their SSLP perceives and 

negotiates these affordances and challenges differently. 

• Constructed-marginalized people's literacy practices can exist in conscious or 

unconscious relation to, and/or separate from, external and/or embodied forms of 

governance. Their SSLP can operate as—but are not inherently—third spaces in 

which one's self-expression and self-construction can realize a sought-after futurity in 

the present.  

To unpack the elements of these key theoretical understandings, I first explore hooks' 

(1990, 1994) and Foucault's (1978, 1980, 2000, 2016) ideas related to embodiment. In my 

discussion of language, I explore Bakhtin's (2008) concept of heteroglossia and Muñoz's (1999) 
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performance theory-oriented concept of strategies, rituals and practices of survival of 

LGBTQIA+ youth of color. In my discussion of third space, I explore Wynter's (1995) entwined 

ideas of triadic space and identity-naming alongside Bhabha's (1994) theorizing of third space 

subversions, mimicry, and mockery. I conclude by drawing a framework for this study from 

these ideas.  

Though speaking from a diverse array of positionalities in terms of their identities, 

disciplines, and the times in which they wrote, each theorist offered nuanced considerations of 

power—how it arose and was enacted through the body, language, and people's conceptions 

about what constituted truth. Each theorized in relation to their own social, historical, and/or 

political contexts that constructed certain groups of people to be marginalized and understood 

those contexts to pose danger to people who were constructed as such. Therefore, although I do 

not always discuss it explicitly, much of this theoretical framework is about power as it moves 

through the areas I named embodiment, language, and third space.  

Embodiment  

Embodiment as Arising Feeling and Knowledge  

         Black feminist theorist hooks’ concept of embodiment (1990, 1994) encompasses how 

we perceive and feel the world, how our feeling bodies are constructed and understood by others, 

and our own relationship to those constructions. Claiming and interpreting one's own subjectivity 

by naming and consciously engaging with one's ascribed social identities, positionality, and 

history are keys to hooks’ theorizing about embodiment.  

hooks (1994) asked educators and students to “return ourselves to a state of embodiment 

in order to deconstruct the way power has traditionally orchestrated in the classroom, denying 

subjectivity to some groups and according it to others” (p. 138). Embodiment is, on the one hand, 
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viscerally felt—as in hooks’ (1994) own description of alienation when she entered the academy 

(p. 181) or of various students’ reactions to being challenged by her in class. Embodiment also 

points to self-awareness of one’s own social positioning and how that positioning informs “ways 

of being” (p. 108) that govern or inform how we think, process, feel, and react to one another, as 

well as how others identify us and react to us. Feeling, therefore, is knowledge arising from one's 

positionality. 

hooks (1994) also theorized her theorizing itself, terming it a "location for healing" (p. 

59). Positioning herself within sensorial, self-aware embodiment, hooks worked to "disrupt 

objectification," ascribe meaning to her experiences, and share that meaning as information with 

others (p. 139). hooks wrote, "I came to theory because I was hurting—the pain within me was 

so intense I could not go on living" (p. 59). hooks acknowledged that it is "not easy to name our 

pain, to theorize from that location," praising the people who had done so and taught her how to 

do so (p. 139). Even pain, in hooks' formulation, can be transformed into publicly shared, 

publicly usable material. Improvising upon what she learned under the critical pedagogist 

Freire's mentorship ("living water," hooks called him, p. 50), and from wrangling with feminist 

theorists—"the first spaces in the university where I encountered any attempt to acknowledge 

class difference" (p. 181)—hooks committed her work to untangling Black female subjectivity 

and asserting the possibility of Black freedom in educational spaces.  

Upon entering university settings, hooks posited, "Black folks coming from poor, 

underclass communities ... must create spaces within that culture of domination if we are to 

survive whole, with our souls intact. Our very presence is a disruption" (p. 148). hooks explored 

this disruption as physical, as embodied (p. 181) and argued that the key to learning in the face of 

subjugation was maintaining a physical awareness of ones' own embodiment, through which one 

could feel and therefore think (p. 139), as well as through the creation of nurturing and resistant 
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"spaces" that are underwritten by an "understanding [of] marginality as position and place of 

resistance" that is "crucial for oppressed, exploited, colonized people" (p. 148). These arising 

spaces must be "chosen" rather than "imposed" and function as "location[s] of radical openness 

and possibility" (p. 149). Space, for hooks, was intimately tied to the reclamatory acts of thinking 

and feeling.  

In her essay "Homeplace (a site of resistance)," hooks (1990) described one such space of 

radical freedom that she traced back to the homes that Black women, in particular, constructed 

and maintained as a:  

Safe place where black people could affirm one another and by so doing heal many of the 

wounds inflicted by racist domination. We could not learn to love or respect ourselves in 

the culture of white supremacy, on the outside; it was there on the inside, in that 

"homeplace," most often created and kept by black women, that we had the opportunity 

to grow and develop, to nurture our spirits. (p. 384) 

hooks' homeplace served as a constructed, communal site in which love, respect, growth, 

development, and nurturing took place. Homeplace is a site in which feeling, thinking, and 

embodiment are expected and occurring safely. Black people in hooks' utopic homeplaces are 

better protected not only from the material violences of racism but also from the disembodying 

effects of racism's discursive negations of Black humanity. Indeed, hooks noted that "one's 

homespace was the one site where one could freely confront the issue of humanization" (p. 384). 

The ability to be, and be in one's body, is a defining characteristic of hooks' homespace. 

I interpreted hooks' conception of embodiment—simultaneously a natural, constant state 

of being and a chosen state of being—in these ways: (a) embodiment itself can be a site, 

including a site of refuge, knowledge, and meaning making; (b) feeling and thought move 

through and are produced within the body to make what hooks (1994) called knowledge, and I 
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call meaning; and (c) to experience a sense of embodiment, people might seek out or build 

external spaces of refuge and/or safety. I interpreted hooks' theorizing to include this study’s 

participants who, in different ways, described experiencing modes of embodiment, ways of 

taking or creating refuge from physically and/or discursively oppressive situations and/or spaces, 

and made meaning of their lived experiences via feeling and reflecting.  

Regime of Truth, Governability and Care for Self  

         Foucault’s 1978 and 1979 lectures on biopolitics (Foucault, 2008), as described by 

Donzelot and Gordon (2009), theorized about how people become governable and govern 

themselves by embodying and enacting discourses "through their autonomy” (Donzelot & 

Gordon, 2009, p. 48). Even as they can be limiting or oppressive (Garland, 2014, p. 372), 

discourses have no originary point or single, prescribed motive and instead dynamically and 

continuously arise in the confluence of and as consequence of human power struggles. In this 

section, I explore aspects of Foucault’s (1978, 1980, 2000, 2016) notions of regime of truth, 

governability and care for the self in relation to embodiment.  

For Foucault (1980), truth is not inherent but constructed by an “ensemble of rules 

according to which the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power attached to 

the true” (p. 132). In Foucault’s configuration, truth is impossible as an objective or universal 

standard. Instead, it is relational and shaped by confluences of power. A regime of truth, 

Foucault argued, is upheld by a general politics of truth that relies on certain people being 

accorded higher believability, a series of “mechanisms” via which people can decide what is true 

and what is not true, and the ensuing presupposition that certain discourses are natural and 

therefore true (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). People in a society governed by discursive truths are 

pressured in various ways and to various degrees to conform to and enact those truths. 

Conformity and enactment serve to maintain the viability and believability of a truth.  
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As example of a regime of truth, Foucault (1978) offered an example of confession, 

arguing that entire systems—juridical, religious, educational, psychiatric and medical—operate 

to encourage, access, and make use of people’s confessions. Confession “unfolds within a power 

relationship” with an “authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and 

intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console” (p. 61). Confession carries an ethical 

connotation of moral strength, whereas confession's opposite—lying, secrets, hiding—carry 

unethical and socially negative connotations of moral failing or weakness. Read as a regime of 

truth, the act of confession has resonance with the act of coming out, in which LGBTQIA+ 

people are expected to disclose their gender and sexual identities, but straight people are not.  

         Regime of truth is similarly used as a concept in critical childhood studies to explain the 

powerful norming towards heterosexuality that is embedded in governance over young people, 

including via schooling, media, and family. The threat of violence, if not violence itself, enacted 

in multiple registers (rejection, shame, loss, physical harm), can be embodied by the individual 

trying to ensure or attempt their own conformity to evade the violence that supports the 

discursive regime of heteronormality. Framing heteronormativity as a regime of truth inculcated 

with violence provides one way of understanding the persistently high ideation and attempt rates 

of suicide for LGBTQIA+ children (and adults), especially for trans youth and for LGBQIA+ 

youth of color (Austin et al., 2022; Trevor Project, 2022). Taken to full conclusion, the impulse 

to satisfy an unsatisfiable social demand for nonexistence—for complete and irrevocable 

disembodiment—can and does result in turning extraordinary violence against the self.  

Sedgwick (1993) noted that in 1980, the DSM-III, for the first time, did not include 

homosexuality as disorder. It also, for the first time, included a new diagnosis, called gender 

identity disorder of childhood (p. 156). Sedgwick offered the term "proto-gay" to describe the 

child this new identity disorder sought to categorize: not gay, not not-gay, but evidencing 
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behaviors that had not normed themselves to the incontestably heterosexual. Sedgwick named 

the "effeminate boy once more in the position of the haunting abject" (p. 157). Key to 

Sedgwick’s essay was this tongue-in-cheek critique of the aims of psychiatry of that time: “the 

wish that gay people not exist" (p. 161). Sedgwick's proto-gay child lacks innocence, tainted as 

he is with a pathology that cannot be remediated. The proto-gay child is, Sedgwick argued, not 

really a child at all.  

Dyer (2018) proposed “queer child” as a parallel figure, a haunt in the multiform 

technology of innocence used to simultaneously circumscribe children's agency and to render 

marginalized adult humans as childlike and therefore deserving of abject subjecthood under 

various global oppressions. Both Sedgwick (1993) and Dyer pointed to a heteronormative 

discursive agenda that undergirds language and structures our comprehension of what constitutes 

self and other, normal and pathological, embodied and disembodied. Foucault (1978) argued that 

a regime of truth presents these binaries as facts of nature rather than the social constructions 

they are; Wynter (2021), as will be discussed in the “Third Space” section of this chapter, offered 

the concept of “new knowledge” as a way to break, escape, transmute, or otherwise move outside 

of the rigid confines of proscribed identity binaries.  

Biopolitics, governability and care of the self  

Estévez (2017) described Foucault's notion of biopolitics as "modif[ying] the sovereign 

state’s right to let live and make die, essentially inverting the relationship: instead of letting live 

and making die, the state now exercises the right to make live and let die" (p. 248) through 

policies and definitions of statehood or access, that permit, for example, services or protection to 

be offered to certain categories of people and not to others. Estevez positioned this definition of 

biopower in an analysis of the asylum application process in the U.S., arguing that the precarity 

experienced by those seeking asylum in the U.S. is not natural but conditioned and created by the 
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U.S. government. Bipolitics also has to do with sexuality, reproduction, and the ways in which 

governments have sought to, for example, increase or decrease population sizes (e.g., forced 

sterilization of women of color across the United States in the 1900s [e.g., Clouse, 2020; 

Schreffler et al., 2015; Vashisht 2023]); and contemporary pronatalism discourse in the United 

States aimed at married heterosexual couples (e.g., Adams, 2025; Messman-Rucker, 2025). As 

Foucault’s (2000) conception of biopolitics offered a set of examples to describe, people's ideas 

can become discourses that then "crystallize into institutions, they inform individual behavior, 

they act as grids for the perception and evaluation of things" (p. 232).  

The discourses that arise from what Foucault (2008) called biopolitics, as they have to do 

with the regulation of sexuality and procreation, include those that proscribe normative and 

nonnormative versions of gender and sexuality. To apply Crenshaw's intersectional analytic 

sensibility (Cho et al., 2013) to biopolitical discourses about sexuality, identities that are not 

discursively understood as biologically good, truthful, or normal can be rendered illegible or 

only understood to be unruly or problematic within systems, by nations. These discourses can be 

internalized, arising internally, and interpersonally between people, and certainly within 

institutional settings of teaching and learning.  

Foucault raised the question—not of how not to be governed at all by institutions or 

discourses—but of how to not be governed this way, or how not to be governed this much 

(Friedrich, 2023, personal correspondence). Foucault (1997) offered his analysis of the idea 

“care of the self,” which was responsive to the discursive pressures of biopolitics and "the 

grounds on which to begin to effect its possible reversals: a parrhesiastic, anti-biopolitical 

practice of ‘speaking truth.’” (Rentea, 2017, p. 7). Foucault's (1997) care of the self, drawn from 

study of ancient Greek theorists' studies of society, posited that care of the self is intimately tied 

to knowledge of the self and to dialogue with the self about the truths that we use to constitute 
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ourselves and how to start a critical relationship with those truths. Care of the self is, Foucault 

(1997) described, "the exercise of the self on the self by which one attempts to develop and 

transform oneself" (p. 282). It puts one in productive relation to others (p. 284) by not taking for 

granted as natural any of the ways we are, think, and exist in the world in relation to ourselves 

and others.  

I interpreted participants' SSLP as having the potential to operate as techniques to 

practice care of the self—practices that allowed for less governance and often, intentionally or 

not, illuminated the discursive regimes of truth that functioned to silence or prescribe the 

meanings assigned to participants' marginalized identities. Regimes of truth are housed in, 

enacted through, can be denied by, and are ultimately transformed within the body. Care for the 

self, which I loosely frame in terms of naming one's particular truths, is, in my construction, also 

care of the body, which I position as a physical site that encompasses feeling and thinking. 

Alongside hooks' framing of the body within collectivities—be they toxic, nurturing, or 

something else—embodiment is simultaneously a state of being and a conscious practice that 

responds to the world around us and the ways in which we internalize and make meaning. 

Language 

         In this section, I offer perspectives on language from two sources: (a) Bakhtin's (2008) 

theorizing heteroglossia and (b) Muñoz's (1999) theorizing of language in performance studies as 

it relates to LGBTQIA+ young people of color enacting what Muñoz labeled the "strategies and 

rituals that allow survival" (p. 79).  

Heteroglossia  

The aims of Bakhtin's work are described in Holquist's (Bakhtin, 1984) introduction as 

"double-voiced"—in one register, producing criticism and analysis of classical texts and genres 
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to advance literary scholarship, while, in another register, writing into a "gap between the 

cosmologies" that might help fellow Russians understand the terrible national rule under which 

they had startlingly and collectively fallen (p. xiv). To these ends, "Discourse in the Novel" is 

both a radical reimagining of novels as a distinct genre that exemplifies all possible dialogical 

registers and is also an exploration of this genre’s validity, permeability, and inherently 

democratic properties. "We sense," Bakhtin (2008) wrote, "acutely the various distances between 

the author and various aspects of his language, which smack of the social universes and belief 

systems of others" (p. 316). Language, in Bakhtin's configuration, and the distances within and 

between people using language, is embedded with power, history, cultural nuances, and 

significations; language itself is dynamic and continuous. Even as "our speech is filled to 

overflowing with other people's words, which are transmitted with highly varied degrees of 

accuracy and impartiality" (p. 337), desire to communicate keeps people in a dialogic process 

with each other, with ourselves, and with our and each other’s pasts and futures. The dialogic 

process is what keeps language alive, changing, and different for each of us.  

Yet not all language, Bakhtin (2008) argued, is imbued with a kind of jostling, lively 

energy. Bakhtin wrote, "The authoritative word is located in a distanced zone, organically 

connected with a past that is felt to be hierarchically higher. It is, so to speak, the word of the 

fathers" (p. 342)—and "its semantic structure is static and dead, for it is fully complete .... 

calcifi[ed]" (p. 343). Bakhtin posited that a word—which may be read also as concept, ideology, 

or sign—is rendered beyond dead, a fossil, when those who use it assume the naturalness of 

inequitable power and value systems embedded within it. These dead "words" can exert forceful 

governance over how we construct reality, while language that lives is "a process of heteroglot 

development, a process teeming with future and former languages .... which are all more or less 

successful, depending on their degree of social scope and on the ideological area in which they 
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are employed" (p. 357). Successful—versus calcified—language is iterative, continually 

involved in dialogic relationships; successful language is a process, not a product, that 

encompasses its own historical origins and its own unfixed, unknown future.  

Bakhtin (2008) posited that language does not arrive to us whole, intact, and fixed from 

above us or from outside of us but is continually transformed within and between us.  

To consciously engage in dialogical relationship is to engage in productive conflict. It is a 

necessary consequence of communicating in a fraught medium and critical for our collective 

social growth. It is what we are enmeshed in with each other and ourselves every time we open 

our mouths, have a thought, or write something down. 

         Bakhtin’s (2008) insistence on human language’s natural state as one of continual, 

dynamic oscillation pushed back against doctrinal conceptions of language as common or 

inherently authoritative and separate from the speaker. Throughout this study, I understood 

language to be continually transforming its significations as it moves within and between people 

and texts. Critical to Bakhtin’s work and to this study is the notion that the future not only exists 

now alongside the past and the present in our construction of language, reality, and connection 

but can be glimpsed and activated via deliberate construction.  

Strategies, rituals and practices of survival  

Attention to the enacted possibilities for liberation in the present—for what arises in the 

now that sustains—is likewise a core aspect of Muñoz's (1999) theorizing, the heart of which 

was concerned with identity expression within communities of LGBTQIA+ people of color. 

Muñoz (1999) wrote:  

I am ... in awe of the ways in which queer children navigate a homophobic public sphere 

that would rather they did not exist. The survival of children who are both queerly and 

racially identified is nothing short of staggering. The obstacles and assaults that pressure 
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and fracture such young lives are ... brutally physical ... and insidiously disembodied ... I 

understand the strategies and rituals that allow survival in such hostile cultural waters, 

and I in turn feel a certain compulsion to try to articulate and explicate these practices of 

survival. (p. 79) 

For Muñoz, a gay, male, Cuban American scholar writing in the mid-1990s during the AIDS 

epidemic, before gay marriage legalization, and in an academic context where queer studies was 

nascent (Steinberg, 2009, n.p.), naming the threats that shaped or ended young queer and trans 

lives of color was crucially important. Muñoz (1999) theorized trans and queer performance arts 

of that era as reinscribing ascribed abjection with positive futurities, glimpsing but also 

simultaneously enacted in the present. Muñoz’s desire for young, queer, of color life to flourish 

unthreatened underwrote his work and helped to inspire my own. The strategies, rituals, and 

practices of survival to which he referred were manifold and, he argued, offered a compass, not 

just to better the future but to see how those futures could be enacted in the present. 

Disidentifications are a survival strategy that arise from "conditions of (im)possibility that 

dominant culture generates" (p. 31) and relate to identity production in the context of pressures 

to conform and amidst threats of and/or acts of structural and/or individual violence.  

Muñoz’s (1999) theorizing of disidentification aimed to “contribute to an understanding 

of the ways in which queers of color identify with ethnos and queerness despite phobic charges 

in both fields” (p. 39). It is “descriptive of the survival strategies the minority subject practices in 

order to negotiate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that continuously elides or punishes the 

existence of subjects who do not conform to the phantasm of normative citizenship” (p. 27). 

Disidentificatory performances are "performative acts of conjuring that deform and re-form the 

world ... [and which establish] groundwork for potential oppositional counterpublics" (p. 322).  
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Muñoz (1999) posited that sometimes "resistance needs to be pronounced and direct" and 

at other times it is important for minoritized subjects to "follow a conformist path if they hope to 

survive a hostile public sphere" (p. 29). That resistance was designed to access and express 

oneself, one's life, and one's identities (even as they changed and evolved). In Muñoz's 

theorizing, accessing and defining one's own identity as a minoritized person was fraught and 

contested and required unpacking discursive truths that delimited the infinite permutations of life 

a person's desires could give shape to (p. 30).  

In this study, participants' SSLP can be constructed as disidentificatory "strategies and 

rituals that allow survival in such hostile cultural waters" (Muñoz, 1999, p. 79) and "practices of 

survival" (Muñoz, 1999, p. 79). Not always legible in institutional environments, and likewise 

often not seeking legibility, participants' SSLP often functioned to render what otherwise might 

or would have gone unknown to the participant without the intervention of their literacy practice. 

Affirmative self-construction in an SSLP, I interpret, is both dialogic—between the participants 

and themselves, others, and the world around them—and heteroglossic, meaning the 

constructions are real but varied, variable, and endlessly dynamic.  

Third Space 

Triadic space and identity  

Jamaican scholar Wynter traced the start of her theorizing about discursive ruptures to 

her witness of the transformation of Jamaican society from British colony to independent nation 

in her childhood (Scott, 2000), offered a throughline of inquiry in her various works about what 

possibilities might arise if we eschew liberal humanism. Wynter (2001) argued that liberal 

humanism, which arose from European theorists as Europe invaded, conquered, and subjugated 

millions of people outside of Europe, created a discursive mold for “man” that continues to slot 
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human beings into “purely biocentric” categories (Wynter, 2001, p. 57); these include, for 

example, Black/white, woman/man, and gay/straight (Walcott, 2015, p. 191).  

Wynter (1995) offered a “triadic” or “third perspective” (p. 9) mode of self-construction 

that neither absorbed nor resisted these identity categorizations but made new meaning, inclined 

as Wynter believed humans to be capable of shifting, subverting, and reinventing our “system of 

symbolic representation and mode of subjective understanding” (p. 35). Wynter (2021) proposed 

a “move beyond reason” (p. 42) that rejected universalism and took as its object of study the 

categorizations themselves to produce a new knowledge. That new knowledge would exist 

outside of the discourses that categorized and assigned value to eurocentrist categories of 

humans. In that new knowledge, which is both self-and-other knowledge, people could set 

themselves free from these binarist, man-centric definitions of human and access new forms of 

relation. In distinct and imbricating ways, Wynter (2021) and Foucault (1978) recast the human 

as distinct from and enmeshed with the categories to which it is assigned and assigns itself.  

There were, for Wynter, many possible conceptions of what constitutes a "human" of 

which a "liberal humanist framework" produces just one definition (Eudell, 2020, p. 236). 

Wynter (1995) offered a distinction between the terms “category” and “identity,” arguing for a 

shattering of the former to encourage the latter, proposing a “move beyond reason” (p. 42) that 

took as its object of study the categorizations themselves. While Wynter's theorizing is rarely 

used in educational research, so there are few precedents for me to refer to, it offered this 

theoretical framework a key insight about how young, LGBTQIA+ people of color are producing 

identity-inflected work that may be simultaneously supportive of and unintelligible to the 

identity categories to which they have been ascribed. 
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Subversion, play, and mimicry  

Bhabha (1994), Indian-born and Indian- and British-educated, also theorized colonial 

definitions of what constituted humanness. Bhabha posited that third space is an iterative, often 

spontaneous site for more authentic human expression than is otherwise permitted under binarist 

colonial logic. Bhabha's concept of third space has been adopted and transformed for multiple 

uses in educational theorizing, most extensively by Gutiérrez (2022), and is compatible with 

Wynter's theorizing of a triadic space, which, while more about discourse and language and less 

about discourse and action, is also concerned with power, liberation, and actualizing freedom.  

Bhabha (1994) described third space as "ambivalent" (p. 159). Though not their sole 

purposes, third spaces function to negate, sublimate, ignore, mock, subvert, and/or denaturalize 

fixed identities assigned by power to those from whom power has been taken. Bhabha offered 

the concept of a third space to describe often-spontaneous, fluidly orchestrated, and 

nonprescribed spaces in which people create and enact a range of behaviors—from resistance to 

new identities to alternate forms of communication and connection—in colonial and postcolonial 

contexts.  

         Bhabha's (1994) third space is characterized by the following qualities. It is built for 

"passage through" (p. 53) and so is fixed neither in a prescribed time or space nor in terms of 

authorial narrative. In a third space, the "primordial unity" (p. 54) and the "continuity of an 

authentic 'past' and living 'present'" (p. 246) of a totalizing power's articulation of national history 

and/or identity of the subjected are challenged, in myriad ways to myriad ends. Through and in a 

third space, Bhabha offered that we might "elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others 

of ourselves" (p. 56). Third space collapses and neutralizes the binaries imposed on self-other in 

colonial constructions of identity, unifying and integrating the whole person as one.  
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         In a third space, differences, in multiple or perhaps infinite permutations, replace binaries 

that divorce the self and project parts onto othered peoples to justify subjugating them. In a third 

space, new narratives may arise in multiplicity, both historical and personal. These new 

narratives are unlike a historicized record that supports a nation's mythology—or, as Bhabha 

(1994) put it, "the colonial scene as the invention of historicity" (p. 153). There is not one 

singular, linear past; there are many. There is no one way to construct the self in the present: 

there are many, and they are yielding and fluid. Those signs and signals of a unified and coherent 

national past and present become open to interrogation, response, mimicry, and reinvention (p. 

129).  

         In third space, externally imposed signs, dictates and identities "can be appropriated, 

translated, rehistoricized and read anew" (Bhabha, 1994, p. 54) by a subjected person or people. 

These reappropriations, Bhabha offered, may appear in the forms of satire, mimicry, theorizing, 

art making, and writing. The third space "enabl[es] … subversion" (p. 160), which might present, 

for example, as subjected peoples engaging in mimicry ("camouflage" [p. 128]), mimesis and 

mockery of that power in ways that are alternately, and as desired, visible or invisible to the 

enactors of that power.  

         While I borrowed and reappropriated it from its postcolonial context, Bhabha's (1994) 

conception of third space is useful to this study in part because it is a flexible theory that lends 

itself to articulating temporal and/or physical spaces that spring into being as alternatives to 

knowledge and social practices intended to maintain power inequities. The subversions, which 

are, perhaps, only subversions from the perspective of the subverted and may more accurately be 

described as pathways into different ways of constructing, sharing, and behaving through 

knowledge, cannot be neatly labeled good or bad. They are simply, from the perspective of 

power that norms, nonnormative, and their execution creates the possibility for different ways of 



 

36 
 

being. Like hooks (1989, 1990, and 1994), Bhabha (1994) made the future available in the 

present via spaces—such as homespaces—that rise within, against, outside of otherwise-existing 

oppressive spaces.  

hooks (1989, 1990, and 1994), Foucault (1978, 1980, 2000, and 2016), Bhabha (1994), 

Bakhtin (1984, 2008), and Wynter (1995, 2001, 2006, 2021) all theorized in different times and 

places, but all their work shares two important commonalities relevant to this study. First, their 

theorizing was firmly embedded in awareness of the danger of the psychic and/or physical 

violence of the unequal power structures that helped shape each of their lives. Second, their work 

reflects striving in a direction towards fuller realizations of the self in a collective, rather than 

purely individual, sense. While none defined a fixed vision of the future in their work, their work 

exists only because the critiques raised within their work point towards the possibility of a future 

in which these critiques can resolve and to moments in the present when those resolutions are 

possible enough to propel us into new issues to grapple with together.  

Theoretical Framework 

From hooks 1989, 1990, and 1994), I drew the understanding that embodiment is 

simultaneously an autonomic and a consciously chosen state of being through which a person 

generates knowledge, and theorizes, via their feeling and thinking. To encourage a state or 

experience of embodiment, people can seek or create spaces of safety or refuge. And because 

people's bodies are discursively projected upon in oppressive ways, embodiment—as an action—

can remediate the disembodiment that oppressive discursive projections can cause. I read 

participants' SSLP alongside Foucault's (1997) care of the self, which affords less governance 

and often, intentionally or not, illuminates the regimes of truth that impact practitioners. I also 

drew from Foucault that regimes of truth are housed in, enacted through, can be denied by, and 

are ultimately transformed within the body. 
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From Bakhtin (1984, 2008), I understand that language is dialogic and heteroglossic—

oscillating, dynamic, relational, historic, present, and future-facing, all simultaneously. Language 

is not static. Words can signify infinite permutations of meaning. Meaning is built in dialogic 

interaction—between the self and the self, and between the self and others. Meaning is also built 

between the self and texts, including the ones participants make. From Muñoz (1999), I drew that 

participants' SSLP engage affirmative self-construction that can be performative, illegible to 

others, and permeable. Much like Bakhtin held that there is no originary truth of a word, Muñoz 

positions identity itself, which drives so much of creative practice, as fluid, dynamic, and 

relational, constituted through creative practices and in dialogue with others.  

From Wynter (1995, 2001, 2006, 2021), I drew the possibility that there are many 

available and possible conceptions of the human and likewise many kinds of discourses 

potentially available that we can enact in the present via language, in the triadic space outside of 

liberalist humanist doctrines. I also extrapolate that people’s identity-inflected SSLP may be 

simultaneously supportive of and unintelligible to the identity categories to which they’ve been 

ascribed. From Bhabha (1994), I drew on the joy of subversion, mimicry, and mimesis that 

characterizes Bhabha’s exploration of third spaces arising in colonial and postcolonial contexts.  

Returning to the Research Questions: Meaning, Identity, and SSLP 

I return to the research questions: 

RQ1: How do three young people—aged 18–21, identifying as LGBTQIA+ and of 

color—bring their identities into conversation with their SSLP, and what meanings do 

they create in doing so?  

RQ2: How do practitioners' contexts shape, and how are their contexts shaped by, their 

SSLP?  
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RQ3: What are some ways to understand the value of these young people's practices—

and the meaning they make of them—within, and importantly, beyond traditionally-

understood educational settings? 

This theoretical framework guided my understanding of two key ideas in the RQ’s—(a) 

expressions of identity and (b) SSLP—in specific ways. First, in this study, I conceived of 

identity as: (a) expressed within and through the corporeal body; (b) dynamically and 

dialogically constructed in language within the self and in relation to others, including in relation 

to texts; (c) not always legible to all others within current regimes of truth or discourses; and (d) 

sometimes enacted and created within third spaces.  

Second, this theoretical framework positioned me to understand SSLP, which are at times 

intended as expressions of identity as (a) embodied practices, which are constructed in the 

fraught and dynamic medium of heteroglossic language, (b) identity-inflected, and, (c) 

potentially triadic or third space practices that can operate within and/or outside of institutional 

contexts. I add these aspects to the definition I posed in Chapter 1, which also holds that SSLP 

are agentic on the part of the practitioner, purposeful to the practitioner, and can be but are not 

always characterized by a desire for consequence or transformation and/or to create or sustain 

affective states such as pleasure, satisfaction, and/or deep engagement. 

  I started this chapter by introducing the three key theoretical understandings that underpin 

this study. Again, they are: 

• People's SSLP are inflected by their identities. People produce identity-inflected 

SSLP that may be simultaneously supportive of and unintelligible to the identity 

categories to which they have been ascribed. 

• Language is heteroglossic—a fluid, incomplete, and contested medium through and 

from which people make meaning about their embodied selves. Engagement with 
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language through SSLP invariably presents affordances and challenges, and each 

person engaging language through their SSLP perceives and negotiates these 

affordances and challenges differently.  

• Constructed-marginalized people's literacy practices can exist in conscious or 

unconscious relation to, and/or separate from, external and/or embodied forms of 

governance. Their SSLP can operate as—but are not inherently—third spaces in 

which one's self-expression and self-construction can realize a sought-after futurity in 

the present.   

  In the Chapter 3, the Literature Review, I explore in more depth the distinction I 

introduced in this chapter between governed and less-governed spaces by drawing attention to 

the variable amounts of control young people in the studies I reviewed may or may not have 

within the spaces in which they engage their literacy practices. I also explore the possibility of 

reading certain moments of subversion, joy, and self-actualization in various studies as 

emergences of third space. Throughout the three chapters of data analysis (Chapters 6, 7, and 8), 

I draw from this chapter's explorations of language, embodiment, and third space in relation to 

SSLP and identiy.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review  

This chapter provides an overview and analysis of studies in the field of literacy identity 

studies that relate to my research inquiry about the meaning three young people—who are aged 

18–21, identify as LGBTQIA+ and of color—make of their SSLP and the contexts in which they 

engage their SSLP.  

This chapter is structured in two parts. The first part, Positioning the Literature Review, 

contains these sections: (a) a refresh of the definition of SSLP in this study; (b) an overview of 

relevant big ideas in literacy identity research, particularly in out-of-school-time settings; (c) the 

rationale for my structuring of this literature review; (d) definitions of key terms; and (e) a 

description of the methods I used to select these studies. The second part is the Literature 

Review, which I divided into two sections. The first section examines studies in which 

participants engaged their SSLP in less-governed spaces, and the second section examines 

studies in which participants engaged their SSLP in more-governed spaces.  

Positioning the Literature Review 

Definition of SSLP 

I drew this study's definition of SSLP from the overview of definitions in the field that I 

provided in Chapter 1 and from the key theoretical understandings I provided in Chapter 2. I 

define SSLP as: agentic, purposeful, and embodied; constructed in medium of language, which is 

heteroglossic; informed by identity, though not necessarily about identity; operating across a 

range of spatial possibilities, including third spaces, private and public spaces, and spaces that 

are more or less governed (discursively and/or physically); and usually characterized by the 

practitioner's desire for consequence or transformation, and/or to create or sustain affective states 

such as pleasure, satisfaction, and/or deep engagement. 
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Overview of Literacy Identity Research 

Literacy "is not just about knowing, using, and producing language and text but about 

ways of being in relation to language and text" (Wagner, 2021, p. 1). While the identity turn 

(Moje & Luke, 2009) in the field of literacy studies had far-reaching impact on pedagogical 

approaches to teaching reading and writing in the classroom, it also found expression in research 

on literacy practices of school-aged young people outside of the classroom (Schultz & Hull, 

2002). Wagner (2021) offered that while the term “identity” does not have a fixed definition in 

the field, researchers have generally agreed upon two common qualities: (a) identities are 

navigated and constructed with regard to power; and (b) identity is multiply constituted (people 

have more than one), influenced by context, and not necessarily harmoniously experienced or 

enacted (p. 2).  

Schultz and Hull (2002) assembled the first compendium of studies on young people's 

literacy practices in a wide range of out-of-school contexts, including "homes, community 

organizations, and after school programs" (p. 3). While some of the studies in Schultz’s and 

Hull’s book, School's Out!, are now dated, it is still notable both for its significant contribution to 

the field and for the authors' thinking that ties it together. Schultz and Hull, consistent with their 

tradition of literacy studies, interpret a literacy “text” broadly (including, for example, 

journaling, graffiti-writing, and poetry-writing) and view identity as a central constitutive force 

in literacy development. While arguing that “pivotal” advances in literacy scholarship have been 

made specifically in the field of out-of-school literacy studies, the authors also noted that 

contexts are not always “sealed up” from each other, writing, “We may fail to see the presence of 

school-like practice at home or non-school-like activities in the formal classroom” (p. 12). They 

encouraged researchers to pay attention to and explore the possible sites and reasons for overlap 

between the apparently discrete spaces in which young people engage their literacy practices.  
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As a more recent contribution to the field, Vaughan's (2019) review of the literature on 

young people's out-of-school literacy practices noted that a common feature of extracurricular 

writing spaces present in the literature "[provide] opportunities to focus on writing as a craft, 

includes digital texts and participatory cultures, emphasizes meaningful purposes and audiences, 

and highlights the work done by marginalized writers" including young people of color and 

LGBTQIA+ young people (p. 3). Vaughan noted that schools were "just one of the many 

contexts for writing," often not neutral, apolitical, or supportive sites, and were neither the 

beginning nor culmination of youth literacy practices (p. 5). Vaughan suggested that instead of 

"ignoring, domesticating, or uncritically accepting" (p. 1) young people's out-of-school literacy 

practices, school-based educators might engage those practices productively in other ways in the 

classroom. While Vaughan did not prioritize school as a site in the analysis, in the conclusion 

Vaughan asserted the classroom to be a primary place where the research must be applied.  

Often, researchers in the field draw on a New Literacy Studies (NLS) perspective on 

literacy and identity, which is "characterized by their focus on an understanding of literacies as 

multiple and situated within social and cultural practices and discourses" (Schultz & Hull, 2002, 

p. 21). Gee (1998, 1999, 2000, 2015), who was part of NLS, theorized identity as relational, 

fluid, and informed by dynamics of power. Gee (2000) posited that "all people have multiple 

identities connected ... to their performances in society" (p. 99). Gee (2000) also argued that 

"some institution or set of institutions, or some group or groups of people, must work across time 

and space to underwrite and uphold the ways in which certain [identity] combinations get 

recognized in certain ways and not others" (p. 110).  Most researchers in the field of literacy 

identity studies construct literacy practices to be simultaneously multiply enacted and culturally 

situated.  
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Schultz and Fecho (2005) wrote, "If we look and listen closely enough at the right 

moments and in the right places, we will notice that literacy practices initiated and sustained by 

youth are flourishing" outside of school (p. 677). They noted that literacy policies can "limit and 

constrict" and can "embrace" students (p. 680), explaining that the tensions arising between 

policies and people are, at best, productive and healthy for the many students, teachers, and 

families who live through and are affected by them. One of their recommendations is taking 

young people's literacy practices into account not only in school but outside of school (p. 691), 

and to appreciate the tensions that inevitably arise in a “healthy” community (p. 676).  

My research takes up this recommendation—accepting that is the responsibility of 

researchers to constantly strive to learn and understanding young people's SSLP across settings. I 

also respond to their call for continued scholarly engagement with literacy writ broadly and with 

the "multiple modalities and a range of new media" (Schultz & Fecho, 2005, p. 676) that 

continues to proliferate in young people's SSLP. 

Rationale for the Structure of the Literature Review 

Schultz and Hull (2002) "[warned] against dichotomizing school and not-school as 

fundamentally different contexts," (as cited in Vaughan, 2019, p. 2), and Lindenman and 

Rosinski (2020) noted to educators that "it is narrow-sighted for us to think we are the sole or 

even most influential factor in students’ rhetorical education” (p. 35). Vaughan (2019) wrote: 

There are undeniably literacies in which students participate with frequency, ease, and/or 

joy in their out- of-school lives that are often not welcome inside the school building. 

Thus, the boundaries around in- and out- of-school are social constructions, but their 

impact is no less real. (p. 2)  
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The field’s current boundary separating in-school from out-of-school literacy practices does 

privilege and locate school as the nexus for literacy practice, even as young peoples' literacy 

practices do not necessarily originate from or culminate in their in-school literacy activities.   

In this review, I create a different split that forefronts participant agency over their 

literacy practices regardless of what places in which participants conducted their SSLP. In the 

first section of my review, I review research conducted on youth literacy practice in places that I 

interpret to be ungoverned by adults or less-governed by adults—studies in which young 

participants have unrestricted or close to unrestricted agency over their own literacy practices. It 

was possible, given this criteria, for me to include studies in this first review section that 

occurred in institutional settings where young people had agency over all aspects of their SSLP.  

Then, in the subsequent section, I review research conducted on youth’s literacy practices 

that youth voluntarily engage in within institutional settings. In these studies, participants are 

agentically engaging their SSLP but some parameters for their SSLP are managed by the adults 

in charge of the spaces in which the reviewed study takes place. Institutional settings include, for 

example, school, after-school programs, or book or writing clubs that are organized and/or 

supervised by adults. Organizing the literature review this way allowed me to draw clearer 

attention to the relationship between the young person's practices and the context in which they 

conduct their practices.  

Most studies I encountered about young people's literacy practices outside of school were 

still institutionally or organizationally tethered to book clubs, after-school programs, and 

nonprofit organizations supporting youth, even as they took place outside of school-based 

settings (Schultz & Hull, 2002; Vaughan, 2019). In most research on youths' literacy practices in 

out of school settings, this element of adult governance—for example, in the form of a teacher, a 

researcher, an after-school program leader, a book club facilitator—was unaddressed. What does 
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often exist is the implication that young people are freer to self-express in adult-governed spaces 

that are not school based than in those that are school based.  

I found that even as my participants mostly conducted their SSLP in settings outside of 

adult governance, institutional settings could be and sometimes were key catalysts for their 

practices, as were mentoring adults. Organizing the literature review this way allowed me to find 

SSLP everywhere and not assume that young peoples’ agentic self-expression via their SSLP 

existed more in out-of-school settings than in-school settings. It also allowed me to better 

articulate dearth of research on SSLP that exist outside of institutional settings of teaching and 

learning (in or out of school).  

Very few studies, the majority of which I hope to have explored in this chapter, take up 

SSLP that occur outside of adult-governed spaces; these studies are the closest in content and 

aspiration to this study and were a precious resource. The literature review begins with a 

selection of these studies. What follows are those studies, comprising the majority I found in my 

research, that took place in adult-governed spaces in which young people conducted SSLP.  

Finally, because there is little literature to begin with that engages the SSLP of 

LGBTQIA+ young people of color, I broadened the scope of this review to include more 

tangentially-related studies, providing me a deeper pool of scholarship about young people's 

literacy practices—whether they identified as multiply marginalized, and whether they 

participated in those practices volitionally—from which to raise meaningful questions and create 

linkages.  

Key Terms 

In the study, I use the following key terms, which I define here for shared meaning.   
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LGBTQIA+. This is an abbreviation of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, 

intersex, and asexual. "The additional “+” stands for all of the other identities not encompassed 

in the short acronym" (University of California, 2023).  

Queer. Muñoz (1999) offered a slant definition of queer: "Productivity where identity's 

fragmentary nature is accepted and negotiated" (p. 143). Muñoz (2009) defined queerness as 

“that thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough” (p. 1). I adopted and adapted Muñoz’s 

(2019) definitions of queer and queerness in this writing as terms both (a) encompassing all 

gender and sexuality configurations outside of a singular, normed, heterosexual way of being; 

and (b) operating as generous, futuristic portals to unprescribed ways of being outside, above, 

between, and within identity categories.  

Trans.  Trans is: 

Meant to indicate any and all suffixes that may follow the prefix trans ... It can also 

connote related identities that may not include the prefix trans, such identities on the 

nonbinary portion of the gender spectrum, including agender, genderfluid, and bigender 

(Queer Dictionary, 2014). 

The elimination of suffixes "might help transcend the gender binary and provide more space for 

people who are in the middle, who move back and forth, or who don’t identify with the binary at 

all" (Ryan, 2014, n.p.).  

Young Person/Youth. Talburt and Lesko (2011) described the category youth as neither 

"biological reality [n]or age based-category" but as multiple "discourses ... that circulate across 

sites and times to create the concepts that produce ‘youth’ as a category to administer" (p. 11). 

Describing the word youth’s fraught, deficit-associated history in educational research, they 

argued for a new definition that was relational, fluid, and not fully discoverable, rather than as a 

fixed category of person that inferiorized in relation to developed/completed constructions of 
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adulthood (p. 21). Throughout the study, I use the terms “young person,” “young people,” and 

“youth” in their revisionist definitions offered by Talburt and Lesko (2011). 

In my review of relevant literature, I found that the term “young” in educational research 

signified people who are aged anywhere from 0–30. I did not limit studies reviewed here to a 

specific age bracket but considered for inclusion all studies so long as authors (a) identified their 

study participants as young and (b) participants’ youthfulness mattered to the study. This choice 

results in significant age variation of the participants in the studies included for review.  

Intergenerational. In this writing, intergenerational, a term drawn from youth 

participatory action research (YPAR), both signals the power differential between adults and 

young people and makes visible the authority and agenda of the adult(s) working with young 

people in the research process. Filipiak et al. (2020) characterized the intergenerational research 

they conducted as "relational: it exists through our discovering new ways of being together, of 

co-constructing knowledge, of connecting to each other through our multiple and varied literacy 

practices, of caring for one another" (p. 356). At best, intergenerational inquiry informed by care 

and communication allows for acknowledgement of power differences between adults and youth 

and enables adults to work as genuine allies alongside and on behalf of youth. While most of the 

studies in this literature review do not explicitly use an intergenerational framework, I interpreted 

all studies done by adults with younger participants as intergenerational. Broadly, applying an 

intergenerational lens encouraged curiosity about the silencing and/or enabling effects of power 

between an older researcher and younger participants as that power operates within a particular 

study, including this study. 

Methods  

I conducted a series of keyword searches in Columbia's CLIO and in Teachers College's 

Gottesman Library databases. Studies selected for inclusion met all or most of the criteria of (a) 



 

48 
 

young people's SSLP; (b) in- or out-of-school or other institutional settings, including 

participants of color who identified as LGBTIQIA+; and (c) if including young white people, the 

researchers used an intersectional, multicultural, critical race or related framework so that race 

was accounted for in their analysis. I prioritized studies that focused on young people 

participating in literacy practices that were in some way informed by or responsive to their 

identity. The list of words and phrases I used in keyword searches included different 

configurations and combinations of the following: 

• Words related to gender and sexual identity, including but not limited to queer, trans, 

LGB, LGBTQ, LGBTQIA, LGBTQIA+, 2SLGBTQI+ 

• Words related to people of color, including Asian, Asian-American, Iranian, Iranian-

American, Black, African-American, Indigenous, Native, Native American, First 

Nation, Hispanic, Latinx, Latine, Latino, Latina, Mexican, Mexican-American 

• Phrases related to speaking more than one language, including ELL, bilingual, 

multilingual, translanguaging, code switching 

• Words related to SSLP process and product, including writing, poem, journal, 

fanfiction, textual practice, literacy practice, digital text, representation, identity, 

identify, storying, poetry, journaling, creative writing, art making, performance, zine, 

literacy, identity, literacy identity, self-sponsored, voluntary, autonomous 

• Words related to locations of practice, including out-of-school, classroom, writing 

club, after-school program, social media, Tumblr, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, 

Wattpad, AO3 

• Words related to social consciousness, including fugitivity, social justice, activism, 

activist, liberation 
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• Age-related terms, including youth, young person, adolescent, teen, child, young 

child, intergenerational, YPAR 

Review of the Literature 

Review of Research in Less Governed Contexts 

In this section, I review and analyze literature on the SSLP of young people, many of 

whom are LGBTQIA+, many of whom are of color, undertaken outside of adult-structured or 

institutional settings (such as a school, after-school program, or researcher-initiated activity) or 

in institutional settings with very little adult governance. It is important to note that all these 

studies were written by adults, and many center digital social platforms (e.g., Instagram, Tumblr, 

fanfiction websites, and TikTok) that are owned and built by adults. Many studies in this section 

were interview and observation-based engagements, while others relied on surveys to better 

understand trends in youth literacy practices.  

The first studies in this section examine how LGBTQIA+ youth of color engaged with 

social media and other digital platforms as they built their identities online. McInroy et al. (2019) 

found that people who identified with more highly minoritized sexual identities, such as 

pansexual and asexual, alongside trans and nonbinary people, had significantly higher 

engagement rates with social media and texting/messaging apps than their peer comparison 

groups (p. 516). The authors posited that their findings: 

May illustrate a developmental trajectory wherein younger youth are spending time 

engaging in LGBTQ+ communities and exploring their emerging identities online, while 

older youth are establishing professional, social and romantic connections and engaging 

in the world beyond their identity communities. (p. 517) 
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Relatedly, Greensmith and King (2022) examined how 12 LGBTQ+ young people, aged 

18–26, in Metro Atlanta who worked at or attended a specific university engaged their identity 

via digital media (p. 181). The researchers coded interviews using a queer analytic, which "looks 

to unearth counter narratives that exist beyond or between the normativity of representation" (p. 

183), paying particular attention to participant descriptions of creating video, textual narratives, 

photographs, messaging, and gaming. The authors concluded that new media offered unique 

experiences for LGBTQ+ young people to "curate and create their identities" (pp. 193–194). The 

study found that while there are in-person spaces, such as their high school Gay Straight Alliance 

(GSA) or the LGBTQ+ groups on campus, in which participants found "solace" (p. 194), the 

majority of participants believed that "the everyday realities of living in the South, particularly 

… Georgia, contributed to their desire to engage new media practices as ways to discover, 

uncover, and potentially recover themselves" (Greensmith & King, 2022, p. 194).  

As Storm and Jones (2021) explored, fantasy can "become reality" for trans and 

nonbinary youth in helpful ways: "Being an elf bard, a half-orc warlock, or having the ability to 

choose your "skin" provides many LGBTQ+ youth a platform ... to exist in a world where their 

gender is not questioned" (p. 193). Duggan (2017) explored meaning writers of Harry Potter 

fanfiction assign to their work (2017) and also explored gender, queer, and trans young people 

responses to fan fiction after having been immersed in its culture for years (Duggan, 2022), 

useful studies for thinking about literacy practices that are not generally acceptable or sanctioned 

in institutional settings.  

Duggan (2017) posited that commercially published children's and young adult literature 

"both constructs and regulates its intended audience" and that young people-authored fanfiction 

"circumvents" and "retroactively imbues" commercial, adult-authored work with censored 

content that allows young authors and readers alike to experience the kinds of "transcendent 
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amatory connections" otherwise mostly denied in adult-authored literature (p. 39). This denial of 

young people’s romantic joy and pleasure also manifested, Duggan (2017) argued, in 

conversation and activist work with adults about LGBTQIA+ identity construction and makings, 

which often required or expected young people to "agonize over the 'discourse of 

homosexuality'" (p. 40).  

Duggan's (2017) study of a popular slash Harry Potter fanfiction written by an under-18 

writer concluded that "youth authored fanfiction ought to be seen as a serious object of study 

rather than being, as it too often is, summarily dismissed as inferior to YA [young adult fiction]" 

(p. 44), making a distinct call to hold as authentic and valid young people’s makings that are 

unreadable or unacceptable in traditional institutional learning spaces. Duggan (2017) offered my 

study a perspective that enabled me to explore joy and pleasure as part of young people’s identity 

construction and world-makings.  

Duggan (2022) posited that "our identities are central to how we interpret and relate to 

texts" (p. 704), drawing on reader response theory and noting that there is a "rich history of 

scholarship demonstrating why the imaginative possibilities of speculative worlds invite 

subversion and resistance" (p. 705). Duggan concluded that slash fiction, which included smut, 

helped one participant develop an understanding of their gender identity and sexuality (p. 712). 

For the other participant, fan fiction offered an "uncomplicatedly male and homo identification” 

against which they could productively build their own identity (p. 714). In this retrospective 

study, Duggan articulated a strong connection between autonomous, pleasure-and-justice-

seeking making practices and positive identity development.  

Also focused on fan writing, and arguing that "writing is increasingly multimodal," 

Curwood et al. (2013) explored "interest-driven writing" in fan-based affinity spaces online (p. 

677). They found that young people were motivated to write in these spaces and cited three 
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primary factors—genuine audience, multiple ways to participate, and multiple ways to represent 

themselves—that contributed to this motivation. They offered the concept of "transformative 

works," which indicate "writing and designing practices that take an original artifact and turn it 

into something with a new function or expression," such as fan-based stories, artwork, games, 

and videos (p. 677). They noted that their participants' literacy practices, "rather than being 

static, linear, individually created, and print based, [were] fluid, dynamic, nonlinear, and often 

collaboratively constructed" (p. 678). The researchers took a sociocultural, situated approach, 

allowing them to understand their participants in their own broader cultural environments 

containing multiple audiences.  

As many of the prior studies have alluded, digital spaces are far from neutral or risk-free, 

even within the communities to which young people ascribe themselves and experience, create, 

or seek a sense of belonging. De Ridder and van Bauwel (2015) explored the perceptions and 

identity-related digital creations of racially and ethnically diverse young people in the English 

language. They asked how "the increasing mediatization of intimate youth cultures brings 

challenges to queer teenagers, which relate to authenticity, (self-) surveillance, and fear of 

imagined audiences" (p. 777).  

De Ridder and van Bauwel (2015) created eight focus groups in 2010–2011 with a total 

of 51 young people aged 13–19 years old, who were intentionally not asked to identify their 

gender or sexuality, and who each had at least one active social media account to learn how 

participants "discursively construct their gay peers when talking about intimate storytelling 

practices in popular and mainstream social networking sites" (p. 777). The authors outlined 

"queer shame/pride dichotomies" as a discursive mode that cast LGBTQIA+ young people as 

"innocent victims" or "activist educators” (p. 780). They noted that this binary is lucrative for the 

companies that own the media on which queer and trans young people are doing the labor to 



 

53 
 

transform their discursive social inscriptions as pathologized (“abject,” to call back to Sedgwick 

(1993)) to empowered (p. 780). Connectedly, they noted that "considerable identity work is 

demanded from queer youth to be intelligible and thereby embody a sense of queer realness," 

which is an invented and co-created state of belonging (p. 781). They posited that this belonging 

can get in the way of youth becoming in performative digital spaces (p. 781). This study 

productively, for me, undermined a line of thinking that assumes that all SSLP produced online 

are authentic and unselfconscious; as Muñoz (1999) explored, production often entails 

performance.  

The studies reviewed thus far reveal key considerations that mostly, though not entirely, 

have to do with a newly corporatized, profit-making, digitally interconnected landscape. Because 

LGBTQIA+ youth of color have higher engagement rates with social media and with social 

messaging apps than peers across any other demographic, it is important to consider how 

relationality, community, identity formation, and governance might play out for young people in 

these digital environments. Lovelock (2019), for example, argued that performances of 

authenticity amongst YouTube vloggers were required of young people engaging broader 

audiences in their coming out stories (p. 83).  

Many young people (as evidenced by two participants in my own study) do not engage 

their SSLP at all via social media or digital platforms, while others use a mix of resources. Yi 

and Hirvela (2010) examined the SSLP engaged in by one "1.5 generation" Korean young person 

online and offline. The researchers’ goals were to help the field of writing and literacy studies 

understand students' engagement with writing, explore the role of technology, and make 

recommendations to teachers in classrooms. Their participant engaged in a range of self-

sponsored activities, including writing in her three diaries that she identified as leaning more 

private (analog print) or more public (online: Cyworld Korean language, and Xanga English 
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language), writing meaningful notes back and forth with close friends, and engaging in online 

chat rooms. The researchers' informal discussions and formal interviews with the participant 

were conducted in English or Korean, whichever the bilingual participant chose. A key finding 

of their study was the notable impact of their participant's self-sponsored writing in online 

journals on her identity construction, in community with other Korean and White American 

peers. Yi and Hirvela proposed that teaching awareness of audience and structuring writing 

towards chosen/desired audience in mind is a tool that can be used to bridge the self-sponsored 

with the school-based, using the former as a stepping stone into the latter’s formal writing 

requirements. For my study, Yi and Hirvela brought to light self-sponsored adolescent writers' 

navigation of the public and the private as a crucial aspect of their identity practice and their 

literacy practices, leading to a specific question I included for my own participants about their 

navigation of public and private, online and offline spaces as they nurtured their identities 

through their SSLP.  

Yi (2010) conducted a longitudinal study of a Korean multilingual adolescent who 

maintained an out-of-school writing practice. In comparing her participant's "voluntary" writing 

with her academic writing, Yi concluded that the two types or modes of writing influenced one 

another (especially related to subjects, languages, and styles of writing) and suggested that future 

researchers continue to examine the relationship between in-school and out-of-school "literacy 

learning,” especially for multilingual learners (p. 18). The varied contexts, Yi argued, in which 

her participant wrote brought a mutually reinforcing benefit to the writing she did in other 

contexts.  

Via qualitative surveying of 76 6th–12th graders, Vetter et al. (2021) explored how 

young people navigated and articulated their identities as writers. Their study intended to fill a 

research gap of direct accounts from young people about their writing lives and identities, in and 
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out of school, and to this end enlisted students from across the country in urban, rural, and 

suburban settings to participate. They noted that further research is needed that "focuses on the 

intersectional and overlapping aspects of identity and its impact on literacy practices ... including 

how race, class, language, gender, sexuality, experience, ability, and other identity markers can 

inform students' writing and lived experience as writers" (p. 334). Though participants were 

asked about their racial identities, they did not frequently volunteer to talk about them, which the 

researchers believed could be because eight of the nine researchers were white women who came 

from similar socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Lammers and Marsh's (2018) longitudinal study of one adolescent's writing practices in 

and out of school explored previously-held "theoretical claims of identity fluidity, stability, and 

agency" (p. 89). They place their article within an "ongoing line of inquiry in adolescent literacy 

research that examines the interconnectedness of literacies and identities as youth navigate 

different social spaces" (p. 90). They paid particular attention to their participant's relationship 

and interaction with "social others" as she constructed her identity. They argued "for continued 

work in pursuing nuanced depictions of youth agency across social spaces" (p. 112), to which my 

study contributes.  

Wargo (2017) examined “‘lifestreaming’ … a rhetorical act of streaming documents, 

texts and visuals to curate an imagined and real self” (p. 560), amongst a group of three racially 

diverse LGBTQ young people aged 15–18 who were already digitally connected to one another's 

social media accounts via following before meeting in person (p. 564). Using a case study 

approach, Wargo analyzed participants' digital makings, working with participants to "mine" 

Tumblr posts together (p. 564). They noted that the "lamination of 'selves,' anchored through 

sedimented blog posts create shifting and sometimes conflicting reads of youth identity," both 

for the creators and for their audiences (p. 572). As with many other reviewed studies, Wargo 
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concluded with a call to other adults to "reimagine the social practices of youth writing as a way 

of being ... and celebration of youth visually being different" (p. 576).  

Prior to this study, Wargo (2015) conducted a 3-year ethnographic fieldwork study built 

upon on a “theory in the flesh” (following Cruz, 2013) (p. 54) with six queer and trans youth of 

color who had compositional writing practices that they conducted on their own and outside of 

adult supervision. Wargo’s point of encounter with participants was the GSA club at their school, 

and Wargo’s study was based on artifact review, interviews, and participant observation.  

Though those makings are not the focus of the study, Wargo (2015) quoted participants 

who defended their out-of-school, unsupervised literacy practices, contributing to existent 

qualitative research in which students reflect on their literacy practices. Wargo concluded that 

the resistance evident in participants’ writing—its “critique of normative discourses concerning 

race, the body, and difference”—“is an invitation” to examine what discourses adults working 

with young people have internalized (p. 61).  

Stornaiuolo and Monea (2023) defined adolescents' in-school “mobile” literacy practices 

as "contingent, unstable, and paradoxical" (p. 799), and affirmed that adolescents had "rich 

writing practices outside of school spaces" (p. 795) that were "agentive" (p. 796). They 

concluded that "liminal spaces—libraries, hallways, cafeterias—become rich sites of resistance 

as well as literacy and identity development" (p. 800) and argued that “writing for the self is 

valuable” even if it is not made public (p. 812). Instead of arguing to bridge SSLP and 

classroom-based literacies, the authors argued that young people are writers and that teachers 

should make space for them to do more private, unshared, nonpublic writing to facilitate their 

literacy development, even if that writing was not seen by adults.  

Finally, Fecho's (2013) dialogical, self-framed exploration of the poetry of a young adult 

named Isaac, for whom "writing was a way of knowing and a deeply personal activity" (p. 133), 
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constructed the aim of the teaching of literacy as "providing learners ways to call their own lives 

and the lives of others into dialogue" (p. 127). Fecho examined the way Isaac "purposefully used 

literacy to make sense" of the "complexity of his life," positioning Isaac's SSLP as a tool and 

mechanism for meaning making (p. 131).  

Wargo (2015), Yi and Hirvela (2010), Yi (2010), Lammers and Marsh (2018), Fecho 

(2013), Burkholder et al. (2023), and Vetter et al. (2021) engaged their participants’ 

unsupervised textual making practices in real time, helpful models for me as I engage my own 

case study. Duggan (2017) explored the multiple freedoms that young people can experience and 

enact via fanfiction world-building. Duggan’s (2022) retrospective study offers two participants’ 

adult perspectives looking back on their experiences with the genre as young people. De 

Ridder’s and van Bauwell’s (2015) research on surveillance and self-surveillance among content 

creators offers questions about how profit motive, algorithms, and the conditioning of audience 

expectations might impact online SSLP. And Stornaiuolo and Monea's (2023) reflection at the 

end of their study about the need for young people to engage in literacy practices that are not 

adapted to school-based practices helped to the door for my study. 

Review of Research Located in More-Governed Spaces  

         Cruz's (2013) study, situated in a small, public continuation school for LGBTQIA+ 

students explored a video curriculum in which students created identity-informed texts. As a 

teacher-researcher, Cruz analyzed a video poem created by a queer 17-year-old student mourning 

his twin brother who passed away from AIDS-related complications, placing it within a tradition 

of "reflexive pedagogical" storying work (p. 443). Cruz describing this student's making of the 

video poem memorial as a "tactic to maintain visibility and resist erasure" (p. 456).  

         While acknowledging that the larger school environment was not consistently affirming 

of the students’ experiences and identities, Cruz (2013) explored the coalitional, intersectional 
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work (pp. 451–452) required of LGBTQIA+ young people of color while noting the 

competencies students brought to that work: they "already possessed the skills to negotiate 

multiple languages and ways of knowing" (p. 452). For Cruz, "doing 'queer' without thinking 

about race (and its subsequent histories) could never be a possibility" (p. 452). Cruz’s study 

provides a thoughtful example of the coalitional and intergenerational learning Cruz underwent 

with students, locating the work they did together along axes of trauma, anger, and "even hope" 

(p. 457). Despite being in a school setting, Cruz’s students were offered a great deal of freedom 

of expression with their makings.  

         Quinn (2007) and Vetter (2010) both conducted small-scale qualitative observational 

studies with young people of color who identified as queer and/or trans in inhospitable school 

environments and were tasked by the researchers to make an identity-inflected text. Quinn's 

study’s site was an all-girls, racially mixed Black and white, public school that had just founded 

their first GSA. Like Cruz (2013), Quinn (2007) worked in the school where the study was 

conducted. Quinn focused on the issue of normative discursive constructions of leadership, 

examining a poem written and performed by one of the student GSA members. Quinn argued 

that the poem spoke to the student’s own desire to lead in a place beyond school that permitted 

and encouraged her leadership—unlike the school itself. Taking that poem as the study’s primary 

object of inquiry, Quinn wrote: 

By constructing themselves as masculine and aggressively sexual, the studly gay girls 

were constructed socially, or "gender projected" as "perverse" by school adults ... [and] 

by being Black and acting both "male" and sexual, queered the gender of leadership and 

simultaneously doubled their remove from [school authority’s perceptions of their] 

academic prowess. (p. 44)  
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Quinn (2007) concluded that the hostility of the school environment in which GSA students were 

coming into being was not enough to forestall their identity development or prevent them from 

imagining who they would like to become in the future. While the study leaves some unanswered 

questions, such as what meaning the participant made of the poem they had written, Quinn's 

study helpfully demonstrates how young writers’ self-empowerment narratives might reveal, 

conversely, the impossibility of the limits hostile environments attempt to impose on young 

people. 

Vetter's (2010) case study, set in a diverse public high school, explored how a Black- and 

lesbian-identified participant was constructed in school as a "resistant literacy student," 

experiencing repeated repudiations of her selfhood, coping both by not reading assigned texts she 

considered hostile and by creating her own improvisatory creative texts that more genuinely 

reflected her identity yet were met with punishment (pp. 102–103). Vetter concluded that the 

participant’s refusal to engage as instructed with a particular assigned text was not the mark of 

her being a resistant literacy student but instead being a highly engaged literacy student.  

         Linville and Carlson’s (2010) study involved 12 diverse students of color aged 13–18 

who identified as straight or queer. Participants “wrote a letter to an imaginary LGBTQ person 

coming to their school … describ[ing] for this new person what he or she would find,” then 

participated in focus groups and interviews, which were transcribed and coded by the 

researchers, then kept a journal in which they wrote their thoughts every day for a week (p. 252). 

The researchers interpreted their data via the lens of Foucault’s (1978) notion of “ethical self 

fashioning” (p. 258), noting that the participants “interviewed … understand intimately that 

ethical self-fashioning is a fluid, inventive endeavor” (p. 259) and that the richest bits of 

information they gleaned from their participants happened relationally during the focus groups 

rather than in the journal activity (p. 257).  
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Johnson’s (2017) study at a writing club focused on three Black, queer high school 

students who all had "tenuous relationships with academic writing" (p. 23). Johnson used artifact 

analysis (creative and nonfiction writing), participant observation (in class and in the after-school 

club), and two semistructured interviews with each participant (p. 19), ultimately coding for 

"being queer in school, undoing pain, and writing the self" (p. 23). "Writing the self" meant 

participants "use writing to express their own feelings of pain and exclusion, as well as to 

interrogate heteronormativity they encounter in their lives" in a framework that identified 

literacy as connected intimately to identity and as a series of "events, practices and ways of 

being" (p. 14). Writing the self was a "restorative literacy practice" (p. 29) and self-expressive 

act that identified and named feelings related to participants' identity and pushed back at the 

experiences a participant had that negated their identity selfhood. The centrality of pain in the 

participants' writing was of key importance to Johnson’s study, as was participants' rejections of 

their own erasure. Johnson’s participants engaged in communal writing and rewriting (p. 29). 

Johnson noted that via this communal writing and rewriting, and other literacy and socialization 

practices, the writing club "interrupted normalized school discourse" that otherwise constrained 

participants' sense of being (p. 24).  

Also situated in a diverse, writing-centric after-school program, Song (2021a, 2021b) 

conducted a qualitative case study of one 13-year-old, queer, White, female participant's process 

of identity formation. Song used "thirdspace" theorizing (Song, 2021b, p. 197), referencing 

Soja’s (1996) spatial theorizing of that term, as a descriptor for "sites of inspirational learning 

and meaningful growth" (Song, 2021b, p. 196). Song's analysis of the young participant’s 

behavior, experiences, and makings was grounded in a compassionate racial analysis that 

allowed for the intersection of the child's queer identity with their gender and white identity in 

relation to the diverse program administrators, teachers, and fellow students. Song noted how 
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identity work and its literacies can be deeply entwined with working through trauma. Participant 

trauma is notable in several aforementioned studies (e.g., Cruz, 2013; Johnson 2017; Quinn 

2007; Vetter, 2010). Song (2021b) offered a partial pathway, writing, "A critical imagination is 

vital to the construction of a more just world" (p. 205), concluding that "students deserve flexible 

project options that respect their ability to leverage multiple literacies, with the choice of when 

and how to name their diverse experiences, shifting identities, and political commitments" (p. 

205-206). Song (2021b) offered choice as a part of the solution, concluding that responsibility of 

educators to support young people as they develop and express their identity.   

Blackburn (2003) conducted a study on literacy and co-created texts at The Loft Literary 

Center in Minnesota, an independent literary center, with diverse queer young people, generating 

3 years' worth of data—observations, interviews, and participant artifacts—drawn from 

Blackburn's facilitation of weekly literacy group meetings. One participant, Justine, was the 

article's focal participant. Justine--and other participants--"over and over again ... author herself 

or himself into the world as someone empowered, which may result in the making of a new 

world" (Blackburn, 2002, p. 314).  

Justine's world-making consisted of private and semiprivate imaginative and rhetorical 

acts that Blackburn (2003) identified as "reading and writing to change the world, not just to find 

herself" (p. 322). While not a YPAR project, I categorize this study as self-consciously 

intergenerational, as Blackburn faithfully rendered students’ voices as conflict and 

misunderstanding arose between Blackburn, as the researcher, and the participant students. 

Blackburn concluded that "literacy performances are a way to get at opportunities to work for 

social change," calling on educators, in and out of school, to create opportunities for students to 

write and read for social change in personally meaningful ways (p. 323).  
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Also encountering and naming resistance offered by participants to the study, Burkholder 

et al. (2023) initiated a multiple-medium, digital archive of the artistic makings (words and 

images) created by 55 2SLGBTQ+, Atlantic Canadian youth (aged 15–25) during the initial 

wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The “2S” preceding LGBTQ+ indicates Two-Spirit. 

Burkholder et al.’s (2023) participatory visual research study explored how identity, artistic 

practice, and meaning making coincided, particularly via the lenses of imagining futurity and 

solidarity. Every month for a year, the researchers mailed themed art packages to participants. 

Participants then created work that they photographed and wrote an explanation for, which they 

shared with researchers. Of the 12 works, this study focused on the zines and dioramas, which 

had robust participation (it dwindled significantly as the study concluded a year after it began.) 

They named "the problem of whiteness" in their study, noting the lack of global majority 

researchers and participants (p. 143) as a study limitation, an area that my own research picked 

up on and advanced.  

Moench (2012) conducted a qualitative study on how eight lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender Black female young people used multiliteracies to facilitate their personal agency. 

Moench, who positioned themselves, as a researcher, as a participant-observer (p. 76), rented an 

office space in which the participants and Moench gathered weekly over a period of 3 months. It 

was “filled with art supplies, books, and large tables”; all participants and the researcher were 

free to “create ourselves” (p. 2), and activities revolved around a book club (p. 76). In addition to 

collecting artifacts, recording work sessions, and final presentations, the interviewer conducted 

semistructured interviews and kept field notes (p. 72). Moench concluded that the book club 

offered participants “literacy tools that enable them to enact agency and voice in their lives … by 

enhancing their thinking and understanding of themselves as well as the world around them” (p. 
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231). Although conducted in a highly supervised setting, Moench’s research demonstrates how 

self-expression and expressions of agency might intertwine.  

Cosgrove (2021) conducted a social work inquiry with nine nonbinary high school aged 

researchers using the photovoice methodology over a series of seven group meetings to make 

meaning of participants’ identity-based experiences. In an arts-based photovoice methodology, 

participants "form a research group that collaboratively develop[s] research questions, 

document[s] responses to questions with photographic images and engage[s] in a series of data 

analysis activities" (Cosgrove, 2021, p. 82). Photovoice, and arts-based participatory action 

research approaches, Cosgrove argued, were "particularly fitting for work with marginalized 

communities as they may provide direct insight into lived experiences that ... may be 

misrepresented through other forms of data collection" (p. 82).  

While Cosgrove’s (2021) study has many useful implications for clinicians in the field of 

social work, one implication for researchers is that “efforts can serve to affirm those already 

identifying as non-binary and may provide opportunities for others to access the language and 

conceptual frameworks needed to more authentically understand and articulate their gender” (p. 

98). Cosgrove noted that the common discourse around trans identity as one of “being trapped in 

the wrong body” excludes the majority of trans people who identify as nonbinary rather than 

gendered (p. 99).  

Finally, Boatwright's (2019) study of a Flux Zine collaboration with two young 

undergraduate students at City College of San Francisco includes substantive self-reflection and 

reflection upon and inclusion of Boatwright’s participants’ own reflections. While not YPAR, 

Boatwright’s commitment to inclusion of participants’ voices was notable in this review. 

Boatwright weaved participant reflections with theorizing and anecdotes about Flux Zine, which 

they created together between 2014–2015. Boatwright defined the zine, a 20-page physical text 
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containing art and creative writing, as a "transformative pedagogy" (p. 392) that was not 

"discursively containable" (p. 389) and "offered ... an opportunity to learn while creating a 

necessary text" (p. 392). Committed to exploring Black queer life, and as a vehicle for queer of 

color critique, Flux Zine: 

Illuminates the marginality of queer bodies by putting the lived experiences of queer 

people of color at the center of analysis and situating culture as the site of production of 

alternative ways to understand identity, difference, and relationships of power. (p. 389) 

Boatwright concluded that "queer youth of color have stories to tell and are producing 

new knowledge and developing culture." For Boatwright, young LGBTQIA+ people of color not 

only write the self but write society and culture. Boatwright offered future researchers and 

participants permission to be unknown or illegible to academia even as their work may be public, 

legible to others, and even durational. While not undervaluing the study’s contribution, 

Boatwright concluded that a queer futurity rests in the work of young people whose work may 

well exceed the bounds of Boatwright’s own imagination and understanding.  

While the studies reviewed in this subsection were situated primarily in after-school 

programs and in-school affinity group spaces (e.g. GSA’s), I started with Cruz’s (2013) because 

Cruz offered their participants a level of autonomy over their makings that I hoped could dispel 

any notion that out-of-school settings are always better for SSLP than in-school settings. Cruz’s 

study demonstrated that governance of a classroom can encourage transgression; truth-telling; 

play; and creation of texts, stories, and worlds that are of vast personal importance to the 

participants. Vetter (2010), whose study is also situated in school, made me wonder how 

participants' subversions and resistances to kinds of governance they perceive as unsupportive 

might impact the kinds of texts they make in those spaces, whether they make work they 

consider authentic, and then where and whether they make texts outside of these spaces. 
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Burkholder et al. (2023) raised a ideas for me about participants' opting out of adult-created 

spaces that no longer feel useful to them.  

Song (2019) and Blackburn (2003) were attuned to the in-person (as opposed to digital) 

social relationships that their participants built in their out-of-school time programs and how 

those relationships might have impacted their participants’ SSLP. In both studies, researchers 

posit that identity, produced or rendered through self-made texts, is iterative, fluid, and 

relational. In all, these studies demonstrate the importance of relationality—with the self and 

with others—in developing and producing the self through literacy practices.  

As a whole, this section of the literature review offers key ideas about how relationality, 

space, governance, and authorial input all play a role in how the SSLP of young LGBTQIA+ 

people of color are studied and about how the studies that look at these questions are rendered as 

scholarship. This section also demonstrates that it is not possible to uniformly ascribe the level of 

autonomy or agency a young person might experience within a program to a program type. For 

example, school-based studies may afford greater opportunities for self-expression than those 

conducted in after-school or affinity spaces, or they might not.  

Finally, in all studies, the ways in which LGBTQIA+ young people of color navigated 

multiply minoritized identities impacted the findings of the studies, which were all qualitative 

and therefore had the common aim of understanding participants’ personal realities.  

Reflection and Ideas for Further Exploration  

A review of this literature supports that LGBTQIA+ young people of color’s SSLP are 

informed by identity-making practices and vice versa. Studies demonstrate that these identity- 

making practices serve many purposes for LGBTQIA+ young people of color—for example, to 

express the self, to understand the self, to refashion and reconfigure the self, to build community, 

to build worlds, to enact and/or articulate justice. The scholarship reviewed generally agrees that 
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identity development is fluid and contextual, relational, and is embedded in young people’s 

literacy practices, be they digital or analog, performed live or recorded as text or video, or made 

public or kept private. An under-researched aspect of these SSLP pertinent to this study is about 

the SSLP of multiply marginalized young people that occurs truly on their own time, not in 

school or in out-of-school settings, and what meaning young people themselves make of what 

they do in their own time.  

As all online social media platforms are fairly recent, research in this field is still nascent, 

though important, given that so many young people engage with social media platforms. 

Qualitative research building on self-surveillance research done by de Ridder and van Bauwel 

(2015) may offer the field rich insights about how young people navigate the explicit and coded 

forms of governance enacted over and structuring from within their online creations.  

As noted in the beginning of this literature review, there is not a wealth of scholarship 

that examined the intersecting experiences of LGBTQIA+ young people of color who engage in 

SSLP. Yet, this review is long despite this absence because the larger field in which my study is 

rooted is flourishing. Scholarship that partners with LGBTQIA+ young people of color will 

contribute to the field as it continues to seek answers to how identity formation is impacted by 

contexts—as explored in the next chapter on Methodology and Methods. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology and Methods 

This study used a critical phenomenological methodology and aligned methods. 

Phenomenology's "continuous striving for a more accurate, rigorous, and fine-grained 

comprehension of human experience" (Magrì & McQueen, 2022, p. 2), otherwise noted as an 

"inherent questioning attitude" (Cudjoe, 2023, p. 3), was consistent with my study's theoretical 

framework and offered useful and dynamic possibilities for the ways in which I interpreted data 

to answer the RQs. I assembled this methodology and these methods by drawing ideas from 

critical phenomenology, particularly as it has been applied to social science research, and by 

translating specific concepts from phenomenological philosophy for use in my study.  

I begin this chapter by briefly describing the challenge of translating phenomenology as a 

philosophy into qualitative social science research and then describing how I assembled and 

drew upon helpful resources. Next, in broad strokes relevant to my study, I describe 

phenomenology and critical phenomenology. I then lay out the critical phenomenological 

methodology I developed for this study, which includes a description of key terms. Finally, I 

describe the methods used in this study, which are consistent with and derive from my 

methodology.  

Methodology 

Phenomenology in Qualitative Research 

Some qualitative research guides to which researchers in the social sciences turn to 

understand the methodological possibilities of phenomenology offer interpretations that, while 

useful and integral in their own right, are so distant from phenomenological philosophy that they 

are not really phenomenology in its philosophical sense (de Boer & Zeiler, 2024). As I began 
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reading phenomenological philosophy, I became interested in how I might directly engage, 

interpret, and apply pertinent concepts in phenomenological philosophy to my study.  

Cudjoe (2023) asserted, "The onus is on researchers to make good use of the 

phenomenological literature" available in philosophy (p. 4). This chapter reflects my nascent 

attempt to make sense of phenomenological philosophy; any misapplication or misunderstanding 

of phenomenology that I built into my study is my own. My philosophical take is neither 

comprehensive nor expert. Yet, despite its limitations, this exploratory endeavor still yielded 

richly, helping me to understand and translate certain phenomenological concepts that had 

previously seemed too slippery to use, and serving to help create a stable methodology that held 

throughout the data collection and analysis.  

To learn, I turned to phenomenologists who were interested in power and identity. 

Anthologies on the subject by Weiss et al. (2019) and Magrì and McQueen (2022) pointed me in 

the direction of Alcoff (1999, 2000), Yancey (2025), Ngo (2017), Ahmed (2004, 2006, 2014), 

and Guenther (2019). This group of critical phenomenologists helped me begin to understand the 

textures of some of Husserl's (2017) core ideas and brought me to Merleau-Ponty (2013), a 

philosopher who worked with some of Husserl's ideas in ways that enabled critical 

phenomenologists to situate critical phenomenology as such. Conversations with philosopher and 

phenomenologist Warmack redirected some of my textual misunderstandings. Situating 

phenomenology as a practice—long prior to its disciplinarization—of "American Blackwomen" 

(Warmack, 2022), meant phenomenology was for me, too. Describing phenomenology in our 

conversation as "beautiful," Warmack brought me home to phenomenology.  

What is Phenomenology? What is Critical Phenomenology? 

         "What is phenomenology?" I asked Warmack. She replied:  
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Phenomenology is the examination of the essences of experience for the human subject. 

It explores the relation between sensorial organ/ization and meaning; the relation between 

the self and others; the relation of the self to the sensory (and social) worlds; and the 

essential features of the human subject in/as/through perception. It asks both, what are the 

possibilities for the possibility of X, but also what is X to me/us. (Personal 

correspondence, August 31, 2025)  

In this definition of phenomenology, both the embodied person and the world around and acting 

upon that person are the point and focus of study. If X is the phenomenon, that phenomenon is 

experienced through a person. The embodiment—the "sensorial organ/ization"—matters, in both 

definitions of matter: it has meaning, and that meaning is embodied in a person and in that 

person's dynamic relation to the self, other beings, and other objects in its world. I read as 

dialogical the set of relations Warmack described between the self and others and the self and the 

world, because the meaning made in encounter is never static and always different, depending on 

who and what is involved.  

Phenomenology, including critical phenomenology, as a philosophy, is "hardly a 

homogenous school of thought" (Magrì & McQueen, 2022, p. 18), has "far from settled" 

meaning (Oksala, 2022, p. 138), and is subject to "continuous and evolving debates" about its 

own core concepts (Cudjoe, 2023, p. 3). While “origin” is always a tricky presupposition, critical 

phenomenologists have traced Husserl’s (2017) formative contributions, including a critique of 

scientific objectivity, to Maurice Merleau-Ponty's (2013) engagement with embodiment and 

subjectivity, to the "emerging" (as cited in de Boer & Zieler, 2024, p. 3) field of critical 

phenomenology (Cudjoe, 2023; de Boer & Zieler, 2024; Magrì & McQueen, 2022; Oskala, 

2022). 

Weiss et al. (2019) explained that phenomenology's: 
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Descriptions can disclose the most basic structures of human existence, including 

temporality, perception, language, and intersubjectivity. As these structures are brought 

into relief, our understanding of our own experiences is transformed, and our deepest 

assumptions about our very being in the world may be challenged. (pp. 12–13) 

As a philosophy that is rooted in questioning the nature of humans' experiences, phenomenology, 

as described here by Weiss et al. (2019), allowed me to explore participants' meaning making 

while simultaneously attending to participants' subjective, ephemeral, and particular experiences 

as embodied beings in a world that perceives them back. The goal of phenomenological 

qualitative research, as Weiss et al. (2019) described, is to challenge, transform, and broaden 

understanding.  

In attending to the subjective and entangled natures of the self, the world in which one 

engages with oneself and with other beings, perception, meaning, phenomenology, and critical 

phenomenology, has "privileged wonder, ambiguity, and curiosity over the Cartesian drive 

toward certainty, determinacy, and indubitability" and produces "rich descriptions of lived 

experience" (Weiss et al., 2019, p. 12). De Boer and Zieler (2024) defined critical 

phenomenology as additionally representing "a heterogenous movement that invites and allows 

several kinds of critique" (p. 5), noting that there was no agreement in that movement about what 

critiques would qualify, and themselves unwilling to offer a prescription.  

Critical phenomenology allowed me an opportunity to approach participants and myself 

with wonder and curiosity, without fixed or deterministic aims, as participants made and 

communicated meaning through their embodied subjectivities in the worlds they inhabited (and 

which inhabited us). I understand the critical turn in phenomenology (Oskala, 2022) as a useful 

consequence of phenomenology's call to challenge our "deepest assumptions," via an "endless 

task of critical reflection," as advocated by Merleau-Ponty (Magrì & McQueen, 2022, p. 16).  
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Guenther (2019) argued that classical phenomenology already had a built-in critical 

orientation as its enactment “lights up the transcendental structures that we rely upon to make 

sense of things but which we routinely fail to acknowledge" (p. 31). Guenther described critical 

phenomenology as "ameliorative," which I paraphrase as seeking to both describe and repair our 

worlds from abuses of power (p. 14). Guenther's criticality is about both naming (describing) and 

changing the world to understand subjectively arrived-at shared meanings in the context of 

power.  

One tension between classical and critical phenomenology is between phenomenology's 

attention to the first-person perspective, which, in a classical mode, asserts individual 

subjectivity prior to intersubjectivity (de Boer & Zeiler, 2024, p. 2), and in an explicitly critical 

mode, attends to how the second and third person perspective also, and concurrently, shape 

relations between one’s body and—the world, other bodies, and its own, perceptual self. This 

critical belief forestalls the existence of an objective or original self that exists outside of and 

prior to a web of interrelation (Guenther, 2019; Magrì & McQueen, 2022, pp. 19–20; Oksala, 

2022, p. 139). I interpreted this to mean that in a critical phenomenological study, participants 

and the researcher construct meaning in dynamic and dialogic engagement. 

Critical Phenomenology and Social Science Research 

Scholars in the philosophical tradition of phenomenology have critiqued what they 

perceive as misapplications of phenomenological philosophy by social science researchers (as 

described by Cudjoe, 2023), and scholars in the social sciences have critiqued phenomenological 

philosophers for using limited examples often drawn solely from their own lived experiences to 

illustrate and theorize their phenomenological inquiries, instead of the "systematic" qualitative 

methods expected of social science research (de Boer & Zieler, 2024, p. 9).  
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To the first point, Cudjoe (2023) cautioned prospective qualitative phenomenologists 

about the "fundamental problem where researchers tend to ... ignore" the logic of 

phenomenology in their self-described "phenomenological" research (p. 1), which goes hand-in-

hand, Cudjoe argued, with qualitative researchers' "lack of engagement with phenomenological 

principles in empirical research" (p. 8). To the second point, in a critique of phenomenological 

practices of philosophy, de Boer and Zieler (2024) noticed that despite sometimes naysaying 

social science research applications of phenomenological philosophy, "critical phenomenologists 

typically do not do their own systematic qualitative work ... [instead] draw[ing] on their own 

lived experiences and constitutive socio-cultural structures" (p. 9). Paley (2016) wondered 

whether empirical research should not even try to incorporate phenomenological philosophy 

given the challenges it presents in practice, leaving the two disciplines to function independently 

from each other.  

Some of the issues are definitional. Wertz (2011) noted that in social science research, 

specifically psychology, "the term phenomenology is not always used in reference to the tradition 

begun by Husserl in European philosophy ... [but] used to more broadly characterize any work in 

research, theory, or practice that emphasizes first-person experience" (p. 52). This may explain 

why so many social science studies that use phenomenology are focused on the lived experience 

of participants yet rarely engage the relational or embodied dimensions of inquiry so prevalent in 

phenomenological philosophy. Georgi (1985, 2009), who spent a professional lifetime 

attempting to bridge the disciplines in practice, offered that a direct transfer between disciplines 

was perhaps impossible and that any reasonable modifications to the philosophy should be stated 

in the research project. Georgi’s position, borne of experience working between disciplines that 

did not always communicate or synthesize well in practice, is one that I take up in the next 

section, as I interpret several concepts from phenomenology as philosophy for use in this study.  



 

73 
 

Key Terms in Critical Phenomenology  

Exploring critical phenomenology as a philosophy allowed me to engage aspects of 

phenomenology that were personally salient to me and may not have otherwise been as available, 

such as the role of embodiment in any phenomenological project, the lifeworld, and ways in 

which critical philosophers have translated epoché and reduction into their phenomenological 

projects. I describe and interpret these concepts, which helped guide my selection of methods for 

data collection and analysis, and connect them back to the RQs that guided this study.  

These key terms undergirded my methodology and data analysis: (a) lifeworld, which I 

interpreted as context; (b) epoché and reduction; and (c) essences, which I interpreted as 

animating structures.  

         Lifeworld/Context. Our theorizing and sensemaking, as intentional and embodied 

practices, are in relation to, always, our lifeworld—what I call context—that exists around us. In 

phenomenology, the lifeworld is the total context of our lives outside of our embodiment. It is 

the objects and the meaning we assign or construct for those objects, personal and shared (Magrì 

& McQueen, 2022, p. 30).  It is everything, altogether, all at once, "unthematized" if we have not 

intentionally directed our perception and sense making towards one aspect, event, person, or so 

forth, and "thematized" when we do direct our attention (Magrì & McQueen, 2022, p. 30).  

As a term, lifeworld is specific to phenomenology. I use the word “context” as it is a 

more accessible term. Each participant’s context is different, and so is my own, replete with 

their/our constructed meanings, significations, and dynamic interrelations with others, ourselves, 

events, and elements of our worlds. Most importantly for my study, while the limited 

engagement I had with each of my participants yielded significant insights and material from 

which I could interpret meaning, I engaged my data analysis with the phenomenological stance 

that I only have a perfunctory and subjective understanding of my participants' context; and, 
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even if my understanding was much deeper, I could never fully and only inhabit their context as 

they could not fully or only inhabit mine or each other’s. Therefore, how I constructed meaning 

about the meaning participants construct of their lives and SSLP is real to me but will naturally 

be different from the meaning participants constructed about themselves and their experiences.  

As Cudjoe described (2023), "While the lifeworld is a source of significant meaning, it is 

somehow forgotten, taken for granted. The lifeworld underscores the fact that all forms of 

judgments including scientific investigations come from ordinary experience" (p. 4). Context 

informs our reality, in flux and dynamic as that reality is. With respect to my participants and our 

engagement in this study together, I was not always aware of my context as I engaged them, nor 

did I expect them to be aware of their context as they engaged me.  

Applying intersectionality as an analytic sensibility helped me interpret moments of 

illegibility and/or unrecognizability experienced by participants in relation to self and/or others. 

These moments arose in participants' contexts as, simultaneously, operating upon the participant, 

assigned meaning by the participant, experienced collectively by others who share identities with 

the participant, and specific to, in its particular manifestation, only the participant.  

A related concept, natural attitude, is the attitude we take towards our context that that it 

is normal, natural—"taken for granted," as Cudjoe (2023) put it (p. 4). Phenomenological inquiry 

seeks to suspend the natural attitude while directing intention. Methods of doing so in 

phenomenology involve epoché and reduction.  

         Epoché and Reduction. Though often translated in phenomenological qualitative 

research as a positivist bracketing of one's subjective positionalities and perceptions (Cudjoe, 

2023, p. 2; de Boer & Zeiler, 2024, p. 14), the first reduction in epoché is taken, in critical 

phenomenological philosophy, to mean doing "away with our taken-for-grantedness" (Cudjoe, 

2023, p. 2) that characterizes natural attitudes towards our contexts. The first reduction that 
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epoché stipulates is a reduction of our taken-for-grantedness to position ourselves, rather, toward 

wonder and intentional perception (Merleau-Ponty, 2013). As Oskala (2022 described of this 

first reduction: 

When we take this step back from our usual, unproblematized immersion in the world, 

we are able to appreciate our subjective contribution to the constitution of the world's 

meaning and validity and to recognize the perspectival nature of all experience. (p. 140) 

As Weiss et al. (2019) further described, refusing to take our inter/subjective experiences for 

granted "entails the perpetual interrogation of the most familiar features of our everyday 

experiences, not to deny them but in order to know them better" (p. 12). Magrì and McQueen 

(2022) called it a "refiguring" of the "context-depending character of first-person experience" (p. 

3). Guenther (2019) wrote that this first reduction allows us to:  

Open up new possibilities for reimagining and reclaiming the commons. It is a way of 

pulling up traces of a history that is not quite or no longer there—that has been rubbed 

out or consigned to invisibility—but still shapes the emergence of meaning. (pp. 37–38) 

Guenther's meaning is what one makes of and within their embodied subjectivity, as it engages 

with its (everchanging) lifeworld. There are resonances between epoché and Bakhtin’s (2008) 

dialogism, which understands language—constructing us as we construct it—to be dynamic and 

fluid. I interpret epoché, like dialogism, to be, in part, a strategy that assists people in questioning 

the discourses that we take as truths and that contribute to how we think, act, and feel.  

         The second (called eidetic) phenomenological reduction can be a little more complicated 

to reconcile in a critical stance because it is supposed to identify a universal truth of a 

phenomenon—what phenomenology calls the essence. As a critical phenomenologist, Oksala 

(2022) explained her critical concern with the aim of this second reduction: 
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Irrespective of how successful I might be in this universalizing endeavor, the aim of this 

exercise is to identify the similarities underlying the diversity and to ignore the 

differences. As feminist philosophers and critical race theorists have amply demonstrated, 

the attempt to universalize essential structures definitive of the human is precisely the 

theoretical project that has often scientifically grounded and politically legitimized forms 

of oppression and marginalization. (p. 141)  

Other phenomenologists do not interpret "universal" as fixed and definitive but as a form of 

dynamic, partially shared meaning. Merleau-Ponty (2013) offered that this second reduction to 

an essence "cannot be completed" as we can never forego our subjectivity and are in fact always 

in some way experiencing our natural attitude even when we are simultaneously taking on a 

phenomenological attitude (as cited in de Boer & Zieler, 2024, p. 11). It is not quite the same as 

saying there is no "as they are in themselves" nature of phenomena, but it is saying that 

achieving a concrete and/or universal awareness is impossible given the dynamic nature of our 

lifeworlds, subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and creation of meaning (Magrì & McQueen, 2022, p. 

28). Magrì and McQueen argued that to “carry out the phenomenological reduction is less an 

attempt to ground phenomenology on static essences and more a continuous exercise in 

identifying the structures that animate experience across a domain of possible variations" (p. 29). 

Theirs is the approach that I adopt in this study.  

         Essences/Animating Structures. In this study, I define essence as an animating 

structure, a term I adapted from Magrì and McQueen's (2022) analysis of essences. They posited 

that within a critical phenomenological approach, identifying essences is less a "static" exercise 

and "more a continuous exercise in identifying the structures that animate experience [emphasis 

mine] across a domain of possible variations" (p. 29). The process of identifying essences, or 
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animating structures, is one that presumes those structures are not static but in dynamic relation 

to the people whose contexts they populate.  

While an infinite number of animating structures were likely present in the data, I chose 

three arising from my recursive analysis of the data. These three animating structures enlivened 

participant’s literacy practices and meaning making in distinct ways from each other. Each had 

also been discussed at length, directly or indirectly, by each participant. The three animating 

structures on which I based my data analysis were (a) the lineages in which participants placed 

themselves, and through which they activated their SSLP; (b) how participants grappled with the 

limits and affordances of the heteroglossic languages they used as mediums for their literacy 

practices; and (c) the conditions that participants built or adapted to support and/or enable their 

literacy practices. Each chapter of data analysis explores one of these three animating structures.  

This Study's Critical Phenomenological Methodology 

In all, phenomenology, and critical phenomenology in particular, offered opportunities to 

approach participants with curiosity and wonder as they made and communicated meaning 

through their embodied subjectivities in the worlds they inhabited and that inhabited them. 

Critical phenomenology forestalled the existence of an objective, original, sedentary, or universal 

self or truth to be discovered that existed outside of or prior to interrelation with my participants 

and with the data (Magrì & McQueen, 2022, pp. 19–20; Oskala, 2022 p. 139).  

Guenther (2020) described the thrust of critical phenomenological research as 

"ameliorative" (p. 14), which I interpreted as aiming research to both describe and repair our 

world(s) from abuses of power. In accordance with Guenther's characterization, there are links 

between intersectionality, which I introduced as an analytic sensibility (Cho et al., 2013) in 

Chapter 1, and a critical phenomenologist approach to research. Many scholars have drawn 

intersectionality theorizing into critical phenomenology, citing the work of Collins and Bilge 
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(2020) and Crenshaw (1989, 1991). A critical phenomenologist approach to research attempts to 

name confluences or enactments of power that otherwise would be rendered unrecognizable or 

illegible. Using intersectionality as an analytic sensibility means I brought a curiosity to my data 

analysis about the ways participants' constructed-marginalized identities intersected in relation to 

broader systems through which power moved.  

Methods  

This study's methods derive from its critical phenomenological methodology. I begin this 

section by explaining the timeline for the study, and then I briefly describe the sociopolitical, 

spatial, and temporal contexts in which this study took place. I then describe my methods of data 

collection and analysis, which I derived from my phenomenological methodology.  

Timeline for Data Collection  

In September 2024, I received institutional review board (IRB) approval from Teachers 

College for this study under Protocol #25-019. In April 2025, I received IRB approval for a 

modification I had submitted a month earlier that enabled me to update my recruitment materials 

(to include a Google Form for prospective participants) and study measures (to allow me to 

conduct interviews via Zoom as well as in-person). In April 2025 I began recruitment, and by 

late May, I had secured my first three participants, who ultimately all completed the entire 

research process with me. I conducted research with these three participants, including 

interviews, collaborative artifact review, and my collection and reflection of their reflection 

journals between May 2025 and September 2025.  

Context for the Study 

I conducted interviews within a context of multiple intense sociopolitical pressures. 

Within the United States, these pressures included (a) intensifying economic uncertainty, (b) 



 

79 
 

climate volatility, (c) power struggles over funding and leadership between the federal 

government and many different institutions of higher education (including, notably, Columbia 

University), (d) an end to federally-funded DEI initiatives, and (e) federal pressure to end all DEI 

initiatives, (f) the Supreme Court's decision ending race-conscious affirmative action, (g) the 

U.S. bombing of Iran in June of 2025, (h) a federal ban in the U.S. preventing most Iranian 

immigration, (i) mass deportations of undocumented people from the U.S., (j) new U.S. policies 

allowing for deported peoples and U.S. citizens to be sent to prisons abroad, and (k) increasingly 

violent rhetoric about and surveillance of U.S. borders.  

In Iran, compounding water and power crises, increased persecution of dissidents, 

consistent if not increased executions, lack of adequate supplies and means, and blocked online 

sites formed part of the sociopolitical context for participant YW during his interviews. In 

Mexico, femicides, rural poverty, and border violence formed a context that Izán negotiated 

during his interviews. Persistent anti-Black racism, and specifically misogynoir, in the United 

States, formed a specific context for Elizabeth that she reckoned with throughout her interviews. 

Preoccupation with these and other individual and collective pressures threaded my own and my 

participants' experiences, often felt but not always named, and our engagement with each other.  

Data Collection 

Recruitment. Given the aims of this study, all participants were required to have 

multiple intersecting marginalized identities and actively participate in SSLP that engaged their 

identities. I narrowed these criteria to require that study participants identify as LGBTQIA+ 

people of color. Despite the exponential population increases of various minoritized peoples 

within the United States—whether identified as color or trans, queer, or gay (Jones, 2025; Lin et 

al., 2025; Passel & Krogstad, 2024; Silver & Shockey, 2025; Vespa et al., 2020), few studies 
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have explicitly addressed the intersections between SSLP, meaning, and identity for young 

people who identify as LGBTQIA+ and of color.  

I identify as a queer, American-Cuban person. While I did not anticipate that any of my 

participants would share my same combination of identities (and they did not), the commonality 

we shared of reckoning with a racialized self and a sexualized and/or gendered self helped me 

build trust with participants and approach our engagements with, at minimum, some shared 

language to describe our different lives and experiences. I was curious about our myriad 

differences, and what meaning we could build together because of how very different we were 

from each other—in terms of, for example, our national origins, races, ethnicities, religious 

backgrounds, gender and sexuality orientations and identifications—which so easily flatten into 

the same identity: LGBTQIA+ person of color.  

And why young people? Literacy research can be helpful to educational professionals 

when it is conducted with people who might well be in their classrooms or offer insight into what 

some of the forces the members of a given generation (here, Z) understand to be shaping their 

individual lives. As most of the research I described in the Literature Review demonstrates, 

young people's self-sponsored creative practices help them explore their preoccupations, visions, 

and the meanings they construct from their lives. Focusing the study on young people’s meaning 

making and SSLP allowed me to contribute to a growing body of research that supports 

professionals working in institutionalized spaces, researchers, and, importantly, young people 

themselves. 

Although I had initially envisioned this study to be done with adolescents, who would be, 

in real time, navigating the constraints and affordances of secondary school, using an age 

criterion of 18–21 enabled the study in other ways. This age criterion enabled me to bypass the 

need for parental consent, which can be a prohibitive factor in participant recruitment for people 
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who identify as LGBTQIA+ and are either not out to their families or whose families would 

prevent their participation. Recruiting participants who were aged 18–21 years old at the time of 

the study meant I was working with young people old enough to legally consent to the study.  

I sent recruitment e-mails to a diverse array of people, including former workplace 

colleagues, fellow graduate students, and former middle and high school students with whom I 

had previously worked. I created and circulated a cardstock flyer, a digital flyer, and a letter 

explaining who I was, the purpose and requirements of participants for my study, and my contact 

information. I also created and circulated a Google Form alongside these documents for 

prospective participants to fill out if they were interested in being contacted by me to learn more. 

Six people answered this form, five of whom were eligible at the time of writing (the sixth was 

17 years old, turning 18 midsummer 2025). I invited each prospective participant to an initial 

Zoom or telephone meeting to discuss the participant requirements and the timeline, to review 

the consent form together, and to answer questions they had. This initial contact prior to 

beginning was both required and helped aid me in "selecting participants and help[ing to] build a 

foundation for the interview relationship" (Seidman, 2019, p. 52).  

The three participants included in this study were the first three people who answered my 

invitation to this initial meeting. While I could have completed this study with just one of their 

data sets—this is how rich their contributions were—three allowed me to build a complex field 

of resonances that speak, from their different vantages and contexts, to the RQs driving this 

study. Seidman (2019) offered two common criteria for determining how many participants 

should be interviewed in a study: sufficiency and saturation of information. While the first 

criterion, sufficiency, could be met with one participant who engaged fully in my study (as all 

three participants did), there is no upward number of participants that would mean the study had 

reached saturation, given the infinite permutation of identities and perspectives allowed by the 
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demographic criteria. Still, three, just as one, just as 100, feels arbitrary. Seidman concurs: "I 

would be reluctant to establish such a number" (p. 61). All three chose to stay in the study for the 

duration, providing me with the extraordinary gifts of their time, energy, and insight.  

Interviews. After obtaining consent, I interviewed each participant four times over a 

period of 2–4 months, depending on participant availability. Interviews were spaced out with at 

least 1 week in between. The average length of an interview was 80 minutes, and interviews 

ranged from 45–127 minutes. I interviewed Elizabeth via Zoom. I interviewed YW in person in 

two different secure, semipublic locations we had access to. I interviewed Izán in a reserved 

room in the Teachers College Gottesman Library once and outdoors in various green spaces 

three times.  

I conducted semistructured interviews that sought to understand how the participant 

identified themselves, how those identifications may have changed over time, and in what state 

of flux their identifications currently were; the textures and history of their SSLP; and how 

spatial, temporal, material, historical, political, embodied, communal, and other forms of context 

informed their SSLP and why. We looked at artifacts—poems, journal entries, fiction, and 

more—together. My primary goal was to encourage participants to speak about the meaning they 

made of the things they named as being of importance to them in relation to their writing and 

their identities.  

Although I had prepared myself to familiarize myself with aspects of participants' 

identities, it quickly became apparent to me that I also needed to have a better-than-surface 

understanding of the tensions and obstacles with which participants' identities presented them. 

Those often shaped the kind of emotional and intellectual growth participants had undertaken 

and that were evident in their writings. Learning required me to sometimes ask directed 

questions about larger historical, social, and political contexts in which participants situated 
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themselves or to which they were ascribed, even as these questions seemed, at times, to be afield 

from my RQs. To sufficiently and ethically analyze the data participants provided, I researched 

what I knew I did not know, including talking to people who shared some of my participants' 

experiences, creating news alerts on current topics, reading, and engaging social media and the 

arts that were important to my participants. I also made sure to familiarize myself with certain 

key texts participants named as being formative for them as they came into being as writers, all 

of which also spoke to aspects of their identities and lineages.  

Seidman (2019) offered that an interviewer must listen three ways: (a) internalizing what 

participants say in order to prompt authentic follow-up questions; (b) asking for clarification 

when participants use "public language"—language used to "communicate some sort of interest 

while covering up the exact nature of that interest" (p. 86); and (c) cuing into the nonverbal, 

including watching the time and for signs of fatigue (pp. 85–86). I followed these useful 

prescriptions, and I also took notes as I audio recorded. The notebook became a site of mutual 

engagement, as the two participants I interviewed in person (YW and Izán) wrote words or 

names in it for me to look up later.  

I transcribed each interview and provided it to the participant so they could clarify, 

elaborate, correct, or redact something they had said, and, prior to sharing, I cut hesitations and 

repetitions in the transcription and checked for accuracy (Braun & Clarke, 2022). All three 

participants reviewed their transcripts. Two participants each noted one to three smaller stories 

they wanted off the record because they were not ready to see it/them in print or because they 

were concerned it/them could potentially reveal their identity. In addition to helping me prepare 

a dissertation that honored their needs, these conversations gave me insight into participants' 

motivations for and concerns about participating in this study.  
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Reflection Journals. I required participants to keep a reflection journal (Phelps, 2005) 

that contained a minimum of five entries and a maximum of 10 entries throughout our 

engagement. In the reflection journal, I asked participants to reflect on their SSLP as they 

engaged their identities. Participants had great freedom in how they constructed their reflection 

journals. Entries did not need to be in prose, could include images or songs, and could be 

handwritten, scrapbooked, or digitally rendered. They only needed to be completed by the date 

of our final interview. I greatly enjoyed this aspect of the data collection, as it gave me an 

opportunity to experience participants' creativity in relation to our interviews. It also helped me 

better understand some of their preoccupations and motivations, and helped me develop a sense 

of their recent analytical and creative work.  

Artifact Study. Participants were encouraged to bring artifacts to each of their interviews 

and were required to share and discuss at least three artifacts with me. Artifacts were products of 

participants' SSLP and included poems, short fiction, excerpts of longer fiction, song lyrics, 

journal entries, and creative nonfiction. I asked participants to describe the pieces, the process by 

which they had made them, what the pieces meant to them, and what motivated them to share 

each artifact. I also asked for a copy of each artifact so I could reread it when reviewing the 

interview transcripts. However, to protect participant confidentiality, I did not publish any 

excerpts of any of their artifacts in this study. That is because should participants choose to 

publish these works, participants become identifiable. This was not a problem, as I designed this 

study to explore the meaning participants drew from their SSLP, not the meaning I interpreted 

from direct analysis of their artifacts. The conversations we had about their artifacts were what 

were of greatest relevance to the study’s RQs.  

Research Diary. I kept a research diary throughout the data collection (and analysis) 

process in which I wrote through my reactions, thoughts, questions, and feelings. As the 
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interview processes carried out, I used what I had learned to inform future questions. As I began 

the data analysis, I drew upon and expanded many bits of nascent analysis I had documented in 

the research diary I kept throughout the data collection process. The research diary also helped 

me process my own positionality in relation to my participants, an important component of the 

reflexivity that helped inform my data analysis.  

Engin (2011) offered an overview of the use of research diaries in educational research, 

noting that the researcher/diarist's "articulation of thoughts becomes the catalyst for change in 

beliefs and practice" (p. 296). Engin argued that a research diary helps novice researchers 

become better at understanding reflexivity in the research process and also remember our 

thoughts, feelings and decisions we make at various stages of the research process (p. 297), 

ultimately helping to understand how exactly we are producing our own meanings (p. 298).  

Data Analysis  

         I analyzed data using reflexive thematic and "writing as method of inquiry" (Richardson 

& St. Pierre, 2005, p. 960) approaches. As this critical phenomenological methodology is 

conceptually aligned with Braun and Clarke's (2022) view of "analysis as a process of meaning-

making rather than truth-seeking or discovery" that is both "subjective and situated," I used their 

guide as a starting point (p. 55), and, making modifications specific to the recursive writing 

process, mostly adhered to their six-step process of reflexive analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  

Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) argued “writing is a dynamic creative process” (p. 960), 

understood language as a "constitutive force, creating a particular view of reality and of the Self" 

(p. 960), and saw positionality as inextricable from the writing and meaning-making process that 

researchers undertake. These are positions that are consistent with this study's theoretical 

framing. Richardson and St. Pierre offered methods of recursive and personal writing practices 

through which I generated the meaning of my analysis (and through which I deviated in one step 
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from the six-step process). This combination of approaches is supported by the critical 

phenomenological methodology, which calls for an approach to meaning making that is 

permitted to be recursive, nonlinear, subjective, and positional.  

Recursive Listening. I listened to the interviews and let them make me think. I was often 

moving at the time when I listened—heading to work or out walking—which allowed thoughts 

to take root without the pressure of linear sense-making that academic writing can impose. 

Sometimes what stuck out the most I formed into wonderings for future study—for example, 

about the journaling practices of LGBTQIA+ middle schoolers of color, or about the 

complexities of heritage language reacquisition—to articulate my knowledge gaps. Forming 

thoughts such as these and pursuing their answers helped me discern whether I was onto 

something useful for my research or whether I had simply hooked onto a different RQ, that, 

while valuable, was not central to my aims and needed to be let go.  

In the same period, I read, reread, and marked on the interview transcripts. On each 

transcript, I underlined passages that stood out to me and noted questions, connections, and the 

beginnings of analysis in the margins. I kept a digital document open, one for each participant, 

that served as a record of my thoughts, questions, and feelings using key phrases or passages 

quoted from the participant's interview, reflection journal, and artifacts. Each of these documents 

contained a record of my engagement with each participant's interview, as well as each set of my 

notes handwritten on their interview transcripts. To create a dialogue between myself and the 

transcripts, I typed comments in the digital document while reading and rereading the interview 

transcripts. The dialogue that began to emerge across a single participant's multiple interviews, 

reflection journal, and artifacts allowed me to see what, as I interpreted it, was of importance to 

each participant about their self-sponsored writing practices, what was of importance to each 

participant about their identities, and the ways in which these two informed each other and at 
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times created tensions. I also loosely organized my participant-specific writing in response to my 

study's RQs.  

Recursive Coding. I did not code in the traditional sense. This study's emphasis on 

embodiment allowed me to justify making this significant change to the reflexive analysis 

process I was undertaking. Because of the way I worked the data analysis—many hours a day for 

weeks—I could keep massive chunks of data in my mind at a time. This, plus intensive dialogic 

journaling and annotating, allowed me to satisfy the recursive, deep-digging requirement of their 

approach without creating codes per se (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005).  

As I worked through participant interviews by hand and by typing in a participant-

specific document, I also kept a third place to write, usually a blank sheet of paper, where I 

diagrammed connections between participants’ data to articulate the resonances I experienced. 

This served as a visual mapping of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 85) from which I 

ultimately drew this study's three core animating structures: (a) lineage, (b) language as a 

medium of SSLP, and (c) built and adapted conditions to support SSLP.    

I noted on participants' interview transcripts in the same chronological order that I 

conducted the interviews, instead of by participant. By working chronologically, I recreated the 

pattern of engagement I had lived, which allowed me to better do this handwritten, resonance-

identifying work by memory. This process also allowed me to trace how I had evolved interview 

questions over the 12 interviews and note my own preoccupations, known or unknown to me at 

that time. Those preoccupations were tied up in the resonances I had already begun to sense and 

construct—for example, related to language, I asked more questions than I had originally 

planned because I noticed, throughout the interviews, that participants often returned to the ways 

in which they grappled with language's constraints in their SSLP.  
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Generating Animating Structures. I began to generate animating structures by first 

clustering semantic and latent notes (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 79). Semantically, I took at face 

value the meaning participants constructed about their SSLP in relation to their identities and 

attempted to prioritize, as objects of analysis, the ideas and feelings that participants described in 

interviews or in their reflection journals as most important to them. Semantic does not mean 

objective; I still made choices about what I believed was important, and ordered, in language, 

meaning for my reader. I then outlined my interpretations in latent analysis. 

Through a similar recursive process with all participants' data and bearing in mind my 

RQs, I clustered resonances around what became the animating structures (Magrì & McQueen, 

2022, p. 77). I then checked the tentative animating structure against coded extracts (p. 98) to 

determine the animating structure's viability and clarifying my description of the animating 

structure. This is how lineage became an animating structure, and this is the process I followed to 

develop language as a medium and creating and adapting conditions as animating structures, 

too.  

For each animating structure, I laid out all the resonances I could identify and began to 

map them visually. I then wrote a definition (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 110) for each that 

consisted of a very rough description and preliminary questions to ask of the data. I then mapped 

out the research I needed to do to familiarize myself with the aspects of the animating structure I 

knew less about. For example, for lineage, that meant learning about how writers with SSLP 

placed themselves in relation to others to support their practices; it also meant building a 

workable framework for types of lineages I might describe.  

         Then, I recursively drafted the data analysis for each chapter, one at a time, making notes 

as I went on to clarify the animating structure overall and ideas I had for other participants' 

sections for that same animating structure, as well as ideas I had for the same participant I was 
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working on across other animating structures. I went back and pulled each participant’s section 

from each of the three animating structures, assessing coherence, moving data around, and 

clarifying my interpretations. I repeated this process until I was satisfied by each animating 

structure’s coherence.  

         The deep recursivity of this analysis process, and the animating structures that emerged 

from this process, allowed me breadth in answering my RQs. In the next chapter, I introduce the 

three data analysis chapters that follow. This next chapter draws together threads outlined in in 

Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, and this Methodology and Methods chapter.  
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Chapter 5: Introduction to the Data Analysis 

This chapter introduces the data analysis that comprises Chapters 6, 7, and 8. It is meant 

to be read in advance of these three data analysis chapters. Each of the three data analysis 

chapters explores a distinct animating structure that helped me answer this study's RQs.  

The following RQs guided this study.  

RQ1: How do three young people—aged 18–21, identifying as LGBTQIA+ and of 

color—bring their identities into conversation with their SSLP, and what meanings do 

they create in doing so?  

RQ2: How do practitioners' contexts shape, and how are their contexts shaped by, their 

SSLP?  

RQ3: What are some ways to understand the value of these young people's practices, and 

the meaning they make of them, within, and importantly, beyond traditionally-understood 

educational settings?  

The three data analysis chapters, each of which sought to unpack and answer all these 

questions in different ways, focus on (a) the relationship between lineage(s) participants ascribe 

themselves, their SSLP, and their identities (Chapter 6); (b) how participants grapple with the 

limits and affordances of the medium of language in which they conduct their SSLP (Chapter 7); 

and (c) the conditions participants build or adapt to support their SSLP (Chapter 8). 

In this chapter, I explain the structure, interpretive stance, and organization of each 

chapter. I then preview the goals and findings of each chapter. At the end of this chapter, I 

reintroduce in greater detail the three young participants—Elizabeth, YW, and Izán—by 

describing their identities, their literacy practices, and relevant aspects of their lived 

experiences.   
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An Overview of the Three Data Analysis Chapters: Lineage, Language, and 

Conditions 

In this section, I describe the organizational structure of each chapter, explain how I 

interpreted participant data—their interviews, artifacts and reflection journals—and lightly 

preview each chapter’s findings. 

Structure 

Each data analysis chapter begins with a description of the animating structure. I then 

explain how an exploration of the animating structure helped to answer the study's RQs.   

To allow each participant’s complex individuality to emerge within each chapter, my 

analysis is written participant-by-participant. In each chapter, I order the participants differently, 

so that all three participants each occupy one of the ordering slots—first, middle, last—in each of 

the chapters. This allows for reading the interpretation of each participant's meaning making in 

shifting relation to the whole of the study. Structuring the data analysis chapters this way was 

consistent with a critical phenomenological approach.  

Interpretation of Participant Meaning Making 

 Because this is a critical phenomenological study, I understood my perspective as the 

researcher to be subjective, embodied, and operating both within my phenomenological context 

(defined in Chapter 4) and within larger dynamics of power. This means I could not and did not 

seek to represent the perspectives and meaning presented to me by my participants in the 

interviews and in their reflection journals. My job was to interpret through my own subjectivity 

the meaning I made from the meaning and experiences participants shared with me.  

I often use the phrase "I interpret" throughout the three subsequent data analysis chapters, 

often alongside the word “explore” (e.g., "I explore and interpret..."). However, even in moments 
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when I did not signal my interpretative stance with the word “interpret,” it is important to note 

that all of the analysis is interpretive.   

This positioning of my own meaning making relative to my participants' is congruent 

with a phenomenological approach and is also an ethical and transparent stance relative to the 

understandings and the implications I drew from the data. While the wisdom I drew from and 

made meaning from in analysis I will always attribute to what I learned from my participants, the 

shortcomings are entirely mine.  

Interpretation of Artifacts and the Reflection Journal  

It is important to note, as I did in Chapter 4, that I did not directly interpret the artifacts 

that participants shared with me, although I did directly interpret participants' reflection 

journals. The phenomenon at the heart of this study is the meaning participants ascribed to their 

literacy practices and writing they produced through their practices, not the many meanings I 

could make as I transacted with their artifacts. Therefore, I did not include my direct 

interpretation of participant artifacts, though I did interpret the meaning participants made of 

their artifacts. I also did not quote participant artifacts because they could be identifying should a 

participant later decide they wanted to publish or otherwise circulate a text they shared with me. 

This preserved participant anonymity.  

However, the reflection journal entries were written by participants solely for this study 

and intended solely for me as recipient. Participants’ reflection journal entries functioned as 

extensions of the interviews in a way that participants artifacts did not. While I did ask 

participants to reflect on the meaning they ascribed to the writing they did in the reflection 

journal, I also interpreted some of those writings directly, as they were created by participants in 

the context of the interview process and with the understanding that I would be interpreting them 

within that context.  
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Chapter 6: Lineage 

In this first chapter of the data analysis, I explore the relationship between the lineages to 

which participants ascribed themselves and their SSLP. All three participants' relationships with 

their chosen lineage(s) emerged as intimately tied to their identity construction and to the 

purposes they had defined for their literacy practices.  

In this chapter I posit that, rather than constructing themselves as passive inheritors of 

their lineages, participants placed themselves within their lineages to enact responsibilities they 

associated with their lineages through their SSLP. In other words, participants apprenticed 

themselves into their lineage(s) by doing the work of their lineage(s). In my analysis, 

characteristics of lineages included being (a) self-selected and chosen, (b) mutually reinforcing 

with the participants' SSLP, and (c) a way to engage and develop participants’ identities through 

their SSLP.  

Chapter 7: Language-As-Medium 

In this chapter, I explore ways participants experienced language as the medium of their 

SSLP in relation to their identities. Language is the medium of all literacy practices. In this 

chapter, language means named languages (for example, English, Spanish, and Persian) (García 

& Otheguy, 2019) in a heteroglossic framework (Bakhtin, 2008). In this chapter I explored how 

participants described the limits and affordances of language in relation to their SSLP, and what 

meaning participants made of the limits and affordances that language offered up to them in 

relation to their SSLP and their identities.  

Findings support that language, as a medium, produced useful tensions that informed 

participants' SSLP and their identity growth in relationship to their SSLP. Participants engaged 

with the contradictions language posed their SSLP. Elizabeth experienced the limits of English in 
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its inability to fully express what she experienced corporeally, even as the purpose of her poetic 

practice was to access the corporeal and lived experiences through language. YW's exploration 

of a writing "block" he solved by better understanding his own gender and sexuality 

identifications shed a little light on the relationship between embodied emotions, language we 

use to name ourselves, and SSLP. Izán's reacquisition of Spanish represented a cultural 

homecoming to his Mexican American identity that he animated through his SSLP.  

Chapter 8: Creating and/or Adapting Conditions 

         In this data analysis chapter, I explored the conditions that participants created and 

adapted to support their SSLP. Participants' building of conditions to support and enable their 

SSLP was a key part of their SSLP. For each participant, building and/or adapting conditions to 

support and/or enable their SSLP was an agentive, dynamic process. Participants adapted and 

built conditions to support the purposes to which they ascribed their SSLP. Conditions-building 

and conditions-adapting required participants to draw upon their knowledge of their identities 

and often entailed creative leverage of their available resources. The resources participants drew 

upon to build and enact their conditions were different from participant to participant and so 

were the conditions they created and adapted.  

Participant Introductions 

I analyzed three participants’ data in this study—that of Elizabeth, YW, and Izán. In this 

section, I describe participants’ identities and relevant aspects of their backgrounds, as they 

described them to me. Then, I describe the literacy practices each participant maintained and 

identify which ones were most important to my data analysis and why. I describe the interview 

format, and characterize the artifact study and the contents of the reflection journal they shared 

with me. Finally, I describe how their alias came to be.  
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Elizabeth 

Elizabeth identified herself as Black, African American, woman, queer, and disabled. She 

spoke at length about each of her identities individually and in relation to one another, noting 

that one of the most salient sets of relation for her was her identity as a Black, African American 

woman. Although she lived in the Northeast, Elizabeth was born and had lived for a time in the 

U.S. South, where her parents and extended family had lived for many generations.  

Elizabeth was 19 years old at the time of the interviews, which we held over Zoom 

throughout the late spring and early summer of 2025. She attended college at the time of this 

study. Elizabeth had begun journaling in middle school and maintained this practice through our 

study engagement. She also wrote poetry.  

Elizabeth brought poems to each of the interviews. We discussed a total of seven poems, 

which she had written in a time span from middle school up until within a month of the study. 

We also discussed her journaling practice. Elizabeth’s journals were private and so she did not 

share entries with me. As the meaning Elizabeth made of her journaling practice was more about 

process than content, I did not need her to share entries with me.  

Elizabeth’s reflection journal was composed of narrative entries that primarily focused on 

her writing process. Five of Elizabeth's six entries began with a poem and then, in prose, 

explored that poem's meaning, her motivation for writing it, and the decisions she made as an 

author in styling and structuring it. One entry offered the lyrics to a song that Elizabeth had 

referenced several times throughout the interviews. In that reflection journal entry, Elizabeth 

described why this song was formative as she developed understanding of her identities and also 

formative for her development of her literacy practices. Elizabeth shared with me that she treated 

the reflection journal as a tool that would help me understand aspects of her thoughts and 

feelings about her writing process in more depth.  
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Elizabeth decided on her own alias for the study, borrowing it from a real person in her 

family's ancestral past, to honor a woman who came before her in her family line. She also noted 

that Elizabeth was a common name in the United States and therefore the name Elizabeth would 

not be identifying.  

YW 

YW was 20 at the time the study took place. YW identified himself as aromantic, queer, 

and straight. He also identified as male and Iranian. After high school, YW immigrated to the 

U.S. and applied for political asylum based on his activism against the Islamic Republic 

government. YW had undergone gender-affirming surgery in Iran but this was only known to 

certain friends, family, and his doctors in Iran. He did not publicly identify as trans in the U.S., 

though he did so explicitly in one interview and alluded to his trans identity during interviews. In 

the United States, YW engaged with the LGBTQIA+ community primarily on the basis of his 

aromanticism and secondarily on the basis of his queerness. Although I defined key identity 

terms in Chapter 3 that are broadly applicable to my study, aromantic is specific to YW and so I 

will define that term here. Aromantic indicates a quality of "experienc[ing] little to no romantic 

attraction" (Merriam-Webster, 2025). Sexual attraction is distinct from romantic attraction, and 

YW did not identify as asexual.  

YW described himself as a "poet in the most general sense." His literacy practices were 

wide-ranging, and he had started them at an early age. Before he could write for himself, he 

asked his mother to write down the stories he imagined. She then taught him how to write so he 

could write down his own stories and poems. He described developing early confidence in his 

writing that was reinforced throughout his life by praise and recognition from authority figures, 

including at home and at school and eventually online. At the time of this study, YW's SSLP 

included poetry, fiction, translations of certain Iranian writers' works, online posting on the 
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social networking app Telegram, and political satire smut, which placed Iranian officials, all 

male, in sexual and romantic scenarios designed to humiliate them. YW explained this 

humiliation was not based on gender or sexuality but because they "openly execute gay people in 

our country." While YW wrote across genres and forms for different purposes, his primary 

motivation was to share his message of freedom for the Iranian people. Throughout the data 

analysis, I largely focus on YW's SSLP related to politically-informed writing.  

YW spoke Persian, which was his first language and the foremost—though not 

exclusive—language of his SSLP, English, which he had begun learning 7 years prior to the 

interviews, and Arabic, among others. He was learning several other languages, including 

French, and shared a poem with me that he had partially written in one of Iran's many non-

Persian languages (which I do not name in order to maintain confidentiality). We conducted the 

interviews in English, and YW translated his Persian-language writing artifacts for me as I do not 

speak or read Persian. Throughout this study, I accord with YW's use of "Persian" to describe the 

Persian language.  

We met in person to interview. While we conducted YW's introductory, unrecorded, pre-

study consent meeting over Zoom, YW preferred to interview in person in places where he 

would not be overheard. The climate of repression and surveillance in which YW had grown up, 

the history of Iranian government extrajudicial assassinations outside of Iran, plus the timing of 

our interviews, which coincided with the U.S. imposing a travel ban on Iran and then bombing 

Iran, fueling anti-immigrant and anti-Iranian rhetoric, all contributed to our discussions about 

choosing the most appropriate meeting spaces. Although confidentiality was already an 

important part of this study, maintaining confidentiality in all respects around YW's status within 

this political climate was an important, ongoing aspect of our engagement.  
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YW brought several artifacts from his SSLP to share with me during the interviews. 

Those artifacts included political satire smut, which he wrote in Persian and translated during an 

interview. They also included a poem he had written and translated into English, a journal he was 

writing in French, and social media posts on Telegram, a social networking and messaging site. 

In addition, YW described a novel that he had written in Persian and for which he had sought to 

publish, and he described a translation project he had undertaken to bring an Iranian writer's 

work into English. In my data analysis, I primarily focus on his political satire smut stories, 

which YW referred to as "the smuts," though I reference the other types of work and artifacts he 

shared.  

In his reflection journal, YW included (a) a poem in Persian translated into English that 

he said he included because it inspired him when he experienced writer's block; (b) two poems 

he wrote in Persian and translated into English in response to the prompts I had offered (one 

about what creating was like today or recently, and the other about an earlier writing memory of 

his choice); (c) an image of Iranian wall art representing Iran's Woman-Life-Freedom movement, 

via a graffitied woman symbol (♀), heart waveform, and bird that YW speculated had not been 

painted over, because, as symbols rather than words, the message had not yet been correctly 

identified by the authorities as subversive; and (d) an image of a text exchange with a friend 

who, in the midst of being subjected to her father's violence at home, told YW, "Make sure you 

tell the media about me." YW had translated this text exchange from Persian into English for my 

comprehension.  

When I initially asked YW to identify an alias for himself, he demurred, explaining that 

he had used so many, and he did not want to be traced to any that he had used. Although in 

reading the Shahnameh (Ferdowsi, 2025) I found characters that resonated with my 

interpretation of aspects of what YW shared with me during the study, we both believed that 
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choosing a name that bore any significance in Iran could inadvertently expose him to the same 

risk he was trying to avoid. I therefore suggested YW, an acronym for "young writer," and YW 

agreed.  

Izán 

Izán, who was 18 at the time of our interviews, identified himself as gay, Mexican 

American, American, Latino, half white, and bilingual. Throughout the interviews, Izán reflected 

frequently on the intersections between his male, Mexican American, and gay identities and 

shared writing in which he made meaning of these identities in relation to one another. Izán also 

described a journey he had undergone to reconnect with the Spanish language, as he had been 

raised bilingual but rejected Spanish as a young child after a negative experience in his Catholic 

preschool. Both of Izán's parents were American citizens by birth, which meant that Izán was a 

second-generation American citizen. He recognized this identity as one that conferred 

privileges—specifically, various kinds of safety and security—that his family members who 

were not U.S. citizens did not have.  

         Izán primarily wrote poetry, which we discussed in the interviews. We also discussed his 

journaling practice, which he had begun in middle school and carried through the early stages of 

high school. Izán was a talented musician who had won competitions and had seriously 

considered attending a conservatory for college. This last point is of note because Izán often 

talked about music in the interviews, drawing analogies between writing and playing music and 

writing and principles of music theory. He shared two playlists with me as part of his reflection 

journal.  

Izán preferred to meet in person for the interviews. We met once in a reserved room in 

the Teachers College library, twice outside in a public park, and a final time, also outside, on his 

college campus. We met on Zoom for his initial, unrecorded consent meeting. Izán liked to meet 
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in person as a matter of personal preference, unrelated to privacy or security, and liked for our 

interviews to take place outside, amongst the trees.  

All of the artifacts from his SSLP that Izán shared with me were poems, hand-written in a 

spiral-bound notebook, except for a personal essay he had transformed for use as his college 

application essay. Izán spoke English and Spanish and sometimes slipped into Spanish while we 

talked to convey a particular word or idea. The artifacts he shared with me were primarily 

written in English although sometimes were written in a mix of Spanish and English. I read and 

speak Spanish and did not need him to translate for me.  

Izán's reflection journal included two Spotify playlists, one representing a mix of songs 

he liked that were "a little sad" and "told a good story" and another composed of songs his 

grandmother had liked and others that he associated with her. Izán's grandmother had passed 

away between our third and fourth interviews, and she had come up frequently in the interviews. 

Izán's reflection journal also included two poems. In one, he reflected on the interview process 

and his feelings about how I, as the interviewer, was "just interested in my life and who I am as a 

person." In the other, he responded with more thoughts about our conversations during 

interviews about "the gay community and finding love and all those expectations."  

When I asked Izán to create an alias, he asked whether he could use his own name. I said 

no, explaining I wanted to give his future self a chance to preserve anonymity. Then, he asked 

whether he could use his brother's name. I said no for the same reason but pointed out that by 

using his brother's name, he would be conscripting his brother unknowingly and perhaps 

unwillingly because he had not asked permission. I suggested the name Izán, which up until that 

point, I had been using in my preliminary write-ups as a placeholder. It had no significance to 

me; I just liked the way it looked and sounded. Izán agreed that it was "cool" and affirmed his 

choice to keep it. That is how this participant became Izán.  
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Each participant generously offered my study many insights about their identities and 

SSLP. These offerings were rich and, positioned alongside one another, grant a window into 

SSLP in this time as experienced by these three young people.  
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Chapter 6: Data Analysis: Lineage 

In this chapter, I explore lineage as an animating structure within participants' SSLP. I 

first position the discussion, describing what it means for lineage to be an animating structure, 

defining lineage, and describing the kinds of lineage relevant to this analysis. I note three key 

ideas in relevant scholarship, and introduce each participant's relationship to lineage, which I 

then explore throughout this chapter.   

Lineage as an Animating Structure 

Lineage emerged to me as an animating structure nearly as soon as I began a recursive 

analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2022) and while writing through participant data (Richardson 

& St. Pierre, 2005). Each participant had reflected on their SSLP by invoking others who 

preceded them and modeled ways of being that participants found meaningful. Participants also 

expressed a sense of responsibility for those who were yet to come in their lineage. In this way, 

lineage extended to include participants’ pasts and futures. The lineages to which participants 

ascribed themselves animated the purpose of their SSLP, which participants then operationalized 

through their SSLP.  

Words and phrases that participants used, from which I began to build a concept of 

lineage, included "heritage," "ancestors," "those who came before me and those who will come 

after me," and "my family line." In interviews and in my research, I explored participants' 

reflections on writers, activists, and performing artists they looked up to as role models for their 

SSLP and for their growth into their identities.  

As an animating structure, I visualized lineage's structure as a line of people extending 

backwards and projected forwards in time who participants constructed as having common 

meaningful cause and/or understanding, and to whom participants imagined themselves and their 
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SSLP in meaningful relation. Participants conjured lineages of different types and temporally 

placed themselves in relation to both those who came before and those who they understood to 

come after them in the lineages with which they chose to identify. This structure of lineage 

animated participant meaning making and purpose as they enacted their SSLP in relation to those 

in their lineage(s).  

I define lineage in this section as (a) chosen, (b) connected to the participant's sense of 

purpose of their SSLP, (c) useful to the participant, and (d) not passive and activated through a 

participant's conscious engagement via SSLP with who came before them and who they 

imagined would come after them.  

Kinds of Lineage 

Participants placed themselves in different kinds of lineages. I describe the kinds of 

lineages that are pertinent to my analysis—those that participants, in my interpretation, ascribed 

themselves to. I created these descriptions of kinds of lineages only for the purposes of this 

analysis. This set of terms is not comprehensive and not intended to be universal. If I had worked 

with three different participants, this set of terms could easily have been different. Likewise, if I 

had worked with different aspects of this same data, this set of terms could easily have been 

different.  

The types of lineage I identified to use in this chapter are (a) political lineages, which are 

primarily made up of activist writers and theorists who seek specific forms of social change 

and/or are united in their ideological commitments (e.g., Lindenman et al., 2023); (b) 

generational (also familial) lineages, that impart cultural literacies and can help shape, directly 

and indirectly, a participant's writing practices (a definition I interpreted from the data); (c) 

ideological lineages that can influence or shape participants' sense of the acceptability or utility 

of their SSLP (e.g., Brandt, 1998); and (d) textual lineages, made up of authors and books that 
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influence the intellectual and moral commitments participants make in their own lives and 

literacy practices (e.g., Tatum, 2009). 

Especially because they arise from different sources, including the data itself, these 

lineage categories are neither mutually exclusive nor inherently co-constitutive. For example, 

generational or political lineages can give rise to a participant's self-placement within an 

ideological lineage. However, a participant can also not ascribe to a generational or a political 

lineage while still ascribing themselves within an ideological lineage. 

While creating a definition of lineage and identifying types of lineage were critical to 

launch the analysis in this chapter, so too was referring back to literacy identity research to glean 

insights about how the field has conceptualized lineage or aspects of lineage, even if not 

discussed in these exact terms.  

Key Ideas in Literacy Identity Scholarship 

I drew three key takeaways from literacy identity scholarship to support my analysis of 

lineage in this chapter. These three key takeaways underwrite and expand upon the definition 

and categories of lineage I described in the previous section.   

One branch of education research explores the out-of-school literacy practices 

multicultural and/or multilingual people engage in to maintain connection to their cultures and 

languages outside of the United States and English (e.g., Cho, 2015; Tse, 2001; Yi, 2010). While 

researchers in this field frequently advocate for bridging in-school and out-of-school 

literacy/identity practices, the field advances—importantly for this chapter—the idea that young 

people's maintenance of literacy practices in the context of their heritage is key for the 

development of their identity and of their literacies, regardless of where literacy is practiced.   

This chapter extends the concept of heritage offered by these studies, and the importance 

of heritage to identity growth and to literacy development, into the concept of lineage. Lineages 
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are chosen, constructed, and improvised upon; they require responsibility, research, and 

transmission. Lineage work was key for identity growth and literacy development for all three of 

my participants. Throughout this chapter, I explore how, why, and to what effect participants 

place themselves in deliberate relation to their chosen lineages in their SSLP. 

         Next, adopting the following three formulations of the term “culture” in literacy identity 

scholarship helped me think through how participants chose to enact themselves within their 

chosen lineage(s) via their SSLP. Fecho and Clifton (2017), via dialogic self-theory, explored 

how young people hold multiple, dynamic "I-positions" at a time, positing that "humans 

construct cultures—that is, simultaneously more than one—and those cultures in turn construct 

individuals’ identities and responses within contexts that are ever in flux" (p. 3). Understanding 

culture, and the histories from which culture in its present expressions arose, as neither static nor 

prescribed, offered much to my analysis. If participants help construct the cultures of which they 

are a part, and the culture of which they are a part also help construct them, then the same can be 

true of the relationship between lineage and participant. Participants construct their lineages, and 

their lineages in turn help construct participants' "identities and responses" (Fecho & Clifton, 

2017, p. 3) Everything can change in that transaction—the lineage itself can be transformed, as 

can be the participant, with each engagement between them. Therefore, what participants 

contribute their lineages might be, in form, substance, or intent, radically different than what 

their forebears contributed to that same lineage.  

Paris and Alim (2014) noted the importance of "taking into account 

contemporary/evolving community practices” (p. 85) alongside heritage practices from a young 

person's community and/or family. For the narrow purposes of this chapter, I applied Paris and 

Alim's (2014) "contemporary/evolving practices" (p. 85) to mean my participants’ SSLP. My 

participants were all aged 18–21, and all ascribed themselves to one or multiple lineages. Each 
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participant had their own spin on, and had owned for themselves, what their SSLP could be as 

actualized through their identity positionings. YW's political smuts, Elizabeth's embodiment 

praxis, and Izán's intentionally Spanglish poems all, I argue, were projects that participants 

situated purposefully within the lineages to which participants had ascribed themselves. Yet the 

writing they produced—in form and/or in content—may not have been legible to others who had 

come before them in their lineage. Participants' lineage(s) and “contemporary” practices, or 

SSLP, were in dialogue with one another but not the same as one another: resourced by the latter, 

participants ascribed themselves creatively to the former.  

Finally, Gutiérrez et al. (2017), through the lens of culturally sustaining pedagogy, 

offered that "youth operate in the everyday tension of youth cultural practices with ambivalence, 

without resolution of the contradictions that are part of the various activity systems in which they 

participate" (p. 248). I took this to mean that participants' engagement with their lineage(s) 

through their SSLP, through which they sought to make sense of and assign meaning to their 

lives, was an inherently ambivalent and uncertain practice without a known outcome. My 

participants certainly participated in various activity systems or communities and networks of 

which they were a part, and which exerted different pressures on them, and which were laden 

with different discourses. Writing through their identities and making meaning of their lives 

through their SSLP in relation to their myriad spaces and webs of relation they occupied often 

revealed to my participants unresolved tensions, questions, and contradictions. These tensions, 

ambiguities, and uncertainties were a necessary component of participant relation to their 

lineages and SSLP.  

Participant Overviews  

         I structured each participant's section in this chapter by time: (a) past, (b) present, and (c) 

future. In (a) past, I discuss the participants’ construction of their lineages' past and how they 
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placed themselves in relation to that past. In (b) present, I discuss participants' actualization of 

themselves in lineages currently (i.e., at the time of the study) via the interviews and the 

reflection journals. In (c) future, I discuss a range of enacted and imagined futurities, depending 

on the participant—including how participants intended to show up as members of their lineage; 

how they intended to be received by younger actors who also ascribed themselves in the same 

lineages; and/or how they imagined their practices and/or conditions changing as a result of their 

and others’ actions within their lineage(s). The chapter starts with YW, moves to Elizabeth, and 

concludes with Izán.  

         The lineage I interpret and explore YW placing himself within was simultaneously 

textual and political (textual-political). YW’s lineage imbued his politically-oriented SSLP with 

purpose and responsibility and helped him affirmatively develop important aspects of his 

identity. In his section, I explore how YW activated his SSLP in relation to his textual-political 

lineage despite the profound risk his political writings posed to him personally. I also explore 

humor as a growth edge and emblematic of a futurity and hopefulness YW enacted in the present 

in his writing.  

I interpret and explore Elizabeth's lineages as ancestral and familial, noted here as 

ancestral/familial to denote both temporally proximate and temporally distant family members. 

Elizabeth enacted her position within her lineage through her poetry writing practice. In her 

section, I explore the meaning Elizabeth made of several poems she wrote that tied to different 

aspects of her identity and spoke directly to her lineage via her praxis she described as 

"embodied temporality." I also explore how she sought resources to supplement her growth in 

her queer identity.  

  I interpret Izán's lineage as immediately familial, usually reaching back in the interviews 

as far his grandparents' generation. In his section, I explore his praxis of witness, through which 
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he unpacked and sought to bring out of hiding pervasive familial traumas or specific difficult 

circumstances that people in his family had endured. Izán identified as an American, defining 

that identity in terms of its inclusivity and flexibility, and he sought to build a textual lineage that 

would help him reconcile and imagine possibilities for himself as a young, gay, Mexican 

American man in this country.  

YW 

         Throughout the interviews, YW placed his SSLP, including his motivations for 

conducting them, and aspirations for projects he had underway, in relation to Iranian writers and 

activists for whom Iranian liberation was critically important. I interpreted YW's lineages as (a) 

textual (Tatum, 2009)—authors' bodies of work that helped YW construct his own intellectual 

and moral commitments in his own writing; and (b) political—activist writers working and living 

prior or concurrently to YW, who collectively embodied aspects of what it meant to resist a 

government's actions and work toward change.  

 I combined the two categories of textual and political in YW's section as textual-political 

to form a single concept that accounts for the interplay between his forebears' writings and the 

consequences of their writings, which, in all three cases, involved government persecution and/or 

execution. In the interviews, YW treated the content of these writers' writing and what their 

writing had come to represent in light of their early deaths as undivided aspects of each writers' 

contribution to this lineage and guiding lights for his own literacy practices. Combining these 

categories, therefore, made sense. 

YW's ascription of himself within a textual-political lineage positioned him as not only a 

beneficiary of but as an actor within his lineage. This endowed YW with a sense of responsibility 

to both those who would come after him and to those who came before him and helped him 
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construct aspects of his identity related to his politically oriented SSLP. This sense of 

responsibility to his lineage underwrote YW's SSLP with a sense of purpose.  

In past, I interpret and explore the meaning YW made of this textual-political lineage and 

the impact of his lineage forebears on his SSLP. In present, I explore the meaning YW made of 

moments in which he enacted himself via his SSLP within his textual-political lineage. In future, 

I explore and interpret how YW began to conceptualize humor as a tool and strategy in his 

SSLP.  

Past  

As his SSLP took a political turn in early adolescence, YW referred to the examples and 

work of the recent-past Iranian activists and writers Sattar Beheshti, Farrokhi Yazdi, and 

Forough Farrokhzad as essential figures. Identifying and placing himself within the supportive 

textual and political lineages with which he associated these writers gave YW, as he described it, 

courage and moral reinforcement as he grew his ability to weigh for himself the myriad risks 

entailed by writing politically. These are not the only figures who were important to YW; the 

writerly lineage in Persian that YW could call upon extended back thousands of years and 

included contemporary living writers who we did not discuss in the interviews out of YW's 

desire to protect them from discovery and harm. These three writers are simply the ones we spent 

the most time talking about.  

 Sattar Beheshti. YW described encountering Sattar Beheshti's work as a younger 

adolescent. Beheshti blogged criticisms about the Iranian government under his own name. The 

Islamic Republic government imprisoned him, and Beheshti died in their custody in 2012 at the 

age of 35 (BBC News, 2012; Erdbrink, 2012). YW read Beheshti's work in 2019, years after his 

death. Coming into his own political consciousness at that time, YW described feeling inspired 

by Beheshti's ability to "see the [political] situation so clearly." That “situation,” YW explained, 
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felt much the same in 2019. Beheshti's work awakened YW's sense of "following a heritage, a 

line of people that were saying the same things that I came to realize and understand, and they 

even died for it."  

I open with YW's relationship to Beheshti's work because I interpreted YW's engagement 

with Beheshti's work and life as helping to catalyze his sense of belonging to the textual-political 

lineage to which YW was beginning to ascribe himself. YW offered an image to describe an 

experience he had of reading Beheshti's work: "It [showed me] the path that was before me. It 

was like a light had turned on, and I could see what was before and what was the path that led me 

to be where I am right now." That "light" and the "path" were together a metaphor that YW used 

throughout an interview to describe this formative moment of relation. I interpreted YW's light 

as representing both the writings Beheshti produced, in which he described "the political 

condition so clearly" and also Beheshti's imprisonment and death as consequences for those 

writings, which exposed the lengths to which the government would go to protect itself and 

signal its power over writers and dissidents. YW could, I interpret, see himself in Beheshti. In 

Beheshti's death, YW saw the possibility of death for himself but also the presence of a 

community that stretched back before either of them and could offer support. YW explained:  

Obviously, that is the same path that I [was following anyway], but [I was] more in the 

dark. I was just going without having a clear idea of what I'm going towards. [Beheshti's 

work] placed me in the context of others, and it also reaffirmed that this path is, in my 

belief, the right path. And it decreased my insecurity about some of my beliefs because 

when you're dealing with intense propaganda, you are always being gaslit by the state, 

but also that makes you self-gaslight yourself. 

In this quote, YW described how identifying with Beheshti helped YW to trust his own voice, his 

own “seeing” of the political situation. While speaking out against the regime invariably posed 
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danger to the speaker, there were people, such as Beheshti, who had nonetheless chosen to 

confront this danger. In this quote, YW also referred to "others" Beheshti represented, who had 

also chosen to write despite the consequences of political persecution, imprisonment, and/or 

death. In placing himself in the context of these others, YW accessed necessary reinforcement 

against the pressure to self-gaslight and began to secure his SSLP within this textual-political 

lineage.  

YW placed himself within this "heritage, this line" of people, the "others," like Beheshti, 

who chose to write and speak despite the risks. By constructing himself as part of this now-

illuminated path, YW could see these others on it alongside of him. The lineage to which YW 

ascribed himself also offered an antidote to the self-gaslighting YW described at the end of this 

quote. While I explore the impact of self-censorship on YW's writing more fully in Chapter 7, I 

included this part of the quote to note that the pressures YW faced to not write politically were 

not simply external—risk of death—but also a pressure, internalized, to self-censor.  

YW's illuminated path stretched in two directions—from the writers and people who had 

come before YW to those who would come after YW. Newly situated within this textual-

political lineage, YW described his desire: "Now I have to educate my younger brother, younger 

people [whoever] comes after." YW said it was important for him "to be the voice of what I now 

know about" to help his peers and younger generations, especially with the "brainwashing that 

we went through in school," noting that "I came out of it and I have to make sure other people 

come out of it." Placing himself within this textual-political lineage, I interpreted, not only 

anchored YW in a positive belief about the necessity and importance of his own, identity-based 

writing but imbued his writing with a sense of responsibility, as an actor within his lineage, to 

educate and ideologically free those who were younger and therefore perhaps had not yet had the 

paths they were already on illuminated for them.   
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Farrokhi Yazdi. Yazdi (1889–1939) wrote political poems in a classical structure that 

YN found "very powerful" because of Yazdi's strong literary technique and because he 

maintained his writing practice despite imprisonment for his perspectives on political issues. 

While Yazdi's life and work predated Iran's current regime, he formed part of YW's lineage, not 

only because of the consequences he experienced for his writing—including imprisonment and 

death for his political poetry (Karimi-Hakkak, 2013)—but because of how YW made meaning of 

Yazdi's reasons for writing. YW explained: 

[What] separates [Yazdi] from other [contemporary writers] is that a lot of them were 

Marxists, and when I read most of their work, it looks like they don't have any sense of 

belonging to Iran. They just want to overthrow the king because of the ideal that they 

have. That just seems very foreign to me, and I don't see how that's different from Arab 

colonialism. But [Yazdi's] not like that. You can see that he cares about Iran, and he loves 

Iran, and he loves the language when he writes, and when he writes poetry.  

YW embraced and sought to emulate the care and love Yazdi expressed for Iran in his writings 

and political actions. YW rejected the Marxist ideology that he perceived as fueling many of 

Yazdi's contemporaries' writings and activism. Importantly, YW drew a parallel between 

Marxism as a "foreign" construct and the Arab colonization of Iran in the seventh century, 

positioning Iran’s current regime, the Islamic Republic, as an ideological and behavioral 

consequence and extension of this colonization. Yazdi, YW posited, was motivated by love of 

country and identity as an Iranian rather than by "ideal" that could be imposed and tried on the 

Iranian people. By placing Yazdi within YW's textual-political lineage, YW gave himself one 

model of doing writing that, at its center, focused on love of country and love of identity, and 

rejected that which was "foreign" to this intent.  
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YW recounted a widely told anecdote about Yazdi: "One time he wrote a poem and he 

got arrested for it, and then they sewed his mouth with thread. And then he wrote a poem about 

that." YW then shared with me the story of the writer and dissident Hossain Ronaghi, who "as an 

act of protest ... actually sewed his own lips [shut]." Ronaghi took this action as public protest in 

Tehran, in 2025, during a wave of executions of dissidents. YW explained that these executions 

usually happened at the first call to prayer of the day and were done by hanging; he described 

staying up in Iran or waking up early in the United States to hold vigil with other Iranians and 

accompany these dissidents as they died. On Instagram, Ronaghi captioned the image he took of 

himself with his lips sewn shut with an additional mention of another dissident, Kianush Sanjari. 

Sanjari was widely believed to have been killed by the government. He had fled Iran and 

received asylum in the United States, returned to care for his sick mother and was arrested, was 

sent as a prisoner to a state-run mental institution, and then died. Sanjari's death was reported by 

the government as a suicide (Ebrahim, 2024).  

         Before I return to Yazdi, I would like to describe an aspect of the data analysis I 

conducted to prepare YW's section. Details of Sanjari's death and Ronaghi's act of resistance are 

but two of the sheer number of details of public rituals enacted by the state of surveillance, death, 

and murder, that YW shared during the interviews. As my responsibility is to distill and interpret, 

many of the details YW shared are not present in this dissertation. Yet their absence does a 

disservice to my interpretation, colored as my perspective is by the grave sense of threat and 

danger for YW I came to feel as I immersed myself in the data. I share these details—of Sanjari's 

life and of YW frequently holding vigil for "the call to death," for example—to more adequately 

convey the context for YW's lineage and for his SSLP.  

         Returning to my point about Yazdi as a key figure in YW's textual-political lineage, it is 

believable that Yazdi's mouth was sewn shut because the government at that time engaged in 
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similar acts of cruelty and was known to punish dissidents. Ronaghi, in an act of poetic defiance, 

positioned himself as Yazdi's spiritual successor, improvising on the lore to sew his own mouth 

shut. Yazdi was an important figure to YW, partly because his actions inspired others within 

YW's textual-political lineage. This demonstrated how dialogue can emerge between people in 

lineage, even if they never met because they lived at different times, under different regimes, and 

fought different (if related) problems. YW's textual-political lineage was, in and of itself, an 

activating structure that moved people within it to action by calling, poetically and gesturally, 

upon the actions of earlier generations within this lineage. YW, I interpreted, positioned himself 

as one of Ronaghi's successors, who in turn had been Yazdi's successor.  

Forough Farrokhzad. YW came to Forough Farrokhzad’s (1934–1967) poetry more 

recently than Beheshti's and Yazdi's. YW pointed out that, as a woman who wrote politically, 

Farrokhzad was even less referenced inside and outside of school than Yazdi. YW translated for 

me a line of Farrokhzad’s poetry that he found transformative and which he had come across 

after recovering from a suicide attempt: "The promise that I gave to the bloody lineage of 

flowers in this land has made me committed to continue living."   

YW reflected on what this line meant to him and on what Farrokhzad’s writing and 

activism, as a whole, meant to him, saying, "I don't know if ‘responsibility’ is a good word, but it 

made me feel like I am not just one person living isolated from everything else. And if I die, it's 

not just going to be me that dies." YW was close to death in two ways when he encountered this 

poem—as an emerging dissident in an authoritarian state, and as a suicide survivor. Farrokhzad’s 

line acknowledged death as a possible, perhaps probable, outcome of dissidence. The "bloody 

flowers" are those figures in YW's lineage whose lives were ended because of their dissidence, 

such as Beheshti's and Yazdi's (Farrokhzad’s was not; she died in a car crash at 32 years old 

[Radjy, 2019]). YW interpreted Farrokhzad’s line of poetry as an antidote to isolation and drew 
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strength from it. In so doing, YW connected himself anew with figures across his textual-

political lineage. This connection had a different texture than what he forged for himself via 

Beheshti or Yazdi, and this was in part due to YW's take on Farrokhzad’s queerness.  

YW identified Farrokhzad’s family—Forough was a sibling to artists and intellectuals, 

including her brother Fereydoun, who also raised the ire of the current regime—as "queer." YW 

explained why understanding members of the Farrokhzad family as queer was important to him: 

"The thing about this family is that there are many contemporary political poets, writers [in Iran]. 

There are many, but I always felt like I was separated from them because I'm queer. But then I 

know that this family is queer." YW emphasized the “know” in the interview, drawing the word 

out as he spoke.  

I interpreted YW's knowing as the kind of sourcing and evidence-building LGBTQIA+ 

people do as they reconcile their identities to find representation that mirrors aspects of their 

identities (overview provided in Schindler & McGill, 2025). As research has shown, not seeing 

their identities reflected back to them can stir in young LGBTQIA+ people a sense of separation 

from their communities and/or families of origin (e.g., McDermott et al., 2019; Schroeder, 2015; 

and in relation to isolation in family units during COVID-19, see Ruprecht et al., 2024). YW 

constructed—from available resources, including anecdotal information and their writing itself—

the Farrokhzads as a queer entry point to lineage that reflected an aspect of YW's identity back to 

himself, affirming for YW his place within the living.   

Present 

         In this section, I explore and interpret how YW enacted his lineage in the present. In the 

first part, I explore and interpret the meaning YW made of moving from Iran to the United States 

and immigration's impact on his SSLP. In the second example, I explore a third-space subversion 

in which YW participated in Iran as a middle schooler, at the time when he began to become 
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politicized. Both examples identify ways YW enacted his lineage given the resources he had 

available to him at those moments. YW’s enactment of lineage looked different from his 

predecessors in his lineage because of the nature of the resources YW had available to him as he 

engaged his SSLP in the context of his textual-political lineage.  

Red Marble, White Marble. As many dissident Iranians have done since 1979 

(Abdelaziz, 2023; Yang, 2025) and during prior regimes (Cottam, 1980), YW left Iran and 

sought asylum elsewhere. Doing so rooted YW in one thread of his lineage, connecting him to 

many others who had also chosen to live outside of Iran to be able to more safely and perhaps 

effectively pursue their writing and activism. Moving to the United States also enabled YW to 

enact his lineage via his SSLP in ways that had been previously inaccessible to him.   

A vivid metaphor he offered as a description of what his immigration meant for his SSLP 

was that of a red marble. YW said: 

My situation is very unique—if there was a pool of marbles and they were all red here 

[YW motioned to one side] and then all white here [YW motioned to the other side] and 

[I am] the red that has been dropped into the white. But it just happened. It was a sudden 

drop, sudden relocation. I wasn't made in that white box from the beginning. And 

obviously everything that I do here is going to seem very unique because no one else is 

doing it. 

YW's description of himself as a red marble atop—and surrounded by—a pile of white marbles 

illustrates his total recontextualization, one that transformed by relation not only his physical 

person but also his SSLP and the meaning he and others made of his writing and art. While the 

work he produced in the United States was perceived as exceptional by both people in the United 

States and by Iranian friends at home, YW understood his exceptionality as a product of his 

recontextualization rather than only as talent inherent to his person. He continued: 
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My friends [in Iran] are like, “Oh, this is really cool,” but I know that this is something 

that they could do. They could make so much more meaningful and so much bigger and 

better art projects than this. But they can't because they're there. They're in the red box. 

YW's disorienting experience of moving from one pile of marbles to the other had many 

historical antecedents in his political-textual lineage. So many of YW's lineage forebears sought 

refuge outside of Iran because of government persecution. Some returned only to have their lives 

ended (such as Sanjari and Yazdi). YW was not the first to leave to protect himself as a dissident, 

and while YW's experience of immigration, as he explained, was at times lonely and/or isolating, 

YW enacted his lineage by continuing to imbue his SSLP with messages of Iranian liberation 

now that he experienced himself as freer to do so. By placing himself in this textual-political 

lineage, YW positioned himself to be able to call upon those before him who had made similar 

moves into unfamiliar places to protect themselves and their ability to write and speak.  

Humor and Third Space Subversions. YW described his early politicization as arising 

from several origins. One was seeing, close up, a police officer shoot and kill a protester during 

demonstrations in 2018. YW said, "For a long time I thought that was the moment [of my 

politicization], but it wasn't exactly that. It was a longer process. It was also the night that they 

were executing Navid Afkari." Navid Afkari was a wrestler who had participated in anti-

government street protests and was accused and sentenced to death for killing a government 

official, a charge he denied and for which he received much public support, including from the 

Trump administration (BBC News, 2020). YW attended an all-girls school (schools in Iran are 

gender segregated) and described the impact of Afkari's execution and a wave of other 

executions around the same time on him and his peers:  
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At school we were talking about it. Everyone was like, “Did you see the hashtags?” 

When girls talk and talk about boys, they give them food names. I don't know if that's a 

thing here too. ... We used to do that for political prisoners.  

(Examples of "food names" in United States English are "honey" or "sugarplum" or "muffin.") 

YW and his peers assigned these code names so that they could speak freely while evading their 

teachers' punishment, as their teachers would assume that they were talking about boys they were 

interested in rather than sympathizing with political dissidents. I interpreted this example offered 

by this quote as YW and his peers creating a third space subversion in which they could 

exchange information and process difficult information collectively. This subversion YW 

participated in contributed to his sense of collective struggle and politicization.  

This example positions playfulness and humor as communal tactics for information 

sharing and collectivity that are also part of the character of YW's textual-political lineage. He 

expanded this practice as he looked towards his and Iran's futures.  

Future 

         I interpreted YW's more recent embrace of humor as a political and literary strategy. In this 

section, I examine YW's humor in light of what vision it embodied for YW of a positive or 

hopeful future. Describing his initial resistance to using humor in his SSLP, YW said, 

I was really angry when I was against humor. And then a lot of things that I've read from 

Iranian thinkers is that angry people might overthrow regimes, but then the people who 

did overthrow our previous regime and are now doing this [to us] are very angry people. 

So the shift that we are experiencing right now is, you should obviously be upset. You 

should always be upset about death, injustice, but you shouldn't let it get to anger because 

then that can make you not function the best way that you can. And I do get upset when I 

write humor pieces but I don't get angry anymore. 
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In this quote, YW described how learning from others in his lineage about the uses of humor in 

political writing helped him reframe humor as a tool and strategy to engage his audiences. YW's 

desire to function "the best way" I interpreted to mean as both revising his opinion on the 

efficacy of humor in his writing and working differently with his anger in his writing. 

Diversifying his repertoire ultimately served YW's writing, as it led to his writing of political 

satire smuts that were personally satisfying to him and that engaged a wide online community of 

Iranian readers. I interpreted YW's embrace of humor as YW learning a new way to situate 

himself in relation to his textual-political lineage, where authors used humor in their own 

writings even as they launched critiques of the government they hoped to change.  

It was also YW's direct contact with an elder Iranian writer that helped YW conceptualize 

humor as useful and integrate it into his own SSLP:  

I'm close with one person who very, has a very large following and has been writing for 

30 years now. ... They use excessive humor. And I learned from them that they don't take 

our life seriously. So it would be a better example to, if we are to write about what [the 

regime] do[es], and we want the world to fully understand—because we don't have a lot 

of things in common with the rest of the world—so we are to keep a legacy and keep a 

record of the things that they've done. One of the common things that everyone can 

connects with is humor.  

In this quote, YW offered two reasons for using humor in his writing about the regime, which I 

explore: (a) to connect on a larger scale with people outside of Iran who may not understand 

what happened in Iran but who could come to understand, and (b) to mock the Iranian 

government for their mockery of Iranian life. 

First, in noting that "we want the world to fully understand," YW pointed to the 

possibility of a future in which his experiences in Iran—and the experiences of Iranians in Iran 
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currently—are globally understood. Implied in that sought-after fullness of understanding is the 

possibility of coalition-building with non-Iranians for support with change. Implied also is YW's 

belief that understanding could lead to useful support. Many of YW's antecedents in his textual-

political lineage have written and/or been translated from Persian into other languages to 

disseminate their experiences and messages more widely (Ghazizadeh & Mollanazar, 2022). 

YW's desire to make a "record of what they've done" in English is a form of enacting his lineage 

in ways others before him have also done.  

As for the second reason, "They don't take our life seriously," YW said. The implication 

is, so why should he take them seriously? Bhabha (1994) posited mockery as a third-space 

subversion, a tactic used by subjugated peoples. Taken alongside the first quote in this 

subsection, mockery provided relief to YW as a way to channel anger, permitting YW not to 

always live his life in that anger. The delight YW took in translating a smut in the interview and 

sharing and explaining the cover art his friend had designed for that story were evidence of his 

use of mockery to protect his sense of joy while revealing the abuser's shortcomings, 

contradictions, and moral failings.  

Reflection on YW's Section 

YW constructed a textual-political lineage that offered him exemplars of writers who 

wrote love and care of Iran into their work. They, like YW, left Iran in order to live their lives 

and do their work, even as Iran never left their work. This lineage offered humor, mockery, and 

other subversions to YW as strategies for collective processing of trauma, as well as tools for 

YW’s writing. This textual-political lineage also awakened and sustained a positive belief about 

the necessity and place of YW’s own writing. While it frightens me to write about YW as 

belonging to a "lineage of bloody flowers," this is the lineage, now "illuminated" and stretching 

before and behind him, that imbued YW's political SSLP with purpose and connection to others 
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who came before and would come after. YW's construction of his textual-political lineage, 

including his ascription of queerness to certain members of his lineage, enabled, sustained, and 

bolstered the purposes he ascribed to his political SSLP.  

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth explained that she identified as “Black and specifically African American. Both 

of my parents are from Virginia and all of our roots trace back to slavery, so that's a huge part of 

my identity ... to be Black in America in terms of what that meant [emphasis added] for my 

ancestors.” Elizabeth's “what that meant” was both a statement about her identity and a question 

about how to be responsive to her ancestral lineage. The question of what that meant fueled 

aspects of Elizabeth's SSLP, including the meaning she made of a poem she wrote that I explore 

and interpret in this section.   

Elizabeth described herself as "descended from big, beautiful matriarchs" and conceived 

of her ancestors as both "real and imagined" beings with whom she shared common traits. She 

described feeling most connected to "African American people as a whole," queer people, and 

women. When I asked her to describe how her identities engaged one another, Elizabeth named 

her Blackness and her womanhood as the most salient, describing how these two identities 

"amplify one another, speak to different parts of one another, and I work through that in my 

poems." While she also introduced her queer identifier into this discussion, Elizabeth's self-

definition as a Black woman was the primary lens through which she reflected on her ancestry 

and the meaning she made of its relationship to her identity and SSLP.   

As I do across this chapter, I organized my analysis of the relationship between 

Elizabeth's familial lineage, identity as a Black queer woman, and SSLP into three subsections: 

(a) past, (b) present, and (c) future. In (a) past, I explore the relationship between Elizabeth's 

perception of and sense of responsibility to her ancestors via her SSLP. In (b) present, I explore 
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and interpret how Elizabeth activated and situated herself in her lineage via what she labeled her 

"embodied temporality" writing praxis. In (c) future, I explore and interpret Elizabeth's 

description of her steps towards moving her praxis towards other embodied beings to get more 

comfortable with queer vulnerability and intimacy, how these steps manifested in her SSLP, and 

how they connected her to an imagined and constructed set of queer relations within her 

ancestral/familial lineage.  

Past 

Poem About Ancestors. In some of her poems, Elizabeth explored “what that meant”—

using her SSLP to gesture towards healing and remediation across time and now. In one poem 

populated by a group of imagined ancestors, Elizabeth's young Black woman narrator recounted 

specific acts of violence and degradation enacted on imagined ancestral family members and 

invoked the "angels" that protected these imagined ancestors despite and through those acts. The 

poem's speaker explained that while she had not been subject to the specific horrors she 

recounted, she did experience their reverberations in her own life as a young Black woman in 

contemporary times. While the speaker called herself "lucky" to live in these contemporary 

times, neither was she was free from a legacy of violence. Elizabeth described the poem's 

figures:  

These people aren't my literal grandparents or cousins or aunts and uncles, but we have a 

similar process of working through trauma and alchemizing the things that we've 

experienced, things we've learned from our families and our lessons into something that 

[becomes] a beautiful way to heal the community. 

Elizabeth described her intent in creating the poem as a gesture towards healing. She drew on her 

sense of what she described as "communal kinship" within and beyond her familial lineage to 

encompass, specifically, African American people who shared contemporary experiences of 
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enslavement's "afterlives" (Sharpe, 2016). While the figures Elizabeth conjured in the poem were 

not literal, they nonetheless were part of Elizabeth's community, which she constructed as 

encompassing many generations.  

In her poem, according the quotation, Elizabeth enacted herself in her lineage by offering 

validation and visibility to the characters within its world, including her narrator, who mirrored 

herself. Taking responsibility for Elizabeth's place within her lineage of "imagined and real" 

family meant, in this case, taking hold of a healing project that she enacted through her SSLP 

that extended into the past and held her and her witnessing in the present.  

Elizabeth described the motivation for writing this poem and others that related to her 

ancestral/familial lineage:  

My mom's dad was a sharecropper, so he's not very far removed from that lineage. So I 

try to give voice to what I think is absolutely felt, particularly when you go back. My 

mom was from southern Virginia. You can feel the history in the air even though people 

don't talk about it. So, for me, a lot of my writing is, how do I give voice to the things that 

nobody speaks to? 

In describing her reasons for writing, Elizabeth invoked her embodiment—her "absolutely felt" 

sense of "history in the air" of southern Virginia that Elizabeth perceived physically in her body 

as telling her—or alluding to—untold stories. Elizabeth's act of imagining and writing these 

stories through her SSLP, then, satisfied Elizabeth's desire to acknowledge what she perceived, 

as well as her desire to honor her sense of responsibility to her lineage. Elizabeth brought both 

motivating forces together in her query, "How do I give voice to things that nobody speaks to?" 

which she described as the reason for much of her SSLP. In this poem, Elizabeth sought to put 

into language—to "give voice to"—experiences she knew they might have or must have lived 

that she could feel herself as having been lived, even though she had not, in a literal sense.   
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Through this poem, Elizabeth closed the distance between her generation and the 

generations of people in her family who lived through sharecropping and, before them, 

enslavement, while remaining within her own, contemporary, positionality. A related, formative 

question had arisen for Elizabeth in middle school, as she listened to peers "always talking 

about—not that slavery didn't happen—but that it wasn't their responsibility," noting that her 

grade was learning, at that time, about American history. In one of the interviews, Elizabeth 

asked the question that had been on her mind since listening to these middle school 

conversations and that helped to inform this particular poem: “How do you go from my ancestors 

a couple generations ago being capital, being what is being marketed and sold to people, to 

saying, ‘It doesn't have an impact?’” In the interview, Elizabeth answered this question by 

posing another, more deliberately self-directed one that she described as feeling "raw" to her:  

That [question from middle school] opened my eyes to truly think critically about my 

positionality ... when you think about your great-great grandparent being something that 

is in a market and that is exchanged, to now my parents who are more affluent, who are 

being the ones exchanging and doing the marketing. It caused me to think about what 

"privilege" means for me.  

By considering her positionality in this quote—which she defined partly as "privilege" relative to 

others in her ancestral lineage—Elizabeth took on responsibility for herself in her lineage, 

making meaning from both the point of connections she experienced with ancestors in her 

lineage and also from the points of difference between herself and those who came before her. 

Elizabeth's wondering about what privilege meant to her became a part of her writing praxis. 

Reflection on her differences from her ancestors, and her evaluations of what new 

responsibilities could be provoked by these differences were subjects of her ongoing inquiry. 
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How her body felt—what embodiment did for her, relative to her ancestral/familial lineage—was 

also a part of Elizabeth’s ongoing study.  

Elizabeth called her commitment to transforming, into poetry, her physically-felt 

sensations—such as what she felt in the air in southern Virginia—a practice of “embodied 

temporality.” The poem in this section about her ancestors provides a good example of and 

introduction to the commitment to embodied temporality, and to lineage, that Elizabeth took on 

through her SSLP. Through her SSLP, Elizabeth took on responsibility for the transformation of 

the unspoken—which to her indicated what was, perhaps, yet unhealed in her lineage—into 

poetry that named and validated these experiences, which she could sense even as she did not 

witness them herself in her own lifetime.  

By putting herself in relation to her family—ancestral, imagined, and contemporary—

Elizabeth also took on responsibility for naming experiences that palpably lingered—"in the 

air"—in order to bring healing. Yet, by doing so, Elizabeth did not conflate herself with those 

who came before her. Honoring them meant also investigating her own positionality and making 

meaning of where she stood in relation to those who had come before.  

Present 

In this section, I explore how Elizabeth situated herself within her familial lineage via her 

SSLP—specifically, via her poetry praxis—via her concept of embodied temporality and her 

related commitment to an anti-capitalist mode of engaging her SSLP.  

Embodied Temporality. Elizabeth designed her poetry praxis to engage her embodied 

temporality, which located her body and its feelings simultaneously in the present while 

reflecting on past ways of being and past experiences. Elizabeth described embodied temporality 

as "engag[ing] with how I see myself situated in my body amidst time and space." She first 
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introduced the concept embodied temporality to me in her reflection journal, where she shared a 

five-line poem about girlhood through its lens. Elizabeth explained that this poem: 

Speaks subtly to the pressure I faced directly and indirectly to “grow up fast” as a Black 

girl; it speaks to how I am holding space for the youth I involuntarily forfeited as a 

protective mechanism; and, it speaks to how I am holding space for that younger me.  

In her explanation of the poem, Elizabeth described both “holding” herself in the present and in 

the past. The language Elizabeth used in the poem was intended, as she described, to remediate 

the harm of self-protectively "forfeit[ing]" her childhood by naming the pressures she felt to do 

so and also by holding space for her younger self.  

Here are two aspects of what I came to interpret as Elizabeth's praxis of embodied 

temporality: (a) feeling her experiences in her body and then committing those experiences to 

language; and (b) using language to tell her truth and to remediate harm. Elizabeth defined 

“truth” as: 

“In my truth” [means] being in my body. And when you're in a body that is marginalized, 

that is black, that is queer, that is a woman, historically we've been very silenced. So by 

just being in that body and saying, “I'm going to write about how I feel in this body and 

I'm going to critique the oppressive narratives that have been projected onto me and to 

honor how I feel and how I navigate these things,” that is being in my body and being in 

my truth. 

Choosing to "[be] in" her body was Elizabeth's antidote to the silencing she experienced as a 

Black queer woman. This silencing arose as an effect of discourses—what she called "oppressive 

narratives"—she had grown up immersed in that sought to make her other and less than who she 

was. Embodiment, in Elizabeth's calculation, could both help her to remediate past harm done to 



 

127 
 

her and gave her an alternative to presently enacted harm by flipping the power dynamic and 

critiquing its discourses.  

Elizabeth's conscious enactment of and awareness of her own embodiment gave rise to 

her construction of language that expressed what her body felt. Elizabeth's SSLP functioned as a 

third space (Bhabha, 1994) in which she refused to submit to the silencing that she described as  

expected of her. But Elizabeth's SSLP was more than solely resistance to the silencing narratives 

projected onto her: Elizabeth listed "critique" as only the second of three objectives. The first 

was to "write about how I feel in this body" and the third was to "honor how I feel and how I 

navigate." I interpreted the first and third to be evoking a world much more complex and 

dynamic than what might be contained alone in "critique."  

Elizabeth's commitment, evident in certain of her works shared with me, to experiencing 

and expressing her embodied temporality was one way she took on her responsibility to her 

ancestral/familial lineages. Her praxis allowed her to both reach backwards in time to name and 

attempt to remediate harm and to dwell in and put into language her present experiences and 

sensations. A deeply related aspect of Elizabeth's praxis had to do with her reconfigured 

relationship to capitalism.  

"Just Here to Create" as Anti-Capitalist Praxis. Elizabeth noted that her SSLP 

"throughline is emphasizing worthiness—of me being a person who is worthy of love and all 

these things without having to do anything, not even to perform, just being here to create." I 

interpreted Elizabeth's "just being here to create" as a stance borne from and contributing to 

Elizabeth's commitment to her lineage. One aspect of this stance was Elizabeth's characterization 

of her writing practices as "anti-capitalist."  

Quoting her mother, Elizabeth explained her position on capitalism: "We used to be the 

capital." Her assertion inspired Elizabeth to decide for herself what she considered valuable: "My 
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work has value, the things I produce have value, and who I am has value, and those things are all 

tied together. I don't need to be marketable." I interpreted this statement as Elizabeth having 

extended her resistance to the "oppressive narratives" that she identified in the earlier quote in 

this section to redefining what value meant for her. Elizabeth's assignment of value to what she 

chose to produce translated directly into the ancestral/familial lineage work she engaged through 

her SSLP.  

Elizabeth's family had relative financial comfort; she defined herself as "upper middle 

class," the result of "stark" "jumps of wealth" over the last two generations. These jumps enabled 

Elizabeth to set her own pace and priorities: 

I have time to do this [SSLP writing]. I don't have to work 23 hours a week while being 

in college. My mom had to do it, and generations before her couldn't even go to college. I 

have the time to sit here and I can write, sit for two hours and write a poem if I want to. ... 

I have a privilege my ancestors didn't and I also have the resources in my school 

environment to go [read] poets and take classes that are just about Black feminist theory. 

I'm using these resources that were used to subjugate my ancestors. 

I align this excerpt with Elizabeth's earlier phrase, "just here to create." By using her time to 

explore her embodiment, to express what her body felt and knew, and to use her time to acquaint 

and identify herself with a supportive textual lineage, Elizabeth engaged a process of self-

determination and self-actualization that built upon the self-determination and self-actualizing 

processes her parents undertook and that she both knew and imagined that her ancestors also 

undertook.  

Elizabeth explained a connection she made between her anti-capitalist praxis, 

embodiment, and her SSLP: 
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There's a sense of disembodiment produced in a capitalist environment. You have to be 

productive at the expense of your wellbeing. And that's antithetical to me as a person, to 

my spirituality, to my relationship with my ancestors, to the art I create. 

For Elizabeth to not be productive at the expense of her well-being indicated a move towards 

slowness and/or interiority. It also meant prioritizing her SSLP for personal use. Holding fast to 

her embodiment—the opposite of that "sense of disembodiment" that indicated expense to one's 

well-being—meant rejecting productivity as a truth. It meant recovering her spirituality, 

fostering connection with her spiritual, ancestral predecessors, and making art the way she 

wanted to.  

Summer Poem. Elizabeth explored a poem she made that I characterize as an example of 

her praxis of embodied temporality, that both took up her sense of responsibility to her family 

lineage and came out of her own embodied experience.  

The poem "came" when Elizabeth took a walk down a hot summer street wearing 

overalls and a tank top but no bra, a new experience that prompted her to reflect on how it had 

felt to be catcalled when she entered puberty and how those early experiences with strangers' 

perceptions of her body connected her to other young Black women who had experienced the 

same phenomenon through time. Once inside, Elizabeth "scribbled down some thoughts" and 

later generated her poem from those scribblings. She reflected on how she felt when writing this 

poem: "[It was] cool ... the world is perceiving me entirely, but it's about how I'm perceiving the 

world. It's how I'm perceiving my own body in the world. And I was like, 'that's cool and 

agentic.'" She noted that the process of writing this poem "helped me see my body clearly. That's 

been a big goal of my writing ... to situate myself in my environment. I'm like, well, 'Who am I? 

How do I perceive myself? How do others perceive me?'" 
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Elizabeth's process of writing this poem demonstrated her active rejection of the 

disembodiment she described feeling since puberty because of hostile external gazes, which she 

related to capitalist, historical, and contemporary forms of anti-Black racism and misogynoir. 

Her voice, in the poem, becoming "agentic" was a result of occupying her body during that walk 

and continuing that practice of embodiment into her writing of the poem. The poem was both a 

"critique” of “the oppressive narratives" foisted onto her young Black woman body—narratives 

that did not originate in her lifetime, but long before—and, more so, a joyful interrogation of her 

own lived experience, illegible to and unknown to those harmful, "projected" discourses that 

sought and failed to define her. Elizabeth's poem encompassed resistance but was not solely 

defined by that resistance. Rather, it intentionally centered her perspective and her joy.  

The meaning Elizabeth ascribed to this poem connects to her meaning she ascribed to her 

poem I explored earlier in this section, in which a present-day, young Black female narrator 

explored her ancestors' living through violence. Both poems included her reflection on the 

pervasive threat of violence against Black women in her life and her antecedents' lives. In both, 

Elizabeth sought to remediate harm by centering the humanity of the poems' subjects—in the 

first poem, her ancestors and her narrator, and in this second poem, her own girlish self.  

Elizabeth's emergence into puberty, she explained, was marked by a "hypersexualization 

that a lot of Black women faced" that was compounded by simultaneous signaling by peers, 

media, and others that she was also neither desirable nor visible. Simultaneously hypervisible 

and invisible, Elizabeth distanced from herself, becoming, as she put it, "disembodied." 

Elizabeth's SSLP overall sought to "restore connection" from a sense of disembodiment that she 

described as a pressure, throughout her life and with particular vehemence since her early 

adolescence, to "separate aspects" of herself as a result of being "projected upon" by others in 

dehumanizing ways because of her Black and female identities.  
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I interpreted Elizabeth's description of perceiving herself in the eyes of so many others as 

neither desirable nor visible as her articulation of a category of harm that had historical 

antecedent but was different in form from what her ancestors experienced. Elizabeth asked 

herself, "So then how do you put those two together? ... What does my body mean to me?" In 

this poem, in which she explored the feeling of walking freely in the sunshine, Elizabeth sought 

to recoup her embodiment by paying attention to her body in public space and enacting the 

experience of her agentic, public self in her poetry. Both lived experience and writing process, in 

the case of this poem, formed parts of Elizabeth's writing praxis.  

While Elizabeth experienced this category of harm personally, she placed it in the context 

of centuries of raciosexual violence she imagined and/or knew certain forebears experienced. 

The poem Elizabeth wrote—on a hot summer day, feeling free and good—worked to remedy 

both the effect of those harms on her person, specifically, but was also as a gesture of 

remediation to the Black women in her lineage who came before her and whom Elizabeth carried 

with her in her writing. Elizabeth's SSLP generated remediation and healing for aspects of her 

personal life and for the "ancestral presence" she often sensed alongside her. In so doing, 

Elizabeth enacted, through her SSLP, her sense of responsibility to her lineage and placed herself 

in direct, active relation to those who came before her.  

Future  

I explored Elizabeth's poetry praxis as a way for her to actively place herself within her 

familial lineage and to access her embodied knowledges. Here, I explore how Elizabeth, at the 

time of our engagement, described using her poetry praxis to become more comfortably 

vulnerable in situations of queer romantic and/or emotional intimacy. For context, I begin with 

this quote, in which Elizabeth described how her queer identity journey compared to the journey 

she undertook to learn about her racial and gender identities: 
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I have not been socialized to be afraid of my queerness or to think that my queerness is 

antithetical to my religion. [But] my queerness was different in that my mother was a 

Black woman, so I had her as a reference point for a lot of discussions about Black 

womanhood, but neither of my parents are queer. And nobody in my immediate family 

was queer except for one further-out family member who I didn't talk to as much. My 

parents were very accepting. I was in a very safe space to talk about it, but I didn't have a 

person whom I could model myself after in my immediate family. So that for me was 

more of a discovery process. I had support while doing it, but [also asked myself] “well, 

how do I piece this together?” 

Despite a supportive home environment, Elizabeth did not have a model for queerness in the way 

she had looked to her mother and the women before her as models of Black womanhood. 

Coming into her queer Black womanhood was "a discovery process" that she relied on herself to 

"piece ... together." Elizabeth primarily invoked her familial lineage in her SSLP and also placed 

herself as an actor within her family lineage via her SSLP. It was natural that she would turn to 

her familial lineage, both immediate and ancestral, for "models" that would provide her guidance 

by example, as she had done while learning about and writing through her Black female identity.  

Elizabeth's quote sheds light on how growing into one's queer identity can be 

uncomfortable and difficult even in a supportive home environment. This excerpt prompted me 

to wonder about what tools, strategies, and supports may be useful for young people's 

LGBTQIA+ identity development, in addition to the "safe space" for exploration that Elizabeth 

described, which is but a dream for many LGBTQIA+ young people of any combination of 

identities (Ahuja, 2024). Young people who do not see themselves reflected through "models," 

particularly young people embodying multiply marginalized identities who already have less 
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access to relatable portrayals of themselves in the general media—much less their family—can 

experience illegibility of that aspect of their identity even when loved well.  

Elizabeth also shared this question: "But then I'm also thinking, were there other people 

who were queer in my lineage who also had very hush conversations like this that nobody will 

ever hear of?" This question is unanswerable outside of the imagination—how could Elizabeth 

know about something that she will never hear of? By asking it, Elizabeth invoked a different 

kind of absence and silence in her lineage—that of the presence, names, and stories by and about 

her ancestral queer elders. The absence/silence around queerness in her ancestral lineage 

resonated with the unspokenness of the traumas Elizabeth wrote about in the first poem I 

described in her section—out of her desire to make visible and heard what was neither visible 

nor heard but felt. In her wondering about the "hush conversations" between queer elders 

"nobody will ever hear of," Elizabeth conjured the presences of queer elders whose stories she 

does not know for sure but which she can imagine and knew must have existed. Doing so 

operated as another remediation gesture among so many in her SSLP and helped her as she 

continued to construct her own queer identity in relation to her ancestral/familial lineage.  

"Piecing ... together" her queer identity was a process that led Elizabeth to a poem that 

touched on both her queer identity and was a product of her taking responsibility for maintaining 

and exploring her ancestral lineage. This poem combined the events of the 2024 presidential 

election with a romantic breakup with a person with whom she had often processed political 

events. The poem spoke to the Elizabeth's sense of multiple and simultaneous losses—the loss of 

a national election, the loss of a romantic beloved, and the loss of a relationship with a person 

with whom she felt a deep political kinship. Elizabeth elaborated on these losses in a poem that 

explored the social hurt alongside the personal hurt, a relationship gone wrong, and dealing with 

the aftermath of all of it. She explained why she wrote this poem and what it meant to her:  
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Anything can be used against you when people don't believe in gay rights. This [poem] 

was huge. To say, not only am I queer, but I'm also allowed to breathe, make mistakes, 

have relationships that don't end well ... and that doesn't mean all queer relationships are 

doomed and they're going to go to hell. It just means that you're a human. And that was 

important for younger me to hear that when writing this poem. This is reality and it's real, 

and it's beautiful and you're human, and it's good and totally okay.  

I interpreted Elizabeth's dialogue between her future self and her past self in this quote as an act 

of acknowledgement and remediation for the illegibility of her younger self's queer existence. 

Elizabeth undertook the job of lineage building in queerness by throwing a dialogic tether 

backwards in time, forming her own lineage populated by multiple selves who could reassure 

and strengthen each other through time. In so doing, Elizabeth created a safety net that her 

imagined younger self could absorb and receive across time and space. I interpret this as an 

example of how to place oneself in relation to queer lineage in the absence of known others.   

In this poem, and in her description of its meaning to her, Elizabeth enacted a futurity in 

which her younger self became legible to older herself, even as the subject of the poem was 

Elizabeth's current embodied experiences. I interpreted Elizabeth's explorations of her 

vulnerability through her SSLP as futurity practices, in which she located herself in a queer 

lineage despite the absence of a queer lineage in which to root herself. To do this, Elizabeth 

applied the embodied praxis she developed to make meaning of her ancestrally-rooted racial and 

gender identities and applied it to understand her queer identity and queer relation to her 

ancestral lineage.  

Reflection on Elizabeth's Section 

Centering an ethic of deep care for self and those who came before her, Elizabeth 

positioned herself in her ancestral/familial lineage and activated her responsibility toward this 
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lineage through her SSLP. Elizabeth wrote poems back to those in her lineage to name what was 

felt but unspoken. In certain ways, some of her poems generated a remediating effect on trauma-

inflected silences in her family that stretched back in time. Elizabeth's lineage was populated by 

imagined and known ancestral predecessors to whom she formed relationships through her 

SSLP. It was important to her SSLP to perceive of the past as not walled off from the present but 

as constituting and being transformed through the present.  

To enact herself responsibly within her lineage, in the present, Elizabeth reflected on her 

positionality and the privilege her relative economic freedom afforded her. This also prompted 

her reflection on capitalism, which she described as having a historically and present-day 

"disembodying" effect on her SSLP and on her own lived experience. Elizabeth developed a 

praxis of embodied temporality for her SSLP, in which she prioritized slowness, deliberation, 

and privacy and allowed herself to just create her poems. This practice was in part fashioned in 

honor of her ancestors, who Elizabeth understood to have had neither the time, nor the space, nor 

the security to create as she did.  

Finally, the dearth of queer role models and stories in her ancestral lineage prompted 

Elizabeth to write work that put into language her own un-languaged feelings to better 

understand herself and her own queer identity. Despite being in a supportive family, which 

included being put in touch with queer family members when she began exploring her sexuality, 

Elizabeth's identity as a queer person was not, in her own estimation, as rigorously produced as 

were her Black and female identities at the time of the interviews. To offer healing to a younger 

version of herself, she dedicated a poem to that younger version of herself in which she made 

sense of a painful vulnerability she experienced in love with a person. Elizabeth described this 

act as supportive of her younger self. I interpreted this poem as a possibility that Elizabeth, in the 

absence of a concrete and supported queer lineage, began placing herself across different places 
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in that lineage so versions of herself, alongside versions of her ancestors, would experience 

healing, joy, and life together.  

Izán 

In Izán's section, I explore how, through his poems, Izán constructed himself within and 

in relation to his familial lineage. Izán said, "I am really proud of my family, my family's history 

on both sides. I didn't come from nothing." This pride infused Izán's discussions and informed 

how he sought to bring his family's complicated history and dynamics to light through his SSLP. 

Izán's Mexican side of the family was big—his father had over 60 first cousins—and when Izán 

shared family stories, he primarily shared those arising from his father's Mexican and Mexican 

American side.  

As I did in Elizabeth's and YW's sections of this chapter, I divide my exploration of 

Izán's relationship to his familial lineage into three sections: past, present, and future. In past, I 

explore two poems that Izán wrote about his grandmother, who was "just really important" to 

Izán, that shed light on how Izán placed himself in relation to his grandmother, who represented 

for him many aspects of his family lineage, through his SSLP. 

In the present section, I explore Izán's self-construction as an American and what being 

an American means to him. I then use the lens of his self-described “Americanness” to explore a 

poem he wrote about an undocumented member of his family.  

Izán's take on being American arose from his growing political awareness. So too grew 

his self-understanding as a gay Mexican American man. In future, I interpret three moments 

together: (a) how Izán as a young adolescent began to build a textual lineage of books that 

offered him representation of his young gay male, and Mexican American identity; (b) Izán's 

expressed desire to have a family that would carry on his family's lineage; and (c) the meaning 

Izán ascribed to two poems he wrote that explored the complications of his gay identity, both of 
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which referenced the fragility of his imagining of a future in which he could have positive, 

nurturing relationships with other gay men.  

Past 

Describing his paternal grandmother as "really important," Izán spoke about her in each 

of the interviews. He also shared several poems he wrote about her as artifacts for us to discuss. 

Izán's meaning making of these poems about his grandmother often connected her story to his 

own story and to the stories of others in his family from which he drew inspiration and in part 

developed his own sense of identity. When we began the interviews, his grandmother was 

receiving treatment for an illness; as the interviews progressed over the summer of 2025, her 

illness progressed, and before the final interview she entered hospice and passed away. 

In one of the interviews, Izán pulled out his phone and showed me family photos—

photos of his grandparents’ generation at his age; recent photos; photos of children, of his 

extended family, and of his parents when they were young. Izán shared these photos with me 

during the interview when he noticed how much he was talking about his family and about his 

grandmother in particular. When we landed on a photo of his grandmother as a young immigrant 

to New York City, first Izán joyfully characterized her as a "baddie." Then, Izán described how 

he liked to "imagine coming to a new country or a new city" as his grandmother had, noting with 

admiration, "she came with her family. But, like, to live [in a new country]—close to my age?"  

Imagining himself through his grandmother's perspective helped to inform two of the 

poems Izán wrote about her—one about letting go of generational trauma and the other 

envisioning for her a merciful death that brought her, in a spiritual sense, home to Mexico.  

Generational Trauma Poem. Before diving into this poem, it is important to note that 

discussions of generational trauma arose frequently during my interviews with Izán. Izán 

exhibited a comfort with that term that in common parlance has come to mean "a cycle of trauma 
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that passes through families," of which "causes include the lasting impact of traumatic 

experiences like racism, violence, and other types of oppression or tragedy" (Gillespie, 2025, 

n.p.). In this poem, Izán described his grandmother as carrying "burdens" of "generational 

trauma" and how she, by living with these burdens, had helped to free Izán's generation in their 

family of these same burdens. Izán described the impetus for this poem:   

For me, the idea of generational trauma is big. We do feel that pain, and you pass that on, 

even though you don't realize it. With my own grandmother, I love her dearly, but I also 

see some of the deep-seated issues—mental health, the way [she and other elders] 

weaponize guilt. They weaponize fear, too—and they've tried to do that to me, like, bro 

... love is really influenced by our own traumas. ... They push all those feelings, all those 

traumas, all the things they've hidden within themselves onto you.  

Izán drew out his "like, bro" in a sharp exhale. The “generational” in this poem about his family's 

generational trauma was specific to his grandmother and him—their two generations, in relation. 

I interpreted Izán's poem as attempting to make sense of her traumas that could become his, 

manifested in this poem as behaviors arising from her repressed feelings and experiences. 

Unpacking his experience of the ways her trauma had impacted him personally—for example, as 

the recipient of her "weaponized guilt ... [and] fear"—Izán approached his poem with a curiosity 

about his grandmother's perspective. He offered this example:  

It comes down to gender roles, too. What is it that she thinks about men? What is it that 

she thinks about how a woman should act? What is it [that she thinks] about the way that 

she should act? How has [her age] impacted those views? ... Obviously, there's going to 

be some disparity in our perspectives.  

Izán had been pressured—as I will explore a bit in Chapter 8—by familial expectations of him to 

be heterosexual and express male gender identity in culturally normative ways. Izán 
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characterized this pressure, exerted by elders in his family, as symptomatic of their generational 

traumas. In this poem, Izán focused on his grandmother's positionality, imagining her perspective 

through this series of questions. Imagining was central to Izán's poetic practice, which, as in this 

poem, often took on personas of people in his family to better inhabit, understand, and offer 

wisdom for situations they had experienced.  

While sometimes he did get hurt or offended, Izán shared that he understood his 

grandmother's traumas as burdens that might invariably spill out and over. Sometimes that meant 

her views on gender and gender-norming. Izán reflected on what it meant to accept the human 

complications of a person's love, alongside the love itself: “We're not promised anything, but it's 

what we're given ... it's being given to us regardless. The love and the teachings and the trauma 

and everything, and the memories that we're going to inherit.” In his poem, by imagining his 

grandmother carrying away those generational traumas, as a gift of freedom to Izán and his 

generation, Izán took responsibility for witnessing and naming in order to both reveal and 

alleviate the hidden burdens that his grandmother carried.  

As a praxis of witness, Izán's poetry enabled him to respond to his family from his own 

positionality, which included his age and his generation's fluency with terms such “generational 

trauma,” an analytic Izán applied to make sense of his grandmother and her impact on others in 

the family. Izán's perspective was also informed by his growing comfort with his own gender 

expression and sexuality—enabled also, in part, by the time and place in which he grew up. I 

interpreted his poem as a gesture of witness that sought to reveal what was doing harm, 

protecting both the subject of the poem—his grandmother—and himself, as the inheritor of his 

lineage—from that harm.  

By reconceptualizing his grandmother's carrying of generational traumas that had been 

passed down to her as a sacrifice for him and the young members of his own generation—who, 
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in turn, had more tools to heal trauma, including language itself—Izán's poem redefined and 

transformed his inheritance. Izán's praxis marks a new way, in this chapter, that a participant 

used their position within their lineage to enact change, in this case, by deliberately attempting to 

neutralize what Izán identified as generational trauma through his witness.  

Merciful Death Poem. Izán also wrote a poem envisioning a "merciful death" for his 

grandmother. When he wrote and shared this poem with me, his grandmother was on the verge 

of going into hospice. Izán wrote this poem in English and used Spanish words and phrases. In it, 

he conjured a famous Mexican river and a sword as metaphors and instruments of his 

grandmother's passage to an afterlife. The poem imagined Izán's grandmother, who had 

immigrated permanently in her 20s to New York, as returning to Mexico to die. When Izán wrote 

and shared this piece and its meaning with me, his grandmother had not yet passed. Shortly 

thereafter, she did pass. Izán named several moments out of which his poem arose. He described 

one: 

[Our family was] visiting her yesterday and I felt bad because she started to cry. She was 

saying, "look after each other." It makes me happy because she never has acknowledged 

the fact that she's going to die before. There's often so many unspoken things in the 

family in general that you just never touch upon. ... But we talked to my grandma—and 

we were saying, "Oh, look at everyone in this room though. Thanks to you they're all 

here." 

In this quote, Izán affirmed his appreciation for making heard and felt what his family and others 

"just never touch upon." Gathering with his family around his grandmother and describing to her 

what she meant to them and her speaking to them openly about her own mortality were inversion 

of some of his family's silences. "Just never touch upon" evoked Izán's comment about making 

visible what was "hidden."   
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Between our second and third interviews, there was a conflict in Izán's family about 

whether to send his grandmother into hospice care as she wished or try to keep her in the hospital 

for active care. In our third interview, Izán shared his concern for his grandmother about this 

situation, which had inspired him to write a poem. We read it, and he explained: 

I believe in merciful deaths ... no one should suffer that much in death. Obviously you 

can't help the way that someone dies. But [some of] my family ... they're not taking into 

consideration how much pain my grandmother is in. ... I feel like she needs to die. She's 

in a lot of pain. If I were in that pain, I would want to die. ... And I am glad, because she's 

gotten to the point where she's accepted her death. 

Izán wrestled with certain family members' desire to prolong his grandmother's life even though 

doing so would have caused her more pain. The poem Izán wrote functioned as a remediation, 

offering his grandmother an imagined and vividly constructed alternate path forward that 

honored her needs and provided her peace. As he did in the generational trauma poem, Izán used 

his imagination to remediate a current difficult situation and visualize an alternate way of being 

that felt right to him. Although this could also be described in literacy identity scholarship as a 

futuristic (e.g., Gutiérrez et al., 2019; Vasquez & Cruz, 2023) mode of using his imagination, 

Izán's creation of both poems was also rooted in the present, and his invocation of a different 

present created a current reality—a third space (Bhabha, 1994), in which he made his reality of 

his grandmother's merciful death manifest.  

Izán's acknowledgement and envisioning of a "merciful death" sought to remediate the 

pain his grandmother felt physically before she died and in an indirect way the conflict he 

witnessed in his family that could have delayed his grandmother entering hospice. By centering a 

vision of what Izán imagined his grandmother's desires to be—to die mercifully in a natural 

environment, rather than in a hospice or hospital, and in her homeland of Mexico rather than in 
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the United States—Izán reconfigured the family argument about where she should be and gave 

her what he imagined she needed. In writing this poem, Izán again enacted a belief about the 

responsibility he bore to his own lineage: to witness but also to imagine and articulate what 

healing, support, and satisfaction of desire might look like in the present day.  

 Present 

Although he also identified himself as Mexican American, one chosen identifier that Izán 

named as "really important" for him was being an American. In this section, I explore what it 

meant for Izán to construct himself as American and what this meant for his enactment of self in 

his familial lineage. I first share and interpret certain excerpts of the interviews in which Izán 

described and defined his American identity and then explore the meaning he made of a poem 

about a family member in light of his definition of his American identity.  

Being American. When I asked Izán which of his self-ascribed identities felt the most 

fixed or solid at the moment of the interviews, he named "an American or a New Yorker." He 

elaborated on his American identity: 

I'm very proud to be an American. ... There is so much diversity here ... [and] there's the 

ability to exist. That intersectionality, the ability to exist as a person of multiple identities. 

To live lead an intersectional life. That is something that is very unique to being 

American. That's that type of diversity. And I feel so proud of that. I feel like to be an 

American looks literally completely different for every person.  

In this quote, Izán defined his American identity as encompassing the flux and instability 

inherent to having any identity, much less multiple identities. Less about citizenship status and 

more about "the ability to exist as a person of multiple identities," being an American meant 

diversity, intersectionality, and the ability to be "completely different" from those around him.  
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Izán's conception of American identity was cultural, political and ideological. In 

describing to me a debate he had with his Christian, Texan, Mexican American cousin, Izán 

shared his perspective on the role of the United States government in protecting religious 

freedom:  

So many Americans don't believe in God. So many Americans don't believe in the same 

God. There's Muslim people, Hindu people, there's Jewish people. I [asked my cousin],  

“How can you reconcile what this administration is doing and say that it's fair and the 

name of the Bible and the name of Christianity, when the government is [supposed to be] 

serving for all? [By] legitimizing legislation and rhetoric through Christianity and 

through scripture, they're denying the rights of those other people to believe that they 

want to believe. You can't use [the Bible] to legitimize it, because not everyone believes 

in the same God. The government governs for all Americans, not just for you.”  

As Izán recounted for me this part of the conversation he had with his cousin—they were talking 

about her decision to vote for Donald Trump, which she had told Izán she had not ever thought 

much about—he spoke quickly and animatedly, as if this recent memory had touched an 

important nerve. Izán's assertion that "the government governs for all Americans" is one he 

repeated in different ways throughout our interviews. In this quote, Izán's inclusive, off-the-cuff 

listing of Americans who might believe in different types of God, or in no God at all, paralleled 

and reinforced his affirmation of diversity and difference as important qualities of the American 

identity to which he ascribed. Thus, defining what it meant to be an American, Izán placed the 

constellation of his own identities within the permeable and generous bounds of his American 

identity. All of his identities converged within it. 
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Understanding Izán's attachment to and definition of himself as an American is important 

as I turn to explore the meaning he made of a different poem he had written about a family 

member, which I partially interpreted through the lens of his American identity.  

Poem About Undocumented Family Member. In addition to poems about his 

grandmother, Izán also shared stories about family members who had experienced other forms of 

severe difficulty in their lives. Some of these stories moved him emotionally and inspired him to 

write. When I asked Izán why he was moved to write and why he thought so much about the 

hardships his family members had endured, he said, "I think it's sobering. ... There's so many 

other lives that we could be living." These "other lives we could be living" were palpable to Izán 

as they were lived by those to whom he was closely related. Writing these stories into his poems, 

he said, was a way to unmask the "invisibility" and "silence" he understood as part of the causes 

and consequences of the hardships his family members faced.  

I explore the meaning Izán made of a poem he wrote and shared about a cousin three or 

four years older than him with whom he had grown up, and he described himself as "close" when 

they were children. He described his relationship with his cousin in more detail and what had 

happened to her: 

I grew up playing with her ... my aunt's husband, who has now died. He used to molest 

her. ... As she got older, she just—she disappeared. She was so quiet. She had no voice; 

she had no presence. And then she got pregnant. I feel bad because [her boyfriend] left 

her and she literally had nowhere to live. So, she was living in between her mom and the 

boyfriend's mom, because the boyfriend didn't want to see her. And she's an immigrant 

too. There's no protection for her legally. It's that type of erasure. It's very, very real. 

You're kind of on the edge of society. That is the real experience of so many people. Not 

that I can really bring that to life. I feel like I don't experience it, but I can see it.  
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The poem Izán wrote used repetition and imagery to conjure the image of a nameless Latina 

"girl" who had been taken advantage of by a series of men she had trusted and/or to whom her 

care was entrusted. As in life, the subject of his poem had a baby whose father had abandoned 

him also. In the previous quote, Izán named the compounding difficulties of his cousin's life as 

culminating in an "erasure," which is "very, very real" and impacted many Latinas who were 

undocumented and who did not have family support. Izán noted his desire but limited ability to 

"bring [her experience] to life," although he could "see it."  

Izán's desire to make what was erased visible fueled his writing of this poem about this 

family member. To enact himself within his family lineage meant writing through the 

experiences of those around him even as he knew that his ability to accurately or fully convey 

someone else's experience would always be limited by his own positionality and perspective. I 

asked what it was like for him to reflect on this "other life" he could have lived. He said: 

It's emotional. ... [Back then], we just wanted to play in the yard. We just wanted to run 

around. And to see as an adult how that has transformed and how what has happened to 

her has transformed her but also how her place in society has changed too, and what 

society has done to her.  

Izán's perspective on his cousin's place changing in society, and society, which Izán imagined as 

agentic, enacting harm on her ("what society has done to her"), is in dialogue with Izán's 

placement of himself within his family lineage and with his conception of what it means to be an 

American. Within their family lineage, Izán sought to make his cousin's series of experiences 

visible, as they did not mirror his own and yet they "shared" a childhood. Although Izán 

explained that he could not fully understand her perspective, he nonetheless allowed himself to 

imagine it, and, in his imagining, extrapolated in his writing others who had experienced similar 
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hardships. In this way, Izán's poetry often reflected a praxis of witness of others—in this poem, 

his cousin, but in other poems, his grandmother and other members of his family.  

Izán's praxis of witness accorded with his inclusive sense of what it meant to him to be an 

American. Izán's conception of the responsibility conferred upon him by his “Americanness” 

meant taking responsibility for this kind of witness and for the space of inclusion that his poem 

sought to create. Although Izán said he "wasn't really satisfied with it ... it doesn't really capture 

that feeling of invisibility," the poem was successful in that through it, Izán enacted his 

responsibility toward his family lineage and simultaneously enacted what he believed it meant to 

be an American.  

Future  

Izán's meaning making of his gay and American identities sometimes meant he had 

beliefs different from his family. In his discussion of beliefs within his family that were different 

from his own, Izán said:  

My family is very focused on the idea of family. They're like, “Oh, we have to remain 

united.” I think it's unfortunate [how] in a lot of Latin America and Mexico specifically, 

they're very focused on image ... for me, my own personal legacy, I'm not like that. I'm a 

little bit more individualistic.  

At this moment in the interview, I joked with Izán about it being the "American in [him]" that 

had caused him to see himself as "a little bit more individualistic." He emphatically agreed, 

explaining what it meant to him to be an American and how that tied to his identity development 

as a young gay man. In this final section, I explore how Izán's commitment to his family lineage 

meant he also needed to begin developing his gay identity in the context of being an American to 

sustain him as he engaged familial lineage work in his SSLP.  
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Building a Textual Lineage for Representation. Izán loved to read and noted that he 

was often drawn to reading novels that contained "family stories" because of "generational stuff, 

generational trauma, generational secrets—what's happened, what they've overcome." 

Throughout middle and high school, Izán put together the beginning of a textual lineage that 

spoke to his interests in "generational stuff" that also helped him learn about his gay male 

identity. Reading novels about families that included gay male characters that also mirrored 

aspects of Izán's other identities helped him understand himself, filling in some gaps, even just 

imaginative ones, that his family could not.  

Three books in particular, Benjamin Aliere Sáenz's Dante and Aristotle Discover the 

Secrets of the Universe, Casey McQuiston's Red, White, and Royal Blue, and Ocean Vuong's On 

Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous, made a particularly strong impact on Izán. Izán described Sáenz's 

book, in which two teenage Mexican American boys fall in love, as "so, so good" and 

meaningful to him because of "the representation" and "seeing someone that reminds you of 

yourself." Regarding McQuinston's book, which was about a romance between the son of an 

American president and a British prince, both teenagers, Izán said:  

So, the premise is kind of stupid, but it's an enjoyable read. The main character, he's half 

Mexican, half white, and his mom is blonde. And my mom is blonde. And his name is 

Alejandro, and that's my [another family member]'s name. Yeah, there's so many 

similarities.  

Those similarities were racial identity markers that Izán, his mother, and a family member 

shared. Izán was surprised I had not read it—"Really? They even made a movie of it!"—which I 

interpreted as him signaling how important it was for his life in the period that the book (and 

movie) came out. I asked him to describe what it felt like to see aspects of his identity mirrored 

in the story's romantic fantasy, and he responded with hand gestures, not exactly in clear 
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phrasing, except for an emphatic, joyful "Oh my God!" that I understood as revelatory. Izán's 

reaction to McQuinston's book was similar to his take on Sáenz's book and supports research 

findings that representation is important and affirming of LGBTQIA+ adolescents in their 

identity development (Goen & Araujo, 2024).  

         Izán came across Vuong's On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous in an airport bookshop after 

realizing he "needed" something to read for a long flight ahead. Still in middle school, Izán read 

most of this book on the way to his destination, which he believed was Mexico, to see family. 

Izán described what Vuong's book meant to him: "God, reading that book—wow." Calling it 

"beautiful," Izán elaborated: 

I have not lived a similar lifetime at all. ... But even then, the generational issues that he 

writes about, even though it's loosely based off his own life, and seeing that, and with his 

mother, also with his being gay, too, there's so much to it. I was like, “Yes, I've also been 

there.” I really, really felt actually connected to that book.  

Even though Vuong's book described life situations that did not mirror Izán's, Izán connected to 

Vuong's depiction of gayness, and to Vuong's take on the "generational issues" that Izán was 

likewise fascinated by within his own family. By reaching into literature to find representative—

as he did via the first two books —and resonant models of gayness and family dynamics, as 

Vuong's was, Izán began to construct his own sense of himself as a gay male within his family 

lineage. Doing so through building a nascent textual lineage was one action that contributed to 

allowing Izán to assert himself in his gay identity and help him relate to his family lineage.  

Gayness and Family Lineage. When I asked Izán to imagine how he would participate 

in his family lineage in the future, he said: "I would want just to have a story that my family 

could be proud of. ... I want to have a family. I want kids. That's a big thing for me. That would 

definitely be how I would measure my legacy." Later, he spoke about deciding to attend college 
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in New York City to ensure he was not only near to his own family but could more easily access 

gay communities and find a person to love and settle down with. 

That future, while graspable, also seemed, at times, hard to arrive. Izán spoke about the 

difficulty he faced in the gay scene finding good, reliable, and trustworthy love. We explored 

several poems he wrote about his gay identity in relation to partnership. One was an epistolary 

poem in which Izán, writing as an anonymous narrator towards an unnamed "you," described 

several unsatisfying or difficult encounters, which arose in the narrator's direct experience or 

from what the narrator had witnessed. Izán described this poem as being about "repression ... and 

the ghosts that people hide." He described those ghosts as "secret hookups, or they're cheating on 

their wives, having these whole other lives apart from their family life. They're betraying their 

families, betraying their community, their religion." Izán made this meaning of his poem: 

That repression is so real, and it has to do with a lot with cultural identity, religious 

identity, right. ... They try to pass that shame onto you as well, because they're deeply 

ashamed of themselves. I'm like, "I'm not ashamed of it." But I think they try to pass that 

shame on, those ghosts, they try to pass those ghosts onto other people, and I'm like, 

“Um, fuck no.” But it's very real.  

Izán's toggling between "um, fuck no" and "but it's very real" is similar to the balance he created 

between extremes when he described his grandmother's "weaponizing" of guilt and/or fear 

alongside his love for her and compassion for her traumas. These men, however, are not family 

members, but lovers, potential lovers, or others' lovers. Still, one undercurrent in these 

encounters was the desire for connection, one that might even approximate and/or become a 

familial connection.  

Izán’s quote offers a set of contradictions that arose for him as he worked with the 

material for his poem drawn from his and others' experiences, and as he wrote this poem. In this 



 

150 
 

poem, Izán simultaneously bore witness and used his imagination to free himself of restrictive 

discourses about male sexuality and helped him create a path towards imagining a family of his 

own creation.  Doing so was important for realizing his dream of family.  

Reflection on Izán's Section  

         By creating and enacting a praxis of witness through his SSLP, Izán engaged his familial 

lineage. By defining for himself what it meant to be an American—his definition hinged on 

inclusivity, mutual respect, and responsibility—and by seeking out and building for himself a 

textual lineage that could help him define himself as a gay Mexican American man, Izán 

improvised upon and supplemented cultural knowledge he had drawn from his family. His 

development of his American and gay identities helped him position himself more fully and 

more authentically within his family lineage. Rooted deeply within his family lineage but as 

himself, Izán's praxis of witness extended to all of his identities.  

Reflection on Lineage 

         I offer three takeaways from my exploration and interpretation of lineage in the SSLP of 

YW, Elizabeth and Izán. 

First, participants ascribed themselves to lineages that both reinforced and imbued their 

SSLP with purpose. For example, YW was affirmed in his political writing and bolstered by the 

sacrifices those before him in his textual-political lineage had made to produce similar kinds of 

writing. Elizabeth wrote about her imagined and known ancestral/generational lineage to make 

visible, seen, and heard experiences that had been silenced and/or rendered invisible. Through 

her SSLP, Elizabeth’s praxis of embodied temporality put her in direct relation to her lineage. 

Izán wrote recent familial stories of difficulty and hardship to imagine healing through a praxis 

of witness. I wonder how many young people place themselves in a lineage of their own 
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construction (of real and imagined others who share common aims, history, or understanding) to 

reinforce, direct, and imbue their SSLP with purpose. 

Second, as actors within their chosen lineage(s), participants necessarily differentiated 

themselves within their lineage through their SSLP. What I mean by this is that participants did 

not seek to copy those who came before them. Their SSLP was inflected and buoyed by their 

relationship to their lineage, but they did not seek to solely mirror the work or lives of those who 

had come before them. For example, YW's political smuts were reminiscent of other explicit and 

politically satiric work others in his lineage had written before him but were categorically 

different in terms of content, audience, and methods of dissemination. Nobody, not even his 

contemporaries, was making work exactly like his work. Elizabeth's praxis of embodied 

temporality made use, after her reflection on her privilege relative to those who had come before 

her, of the slowness and space she was afforded to make poems on which she had no desire to 

capitalize. Izán, writing often in a mix of English and Spanish, named hardships his recent family 

members had experienced to bring them to light, which ran contrary to a family logic in which 

difficult things were kept secret. I am interested in this point mostly because it demonstrates how 

these three young people each capably and independently enacted their responsibility toward 

their lineage in their SSLP. The overriding aim of each participant’s work in relation to their 

lineage was carrying out the work of their self-ascribed lineages through their own perspectives, 

positionalities, and imaginations. They each made work that was distinct from what came before 

in their lineages.  

Finally, all three participants sought to pull together for themselves a workable 

LGBTQIA+ lineage by imagining elders, assigning queerness to those in their lineage, and 

sourcing diverse texts to help themselves find representation, permission and belonging within 

their chosen lineages. I wonder how LGBTQIA+ young people of color can access, construct, 
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and activate themselves within their lineages when they feel adrift or on their own to begin with, 

even in supportive families. This might take support in the form of culturally responsive 

mentoring, comprehensive teaching of LGBTQIA+ history and figures, and access to safe and 

identity-affirming intergenerational spaces for LGBTQIA+ youth. These tactics might provide 

some footholds for young people of color who are reckoning with their gender and sexual 

identities.  
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Chapter 7: Data Analysis: The Limits and Affordances of Language 

as a Medium 

         Language is the medium of all literacy practices. Throughout our engagement, 

participants made meaning of and reckoned with the limits and affordances of the language(s) in 

which they worked. This chapter explores the ways participants described and made meaning of 

language as the medium of their SSLP.  

I first describe language-as-medium as an animating structure, drawing from my 

discussion in Chapter 2 of Bakhtin’s (2008) concept of heteroglossia. Then I introduce useful 

key concepts from scholarship in translanguaging and transnational literacy scholarship. I offer 

synopses of the questions and topics that guided my exploration of each participant's relationship 

to language as a medium for their SSLP. Then I analyze the participants’ data, starting with Izán, 

then moving to Elizabeth, and then moving to YW. I conclude the chapter with a reflection.  

Language as a Medium as an Animating Structure  

Throughout this chapter, I understand language to be heteroglossic, continually 

transforming in its significations as it moves within and between people. Language, understood 

heteroglossically, is a medium built of words, spaces, and conventions that might appear to be 

the same to two different writers but can never be the same for two different writers. Each writer 

constructs the words we use to signify contexts (lifeworlds) that are both shared and distinct 

from one another’s contexts. As we use language, our transformation of its meaning is 

continuous and dynamic. Our negotiation to make meaning through language requires constant 

decision making about what, how, why, when, and to whom to communicate. That decision-

making process is not, according to this study’s theoretical framework, fated, universal, or 

neutral. Our creation of meaning through language is profoundly personal while simultaneously 
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occurring in relation to dynamics of power that exist beyond us and move within us. Young 

writers are not exempt from this medium's significant demands.  

As a medium, language animated every aspect of participants' SSLP. In this chapter, I 

describe and interpret two kinds of examples from each participant’s data. Participants offered 

examples of language becoming unavailable to them, or seeking language to become available to 

them, as they sought to express or understand an important aspect of their identity. One example 

explores the relationship between identity and language as a medium in participants’ SSLP. 

Because language is a dynamic, oscillating, and transforming medium for literacy practices, 

participants were consistently faced with choices about how to use language in their SSLP, often 

noting affordances or limitations of the medium in their practices. The second example explores 

how participants navigated a limitation that language, as a medium, presented their SSLP. 

Key Ideas in Relevant Scholarship 

In this chapter, language in the phrase “language as medium” indicates both "named" 

languages (García & Otheguy, 2019; English, Persian, and Spanish), as well as their component 

parts and structuring: symbols meaningfully arranged and communicated in writing to oneself 

and/or others. I briefly describe key concepts as they apply to and conceptually underwrite this 

chapter from the fields of translanguaging and transnational literacies.  

Translanguaging   

         The relatively recent field of translanguaging offers much to my discussions in all three 

participants' sections. I explore a couple of relevant ideas and then explain the use of these ideas 

to this chapter's analysis of language as a medium. First, translanguaging encompasses and 

extends beyond linguistic practices within "named languages [and] their components—lexicon, 

morphology, phonology, syntax" to incorporate "an understanding of how different modes, 
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including our bodies, our gestures, our lives etc., add to the semiotic meaning-making repertoire 

that is involved in the act of communication" (García & Otheguy, 2019, p. 24).  

A translanguaging framework, which I partially applied to my analysis in this chapter, 

allowed me to analyze participants' use of language as a medium, not solely in terms of language 

within the container of its name (English, Persian, Spanish, for example). A translanguaging 

framework allowed me to conceptualize language as a repertoire that existed across and between 

participants' specific named language(s). This broader definition of language within a 

translanguaging framework allowed me to more easily interrogate how Izán and YW move 

between languages, the meanings they make in that movement, and what might shift or stay the 

same as they move. This definition also allowed me to understand speaking in tongues, or 

glossolalia, to include the gestural and lived experience of its speaker, which offered an 

important point of comparison to English for Elizabeth.  

García and Kleifgen (2019) explained that translanguaging practices are "conditioned by 

the sociopolitical and economic structures within which speakers of minoritized languages are 

positioned" (p. 558). Languages can be marginalized politically, juridically, and socially. A 

translanguaging framework is embedded with a critical stance toward power, which makes it 

compatible with my own theoretical framework and methodology.   

De Fina (2016) posited that "identity processes are embedded within semiotic practices 

that involve different rules, roles, presuppositions, etc., and therefore cannot be studied without 

attending to those contexts” (p. 169). Translanguaging scholars have explored the interplay 

between multiliteracies, identity, culture, and behavioral aspects of self-expression and 

communication in the language and literacy practices of multilingual people (see García & 

Kleifgen, 2019). The context de Fina noted is co-constitutive with bilingual and multilingual 

peoples' identity development and literacy practices. As this study centered the relationship 
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between identity, meaning making, and SSLP, translanguaging was a useful framework for 

considering multilingual speakers' navigation of these three aspects.  

Finally, García and Otheguy (2019), in their historical overview of the concept of 

translanguaging, noted that scholars in the field often turn to Bakhtin's (2008) concept of 

heteroglossia to "signal the complexity of the situation under study" (p. 21). De Fina (2016) 

wrote, "Recent research has demonstrated the relevance of 'heteroglossic' (Bakhtin 1986: 89) 

phenomena, that is, phenomena demonstrating the incorporation of the voice of others into one's 

utterances" (p. 168). García and Kleifen (2019) posited that the concept of heteroglossia, 

alongside key issues in scholarship in critical multilingualism and multimodalities, helped give 

rise to the field of translanguaging research and theory (pp. 553–554).  

Translanguaging scholars’ heteroglossic approach to understanding language and power 

contrasts with what Flores and Rosa (2015) called a “monoglossic language ideology … which 

position[s] idealized monolingualism in a standardized national language as the norm to which 

all national subjects should aspire" (p. 151). Heteroglossia, as a concept, is used in 

translanguaging research to constitute language itself as dynamic, relational, and transformed in 

utterance between speakers and the self.   

Translanguaging helped me consider the repertoires of semiotic practices my participants 

brought to our engagement across languages and to consider the limits of what Garcia and 

Otheguy (2019) called "named languages." Two of my three participants, YW and Izán, spoke 

more than one language fluently. One participant, Elizabeth, spoke one language, English, 

although she also had studied Spanish and had written, with the aid of translator technology, 

poems in Spanish. Elizabeth had, as did YW and Izán, multiple repertoires of communication 

that were related to her various identities and her experiences moving through differently 

discursive spaces throughout her life. Translanguaging, in which people move semiotic 
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repertoires across externally constructed linguistic boundaries, is a frame through which I 

explored how my participants developed their literacy practices. Translanguaging also gave me a 

way to think through the ways named languages discursively constructed reality for 

participants—for example in Elizabeth's section, as she came to conceptualize English as a 

"colonial language."  

Transnational Literacies 

Leonard (2013) argued that "while the defining characteristic of contemporary literacy 

studies is an attempt to understand how literacy is practiced in social situations and cultural 

contexts ... movement, itself is a situation and a context" (p. 33). In their lives, each participant 

moved between significantly different discursive contexts. “Movement, itself” was a constitutive 

feature of each of my participants' SSLP. Each participant, in the data I analyzed for this chapter, 

referred to the impact of transnational movement on their use of language as a medium. YW 

immigrated across national borders, knew multiple languages to varying degrees of fluency, and 

conducted his SSLP in most of them. Izán, though he was a second-generation American on both 

sides of his family, had extended family that lived on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border, and 

he spoke Spanish and English. Elizabeth's ancestors were forced to lose their languages, during 

and after the transatlantic crossing, languages to which Elizabeth then had no familial access. 

Though it was her primary mode of communication, Elizabeth also understood English to be 

complicit in the silencing of her ancestors' languages. Unlike Izán and YW, who had direct 

access to familial languages, Elizabeth experienced their echoes, or resonances, in her 

connection with her ancestors through her SSLP and through her involvement with the church.  
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Participant Overviews 

Each participant described distinct experiences with language as the medium of their 

SSLP, describing both limits and affordances. In my exploration of each participant’s navigation 

of language as a medium, I chose two examples. One example deals with language for their 

SSLP becoming accessible to the participant after working through an aspect of their identity. 

The other example relates to the named language in which a participant primarily wrote—for 

Elizabeth, English; for Izán, Spanish and English; and for YW, Persian in Iran and Persian and 

English in the United States—and an example of a limit, or opportunity, presented by that named 

language for their SSLP.  

In Izán's section, I discuss and interpret his reacquisition of Spanish after not speaking it 

since he was very young and how that process intersected with his writing of a personal essay 

about his identity that became a personal statement for college; I then examine Izán's use of 

language as a medium to engage his gay identity. In Elizabeth's section, I explore and interpret 

her negotiation of the limits of English, which she described as a "colonized" medium; I also 

explore and interpret her process of learning about her identities by learning language to describe 

those identities. Finally, in YW's section, I explore and interpret an example he offered of 

becoming unable to write a certain kind of fiction until he had reconciled his gender and sexual 

identities; I then explore and interpret how censorship affected YW's access to language and self-

expression. 

Izán 

I first describe Izán's journey away from and then back to Spanish for a broad strokes 

understanding of Izán's relationship to Spanish. I then explore and interpret how Izán engaged 

both English and Spanish in a personal essay about his identity formation. That personal essay 



 

159 
 

became a personal statement he used for his college applications. Revising his essay for an 

audience of admissions readers brought to light questions about legibility and authenticity in 

relation to his SSLP. In the second section, I explore how language operated as a medium 

through which Izán worked to reconcile his gay identity.   

Legibility and Authenticity in a Personal Statement for College 

Spanish and English. Izán was raised speaking English and Spanish in a family that 

supported and expected his bilinguality. However, when he was scolded for speaking Spanish in 

his Catholic preschool, Izán stopped speaking Spanish altogether, at school and at home. Izán's 

mother relocated him to a public school, in part as a response to this incident and its impact on 

Izán. It was still "a while" before Izán began his journey of Spanish language reclamation. 

Reflecting on his process of Spanish reacquisition, Izán said it was "always there ... sometimes 

you have to unlock it." The unlocking was messy, but, Izán discovered, achievable. As a young 

teen, Izán's motivation for (re)learning Spanish was partially connected to how some of his other 

identities were treated.  

Izán described being taunted and stigmatized for having a white mother and harassed for 

being gay—or acting in ways others perceived as effeminate—from a very young age, long 

before he began to identify, understand, and reconcile his sexual identity. Not speaking Spanish 

as fluently as his family or friends was just another reason, he discovered, to be othered.  

Importantly, Izán said, "I didn't feel valid as a Latino person because I was like, 'I don't speak 

Spanish.'" Becoming recognized by peers and family as "valid" in his full Latino, Mexican 

American identity was a project that Izán dove into wholeheartedly via his reacquisition of 

Spanish. Izán achieved conversational fluency by making friends who spoke primarily Spanish at 

home, serving on the court for numerous quinceañeras, and practicing with his mother, who was 

a Spanish teacher.  
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Beginnings of Writing in Spanish, English, and Spanglish. About a year before we 

met, Izán had started writing in Spanish and English in his SSLP. Previously, he had written only 

in English. During the interviews, Izán shared poems and a personal essay that variously used 

Spanish and English, what Izán identified as Spanglish. Izán described the process of writing 

bilingually in his SSLP: 

Sometimes [Spanish] rolls off your tongue. And I think it's the same thing with writing, 

with any creative process. ... Something comes to you. [You decide that] this should be 

said in Spanish—cadence, tone, everything, how it flows—because it sounds different 

and it has a different connotation. You know what I mean? Translations are never exact 

... sometimes I just wanna say it like that [in Spanish]. Sometimes it's as simple as that.  

Because he believed that "translations are never exact," it followed that Izán would use words, 

phrases, and pacing in his writing that drew from both English and Spanish, depending on what 

felt most right to him at the moment. This quote demonstrates Izán's commitment to articulating 

in his writing the "something" that "comes" in the language in which it "should" be said. It also 

demonstrates how by choosing when Spanish or English language was most appropriate in his 

SSLP, Izán affirmed his bilingual identity. By constructing Spanish and English as not as 

subordinate/dominant or as inappropriate/appropriate relative one to the other, but as distinct, 

valid semiotic reservoirs from which he drew to write, Izán made a different choice from the one 

he had made as a very young child in Catholic preschool. Then, I interpret, Izán silenced himself 

to satisfy an authority’s demand to subjugate his Spanish language-knowing. Now, for at least a 

year prior to our interaction in this study, Iza had begun experimenting with naming his realities 

in his SSLP in both Spanish and English. 

Identifying as bilingual inspired Izán's reflection about how language worked in his own 

mind. Izán shared, "Being bilingual and speaking another language, sometimes you sit in your 
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mind, and there's things that come to you in Spanish." Izán's "things that come to you" included 

general ideas or thoughts, or lyrics to an existing song, as well as strings of words that could be 

expanded into poems. This quote offers the possibility that while Izán might consciously decide 

which words in which languages were most accurate for him to use in a piece of writing, he was 

also at times, perhaps, simultaneously, not choosing at all between languages but allowing the 

situation and context to determine the language that appeared naturally to him. As Izán said in 

the quote that opened this section, deciding what language to speak or write in could be "as 

simple as that."   

Personal Essay, Personal Statement. In a nonfiction personal essay styled as a coming-

of-age tale, Izán explored growing up as a young, gay, Mexican American male with an eating 

disorder that he ultimately overcame. This essay became the personal statement he used for his 

college applications. In early drafts of this primarily English-language essay, Izán had included 

Spanish-language phrases and a complete sentence in Spanish. While on the surface not about 

his bilingual identity, the choices about language that Izán reckoned with in his construction of 

this piece of writing ended up making that piece of writing very much about his bilingual 

identity.  

Questions about language in Izán's personal statement as it related to audience and power 

first arose when Izán shared a version of the essay with his brother, whose opinion he values, for 

feedback. Izán reflected on that conversation and what ensued: 

My brother, he's like, "Oh, it sounds corny." And you know what? Looking back, I don't 

know that it would've been that corny, but also, thinking about it, not everyone 

understands the bilingual brain. ... Obviously I don't use [Spanglish or Spanish] regularly 

if I'm not with people that don't speak Spanish. But because [the personal essay] is 

personal, I feel like it should be authentic to what it is that you're actually thinking.  
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In this quote, Izán identified a significant tension between legibility and authenticity that arose 

for him as he used Spanish in an essay that is required to be in English.  

Legibility and Authenticity. On one hand, the English-speaking audience of admissions 

readers might—but could not be expected to—read Spanish. Izán offered the idea of "the 

bilingual brain" as encompassing both identity and a manner of speaking that mixed Spanish and 

English. When he said that "not everyone understands the bilingual brain," Izán was observing a 

culturally rooted pattern he saw in the United States across culturally/nationally dissimilar 

Latinxs of speaking Spanglish. Izán's own "bilingual brain," as he described, moved between 

both Spanish and English.  

Izán worried that making the movement between Spanish and English visible to his 

admissions readers as a meta-commentary on his identity could be misconstrued. If his essay 

contained both untranslated language and unexplained movement between Spanish and English, 

Izán imagined how his essay might be misunderstood—literally and discursively—by readers 

evaluating his essay for college admission in an already high-stakes process.  

On the other hand lay what was "authentic to what it is that you're actually thinking"—or, 

Izán's bilingual brain behaving bilingually. Izán wanted the essay to reflect both his reality of 

language appearing to him in Spanish and his reality in which he chose Spanish or English when 

either felt most appropriate for his use. It was "authentic"; therefore, in Izán's estimation, to let 

his personal essay evidence his Spanglish, as speaking and thinking in Spanglish was a feature of 

his life.  

Ultimately, Izán struck a compromise between legibility and authenticity in his essay. 

Izán decided to strike longer phrases and the sentence he wrote in Spanish in his personal essay, 

though he left individual Spanish words intact that could be understood contextually by non-

Spanish-speaking readers. 



 

163 
 

With respect to authenticity, Izán described his topic choice for his essay: "identity was 

so important to me growing up. It really, really did form a big part of who I was, growing up in 

my own experiences. So obviously, there [was] nothing else to write about other than that." In 

his essay, Izán had made visible aspects of his gay, male, Mexican American identities and 

experiences through the lens of healing his disordered eating and learning to embrace food. By 

describing identity—and these identities in particular—as an inevitable focus of his personal 

statement, Izán pointed to the reciprocal nature of his identity development and his writing 

practice. Izán elaborated on the relationship between his identity and his writing in his personal 

essay:  

I think we've all had issues with our own identity, right? We've all had issues with 

expressing ourselves and coming terms with who we are. And I just think—obviously 

that manifests in different ways. But I think for me, I always felt like [the struggle with 

disordered eating] did kind of define me a little bit—I've always felt that. And I also feel 

like being able to write about it too is a way to take control of the narrative. 

In defining his identity to take control of the narrative, Izán performed an intervention on certain 

oppressive discourses he had internalized in a move towards reclaiming himself. I interpreted 

Izán's "taking control of the narrative" not as an outward-directed measure of control but an 

inward-directed one. Writing helped Izán neutralize a destructive narrative that had embedded 

itself in him. Language, as a medium, operated as this neutralizing force through his SSLP.  

In his personal essay, Izán determined who he was and why he was and defined the 

relationship between his healing journey and his gay and Mexican American identities. While 

Izán framed his re-narrativizing as not unique to him—"we've all had our issues with our own 

identities, right?"—his essay nonetheless represented a deeply personal self-articulation that 

found its home in the public, high-stakes structure of the college essay.  
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The formal constraints of the essay, of which I count audience, space (650 words), 

legibility, and authenticity, both created tension for Izán and helped Izán produce a piece of 

writing that expressed who he was in the process of becoming. Without grappling with these 

questions of audience and legibility, the essay would likely have been very different. Yet, despite 

the compromises, Izán described himself as "proud" of what he had created. This is an example 

of how language as a medium can simultaneously offer up limits and opportunities.  

Expressing Feelings and Language in his SSLP 

In describing his writing process, Izán said, "I'm going on the journey with my pen, girl. 

We're seeing where this goes." Izán's journeying through language to "see where it goes" is the 

heart of this part of Izán's section. I explore how Izán used language to make his gay identity 

real; the meaning he made of being assigned the word label "gay" in elementary school and how 

that label impacted him; and how he accessed his feelings about his identity through his SSLP. 

Language is visible as a medium throughout this subsection, both as a site of difficulty and harm 

and as a site of self-reclamation.  

Writing Into Gay and Mexican American Identity. Several times in the interview, Izán 

called his SSLP an "outlet." Izán shared that "especially when I was first coming to terms with 

my own identity, I would write a lot about being gay, being Hispanic, just because [writing's] an 

actual outlet." Izán elaborated on what he meant by “outlet” in the context of his beginning to 

write through his gay identity as a middle schooler: 

You need an outlet sometimes, especially when there's so much uncertainty. You don't 

really know who you are. You're like, “Oh, I'm trying to figure myself out, whatever.” [I] 

feel, in some way, [that] I have to be authentic to myself. I have to speak this out. But 

then you don't feel comfortable enough to share that with someone else.  



 

165 
 

In the absence of having someone around with whom he felt comfortable talking about his 

identity, Izán chose to write. In this quote, writing fulfilled multiple purposes: it helped Izán 

"figure myself out," allowed him to "be authentic," and fulfilled his need to "speak this out." The 

“this” in "speak this out" was his gay identity, experiences, and emotions. Writing offered Izán a 

safe and accessible way to work through his feelings of uncertainty and not knowing. He 

continued:  

But in a way, you're sharing [your identity] and writing it, it becomes tangible, it 

becomes true. It's not just a thought. You speak it into reality, like, “Oh, wow, this is 

something real.” And it's a step in the acknowledgment process, coming to accept that, 

coming to understand that. That that's a part of who you are. When you have no other 

outlet, you always have yourself, even if it's just writing.  

I interpreted this quote as Izán pointing to language as the medium for his practice. Izán 

characterized language as a transformative medium that enabled him to speak his identity "into 

reality." Through the language he used as the medium for his journaling practice, Izán turned his 

uncertainty about his gay identity from a "thought" into something "tangible" and "real." Izán's 

SSLP enabled him to begin to acknowledge himself in his own language for what and who he 

was. He also affirmed language that he constructed to be an outlet that was available to him 

when other people or resources could not be.  

In reflecting on his earlier experiences, Izán shared that when he was very young, he had 

received messaging about his gay identity from others: 

When I was little, and I think all throughout elementary school, [peers would ask] "Are 

you gay? Are you gay?" And obviously I was, I didn't realize it yet. ... People would 

always say that to me. And it just made me feel really insecure for a really long time 
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because I was just like, “Okay, guys. I don't know. I never thought about it like that” 

[emphasis added].   

I added emphasis at the end of this quote to draw attention to how Izán might have thought of 

himself outside of the construct of gay as it was named in his peers' mouths. I interpreted this 

sentence within this larger quote to point to the discursive structures embedded in the word "gay" 

as used by Izán's peers and to which he would not immediately assign himself. What "gay" 

signified to Izán was not his identity but a hypervisible marker that would be a reason others 

could use to construct Izán as other, posing social and emotional risk to him. (Nobody in Izán's 

story was repeatedly asking him to answer whether he was straight.) Izán described the impact 

his peers' repeated questioning had on him: 

When people are coming at you and they already make this assumption about you, and 

they're telling you, even though they're not directly telling you, they're telling you, it's 

like, “Oh, okay, they're handing me something already” [Emphasis added]. You question 

[yourself]. Something that you're not even fully aware of yet. It makes you so incredibly 

aware of everything about yourself. So, I was like, “Oh god, I feel fat, I feel ugly. I don't 

like this about myself. I don't.” 

Izán revealed, in this quote, that as a young person he did not perceive his peers' questionings 

about whether he was gay as neutral or friendly, using the phase "coming at you" and "make this 

assumption" to characterize their aggression and intensity.  

I interpreted Izán's related phrase, "handing me something already," in two parts. First, 

"handing me something" formulated his classmates' utterance of "gay" as external object that did 

not belong to Izán. It did not arise from within him but arrived, intrusively, from outside of him. 

His peers attempted again and again to "hand" it to him. "Gay," in their utterance, was a threat 

rather than an identity to reconcile.  
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Second, Izán closed the phrase with "already," which I interpreted to mean "too soon." In 

elementary school, Izán was not ready, prepared, or willing to take on whatever “gay” meant to 

his peers. I interpreted the phrase "handing me something already" as demonstrating the 

difference between gay as an othering tactic used by Izán's peers and gay signaling an identity 

Izán came to accept and embrace, initially through his writing in middle school and then through 

his community-building as Izán grew older. “Gay” was and is not a neutral word, even simply 

given the heteroglossic frame this study situates itself within. A significant part of Izán's early 

SSLP was committed to languaging and understanding himself in the context of that word as he 

grew into positive self-acceptance.   

Becoming "so incredibly aware" of himself had a longer-term harmful effect on Izán, 

who developed an eating disorder that he described as "a response" to "those built-up 

insecurities." Izán explained that disordered eating, for a time, helped him "feel good" and 

explained that if "you look for [feeling good] that way, you can actually feel pleasure in some 

way." Izán had healed through years of therapy and by the time of our study had recovered his 

love for food. (Incidentally, his personal statement I discussed earlier centered on his love for 

food and journey with his gay identity.) The word "gay," fraught with power and signification to 

his elementary school-aged self and to his peers, was a word Izán would reconcile in his own 

language through his journaling practice in middle school through which he came to 

"understand" himself.   

Izán used his SSLP as a way to access and put his emotions into language. Even still, he 

explained:  

Words can't encompass all your feelings. You can try, but they don't encompass all your 

experiences, your memories, all the feelings. Every single experience that I've had with 

family, with love, with death, everything that you try to say, [the writing] can never 
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encompass it, and it can never encompass all how you truly feel. But I feel like it can 

sometimes do it justice. It can sometimes get a little bit of meaning out. Scratch the top of 

what it is that you're actually feeling. 

Izán encountered the limits of language in translating his "experiences, memories, all the 

feelings" into language that can "never encompass all how you truly feel." However, as a 

medium, language could "sometimes do it justice." In Izán's negotiation of language as a medium 

in this example, he accepted its limits and made a way for it to be sufficient as he named his 

reality. I interpret Izán’s reflection on language as an "embodied awareness" (Wynans, 2012) that 

made use of the tools his SSLP provided.   

Reflection on Izán's Section  

In each of these two very different examples, Izán negotiated language as a medium. In 

the first example, Izán navigated bilinguality in his construction of an authentic and legible 

personal statement, which he ultimately formulated for use for his college applications. In the 

second example, Izán grew into his understanding himself as gay on his own terms and in his 

own language through the SSLP he later took up. Doing so followed on his formative 

experiences in elementary school, where he was aggressively questioned about whether he gay. I 

made a distinction between the various meanings of gay in a heteroglossic sense, noting that 

while Izán accepted and understood himself as gay through his writing practice in middle school, 

that word “gay” as voiced by elementary and middle school peers had functioned to other Izán. 

In both sets of examples, Izán found ways—even if they were difficult or took a long time—to 

use language, despite and because of its limitations it imposed—to articulate himself and deepen 

his understanding of his identity.  
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Elizabeth 

Elizabeth, who was fluent only in English, experienced language as an obvious medium 

with limitations and opportunities. English was not a sea in which she swam indivisibly, but a 

distinct realm in which she had lived her life that presented to her an array of choices. As a 

bilingual person, I started the interview process with the belief that speaking multiple languages 

was how a person gained the perspective to critique effectively and appreciate the limits and 

opportunities offered by a named language. I had believed this because becoming fluent in 

Spanish enabled me to perceive my ways of being, including the way I made sense of the world 

around me, in English.  

Yet, I learned through my engagement with Elizabeth that traditional multilinguality was 

not a prerequisite for perceiving the limits and affordances of English or any language. My 

analysis of the relationship between Elizabeth's identities, SSLP, and language as a medium for 

her SSLP explores two areas: (a) Elizabeth's description of finding language to name her 

identities; and (b) the meaning Elizabeth made of her encounters with the limits of English—

first, by constructing English as a colonial language, and second, by witnessing and making 

meaning of watching people speak in tongues.  

Finding Language to Name Identities  

One important way in which language functioned as a noticeable medium in Elizabeth's 

SSLP was as she sought to articulate her identities in language as her identities developed. The 

process by which Elizabeth found language to name and understand her identities was a different 

experience for each identity—sometimes straightforward, sometimes less so. I explore and 

interpret Elizabeth's processes by which she ushered her identities—by her definition, Black, 

female, queer, and disabled—into language. I pay particular attention to her disabled identity. 
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Although each of these identities existed in relation to each other, and Elizabeth often noted the 

disjunctures and overlaps between her identities, in one interview, Elizabeth walked through 

each of these four identities one-by-one. I preserve her ordering and separation in this section as 

she described her identities in that interview.  

Elizabeth's Black Identity. Elizabeth, in identifying the process by which she began to 

language and understand her Black identity, described how her parents "socialized me ... to be 

very confident about my Blackness," which effectively "nipped [shame] in the bud ... I had those 

antidotes ready." As a metaphor, the antidote of confidence and socialization into her Blackness 

that Elizabeth named in this quote was designed to correct, dispel, and heal any feeling of shame 

that took root in her as a young person about being Black, instead fueling her pride, self-

understanding and self-acceptance relative to her Black identity.   

As Elizabeth entered college, she described seeking coursework in the social sciences and 

across disciplines that gave her additional tools to think through her Black identity. For example, 

Elizabeth offered this wondering, arising through her studies, which she put in relation to her 

SSLP: "I think a lot about Patricia Hill Collins' Black feminist epistemologies, and about how 

does knowledge get passed in a non-Eurocentric-colonialist way?" One productive avenue of 

thought about this passage of knowledge, Elizabeth offered, was through her SSLP—

specifically, her poetry practice. In it, as I explored and interpreted in the previous chapter, 

Elizabeth opened a channel to her previous and future selves, to pass along and in the passing, 

make meaning of her experiences.  

Elizabeth's Queer Identity. Neither of Elizabeth’s parents identified as LGBTQIA+ and 

only one relative identified as LGBTQIA+. Elizabeth's parents offered care and support as she 

navigated her nascent queer identity as a younger person. At times, Elizabeth engaged her SSLP 

as an imaginative project to support her younger queer self finding language and acceptance for 
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her feelings and experiences. Elizabeth described what it meant to her, more recently in her life, 

to begin attending a college where her queer identity was accepted: 

One of the huge things about going to a college where a lot of people are queer and where 

it's very accepted is that it's normal. And I think normal is overrated, but it is helpful to 

feel accepted for who you are. Just kind of like flat, "is." And in that college bubble, I can 

go up to anyone and say, "I'm gay" and nobody's gonna blink an eye in a way that—you 

cannot do that everywhere. And that was huge for me in terms of feeling like I don't have 

to explain myself unless I want to. 

In this quote, Elizabeth described the normalization of her queer identity on her college campus 

as offering her agency, permitting her to choose whether and how to explain herself to others. 

The "huge" she describes is also, simultaneously, "normal." I interpreted huge as Elizabeth 

making herself known and visible as she wanted to be defined, within her own positive self-

identification as queer, in a community of people with diverse sexualities. Elizabeth's example 

stands in contrast to the one Izán offered in this chapter of being asked repeatedly in elementary 

school whether he was gay, which differentiated and hyper-visibilized Izán within his school 

community. The normalization Elizabeth experienced of her queerness—a “flat ‘is’”—entailed 

no questioning, preserving her ability to explain herself when and if she wanted to.  

Elizabeth's Disabled Identity. Elizabeth's process of self-identification and self-

understanding as a disabled person (Elizabeth's choice of descriptor) was more circuitous and 

late-blooming than any of the other primary identifiers to which she ascribed herself. She 

explained why: 

Neither of my parents are disabled. So that wasn't [an identity] that they were excluding, 

but they weren't actively thinking about it because it was not their lived experience. So, 

for me, I was very, I think, insecure about it 'cause I was young and a kid and my body 
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worked differently. And nobody talks about disability in the way that they talk about—

people talk most about race and then about gender and then sexuality. But like, nobody 

really talks about disability as a social category—people do, but I'm saying, on a grand, 

grand stage, it doesn't get as much attention. 

In this quote, Elizabeth explored a causal factor in her relationship with her identification as 

disabled—her parents' relative silence around it, not because they wanted to stigmatize her, but 

because it just was not on their radar. However, this relative silence around disability was also 

evident in Elizabeth's broader life, encompassing school, church, social media, television, and so 

forth. The lack of language to which Elizabeth had access, out of which she might build a 

positive self-identity in relation to her disability, left her feeling insecure and unsure how to 

make meaning of how her "body worked differently" from others.  

With respect to her SSLP, Elizabeth said that disability was "not something I've really 

engaged with in my writing because it is still so personal to me," noting that she had (at the time 

of our study) "not found community in it yet. I think that's one main thing—that I don't know 

anybody else who has this condition." She did not yet have language to work through her 

disability; as she gathered language, she said, she would keep the door open to writing about this 

aspect of her identity.   

When Elizabeth got to college, she began taking classes that helped her understand what 

disability meant as a term and began spending some hours in service to a campus site for 

students with disabilities. Elizabeth shared: 

I realiz[ed] that gender, sexuality are social constructs. All of these things can—the way 

that my body processes things and the way that [my body is] treated—also be 

constructed. And I didn't have the tools to do that until I got into a college-level space, 

into a different environment. 
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Understanding her disability and the treatment of her disability as "constructed" arose from 

language that Elizabeth learned in college. Gaining access to language that framed Elizabeth's 

disability as social construction helped her affirm that her embodied disability was neither 

"weird" nor deserved to be marginalized.  

Elizabeth described the "freedom" she experienced academically as a route to helping her 

understand and contextualize her disability. She explained this freedom: 

I can take classes and study it. And for me a huge way of processing things is studying 

them, is learning the history, learning the language, learning all of that. And that helps me 

understand it. My parents did that for me when it came to my blackness and my 

womanhood. And then I started to do that when it came to my queerness and my 

disability.  

Elizabeth described how, through "learning the language" of her identities, she developed her 

understanding of her identities. Elizabeth positioned the familial support she received as she 

learned the language of her Blackness and her womanhood as a precursor and training for her 

engagement with the process of learning to language her queerness and her disability. The 

language-learning process was a tool, or strategy, that Elizabeth had learned and enacted for 

herself in search of herself.  

Reflecting on how she felt during our study about her disability, Elizabeth said, "Now I'm 

like, 'Disabled things are cool.' I can talk about [disability] in a way that doesn't feel as scary or 

spooky. ... I have the language to talk about it." Just as the confidence Elizabeth felt about her 

Black identity offered "antidotes" to shame, her language-seeking process offered Elizabeth 

antidotes to the "scary and spooky" feelings she had felt earlier in relation to her disability and 

queerness.  
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English as a Complicated Inheritance 

It was through her SSLP that Elizabeth began to sense that English might be limited—

rather than limitless—with respect to the experiences and sensations that it could help her name. 

Elizabeth described this realization:  

English is the only language that I speak ... for me, writing in English, I feel like there's a 

lot that words can't capture. And I started to kind of pick up on that as I started to write 

more and say, “Well, I don't know what I feel.”  

Elizabeth's "well, I don't know what I feel" is interesting because of what she was not saying as 

much as what she was saying. She was not saying, "Well, I can't find the language to describe 

what I feel," which would indicate that the sensation she sought to describe was fully realized 

inside and just needed a matching word or set of words to express herself. Instead, Elizabeth's "I 

don't know what I feel" speaks to the co-constitutive nature of language and experience, 

especially the sensory, emotive experiences Elizabeth sought to put into language. The words 

“being unavailable” meant the experience she wanted to language went uncaptured.  

Elizabeth went on to describe how she made sense of why words were not always available to 

her in English:  

Sometimes there are words, but I don't know those words. I don't know every word in the 

English language. There's, one, me not having the full scope of knowledge [in English] 

and there's two, there's words that I have heard of in other languages. I don't know how to 

pronounce it, but it's spelled, H-Y-G-G-E. ... I saw it somewhere when I was in middle 

school, an odd Pinterest post ... we don't have that word in English. So I'm like, “Okay, 

well there's sensations that other languages have that our language, our language in 

English, that we don't have.” 
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Elizabeth perceived the limitations of English in two ways. Sometimes she could not always find 

the words in English to capture a sensation or describe an experience: because she did not know 

a particular word or concept yet, or because the word or concept itself did not exist in English. 

Learning the term hygge, a Danish concept for coziness and well-being, demonstrated to her that 

that not all languages offered up the same concepts and sensations, and that there were concepts 

and sensations, therefore, that Elizabeth might perceive but be unable to describe in English. I 

interpreted Elizabeth's two moments of realization as moments in which English became 

noticeable to her as a medium. Finding a word in a language that captured a concept/sensation 

and cultural practice that did not exist in English helped Elizabeth to conceptualize English as a 

realm outside of which much existed.   

Poetry as a Tool. Understanding English, the language that was her primary means for 

self-expression, was not omniscient led Elizabeth to a question: 

For me it's always, How do I capture what I'm feeling when I'm working with limited 

resources? And I can feel in my brain [that] I don't have the words for this. So, it's me 

trying to get it out, and that's why I use like different metaphors and different 

enjambments and all these different things to try and get that physical experience out [in 

words]. 

The "it" Elizabeth tried to get out of her body was the embodied sensations that she wanted to 

name in language through her SSLP. Poetic techniques, such as metaphor and enjambment, 

offered Elizabeth the flexibility and permissiveness to push at the limits of English 

conceptualization to more clearly articulate her lived reality, feelings, and experiences. And 

these realities, feelings, and experiences were dynamic. Learning new words and concepts in 

English helped Elizabeth to rework previous poems. In this way, Elizabeth used poetry to 

compensate for and address some of the limitations she experienced with English.  
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Elizabeth described how language, as a medium, worked in her poetry revision process:  

When I revise my poems, there's always a change. I'm a different person. So, it's like they 

say you never step in the same river twice. As I grow and evolve, a lot of [my] poems still 

have their core essence. But as I learn new language, I'm able to create different 

metaphors and different imagery, and that's that changing process.  

I interpreted Elizabeth's "river" to simultaneously represent the poem as a singular object, the 

experience or sensation Elizabeth captured in the poem, and the language and poetic techniques 

that structured/comprised the poem. I interpreted "always a change" as Elizabeth's recognition of 

the dynamic interplay between these three aspects of the river. While her poem’s "core essence" 

remained intact, the newly introduced language had the effect of communicating and co-creating 

new aspects of who she was and how she was perceived, effectively transforming the sensation 

or experience that was the original subject of the poem. Here too, then, English served Elizabeth 

as a medium—this time, as one that offered Elizabeth new mechanisms of self-expression as she 

learned more language.         

         As I described in Chapter 6, Elizabeth's praxis of embodied temporality was concerned 

with articulating what she perceived as clearly as possible. She often did so in poetry. Elizabeth 

said, "Poetry ... is a bridge. And it connects the formal—because I see English language as very 

formal—with the unwritten spiritual world." As a bridge to the spiritual world, poetry, as 

Elizabeth described in her river metaphor, offered flexibility of creative expression. Prose, a 

mode that often aims to be legible to others and often relies on conventions, could not always 

accurately capture her experiences. Thus, Elizabeth turned to poetry as a tool to help her 

articulate and co-create her embodied experiences in language.  

In Elizabeth's poetic praxis of embodied temporality, she sought to language sensations 

that existed within her and that connected to her identities as an African American, Black, young, 
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queer, disabled woman with southern roots. The previous quote demonstrates how Elizabeth's 

praxis was perhaps inevitably done through poetry, as manipulation of form was part of how she 

was able to access and name concepts that existed outside of her reach in traditional English 

prose structures.  

English as a Colonizing Language. As Elizabeth developed her understanding of her 

linguistic inheritances, Elizabeth's assessment of the limits and affordances of English became 

more complex: 

My ancestors were forced to not speak their own languages. ... I know they were 

speaking other languages [and] there's—there's a world that was silenced. And I feel the 

weight of that generational trauma, but I don't know how to articulate it.  

The generational trauma that Elizabeth named was the destruction and erasure of African 

languages in the Western Hemisphere during enslavement and the attendant loss of "world[s]" 

that were acknowledged in those languages and co-created by their speakers.  

Elizabeth also described English as a "colonial language." As a colonial language, in 

dialogue with her previous quote, English represented the destruction of Elizabeth's forebears' 

ancestral languages in the Western Hemisphere, and represented how their descendants were 

deprived of the "world[s]" those languages expressed. What was stolen was not only lost to 

Elizabeth's ancestors but also stolen from and lost to her. Elizabeth's simultaneous sense of the 

weight of the generational trauma of language theft and of her inability to fully articulate that 

weight in English spoke, in a different way, to the limitations of English. English's limitations, 

for Elizabeth, were also connected to its status and power.  

I wondered what of Elizabeth's sensations went unattended or what experiences went 

undescribed, or only partially described, in English, even via her poetry, because Elizabeth had 

been denied access to the languages that might help her describe them. Elizabeth entered a new 
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language into our discussion as a point of comparison to English: speaking in tongues. I first 

explore Elizabeth's description of what speaking in tongues meant to her and what it meant in her 

conceptualization of it as a language, and then I return to English as a point of comparison.  

Speaking in Tongues. Participation in the Christian church was important to Elizabeth's 

family. She attended church often throughout her life with her family, where she had witnessed 

people, including her mother, speak in tongues. Having not spoken in tongues herself, Elizabeth 

shared her mother's description of doing so: "You get a feeling like you have something to say, 

and it just starts coming out." Elizabeth herself had "felt that presence," though she herself 

"hadn't ever been able to really speak it." Elizabeth described her experience of witnessing 

people in church speaking in tongues as: 

Not a one-off. It happens in particular moments and it's kind of language from the 

ancestors, and it just comes out. It's more about the energy than the words themselves, 

because nobody knows what the words mean. ... It's more about the tone and the energy.  

Elizabeth's description in this quote of speaking in tongues was concerned with a vocal and 

physical "energy" that communicated simultaneously inside and outside of language. I 

interpreted her "nobody knows what the words mean" as reflecting Elizabeth's belief that the 

words could have had meaning. Witnessing speaking in tongues provoked a realization for 

Elizabeth:  

[It] opened my eyes to—there's parts of our embodied experience that cannot be captured 

by English, can't be captured by the things you're taught and socialized in American basic 

society, [by] what you learn in school, what you see on TV and that sort of a thing.  

When I asked why she made the comparison between speaking in tongues and the limits of what 

English could offer, Elizabeth said that she "put tongues in conversation with English because I 

see them both as languages." Conceptualizing speaking in tongues as language allowed Elizabeth 
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to validate its communicative use and shine a light on, by comparison, where English might fall 

short of Elizabeth's needs. The world of English, institutionalized in school and entertainment, 

was not capable of holding all of Elizabeth's embodied experiences. This did not mean she gave 

up on English, but understanding its limitations allowed Elizabeth to take it for what it offered 

her.  

Reflection on Elizabeth's Section 

Of English, Elizabeth asked, "How do I capture what I'm feeling when I'm working with 

limited resources?" Elizabeth's praxis of embodied temporality, commitment to slowness and 

observation of herself, understanding of her lost ancestral languages and proximity to and 

meaning making of speaking in tongues, gave her the perspective she needed to not only ask but 

begin answering this question. One answer to her own question was how she used the 

conventions available to her in poetry to express her embodied realities. She found another in 

learning, in and out of school, the language she needed to understand her identities and, 

therefore, herself, better.  

The limits of English for Elizabeth were tied up in its inability to fully express what she 

experienced corporeally, and yet the heart of her poetic practice was to access the corporeal and 

the lived through language. Though she had a robust journaling practice and wrote frequent 

papers for school, poetry is one of the answers to the question of how to get English to do more, 

to allow her—despite its transgressions and limitations—to find and create more of herself 

within English.  

YW 

This section explores the relationship between YW's identity and SSLP to the limits and 

affordances of language. I focus on two examples: (a) how YW's reconciliation of his gender and 
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sexual identity led him to understand and transform a particular block in his writing; and (b) the 

impact of YW's immigration on his SSLP, and how his more recent engagement with the visual 

arts figured into how language functioned as a medium in YW's SSLP. These two examples 

demonstrate productive interplays between YW's identity development and expression, his 

SSLP, and the ways in which I interpreted YW to have pushed the limits of and taken up the 

opportunities presented to him in the medium of the language(s) through which he wrote. At the 

time of our study, YW knew many languages: the ones that are most important for this section 

are Persian, from which he translated several texts, including a political satire smut I discuss, and 

English. 

Writer's Block and Identity Development. When I asked YW to share an example of 

how his identity and SSLP informed one another, he thought for a bit and then said, "I am 

aromantic, but I can write romance now." In the example he offered, YW identified a "block" 

that arose in his writing when he wrote romantic (rather than platonic) intimacy in fictional 

scenes between men. By "block," YW explained that language became unavailable to YW in the 

instances when he attempted to write these scenes. In this section, I explore how YW navigated 

the difficulty of writing these scenes while still in the thick of reconciling his gender and 

sexuality identities.  

YW described unpacking this case of writer’s block and what he discovered about 

himself as he did so. He described first assessing, to himself, 

So, I just wouldn't write romance—anything. But [I told myself], “You can write, oh, 

platonic relationships. You can create deep relationships.” But most stories need a sexual 

or romantic [aspect]—unless you intend to not include it all. But that's not what I was 

intending. My stories felt like when there was a need for [romance], I was just avoiding 

it. So, they felt very flat and incomplete.  
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In this quote, YW first noted to himself that he could write "platonic" or "deep relationships" 

without issue, affirming that there was not an issue with his writing of intimacy, just romantic 

and sexual intimacy. The issue, therefore, was not writing about intimacy of all stripes, just 

writing about romantic intimacy. YW then assessed whether his writing needed elements of 

romantic or sexual intimacy. He figured out that he wanted and needed to include these aspects 

in his stories, as his stories "felt flat and incomplete" without them. YW's explication of his 

initial assessment of his writing block revealed that YW already had skills and tools to 

troubleshoot his writing process.  

YW had maintained a robust SSLP throughout his entire life. He won a writing 

competition when he was young and completed a publishable novel by middle school. Long 

familiar with the rhythms of his SSLP, YW began this quote by describing an exploratory 

process he undertook to identify the source of his block. I interpreted his exploratory process as 

demonstrating two points: (a) that YW was practiced enough in the usual rhythms of his SSLP 

that he recognized the block as interruptive, and (b) that YW exerted agency over his literacy 

practice by identifying and then solving his block. Rather than give up the writing or internalize 

a belief in himself as a bad or incapable writer, YW continued to hunt the source of the trouble. 

As he figured out what was wrong, YW described saying to himself, "There's another reason 

why—it's not because you don't know how to write. It's other things." He elaborated: 

Okay, I'm not incapable of writing something good, but I don't know what [romance] 

would feel like. I just, I don't. But then when I let go of forcing myself to be in that 

specific gender, and I guess I mean sexuality as well—I am straight, I think, I haven't had 

any attraction to men, but back then I thought I had to.  

YW described the action he undertook to solve his block—"let go of forcing myself to be in that 

specific gender, and ... sexuality"—which freed him to write romantic scenes. YW thus traced 
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his writer's block to a social pressure, exerted on and, up through that point, internalized by YW, 

to express himself as a romantic, straight cisperson. YW was neither romantic, cis, nor attracted 

to men. However, he "thought I had to" be. The source of the trouble—pressure to be and behave 

as what he was not, rather than a lapse in his writing ability—pointed to how unaccepted or 

unresolved aspects of a young person's identity might manifest itself in their SSLP.  

As much as SSLP helped people produce and affirm themselves in language, writing can 

also, as it did in this example, become a site of struggle that mirrors the difficulties that arise in 

the process of naming and accepting one’s identities. In this case, the mirroring was productive, 

if painful. It was productive because YW persisted.  

YW elaborated on the emotional impact of working through this block in his writing: 

Before I lifted this constraint off of myself, it felt like I was trying to torture myself by 

writing, and I am not a masochist. I don't want writing to be painful. ... But now, because 

I am really out of it, I don't feel like when I write [romance] that it's invalidating me.  

In pushing himself through the difficulty of writing romantic scenes, YW described the emotions 

he felt as "torture" and "painful." Those emotions were quelled by his initial strategy of avoiding 

writing romance, but he discovered that was not a sustainable long-term practice. These 

emotions abated completely when YW allowed himself to disidentify (Muñoz, 1999) from an 

expectation that he experience romance as a cisgender, heterosexual person attracted to men.  

YW positioned his constraint as self-imposed. When he "lifted it off"—in other words, 

when he stopped forcing himself to simulate romantic attraction to men to write his scenes—he 

also stopped feeling invalidated and indeed found that he could write those scenes with ease. 

Doing so was, as he had suspected, never a matter of his writing ability. Language—inclusive of 

both words and the ideas that words form—become finally available when he made an important 

leap in reconciling his gender and sexuality identities.  
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         I connect YW's sense of being "invalidated," "tortured," and "forced" to Foucault’s 

(2008) idea about how people can internalize truths that appear to be socially natural but are 

unnatural, inhibiting, or personally dangerous (as cited in Donzelot & Gordon, 2009). In this 

example, it was YW's internalization of a normative configuration of gender and sexuality that 

did not match his actual gender and sexual identities. Through his writing process, YW 

discovered the writers block he experience was connected to his own self-understanding and the 

ways in which he navigated and internalized messaging he had grown up in.  

YW explained his current experience of writing romance between men:   

When I learned more about my own identity, both gender and sexuality, it became easier 

for me to write romance ... now because my identity is shaped more, it's shaped more 

compared to that time, that made it easier for me and also more enjoyable for me to write. 

Learning about his gender and sexual identities enabled YW to find and use the language he had 

been searching for to give his stories a sense of fullness and completion. Thus, the pleasure he 

took in writing returned. In this one respect, YW's languaging of his stories, and identity journey, 

were not only linked but co-constituting and mutually enabling.  

         The journey that YW undertook to understand his gender and sexual identities occurred 

at a time in his life when there was a "flood of things, of issues, and this was just one branch, and 

they were all combined." YW described his need to figure out the "one branch" of his gender and 

sexuality identifications in the context of the larger flood:  

At the time, I would also say, 'oh, this is the only thing that I care about. If I can figure this 

out, or if I can get through this, I don't care about having an abusive family. I don't care 

about not having money.' That was the most important thing for me. And I couldn't share 

that with anyone because they would literally think I'm crazy because objectively 
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speaking, not having a safe place to live and all of that, that should be—but for me, that 

was not—the most important thing. 

YW's description of his first-priority desire to reconcile his sexual and gender identities has 

research precedent. Many studies have explored how survival for young transpeople is connected 

to self-acceptance and coherent self-identification (Lelutiu-Weinberger et al., 2020). I included 

his quote because it situates YW's example of one intersection between his SSLP and his identity 

development, writing romance between male characters, as emblematic of a much more 

comprehensive, urgent struggle to self-identify. That self-identification allowed YW to not only 

move past a block in his writing but move towards addressing other important matters of 

survival, such as housing stability and the threat of government and familial violence, which 

YW, in part, addressed by taking the opportunity to immigrate to the United States.  

As YW began to reconcile and accept his male and aromantic identities, he allowed 

himself to let go of the need to conjure romance in an embodied fashion and direct it to a man in 

order to write romance. Thus freed, he imagined and wrote what he imagined. Reflecting on this 

aspect of his identity-writing journey, YW shared, "Right now, because I've—I just don't feel 

that way anymore. I don't think that I need to push aside my safety and other things ... because I 

think this [identity] is in a stable place." That hard-won stabilization resulted in a stabilization of 

one aspect of YW's SSLP.  

Writing and Making Art in Censorship. Growing up in Iran, YW described conducting 

his SSLP within a context of political censorship and state violence. In this section, I explore 

three examples of the entanglement with self-censorship in YW's SSLP, which challenged YW's 

use of language as a medium. The first example is of the meaning YW made of his writing 

process in Iran, the second explores the ways in which YW's process of writing political smuts 
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shifted after he left Iran, and the third explores Izán's reasoning for his foray into visual art after 

moving to the United States. 

However, before I dive into these examples, I first offer political context for the examples 

I analyze and interpret later in this section. That context includes an overview of censorship in 

Iran under the Islamic Republic, a definition of self-censorship, a recent protest that formed part 

of YW's political context, and an overview of digital culture in Iran.  

Context: Censorship, Self-Censorship, Internet, Women-Life-Freedom. Censorship. 

Daymunde et al. (2025) offered that "dissent against authority is ubiquitous throughout human 

history and culture, as are authorities' efforts to maintain power, stability, and social order" (p. 

1). Moghimi (2025) argued that the Iranian regime's project of censorship is intended as a "form 

of state authoritarian control and state suppression over civil society" (p. 2). Yet the censorship 

of writing in Iran is neither a clearly-delineated process nor a predictable one, and censorship has 

not had fixed outcomes at any given moment or over its history since 1979—the rules are fluid, 

changing, sometimes nationally, sometimes at the whim of the censor (Abiz, 2021; Khouzani, 

2020; Moghimi, 2025). Literary figure Behnam (2019) noted that there are multiple kinds of 

censorship, not just legislative, listing, as examples, economic censorship (citing the high cost of 

paper to print books), media censorship (who decides which authors to interview), and individual 

censorship (providing the example of the arrest of members of the Iranian Writers Association 

celebrating the organization's 50th anniversary; para. 15). 

         In an authoritarian context, censorship is not solely about not being able to write. It is 

about the violent and fatal consequences of writing something and the choices writers must make 

about what to include and what to risk in their writing, speaking, and publishing. The Islamic 

Republic government is well documented as "one of the world’s most repressive countries in 

terms of press freedom" (Reporters Without Borders, para. 1) and for its record of imprisonment, 
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torture, and execution of dissenting writers (Center for Human Rights in Iran, 2025). Censorship 

in the context of authoritarianism places pressure on a writer to weigh the consequences of each 

word. Internalized, that pressure becomes self-censorship.  

Self-Censorship. Khouzani (2020) connected self-censorship to a "fear arising from 

internal cycles of speculation about possible governmental intervention or punishment" (p. 22). 

Moghimi (2025) offered an interpretation of self-censorship's core tension: "The crucial question 

is not what I can say, but the limits of speakability where I can express myself as a subject" (p. 

80). Daymunde et al. (2025), in their study of individuals' self-censoring in authoritarian 

governments, defined individuals' self-censorship as "voluntarily moderating their behavior to 

avoid punishment by an authority—thus granting the authority an implicit form of control" (p. 

1). Khouzani noted that for those who moved outside of Iran to make work in exile, "the fear of 

repercussion creates a long-lasting impact on artists that prevents them from freely expressing 

themselves even long after the external sources of censorship are gone" (p. 71).  

Internet and Social Media Use/Censorship in Iran. Iran has "one of the highest rates of 

internet appropriation and social media use in the MENA region, but use is heavily mediated by 

state interventions" (Wulf & Randall et al., 2022, p. 373) to an extent that is "not paralleled in 

liberal democracies" (p. 374). Yet, Dal and Nisbet (2022) noted that while Iran is "one of the 

lowest ranked countries in terms of internet freedom in the world" with "heavy digital censorship 

on one hand," Iran is also striking for the "popularity of circumvention on the other" (p. 2). In an 

interview with an Iranian in 2022, when asked if he was afraid of the government finding out 

about his use of the messaging application and social platform Telegram (forbidden at the time 

of the interview), he answered, "The government also knows that we use it!" (Wulf & Randall et 

al., 2022, p. 391). 

         I read this participant's quote slant, through Huang's (2015) argument that authoritarian 



 

187 
 

governments "engage in unpersuasive propaganda" (p. 419) not solely to indoctrinate but also to 

"send a credible signal about [their] capacity and distinguish itself from a weak government" (p. 

420). Huang proposed that signals the government sends to indicate it has resources at its 

disposal to waste are useful in maintaining an image of cohesion and strength. In preventing 

internet or website access, though often unsuccessfully, the Iranian government participates in 

maintenance of an image of authority and consistency but also knows about civilian use of these 

forums, as the man on the street had exclaimed (Wulf & Randall et al., 2022, p. 391).  

Telegram "allows users to create channels which allow them to upload materials with 

unlimited amounts of data" (Wulf & Randall et al., 2022, p. 393), which can include books—for 

example, banned books in Persian and uncensored books in translation or in other languages. It 

can also include stories, as YW posted his smuts on his Telegram channel, and, as Rahimi (2015) 

noted, it can include memes, cartoons, videos, and the like. When possible, Iranians use VPNs 

and proxy servers to access banned sites (Wulf & Randall et al., 2022, p. 395), for personal and 

political reasons. Motlagh (2025) noted that, at the time of writing, "protests over economic 

hardships, corruption, and political freedoms ... resonate across Iran, fueled by social media 

platforms like Telegram and Instagram, where grievances are shared, mobilization efforts are 

coordinated, and images of unrest are disseminated globally" (p. 250). Motlagh (2025) described 

social media as a "vital arena for public discourse and collective action, shaping the narrative of 

dissent and resistance against the backdrop of a tightly controlled media environment" (Motlagh, 

2025, p. 250).  

The “Woman, Life, Freedom” Movement. The “Woman, Life, Freedom” movement in 

Iran in 2022 arose from the protests of the arrest and death in custody of Mahsa Jhina Amini by 

the morality police (Akbarzadeh et al., 2024, p. 328). This movement was "met by brutal 

repression by the Iranian authorities starting from the second week, who have killed and arrested 
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thousands of people" (Motlagh, 2025, p. 249). Akbarzadeh et al. (2024) noted that after the 2022 

protests, "The regime has turned to systemic disinformation campaigns to discredit dissidents 

and undermine public hopes for an alternative. ... Humiliating opponents was seen as key for 

discrediting them" (p. 342). Rahimi (2015) noted that in Iran, "where repression is persistent, 

political humor becomes highly intense and complex with the aim to ‘outwit’ an equally complex 

system of state censorship" (p. 268). YW's practice of writing political satire smuts, while a 

singular practice, evolved as a community practice in response to and in solidarity with other 

Iranians who participated in Telegram and social media culture.  

The Shift in YW's SSLP from Iran to the United States and Making Art. YW had 

immigrated from Iran to the United States a couple of years prior to our interviews. When I 

asked him what the process of unlearning self-censoring felt like, he said, "very, very hard." YW 

reflected on the shift between writing in Iran and writing in the United States: 

So, I don't feel as helpless as I was feeling back then, because back then it was just like, 

“Oh, there's a fucking tank on our street full of soldiers, and I'm on my laptop without 

even having internet access, like, I'm writing a draft, so then maybe if I get internet 

access”—sometimes it would feel a little pathetic. But now it doesn't feel as intense as 

then. But because it doesn't feel as intense, it just means that I get to even be more 

creative. I didn't have any foreign characters [when writing in Iran]. I didn't have Putin in 

Iran, but now I'm like, okay, I have a better perspective on them.  

YW described a range of feelings while writing in Iran—helpless, pathetic, intense—that gave 

way to his process of "letting go" of being "worried about getting executed" for the things he 

wrote. YW offered one outcome of removing himself from writing under censorship—that of his 

increased access to creativity. As an example, YW referenced a more recent parody smut he 

wrote from the United States that included Putin and several Russian cabinet members as 
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characters alongside regime officials. When he began writing his satiric smuts in Iran, he had 

focused solely on Iranian officials. In this quote, YW connected his recontextualization outside 

of Iran to his bringing in of political figures from countries outside of Iran, broadening the scope 

of the smuts' political berth and engaging Iranian politics from, simultaneously, a domestic and a 

global perspective.  

Including and beyond the smuts, YW reflected on what moving to the United States meant 

for his writing: 

In general, because of freedom, I'm not personally worried about getting executed because 

I am writing these stories [smuts]—right now, I don't even have any sort of limits on what 

I write. I don't mean it in a bad way that, “Oh, I don't have any filters”—obviously I don't 

just write everything.  

The slight lessening of the acute intensity that YW felt around his SSLP after leaving Iran had to 

do with the removal of the direct threat of death he faced in Iran for engaging in activism and for 

writing what he had written, albeit anonymously to protect himself. Arriving in a new context 

meant access to much more language, language without "any sort of limits" on what YW chose 

to write.  

Language, as a medium, became less deadly and less restricted in the immediate for YW, 

although he understood it to still be that for people at home. YW compared the death threats he 

saw online in English to the consequences of exercising free speech about politics in Iran:  

That [heated public disagreement in the United States] doesn't even compare to how 

dangerous and how threatening it is to do any sort of writing or journalism or anything 

freely in Iran, any sort of art in Iran, even the project that I'm doing right now.  
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At the time of the interviews, YW had been working on a lengthy visual art project, the first of 

its kind he had undertaken. YW explained that his previous arts experience "wasn't, like, [about] 

expression" and shared his reasoning for taking up a visual arts practice in the U.S.:  

I don't want to be confined to just one medium. I want to use everything that's available to 

just convey the messages that I want. And back home, probably writing was the only thing 

that was available to me, but here it's not. But that also doesn't mean that I'm going to let 

go of writing because now I have other options. 

Because YW positioned visual art in this quote as a medium that was akin to his writing for 

conveying his messages, it was useful for me to include his description of the meaning he made 

of his visual artwork as part of my analysis of the meaning he made of his SSLP. Curious, I 

asked YW what visual art, as a comparable medium, provided him that writing could not. He 

answered: 

Painting and creating visual art is harder, and it makes you more vulnerable to the 

unpleasant parts of ... experience that you might not be ready to completely [explore]—

and that's why when I left [Iran] I didn't immediately explore different types of visual arts 

or other forms of expression, because it was still very fresh and it was just harder for me 

to do that ... in writing, I have a lot of literary devices and I have a lot of metaphors, and I 

can be as detached as I want and still get my point across. It's because I have more 

experience writing. But in visual arts, I don't have that much experience. So, everything 

that I create is a more direct reflection of my internal thoughts. 

Visual art offered YW access to exploration of his personal vulnerabilities. His visual art, like his 

writing, conveyed his messages but with less "detach[ment]" and "control" than his writing did. 

In this quote, YW placed value on the exploration of his vulnerability he was able to do through 
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creating visual art, coming face-to-face with a "more direct reflection" of his own experiences. 

Visual art became a new way YW was able to make meaning of his experiences.  

By engaging a medium with which he had far less experience, YW was able to create a 

"more authentic outcome" that still "got his point across." One of the limitations of a languaged 

SSLP that YW raised is how we can also feign access to ourselves, or not fully access ourselves, 

as the writing becomes more skillful and less raw. YW explained how it was possible for him to 

skirt the authentic in language as medium. He presented this as trouble posed by any medium 

with which a person is deeply familiar. He pointed to the possibility of other mediums, such as 

visual art, offering him access to himself that he perceived he needed and wanted to try. In his 

reflection journal, YW shared an image of graffiti supporting the Women-Life-Freedom 

movement that had, thus far, escaped the Iranian government's repainting efforts. YW shared: 

One thing [the graffitis] all have in common is how many times they’ve been covered by 

regime agents. But this one, it might still be on the walls today. Unlike the other ones, 

this is not something you notice and comprehend fast. For an agent who is used to 

covering up hundreds of “death to dictator,” “woman, life, freedom,” etc. wall writings a 

day, this might not even register as a protest slogan. ... I sometimes feel the same way 

about my work. Sometimes, I’m so used to writing hundreds of words a day, trying to be 

as concise and clear as possible, that I don’t even notice some of the more hidden themes 

that are present in my work. 

Those themes kept revealing themselves to YW as he worked on his art and writing. In this 

entry, YW offered a metaphor that brought together an uncensored image, waiting in plain 

daylight for regime agents who kept missing it, and his own writing practice. I interpreted this to 

mean that the "concise and clear" aspect of his prose writing was undercurrented by a theme of 

resistance and liberation, which sat in the broad daylight as his own censor worked to write clear 
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and sharp sentences. The difficulty YW described as undoing a lifetime of self-censorship was 

partially remediated by his movement into the study of and making of visual art.  

Reflection on YW's Section. In YW's section, I explored two distinct ways he grappled 

with language as a medium. In the first, I explored YW's description of a major way in which 

identity and writing intersected for him as he began writing the smuts. YW encountered a 

specific form of writer’s block when writing romance between his male characters. These scenes, 

unavoidably central by his own design to the structure of the smuts, required YW to imagine and 

convey believable romance between men. Working through his gender and sexuality identities 

opened a door for YW to find the language he needed to produce these scenes. He was able to do 

so once he relieved himself of the pressure to embody desire for men and reconciled his own 

identities.  

In the second example I begin with an exploration of self-censorship and the impact of 

YW's immigration from Iran to the United States, which led into YW taking up a visual arts 

practice that provided him remediation and a new space in which to grow, separate from 

language as a medium. While increasing rather than abandoning his literary practices stateside, 

YW's foray into visual art was a remediating step towards self-expression that had been, in 

writing, haunted by self-censorship in an authoritarian context.  

Reflection on Language as a Medium 

Language, which I position as heteroglossic, is a sometimes intelligible medium that 

participants were constantly working with and through and that was constantly working within 

and through them. All three participants encountered an unavailability of language that was 

related to their emotions and experiences: Izán learning to construct himself in a positive light as 

gay; Elizabeth learning, first the language of her queerness and then the language of her 

disability; and YW, who, only when reconciling his gender and sexuality identities, could access 
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the language he needed to write romantic or sexually intimate scenes between men in his stories. 

In all these examples, language hovered just out of reach—or farther out of reach than just—as 

Izán, Elizabeth, and YW worked through their arising feelings and grew into their identities. 

Once they had done this work, and sometimes as they worked it through in language itself, 

something shifted: the writing, their self-understanding, and/or their self-acceptance.  

         Each participant also navigated the contours of the named language(s) in which they 

wrote, inflected as these languages (English, Persian, Spanish) are with power, history, and 

personal significations. In so doing, each participant grappled with one or multiple ramifications 

of the writing they did in their named language. In this way, the medium became visible as 

fraught or contested. Izán navigated writing a personal statement for college applications in 

English and Spanish, balancing concerns of authenticity and legibility. Elizabeth grappled with 

the limits of English, which she constructed as a colonized language, in her poetry practice, 

which helped her push the bounds of English's limits. YW, in moving his SSLP from Iran to the 

United States, encountered the difficulties of releasing himself from self-censorship and also 

turned to a visual art practice—with a different semiotic repertoire than language, as a medium, 

offers—to express himself.  
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Chapter 8: Data Analysis: Creating and/or Adapting Conditions  

In this chapter, I explore the conditions that participants created and/or adapted to support 

their SSLP. I define conditions as "contributory causes of a phenomenon" and "the whole 

affecting circumstances under which a being exists" (Oxford University Press, n.d.). In this 

chapter, I posit that participants created or adapted conditions to support the purpose(s) they had 

ascribed to their SSLP, and that, more than simply facilitating their SSLP, conditions were an 

inextricable part of their SSLP. As this chapter demonstrates, Elizabeth, YW and Izán all 

inventively used the resources available to them, creatively building, and/or adapting for their 

use, conditions that supported and/or enabled their SSLP.   

I first describe conditions as an animating structure, offer key ideas in relevant 

scholarship, lay out the structure of the chapter, and then analyze the data, beginning with 

Elizabeth, moving on to Izán, and then moving onto YW. I conclude with a reflection on the 

chapter.  

Conditions as Animating Structure 

Conditions emerged as a key animating structure as I recursively (Braun & Clarke, 2022) 

analyzed the data (Magrì & McQueen, 2022). Once I defined the building of and/or adaptation of 

conditions as an animating structure, the data I could interpret as participants building and/or 

adapting conditions to suit their SSLP were visible to me everywhere. I categorize conditions as 

an animating structure because participants' building and adapting of conditions were 

inextricably linked to their SSLP, and their SSLP were touched by, informed by, and in dynamic 

relation to these conditions. Above all, conditions animated purpose: each participant, in 

describing conditions they built or adapted—or to which they adapted themselves to write—

described the purpose of their work. Each participant engaged conditions, each engaged their 



 

195 
 

SSLP in relation to those conditions, and each set of conditions participants built or adapted 

connected directly to the purpose participants had ascribed to their SSLP.  

Key Ideas in Relevant Scholarship 

Emig (1971) described "trusted" peer support and privacy as recurrent features of 

students' self-sponsored reflexive writing in an analysis of 12th-grade students' composing 

processes (p. 91). This chapter denaturalizes Emig's features to understand the conditions, such 

as community support or privacy, undertaken as agentic acts by participants to support their 

SSLP. In this study, participants modified existing conditions—for example, of community or 

privacy—or created conditions in which community and privacy met their personal needs. Thus 

reconceptualized, participant-created or participant-adapted conditions are intentional, chosen, 

and constructed to serve the SSLP.  

Brandt (1998) theorized literacy, a commodity, as variously enabled by different sponsors 

within a capitalist economy. These sponsors enabled people to acquire different types of literacy 

and practice their literacies in different ways. In this study, I interpreted Brandt's literacy 

sponsors, and the capitalist matrix from which they sometimes arose, as examples of external 

conditions that participants reconfigured (adapted) or created anew to support their SSLP. Those 

examples include, as pertinent to this study, religion, family, schools, corporate structures, and 

government-initiated programs. 

Many subsequent studies explored the impact of external conditions, factors, or 

influences on young people's SSLP (e.g., Burns et al., 2019; Haddix, 2018; Lindenman et al., 

2020; Lindenman et al., 2023; and McConnel, 2019). This chapter extends that conversation by 

placing these external conditions, and their impact on participants’ SSLP, into conversation with 

participants' adaptation of these external conditions to support their SSLP, as well as 
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participants’ creation of conditions that supported their SSLP. Creating and adapting conditions 

were agentic acts undertaken by participants to enable and support their SSLP.  

In this chapter, I explore and interpret one or more conditions created by or adapted into 

new use by each participant to support their SSLP. I do so by exploring the connections between 

the conditions participants created or adapted from externally imposed conditions and the 

purpose they ascribed the SSLP that those conditions were intended to enable. I do so in each 

participant section by exploring both the evolution of a participants' condition building to support 

their nascent SSLP and the condition building participants did to support their SSLP in the 

present (i.e., when the study was conducted). I draw a distinction between external conditions—

those that exist outside of the participant and that were not initiated by the participant—and 

participant-driven conditions, which were created or adapted for use by the participant for their 

SSLP.  

As described throughout the data analysis, external conditions can impact participants' 

SSLP. A condition might be political; for example, the condition of censorship in Iran pressured 

YW to move a substantial part of his writing practice online under an assumed name. Social 

discourses can produce conditions; in Elizabeth's case, a condition of absence in which she had 

little to no access to language that would help her to describe her disability, which, in her telling, 

limited the meaning she was able to make of her disability. These are two examples drawn from 

the data I already shared in previous chapters. As shown in this chapter, a global event can 

produce a condition; for example, the COVID-19 pandemic was a condition that forced Izán to 

attend middle school remotely and therefore physically separate from his peers, a disruption that 

enabled his journaling practice. There are an infinite number of external conditions that can 

impact a person's life and literacy practices. For my participants, these external conditions were 
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sometimes overlapping or contradicting with other conditions, and they created both barriers and 

opportunities for participants’ SSLP.  

In each of these three examples, participants adapted a potentially prohibitive external 

condition to support their SSLP. YW built an online community and anonymized his SSLP. As 

discussed in this chapter, Izán began a hand-written journaling practice to explore his emotions 

and experiences, particularly related to reckoning with his sexual identity and constructions of 

masculinity, in the absence of the judgmental gazes he imagined he was likely to receive from 

his middle school peers. When Elizabeth entered college, she sought classes that helped her take 

a critical look at the socially embedded ideas about disability she had grown up in that made this 

aspect of her life difficult to understand. In all three examples, participants used their resources, 

drew on their lineage(s), or otherwise found a way to make conditions work for their SSLP.  

Yet, adaptation to external conditions was only part of the story. As I worked through the 

data, I became attuned to and curious about how participants also created conditions that 

supported their SSLP. In some cases, the support of a condition they created was the primary 

enabler of their SSLP, and their SSLP could not or would not exist without it. In other cases, a 

condition was one of many, activated when needed or wanted, that existed in dynamic relation to 

other conditions that also supported their SSLP. I explore both participants' creation of 

conditions and participants' adaptation of externally imposed conditions in this chapter.  

Structure of this Chapter 

In this chapter, I explore three sets of examples: (a) conditions Elizabeth built and 

adapted to support her journaling practice, comparing those she created in middle school to those 

she created at the time of the study, as well as conditions she had created to support her poetry 

writing practice at during the study; (b) conditions YW built and adapted to support his SSLP of 

political satire smuts and his Telegram posts; and (c) conditions Izán built and adapted to support 
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his journaling practice in middle school and his poetry practice at the time of the study. In all 

cases, I first share participants' description of the purpose of the SSLP under discussion and then 

explore the conditions participants adapted or created to support that SSLP and its stated 

purpose. The conditions I explore are not comprehensive and are intended only to highlight how 

a participant enacted and supported one (usually, of many) purpose of their SSLP via conditions.  

Elizabeth 

In this section, I explore and interpret the purpose Elizabeth ascribed to her nascent 

journaling practice and the conditions that she created and adapted to support and enable its 

emergence. I then explore and intepret the purpose of her current (at the time of this study) 

journaling and poetry practices and the conditions she created to support those two practices. An 

important aspect of Elizabeth’s SSLP was its aim of naming her embodied experiences. 

Therefore, while I describe the meanings and purposes she ascribed to different literacy practices 

at different times in her life, it is important to remember that a throughline was Elizabeth's use of 

her SSLP to access, understand, and validate her embodied experiences.  

Elizabeth’s Middle School Journaling Practice  

         In this section, I explore how Elizabeth, as a middle school student, shaped the 

emergence of journaling as her first SSLP by creating and adapting the conditions in which she 

did her journaling. I first examine Elizabeth's reasons for beginning a journal writing practice in 

sixth grade as connected to the meaning and purposes she ascribed this practice at its start. I then 

consider how Elizabeth created and adapted the spatial conditions of her practice to better serve 

its purpose and meaning. Elizabeth began her "own private journal making practice" in "about 

sixth grade, which was, I remember, a very tumultuous time." She distinguished journaling as an 
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SSLP from elementary school’s "miscellaneous school journals that I have no memory of, just 

your reflection about your day."   

Purpose of Elizabeth's Middle School Journaling Practice. Here is one of Elizabeth's 

lengthier descriptions of the evolving purposes of her SSLP, which first included journaling and 

later included writing poetry: 

When I was younger, a conscious pre-adolescent, 10 to 15 years old, before I started 

realizing I have anxiety ... I thought that my anxiety was me. There was no difference 

between the two and [I believed] there was something wrong with me. There was just a 

kind of haze that I didn't always feel comfortable talking about. I felt shame and stigma. 

So, journaling helped me process that. ... And then as I got older—and therapy really 

helped a lot with me kind of coming to terms with the fact that every thought that's 

produced in your head isn't a reflection of what your character—all of these things that 

society has said about you, it doesn't mean that they're true, [just] because you've been 

conditioned to think them. And once I started being able to separate that out, I was like, 

“Okay, well wait. There's more truth under here. Poetry ... can help me write this truth 

out.” So, journaling led to poetry because poetry for me is a bit more crafted and 

journaling is just stream of consciousness thought, and I still do both, but now they serve 

different purposes because I sort of healed that part of me that felt like journaling could 

only be to get the scary stuff out. Now journaling is just a way for me to learn more about 

myself also do some more learning.  

Elizabeth described her SSLP journaling practice as a middle schooler as a therapeutic tool—

before she had support and language for her anxiety—that helped her to "get the scary stuff out." 

That scary stuff, characterized by "shame and stigma" and a "haze," were affective elements 

Elizabeth journaled with and through in the earliest stage of her journaling practice. Yet, as she 
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entered therapy and came to understand and resource her anxiety, the purpose of Elizabeth's 

SSLP evolved. Its focus shifted from a practice she undertook to exorcise difficult emotions to 

one through which she articulated personal “truth.”  

This shift in focus also prompted Elizabeth to add poetry writing as another SSLP. 

Writing poetry gave Elizabeth different formal access to her truth. While I explore the conditions 

Elizabeth created to support her poetry practice in the next subsection, I mention poetry to 

provide a broad and comparative interpretation of some purposes Elizabeth ascribed to both of 

her SSLP. She started her practice of poetry writing later than her practice of journal writing.  

Elizabeth elaborated on shame as a reason for beginning her journaling practice. She said, 

"I struggled with shame—shame for a plethora of reasons. And [my mom] had always said, 

'Shame can't survive in the light.' It doesn't survive when you give it space to write and to talk." 

Elizabeth's mother encouraged Elizabeth to put her shame "in the light" and so Elizabeth began 

journaling her thoughts and feelings to diminish shame's hold on her. Thus, one of the purposes 

Elizabeth assigned her journaling, at its outset, was to have a place where she could give her 

shame space to be written so that shame would not negatively affect her otherwise.  

Guilt was also a catalyst for Elizabeth's journaling practice. She explained:  

Journaling for me was a way to absolve myself of guilt. For whatever reason, when I was 

little, I used to always feel guilty I was doing something wrong. There was something 

always afoot. And journaling was like, “Okay, here's how I get this out so that I can put 

this pen to paper and now I don't have to feel the pressure of I'm hiding something, 

anymore.”' And that was kind of how journaling started for me. Now I also use journaling 

to do introspection ... but it is less out of fear and more out of, “I'm embracing my 

thoughts and there's something that I can learn by writing out my own feelings.” So I 

think that was a big shift. Writing about my own perspectives and thoughts has always 
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been the throughline. In my journals it's always been: How do I feel about something? 

What are my emotions? That's always been it. But as I've grown and evolved and gotten 

older and been in therapy, love therapy, it's now more regulated. 

In addition to writing through her feelings of shame, Elizabeth used her early journaling 

to write through her less “regulated” feelings of guilt. The purpose of the journal was to help her 

transform these emotions. In this quote, Elizabeth also noted that two questions formed the 

“throughline” of her journaling practice: "How do I feel about something?" and "What are my 

emotions?" While the purpose of her SSLP had extended into a “truth”-seeking endeavor, the 

purpose of her journaling had always been rooted firmly in exploration of her embodied 

feelings.  

I open Elizabeth’s section with these three quotes because together they demonstrate the 

purpose and meaning Elizabeth ascribed to her SSLP: safely self-expressing and processing 

difficult emotions including guilt and shame. I explore how the nascent conditions that Elizabeth 

created to support her SSLP accommodated and responded to the purpose she ascribed her 

journal-writing. As Elizabeth continued to practice her SSLP, entered therapy, and grew in her 

self-understanding, the subsequent shift in the purpose of her SSLP from externalizing difficult 

emotions to exploring truth, as I will explore and interpret in the next subsection, connected to 

Elizabeth's sharpening and honing of the conditions she created to facilitate her SSLP.  

Condition of Coziness. Elizabeth built and adapted a condition of coziness to support her 

early journaling practice. Elizabeth described the spatial dimensions of her early journaling: 

I had my room and then there was a room next to it, which was sort of an office space, 

but it was really just an additional part of my room. And that's where my desk was. The 

desk that I would work at was over there, but my room had my bed and I would always 

journal on my bed. I wouldn't journal on my desk because the desk, because the sort of 
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second room office space wasn't as cozy as my room. And it wasn't necessarily my space 

[her emphasis on both words]. My room was like, “That's my space, that's my door, that's 

my space.” So, I think I stuck with my bed [to write on].  

In this quote, Elizabeth described the spaces she had available to her to write as she began 

journaling. There was room enough in her home, Elizabeth noted, for an adjacent room with her 

own desk. However, the location of the desk outside of her room was not conducive to her 

journaling practice. The bed was "cozy," whereas the desk lived outside in a room that was "not 

my space." Implicit is Elizabeth's experience that she, as a middle schooler, did not create the 

conditions of the home in which she lived. By choosing to journal only on her bed, Elizabeth 

created a cozy condition that facilitated her exploration of difficult emotions such as guilt and 

shame in her journaling practice and responded to the external condition of the ordering of 

objects in her home, such as her desk (outside of her room) and her bed (inside her room).  

As a comparison, Elizabeth also explained that: 

I didn't do schoolwork at my desk. I would always do it in the kitchen or the living room. 

During the pandemic I would have to do zoom school from my desk. But actually, doing 

my homework, I didn't do it on my desk.  

By not writing in her journal at her desk—because it was not her space, and it was not cozy—

and also not doing her homework at that desk—preferring the kitchen or the living room—the 

desk in the outer adjacent room became, perhaps, a kind of unactualized promise—hers but too 

public for private journaling use, and not quite right for homework. I do not interpret this 

example as demonstrating Elizabeth’s resistance to the desk, per se, but as a demonstration of 

how she adapted external conditions that to some or total extent were outside of her control—

placement of the objects like desk and bed in her home—to facilitate her SSLP. Things change 

over time, too. As I explore in the following section, as Elizabeth grew older, she began to use 
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her desk exclusively—which at that point was in her dorm room, not outside of her bedroom—

for journaling.   

         Choosing the bed as the site for her SSLP, and in particular her journaling, over the desk 

or other areas of the house was a decision Elizabeth made to support her journaling practice. 

Where she decided to grapple with the "scary" aspects of her psyche enabled her to support that 

grappling. Although it is outside the scope of this study to explore the conditions Elizabeth built 

for doing her homework, I do believe that aspect could be a useful avenue for future research—

how young people of every age in compulsory schooling create the conditions in which to 

successfully complete their school responsibilities, what might prevent them from doing so, and 

what supports their creation of these personally supportive conditions.  

For this study, what is immediately important is that Elizabeth agentically made decisions 

about where in her home was the most conducive place to excise, express, and understand her 

feelings, including guilt and shame, in her middle school journaling practice. The place she 

chose, of all the places to which she had access, was her bed, because she perceived that it was 

hers, and she felt cozy there, which I interpreted to mean she felt safe and comfortable enough to 

write what she needed to engage the "scary." 

         Elizabeth offered another purpose for her middle school journaling practice:  

When I would do my first journaling, a lot of it would be because I was afraid to take up 

space. I was afraid of all of the things that I was as a person myself, the way that I was 

changing and evolving and growing ... when I was in middle school, it was about facing 

what I felt was my truth. And that truth was very shrouded.  

As the early part of this quote describes, Elizabeth's early journaling helped her to address her 

fear of taking up space. Because an additional purpose of Elizabeth's journaling practice was to 

teach herself how to take up space, the condition of coziness enabled her to do take up that space 
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in a safe place—by writing on her bed. The condition of coziness was doubly reinforced by, and 

reinforced, both purposes: to take up space and to process her emotions. Elizabeth continued: 

And now for me, as I've gotten older and matured, the writing goes alongside that, of 

embracing my truth, being in my truth and holding space for [my truth]. It's also a lot 

easier for me now to talk to people about the things that I write in my journals and share 

my poems with other people because I can hold space for that truth in a way that my 

journals were holding all that space for that truth. I couldn't hold it, which is why 

probably I don't remember most of the details. 

The “truth” that was “shrouded” was in part a reconciliation of Elizabeth with her identities, 

particularly her queer identity. The space she made for herself to write was the space that 

facilitated her taking up a different kind of space in her journal writing. The condition of 

coziness that Elizabeth created allowed her to engage the "scary" process through which she 

wrote to understand herself, her identity, and the many truths of her being. 

At the end of this quote, Elizabeth referenced not remembering the details she wrote in 

those early journaling entries: "Little me blocked so much of this [middle school journaling] 

out." Elizabeth's journals served as a record of their multiple purposes: to work through fear to 

locate and name her own truths about herself; to take up space; to absolve herself of guilt; to put 

her shame in the light to disempower it; and to empower herself. The condition of comfort she 

created, which she executed by journaling in her bed rather than anywhere else, facilitated and 

enabled her journaling SSLP.  

Conditions Supporting Elizabeth's SSLP at the Time of the Study 

         In this section, I explore and interpret the conditions Elizabeth built and adapted to 

support her journaling and poetry practices at the time of this study. I begin with and spend the 
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most time discussing her journaling practice and then conclude with a comparative description of 

some conditions she had built to support her poetry practice.  

Elizabeth described the purpose of her current journaling practice:  

[Journaling now is] more so my reflection about who I am, if I'm living up to what I think 

I'm called to be, if I'm living into those values ... thinking about if I'm being the best 

person that I can be, and I'm not necessarily saying that it's a metric to which I'm holding 

myself to, but more so—am I being authentic, am I working through things that are 

triggering for me so I don't end up spilling out negative energy onto other people?  

The purposes of Elizabeth's journaling, as she described, were to explore her "emotional state of 

mind," her "experiences," her sense of authenticity in the world as she presented herself to 

others, and her triggers. I interpreted Elizabeth’s journaling to constitute a dialogical engagement 

through which Elizabeth reflected on how she was living her values and "living up to what I'm 

called to be." She also described her engagement with journaling this way: 

I journal about many things, including my emotional state of mind, but also experiences 

I've had in relationships or just things that I've seen in the media. So the spiritual 

component of it is a lot. It's reflection. Am I aligning with stuff out of the corporal realm? 

... It's a step up from what I can just see with my eyes. And the writing helps me ... make 

tangible that connection between the abstract that is unseen, which is for me the spiritual 

realm, and all of those energies with me living out my life day-to-day on earth. 

Another purpose, as Elizabeth described, was to cultivate her relationships with the "spiritual 

realm" and "energies" that she sensed accompanying her (which I wrote about in Chapters 6 and 

7). To support these myriad purposes, Elizabeth created a set of overlapping conditions to enable 

her journaling practice, which I categorize as spatial, temporal, aesthetic, and communal.  
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Spatial and Temporal Conditions. Elizabeth tended to write in her "journals usually at 

night—lights are off, candles are lit." She noted, "Usually, I journal either before or after I cry or 

I have some kind of emotional revelation. That's the most common time that I'm journaling." 

Elizabeth also said, "When I'm having my introspection time, it's usually when I'm at home or in 

my own [dorm] room because I feel the most safe there and the most comfortable there." In her 

dorm room, Elizabeth did the writing portion of her journaling process at her desk and her 

emotional expression on her bed. She described why: 

The desk is [where] I am presenting myself to the journal. I am setting myself up in a 

space where I am sort of formally reflecting and I've intentionally sort of crafted this 

space. ... But the crying part, all that usually happens on the bed. So, the bed is where all 

of my messiness goes ... my desk is like, I sit, here's my chair, an office chair. So, it's not 

the most comfortable in the world, but I want to formally engage with my reflections in a 

way that my bed is not as formal. 

Elizabeth distinguished the roles she assigned to her bed and to her desk with respect to her 

journaling practice. She characterized the bed as "messy" and noted it was the place where she 

felt her feelings and cried, whereas her desk was the place where she "formally" reflected in her 

journal. Elizabeth rearticulated the purposes of her journaling in her description of the purposes 

she assigned to her bed and her desk, both central to her SSLP. In so doing, Elizabeth created a 

condition of safety that facilitated her journaling practice. That condition was initially fulfilled 

by the safety Elizabeth felt in her dorm room that she then executed spatially to support the 

myriad purposes of her journaling—bed for this aspect of her journaling (feeling), desk for 

another aspect of her journaling (reflection).  

Aesthetic Conditions. An aesthetic condition Elizabeth created to support her journaling 

practice was her placement of specific meaningful objects. Across three quotes, Elizabeth shared 
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that (a) the "lights are off, and candles are lit”; (b) "I do candles and crystals; those are huge”; 

and (c) "I'm a big fake plant fan because I'm afraid that I will kill real plants. ... I travel a lot and 

fake plants are always nice and green and lush, so I always have those on my desk." Lit candles, 

arranged crystals, and fake plants were intentionally placed objects that facilitated Elizabeth's 

formal reflection at her desk. These objects had a spiritual component that created a vibe—a 

conducive atmosphere—for her connection and communion with herself.  

Conditions of Communal Relation. Elizabeth also did not share her journals with 

anyone. "I'm the only one who reads my journals," she said. Still, Elizabeth created communal 

conditions to support her journaling practice by (a) positioning her journal as a friend; (b) 

describing her journaling practice as engaging with "higher powers," "energies," and "ancestors" 

through communion with her own self; and (c) understanding her journal as a communicative 

link with her own "future self." 

         First, Elizabeth characterized her journal as a "friend that I can tell my things to." She 

also called her journal her "buddy," who "has to listen to me. It has to hear all of the things I 

have to say." Elizabeth noted that her journaling helped her consider whether she would speak 

about her reflections with another person, saying, "Well, my buddy the journal has now heard 

this. Maybe another buddy will hear it. Maybe my mom will hear this."  

         Elizabeth imbued her journal with the ability to listen in a friendly and nonjudgmental 

way to the emotions and experiences she processed within it. In so doing, she created a condition 

of communal relation that put her in relation to an object that had the capacity to listen. The 

journal became, in Elizabeth's playful rendering, a willing co-participant in her journaling 

practice. Elizabeth noted that "sometimes talking to people about it is a lot harder than just 

writing it down. Writing it down releases the weight but doesn't mean that I have to share it with 



 

208 
 

somebody." The journal could bear the weight of Elizabeth's processing and did so as a friend  

might.  

         Second, Elizabeth said, "My journaling is mostly me in conversation with myself, but 

also with whatever higher beings that may be. I usually refer to [those higher beings] as ‘God,’ 

because that's what I'm so familiarized with referring to it as." Earlier in this section, I noted that 

Elizabeth had also said that she used her journaling practice to "make tangible that connection 

between the abstract that is unseen, which is for me the spiritual realm, and all of those energies 

with me living out my life day-to-day on earth." Elizabeth's reflection on and conversation with 

herself in her journaling practice was entwined with her conversation with higher beings and 

energies in Elizabeth’s spiritual realm. This simultaneous communion with self and with godly 

energies supported Elizabeth's journaling practice. Elizabeth's enactment of this communal 

condition was not only a precursor to her journaling process but was mutually constitutive with 

her journaling process and affirmed her place in relation to her God and ancestors.  

Finally, Elizabeth described how she herself was part of her audience: 

I wrote and still write, I think mostly to myself. I write to future me, but I don't address it 

to future me. I write, “I felt this way about this thing or this person said this to me” ... and 

sometimes I'll write questions [like], “How do I feel about this?” I'm like, “I don't really 

know.” 

Drawing a distinction between holding her future self as a potential audience and addressing her 

journaling explicitly to her future self, Elizabeth created another audience for her journal writing. 

She noted that she had not yet returned to her middle school journals, although they were there 

and waiting for her when and if she was ever ready to see them. Across all three examples—

constructing her journal as a buddy, writing for and with her ancestors and higher powers, and 

journaling towards a future self—Elizabeth made her journaling a shared experience to the extent 
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she desired it to be. She created a condition of conversation, even if corporeal others did not read 

her journal.  

Conditions Elizabeth Built to Support her Current Poetry Practice. As a point of 

comparison to the conditions she created in support of her journaling practice, I describe the 

purpose of Elizabeth's poetry writing practice and then explore some conditions she created to 

support that practice. One way in which Elizabeth defined the purpose of her poetry writing was: 

I am mature, I'm responsible, I'm smart, I am all these capable things, and I also need 

space to fall apart and to be a mess and to work through these things. And that is what a 

lot of my poetry is—just of holding that space and saying, I don't need to minimize this 

[feeling] because we live in a society that stigmatizes all of those things, and it gives my 

body time to be—the same way that you write a paper, you give yourself time to write a 

poem ... [taking time and space to write poetry] is a huge act of reclamation. 

The purpose of her poetry writing practice, as Elizabeth defined it, was to "hold space" for 

working through emotions and experiences, which was also connected to her need at times to 

"fall apart and to be a mess." Her poetry writing practice, while connected to her journal writing 

practice via her embodied praxis (described in the data analysis chapter exploring lineage) served 

the dual purpose of allowing herself to be a "mess" and giving herself time to explore her 

feelings and experiences. I focus on these two aspects of her definition in describing conditions 

she created to support these two aspects of her poetry writing.  

Elizabeth shared: 

The midnight poem is the place to be—AKA when I'm asleep, [or] kind of falling asleep, 

and I wake up and I'm inspired by something and I write it down. Some of my favorite 

poems have been written that way. 
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In this quote, Elizabeth offered an example of the freestyling nature of her poetry writing and the 

wide parameters she allowed—even waking herself up out of sleep—to encourage the arriving 

poem and to give it voice. While Elizabeth's journal writing happened primarily at her desk, at 

night, with special objects (candles, crystals, plants) around her, Elizabeth's poetry writing, 

including developing ideas for poems, could happen essentially anywhere or anytime. She stayed 

attuned to when she was struck by an idea, as in her example of walking down the street in the 

summer near her college (as I explored in Chapter 6). I interpreted Elizabeth's creation of 

conditions in which her poetry could arrive anywhere, anytime, as supportive of her poetry 

writing's purpose of taking up space and of engaging her emotions and experiences on her and 

their own terms. 

While Elizabeth's poem writing, like her journaling, engaged higher powers, energies, 

and herself, Elizabeth also more regularly wrote to or about others. She did not always share 

these poems with other people, although sometimes she did, especially with her friends and her 

mother when she felt inspired to do so. Sometimes Elizabeth wrote poems to others that they 

never saw. She sometimes revisited her poems to reread them and/or edit them. She engaged 

these conditions of possible community when she decided it would be appropriate and helpful to 

her. These permissive conditions supported the purpose of Elizabeth's poetry writing, which was 

intended to help her take up a different kind of space on the page than did her journaling. 

Reflection on Elizabeth's Section 

         The conditions Elizabeth created and adapted addressed the specific purpose of her SSLP 

at the time she engaged that SSLP. These conditions were not the same between her journaling 

practice as a middle schooler, when she began journaling, and during her journaling practice at 

the time of the interview, and they were also not the same between her journaling practice at any 

stage and her poetry writing practice at the time of the interview. The conditions I explored in 
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this section were not exhaustive and represented only some aspects of Elizabeth's enactment of 

her process that were visible to me.  

In my exploration of the conditions Elizabeth created and adapted, I learned that 

conditions could mutually inform her SSLP, such as her contemporary condition of audience, 

which engaged her journaling practice in a dialogic relation with her ancestors and herself even 

as she did not allow anyone to read her work. A condition could be fundamental to an SSLP even 

if not mutually constitutive with that SSLP, such as her early condition of coziness that 

necessitated writing in bed. A condition could be enacted sometimes but not all times, only when 

she wanted to, such as her condition of possible community engagement, whereby she 

sometimes invited others to read her poetry.  

YW 

In this section, I explore conditions—primarily of audience and community—that YW 

built or adapted to support his SSLP. As I described in Chapter 5, YW's SSLP was largely 

politically informed and extended across a range of forms. I focus on the conditions YW created 

to support two of his explicitly political and public-facing SSLP—primarily, his political satire 

smuts, and secondarily, his social media posts on Telegram.  

I first describe the purpose YW ascribed to his political satire smuts and social media 

posts on Telegram. I do so by analyzing several quotes in which YW described the meaning of 

and reasons for his politically engaged SSLP. I then describe and interpret the conditions that 

YW built to enable these forms of SSLP.  

I then explore and interpret conditions that shaped YW's writing practice prior to his 

writing smuts or posts, then explore and interpret the subsequent conditions he created and 

adapted to support his writing of the smuts and the Telegram posts. I conclude with a brief 

comparison between the conditions he built to support his public-facing, political SSLP and a 
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wholly different set of conditions he created to support his academic writing for school in the 

United States.  

Purposes YW Ascribed to His Political SSLP 

YW said, "I want to use everything that's available to just convey my messages ... 

[writing is] more effective than other forms of communication for the purposes that I have." 

When I asked him to elaborate on what his messages and his purposes were, he said: 

Right now, what I want to convey is about Iran. I'm very privileged and lucky to have the 

opportunity to be here and have the freedom that I have. But this is not something that—I 

wasn't born with this freedom and this privilege, and the fact that I have it is not an 

isolated event. It is tied to the fact that 80 million of my people don't have it. 

YW tied the purpose of his public-facing, political SSLP to freedom for Iranian people, calling 

them "my people." He called writing more freely in the United States as a "privilege" that 

conferred responsibility onto him to write in the service of freedom for his people. In Chapter 6, 

I interpreted a relationship between the purpose YW ascribed to his SSLP and the responsibility 

he ascribed to his SSLP as he placed himself and it within a supportive textual-political lineage. 

For YW, placing aspects of his SSLP in relation to his textual-political lineage meant that YW 

intended his work to reach others. YW disseminated some of his political, public-facing SSLP in 

publicly available forums online, where they would reach a community of Persian readers. He 

noted: 

Throughout most of my life, most of the things that I've been very proud of that I have 

written have not been under my name. Not because I necessarily didn't want to publish 

them under my own name, but because I couldn't because of safety reasons. And those 

usually tend to be political. 
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While this quote overtly points to the condition of surveillance I noted at the start of this chapter 

and throughout YW's section of Chapter 7, I include this quote because of YW's mention of 

being "very proud of" what he has written. While his political SSLP is aimed toward freedom, its 

individual compositions are ones in which YW took pride. Pride in his work was one purpose of 

YW's SSLP.   

YW also took pleasure in "the smuts," as he referred to them. Of one smut that featured 

Putin, YW explained, "I really had so much fun writing this, so that's why I chose this one [to 

share]." The smuts were a site of pleasure, as YW giggled, in that interview, through the 

references he had made in the story itself and about the cover art his friend had created for this 

story. While I interpreted YW's primary purpose in writing as working toward Iranian freedom, I 

interpret a secondary purpose was his pride in the writing he produced and shared, and a third 

was the pleasure he took in the writing itself.  

When I asked YW why he wrote political satiric smuts, which he began writing in Iran 

and continued writing after immigrating to the United States, he explained:  

Back then [in Iran] ... I [wrote] because it was more internal. I was like, 'I have to write 

everything.' But now [in the United States] I can write in other ways that are more—I 

guess, even a little bit—more impactful. Impactful in terms of the scale ... the smuts, I do 

it because of how it makes the people who read it feel now. ... And they don't know me. 

They don't know that I'm queer. They don't know any of that. But I know that a lot of 

them are, right. I know from the comments that I get from them—it's like, “Oh, I was in 

the exact same situation as this person a few years ago.” It's kind of like, “No, it's not like 

when you teach a class.” Because when you teach a class, it's not personal. I don't know. I 

don't have anything else to compare it with.  
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In this quote, YW expressed his sense of responsibility for and to a community of often queer-

identified and/or queer-signifying Iranians who read and commented on the smuts YW wrote and 

posted. I interpreted YW's purpose in writing the smuts, in part, as tied to how the smuts made 

"the people who read it feel." In comparing himself to a teacher, even though indicated an 

ambivalence about that metaphor, YW alluded to both the sense of responsibility a teacher has 

for their students and to the leadership and/or caretaking role he had taken on in relation to the 

people who read and commented on his work. It is also of note that even though YW published 

the smuts anonymously, that anonymity did not sacrifice the intimacy and bonds cultivated in the 

community to whom YW gave this writing.  

Evolution of YW's Creation of and Adaptation to Conditions to Support His Political 

SSLP  

YW said, "One thing I've always been sure that I could [write]—at least, not what I 

expected of myself, but what other people expected of me ... I knew that I could [write]." 

Elsewhere in the interviews, YW shared that he had identified as a writer from a young age and 

that he was recognized as a good writer by authority figures, specifically his mother and his 

teachers. This self-conception coupled with his belief as he grew up in writing's effectiveness at 

conveying personal and political messages was an external condition that allowed YW's SSLP to 

flourish despite the surveillance that permeated the environment in which he developed himself 

as a writer. I also interpret this opening quote to reveal a second condition that appeared across 

many of YW's SSLP, and which was particularly salient as we explored his anonymous, political 

writing: connection with supportive others.  

         In this section, I explore and interpret two moments in YW's telling that shifted the 

trajectory of YW's SSLP and how those shifts in trajectory necessitated his creation or adaptation 



 

215 
 

of conditions to enable and/or sustain his SSLP. These are not intended to represent a 

biographical telling of the most important moments of YW's writerly life; instead, these 

moments were the ones that I had sufficient data about to adequately characterize as moments.  

The two moments I discuss are (a) the shift from family audience to a larger, online, and 

anonymous audience; and (b) YW's connection with an anonymous social media writer on 

Telegram who shared aspects of his background and emboldened him to write his own posts, 

which later led to YW writing and posting smuts. In both moments, YW worked within and 

against the external condition of surveillance to create for himself an enabling condition of 

community with others.  

The Condition of Audience  

When discussing political themes in one of his poems, YW quipped, "When I was 

younger, my mom would tell me that if I keep being so blunt, I'll end up [like Farrokhi Yazdi]," 

the Iranian writer whose mouth was purportedly sewn shut by authorities for his activism 

(Gheissari, 1993). Throughout the interviews, YW often referenced his mother, with whom he 

had reconciled a fraught relationship but with whom he had since "made peace with her 

influence on my writing and skills." When I asked YW about how his writing practice began, he 

described his mother's influence on "teaching me how to write and developing this passion, this 

interest in writing." He described how she: 

Taught me how to read and write when I was four and a half, five [years old]—before 

school—because she was pregnant with my brother, and I kept nagging her because I 

would come up with stories and I wanted to write them, but I couldn't. So, I would tell 

her, and then she would write them for me. But when she became pregnant with my 

brother, she couldn't do that anymore. So, she taught me how to write myself. And then, 

she is a poet. She read me poems when I was younger. ... I think it beg[an] when I began 
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making poems, because she would read me poems, and then I would make poems, and 

then I would make poems for my brother. Or I would write stories for my brother, or I 

would read for my brother. 

I envision YW, at the age of four or five, creating a condition of community support in which he 

could write by verbalizing his stories to his mother, a poet, who would write those stories down 

for him. Despite not yet being able to physically write, YW's SSLP was nonetheless in full 

swing. YW figured out that nagging would convince his mother to articulate his work in written 

language to which he did not yet have access. This condition of community support encouraged 

YW's developing SSLP. YW also created the condition of an audience and community presence 

to support his SSLP. Initially, that audience was his mother, to whom he had to tell his stories in 

order for them to be documented, but then also came to include his brother, an equally intended 

audience whose role was to listen and participate in YW's stories.  

Religion in YW's SSLP  

YW explained that he had been "raised in a very religious environment" and that this was 

different from how the "majority of people [in Iran] are not raised in religious families. They just 

have to perform religion outside." Religiosity, which was connected to both his family's genuine 

at-home practice of Islam and to his schools’ mandated practice of Islam, was an external 

condition that shaped YW's SSLP. In middle school, as I explored in Chapters 6 and 7, YW 

became more politicized and began to reconcile his sexual and gender identities. He began to 

associate the Islamic religion, in which he had been raised inside and outside of his home, with 

the "ideology of the regime," turning his expanding critical gaze towards both. Around this time, 

YW described how his mother warned him that: 

If you take out religion [from your writing], and if you write against religion, then your 

writing is going to be bad because religion is what gives you—this is an Islamic term, it's 
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called "barakah," it means "blessing." That's what gives substance [to your writing]. So, I 

didn't believe that, but I was 13. I still had that in the back of my mind.  

Around that age, YW began to engage with posted Telegram content of Iranians critical of the 

regime. One author of such content—YW's "favorite," as he described him to me—ran a channel 

that was filled with "really short jokes [and] comments." YW explained that this author had "also 

been raised in a very religious environment ... and I also have that [religious] knowledge because 

I was raised in a similar environment."  

This connection between YW and the channel author proved important to YW's SSLP. 

YW explained: 

There were very few people with my path in Iran. Most people and most anti-government 

people, which also happens to be [the] majority of the population, they're just like—they 

do not practice anything [religious at home] but outside they have to perform it because 

everybody has to. So yeah, we have that [religious background] in common, me and that 

author. And this just gives you this knowledge—when you do parodies of regime 

officials, you know how they talk, or when you want to make a joke, you have so much 

knowledge about early Islamic history. The majority of people, they probably just learned 

[early Islamic history] to the extent that it was taught in schools. But you know more 

because you have to go to the mosque every night and listen to that cleric—so that just 

makes you a better critic. It gives you a better toolset to write, especially if you want to 

make jokes and write comedy, that just makes you more equipped to do that. So that's 

what I like about that channel. 

YW's early encounters with this channel author's content offered inspiration and permission to 

YW to begin engaging his own forms of political, public-facing writing that drew upon YW’s 

own conditions and resources, including his confidence in himself as a writer and his knowledge 
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of Islamic religion and history. Noting he was one of only a few people with his path in Iran, 

YW recreated the externally imposed condition that religion alone was what gave substance to 

his writing into a condition of utilization of religious knowledge for his own messaging and 

purposes. YW recontextualized his knowledge base of Islamic religion and history to make 

himself a "better critic" with a "better toolset to write," which set the stage for him to embrace 

jokes and comedy in his Telegram posts and in his smuts, then and during the years that 

followed.  

YW Moving His Writing Online 

As a young adolescent, YW began writing and posting political works, the length, he 

explained, "of an op-ed, maybe 300 words," on Telegram. He reflected on what happened when 

he began posting: "When I started writing short pieces that were against religion and also against 

the political state of our country ... I received feedback and it was good. It was received well. 

Even though those people didn't know me." YW elaborated on this positive response to his 

political Telegram posts: 

A lot of other people interacted with [my Telegram writings] ... people around me, 

especially my family, were not politically aligned with me. ... So, the online community 

that I found through writing those [short political essays] and their feedback, that was just 

personally affirming [of] my place and my beliefs, and it just gave me this reassurance 

that, okay, what I write isn't terr[ible]. 

I interpreted the community YW created through Telegram as the emergence of a condition that 

YW built and adapted in response the religious conditions of home and the censorship conditions 

on a national scale. YW's movement of his SSLP to the platform of Telegram allowed him to 

anonymously access, cultivate, and create a new community that facilitated his writing practice. 
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The reassurance he received from others in the online community affirmed his belief in his own 

writerly identity.   

YW explained his pragmatic decision to move his writing online, noting the dissonance 

he experienced in middle school when he wanted to write what he had learned and experienced 

about government officials but was aware of the consequences of publicly doing that kind of 

writing: 

I knew that all of these [regime officials] were involved in the 1980s genocide of political 

prisoners. I knew that they had ordered for virgin 17, 18-year-old women to be raped 

before getting executed. That's a standard thing. And they were the people signing those 

orders. I knew all of that about them. And obviously I couldn't write it in my school paper 

because I would get sent to prison. 

Moving his work online, anonymously, marked a shift in YW's SSLP: to exist at all, his political 

writing could not exist in formal settings or attached to his name; it could only, somewhat safely, 

exist online and anonymously. YW then published his work online and created a community. 

Without both these conditions, YW could not have safely created an audience or continually 

produced work that reached them. Reciprocally, his SSLP may not have grown to include the 

political satire smuts that he began creating after he established an online presence, audience, and 

connection with another channel creator who had come from a similar background.  

A Comparison of the Conditions YW Created for His SSLP and His Academic Work  

         I asked YW whether he had any rituals or practices to prepare him to work on his 

political SSLP. He explained: 

No, it's actually because of how I used to write when I was younger ... one of the ways 

my parents would punish me was they would take away my notebooks and books, so it 

wasn't really in my control when I could write, just whenever I had the opportunity, I 
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would just do it ... whenever I had my laptop and whenever I had internet. Even not 

[because of] my parents. The country in general, whenever you have internet, that's when 

you post, and it could be any time of the day, it could be anywhere.  

An overarching condition for his SSLP that YW created was a condition of adaptation. Growing 

up in a situation in which he could exert little to no control over his writing space, process, 

privacy, or access to his audience because of interferences at home and by the government, YW 

learned to write "whenever." The condition of “whenever” that YW created to facilitate his SSLP 

required him to teach himself how to write and post under any condition, so that he would retain 

access to his work, his practice, and his community to the best of his ability and under a range of 

prohibitive external circumstances.  

         YW, though, drew a distinction between his "just do it" approach to his SSLP and his 

academic work, such as homework. He described that now in the United States, when "studying, 

I need to be in specific lighting. I need to have a comfortable chair to be able to study or with 

certain subjects I have to be at [a particular location]." He then drew an explicit comparison 

between his studying and his SSLP, saying, "But not with poems or posts for my channel. I just 

do that anywhere." This brief comparison elucidates how dependent condition creation can be on 

external conditions and resource availability, as well as how it exists in relation to the 

participant-ascribed meaning of the literacy practice at hand.  

Reflection on YW's Section 

YW created—and adapted for his use—conditions that supported various purposes of his 

SSLP. The condition of surveillance exerted a great degree of power over his own writing and 

his dissemination of his writing. The conditions YW created to support his explicit politically-

oriented and disseminated SSLP writing addressed the climate of surveillance and danger in 

which he and other activist writers found themselves in Iran at the time and prior to the interview 
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under the Islamic Republic government. The repressive climate both limited the conditions that 

YW had access to producing and pressured him to create conditions for his writing that 

accounted for the climate. This context for YW's production of conditions differs significantly 

from Elizabeth's and Izán's creation of conditions, both of which, while still responsive to 

sociopolitical pressures, were less constrained by those pressures than was YW.  

Izán 

In this section, I explore two variations on a condition of quiet that Izán created and 

adapted to support two forms of his SSLP: his current poetry practice and his journaling practice 

as a middle schooler. I then explore a condition of privacy that also characterized Izán's 

journaling practice as a middle schooler. The three subsections are (a) condition of quiet in Izán's 

current poetry practice, (b) condition of quiet in Izán's journaling practice as a middle schooler, 

and (c) condition of privacy in Izán's journaling practice as a middle schooler.  

All three subsections follow the same structure. First, I identify the meaning Izán 

ascribed to each SSLP at a particular time. Then, I explore the condition (either quiet or privacy) 

considering the meaning and purpose of the SSLP Izán intended to support or enable. Finally, I 

conclude with an exploration of Izán's building and/or adaptation of conditions as they relate to 

the meaning he ascribed to his SSLP.  

Quiet in Izán's Current Poetry Practice  

The Purpose of Quiet, Musically Speaking, in Izán's Poetry Practice. Izán was a 

musician and a writer. He played the double bass, for which he had competed at state and 

national levels, loved playing music in orchestras, and had considered attending a conservatory 

for college. When Izán described his writing process, he did so mostly in terms of music. He 
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began by noting that he sought a "flow" as he was composing his poetry, which he also described 

as "something innate." Izán elaborated:  

When I talk about flow ... there's a musicality. So it's whether it be your word choice, 

transitions, ideas, you're trying to transmit something. You're trying, whether it be a 

feeling, an idea, you're trying to get some point across. You're trying to illustrate 

something, create something. And I think in the same way, with music, you're trying to 

create something, whether it be evoke an emotion, evoke ideas. There's whole orchestras, 

there's whole opera symphonies ... plays ... ballets ... I think in the same way, [poetry is] 

storytelling. Instead of notes, it's words and syllables.  

To emphasize the communicative aim of his SSLP, Izán compared composing syllables and 

words in his poetry to tell a story such as those told by "whole orchestras," "plays," and "ballets." 

For Izán, the purpose of his poetry writing was to try to "illustrate something, create something," 

"transmit something," and/or "get some point across." Even as his poetry remained largely 

private, Izán defined the purpose of his poetry practice by a communicative gesture that extended 

beyond and outside of himself.  

While two purposes of his poetry writing were to create and communicate, Izán was 

undertaking a simultaneous, reciprocal process of listening in order to create and communicate. 

He described a good poem as containing: 

A rhythm. When you're saying something [in the poem], it's like, “Oh, this sounds good.” 

It's flowing, right? ... There can be pauses in poetry. It doesn't have to be continuous. But 

it feels like there's a natural transition. It feels like there's a flow. It makes sense. Whether 

it be however many words, the syllables, whatever, whatever you're saying, even just 

how it sounds, the word choice, you're like, “Wow, this feels like it makes sense.” 
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Izán described the qualities he experienced when writing a poem that worked: it flowed, and it 

felt natural and right to him. Izán's description conveyed an aspirational ideal of a poem, one he 

sought to attain in his own writing and sometimes was able to attain. Employing another musical 

comparison, Izán then described what it felt like when a poem did not work: 

[It's like] when you're playing something and it ends on the wrong chord. You're like, 

“Ugh, that's off-putting.” You didn't expect it to end like that ... I mean, because that's the 

whole thing about music theory. It's like you [are supposed to] leave feeling this 

resolution, you be feeling that type of satisfaction. And I think that's what it is. [Poems 

without flow] end on this dissonant chord. You're like, “Oh my God. It doesn't feel like 

it's over.”  

Izán introduced the metaphor of a "dissonant chord" that felt "off-putting," which he sought to 

work past or avoid in his own writing. A successful poem left Izán "feeling this resolution" and a 

"type of satisfaction." A successful poem had a clearly defined end, and that end was clearly 

defined because of the feeling it imparted to him.  

The Condition of Quiet in Izán's Poetry Practice. Izán therefore characterized the 

purpose of the poems he wrote as twofold: to communicate a story, and to impart a feeling of 

satisfaction and resolution for the reader and the author. When I asked him how he put his 

perception of what worked and did not work in a poem to use in his own writing, Izán explained 

that he needed quiet in order to write: 

I can put my AirPods in and maybe listen to music, maybe. Maybe. But other than that, I 

feel like I need [it] to be quiet, because I need to hear the rhythm. Sometimes I'm like, 

“How does [the poem] sound?” [Noise] is distracting to me. ... I feel like ... I'm not 

hearing [the poem]. 
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Quiet, in the context of Izán's poetry writing, was defined by undistracted listening to the poem 

he was creating. The distraction of outside noises, even the distraction of listening to music he 

had chosen, interfered with the space he needed to hear the sound and rhythm of the poem that 

he was making. He explained that he created a condition of quiet by working in places in his 

home that were quiet but also by not listening to music or talking to people while he was writing. 

The condition of quiet enabled him to continually listen for and to the rhythm of the poem as it 

unfolded to him and became the story it needed to tell.  

Quiet in Izán's Middle School Journaling Practice 

The Purpose of Quiet in Izán's Middle School Journaling Practice. A different sort of 

quiet became available to Izán during the early part of the COVID-19 pandemic. Izán was 

attending middle school remotely from home and began his journaling practice at this time. He 

reflected on why and how he began journaling in a nuanced quote that I unpack throughout most 

of this section: 

All your emotions seemed so intense, especially, I think when you're really trying to 

figure yourself out ... no one can really qualify your own emotions for you. For me 

specifically, that's what it was. And then I was like, okay, I could try [to journal my 

emotions]. I always like to do stuff like that—to read. So, I was like, “Okay.” But also I 

think—being so detached from everything else, you know what I mean? When we're 

talking about masculinity, especially being worried about perception and how others 

might perceive what I'm doing. I think because I was living in a [pandemic] bubble, 

[journaling] didn't seem as big of a risk.  

The purpose of Izán's journaling practice was to journal through "intense emotions" and learn 

how to "qualify" them—or make sense of them—for himself. In the previous quote, Izán 

connected the emotional intensity he experienced with "really trying to figure yourself out." 
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Implied by "figure yourself out" is Izán's reckoning with his sexuality, which he described using 

his journals to address in a different interview. The purpose of Izán's journaling was to figure 

himself out via expressing and naming intense emotions that were connected, in part, to his 

identity acceptance and development.  

The Condition of Quiet in Izán's Middle School Journaling Practice. The "bubble" 

Izán invoked in the previous quote is a metaphor for attending school remotely in the early part 

of the pandemic from home. The "risk" journaling posed to Izán was a risk to others' perception 

of his masculinity, which he worried would be questioned if he took up journaling. I interpreted 

his phrase "so detached from everything else" as indicating Izán’s detachment from the pressure 

to conform to expectations of his gender. I interpret this “detachment” as an unexpected and new 

external condition that enabled Izán to allow himself to begin a journaling practice.  

Those pressures—to conform to gendered expectations and to perform masculinity in a 

heternormative way—quieted, school-side, during Izán's experience with remote schooling. The 

external condition of the global pandemic, and of his school's remote learning for a lengthy 

period, allowed Izán to adapt these conditions to quiet the pressures and enable his SSLP. Izán 

implied that while journaling at home during the pandemic and remote schooling "didn't seem as 

big of a risk," had he been attending in-person school unrestricted, the risk might have been too 

large to pursue emotion-centered journaling.  

         When I asked him how often he journaled, Izán responded that "there was a point [where 

I journaled] every day. But it was just because it was really accessible. And I didn't have as much 

to do. We were at home so much." Over time, Izán accumulated many journals that he stored on 

his bedroom bookshelf. Izán sustained a journaling practice even through the beginning of high 

school, after his classes had resumed full-time in person. The unstructured, at-home, remote 

learning time, plus that time being free of social pressures that might otherwise pose risk to his 
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SSLP, allowed Izán to maintain a robust journaling practice in which he articulated his 

emotions.  

One of the purposes that Izán ascribed to his SSLP—to figure himself out on the page—

necessitated the quieting of pressures he anticipated experiencing around his identity. It is also 

possible that Izán's anticipation of pressure to conform to a heterosexual masculine version of 

Latinidad was in and of itself enough to make him not want to journal in school or maintain a 

practice his friends or others in school could know about. Either way—whether the anticipation 

of pressure was quieted, or the pressure itself was quieted, Izán repurposed an isolationist feature 

of the external condition of remote learning into an opportunity to grow closer to himself via 

journaling about emotions that he described as not being safe to share with others around him in 

school at that time in his life.  

         The condition of quiet in this aspect of Izán's SSLP—his middle and early high school 

journaling practice—was one that he adapted for his own use. This example allows me to 

consider conditions as not simply a binary between those that are made and those that are 

imposed but existing in a more dialogic and fluid relationship between the writer and the context 

in which they write. I term this relationship between external and created conditions “dialogic” 

because there is possibility and no inevitable effect. For example, Izán may have easily chosen 

not to write, even with things laid out the way they were in his life. Izán chose to repurpose the 

situation of remote learning in the early stages of the pandemic into a condition that facilitated 

and enabled his writing.  

The Condition of Privacy 

         Izán also created a condition of privacy to support and enable his journaling practice in 

middle school and his current poetry practice. I first explore and interpret privacy as an entwined 

and mutually co-constitutive condition to Izán's condition of quiet that worked to support a 
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different purpose Izán ascribed to his SSLP. I then discuss Izán's reflections upon his early 

journaling practices in the interviews vis-a-vis his relationship to privacy.  

         About to his journaling practice, Izán noted that "when we're talking about masculinity, 

especially being worried about perception and how others might perceive what I'm doing ... 

journaling didn't seem as big of a risk." I interpreted the larger quote that houses this excerpt 

along the lines of quiet as a condition—specifically, the quieting of the social pressure on Izán 

(and his anticipation of such pressure) to perform his gender and sexuality in accordance with the 

norms of society.  

This next excerpt brings questions of risk, danger, perception, and visibility to the fore. 

Izán's journaling practice was invisible to those outside of his home because they could not see 

him engage it. It was protected from outside eyes. This condition of privacy was not a privacy 

that Izán had to create from scratch on a daily basis—meaning, for example, that he did not have 

to keep his journal out of the hands of his friends who might go through his backpack, and he did 

not need to worry about slipping up and talking about it in the lunchroom, or having a friend see 

an open journal on his desk when they came over after school. Yet, Izán took advantage of the 

condition of quiet, a spaciousness, that he had access to in the pandemic to create a condition of 

privacy for his work. This privacy enabled his work.  

Izán's condition of privacy was not absolute. Izán's journals lined his bookshelves on 

public view—"they're not hidden or anything. They're just sitting there," he said. He noted that 

he would share individual entries "with my brother sometimes." Although I did not explore 

Izán's conversations with his brother about his journal entries, I noted the example because it 

indicates a flexibility and porousness in the condition of privacy that allowed Izán to serve his 

SSLP according to his needs.  
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Yet, a condition of privacy permeated Izán's SSLP then and afterwards. I asked Izán 

whether he ever wrote and posted content online, on social media sites, as blogs, or on fanfiction 

sites. He said no, explaining, "It's literally a personal thing," then elaborated why at the time of 

the interviews he still chose to not make his work public in any capacity: 

Because I'm scared of the perception. I feel like, and this is kind of sad too, but I feel like 

there's a big part of me—there's a sense of shame around it, because I feel like that's not 

an activity that men are supposed to do. 

He also reflected on what it felt like to him to reread old journal entries from middle school. First 

describing it as "it's like, aaaahhhhh," to indicate a rush of emotion, Izán elaborated, “I still find 

it embarrassing. And I also think ... I feel like, and maybe that's my own thing that I've grown up 

with—but I also feel like it's very taboo. Anything artistic or expressive or anything.” These two 

quotes together offer an impression of the external conditions Izán protected his work from by 

keeping it private, in close community—either his own eyes or perhaps his brothers'—and 

offline. Although he noted that "maybe that's my own thing that I've grown up with," Izán also 

explained that artistic practices such as writing "felt very taboo," and he felt a "sense of shame" 

because engaging in those practices was not something that "men are supposed to do." The 

condition of privacy that Izán created was in part a reaction to the social pressure that he began 

experiencing in middle school to perform his masculinity in ways he perceived to be traditional 

and acceptable.  

Those traditional, acceptable ways of being male did not include his SSLP, which 

included his journaling practice or his poetry writing practice. Thus, to protect his SSLP, he 

conducted his journaling with a condition of privacy, albeit a porous form of privacy that 

allowed him to share when it felt safe or useful for him to do so. A different aspect of porosity 
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was related to Izán's own growth into his identities and the stage of growth he was in at the time 

of the interviews. He shared: 

There's so much that I've really come to terms with myself and I've really accepted, but at 

the same time, I still think that where it's a little bit more creative, a little bit more artistic 

or expressive, or ... we associate [that] with being more feminine, being not as masculine, 

taking away from masculinity. I think that's a big thing still [for me]. I still do feel that 

way. 

In the interviews, Izán noted a similar fear when it came to his style of dress and the clothes he 

sometimes used to self-express that potentially registered or signified more gay or more 

feminine. For example, he shared a positive experience of wearing a crop top to a Pride 

celebration, where he was one of many people self-expressing gender identity and sexuality 

through his clothing and adornments. He defined that Pride outing as representing an "inclusive 

space" where he did not "feel so much" the "possibility for judgment, bigotry, whatever, even 

violence." He also described a concurrent experience of feeling afraid to dress self-expressively 

in public in other environments: 

I'm scared of being judged. I'm scared of people looking at me and being like, “Oh.” You 

know what I mean? I don't want to be perceived that way. And that's something that I 

only have to work on. That's my own thing.  

While overcoming this fear might have been Izán's "own thing" to "work on," he also pointed out 

that his early journey to reconcile his cismale gender and gay sexual identity happened in a 

religious and cultural context that was highly masculinist and heteronormative. He described his 

intersectional identity as: 

Kind of like a double whammy, right? ... [Being gay is] tied to my Latino identity [and] 

there's so much stigma already around being gay. [Being gay] in and of itself is difficult. 
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And when you tie that to a cultural community like mine that is more traditional, more ... 

religious ... and even if you're not super-practicing, there's so much of that belief in God, 

and even also machismo. So, already there's a lot of difficulties with masculinity and 

these ideas about masculinity that you have. So, I think with that, and then I think, again, 

being gay is kind of innately, it's the antithesis of what culturally they would think is 

acceptable for a man ... for me, there was a sense of shame. And I feel like there's still 

partially is, and I think that's a very real thing for a lot of people. 

Izán used the word “intersectional” to describe the conditions that produced a sense of shame in 

him about his gayness that was not solely about his gayness but his gayness in the context of his 

culturally Latino and Mexican American male identity. Izán turned to his journaling to work out 

his emotions and "figure out" who he was. The conditions he imposed on his SSLP—privacy, 

which had spatial and temporal and communal dimensions, and quiet, which had the same 

dimensions—were supportive of and enabled his SSLP. 

Reflection on Izán's Section 

Izán created and adapted for his use a condition of quiet, which I defined two ways in this 

section, that supported his SSLP as a middle school student in his journaling practice and in his 

current poetry practice. The condition of quiet was, in my first definition, created by Izán to 

listen to the rhythm of the poem as it emerged on the page as he wrote it. In my second 

definition, the condition of quiet was an initially externally-driven condition created by the 

pandemic, which meant remote schooling and an insulation from social pressures and norming 

around masculinity that otherwise would have prevented Izán from taking up his journaling 

practice in middle school, to which he adapted his SSLP. Finally, the "double whammy" of his 

intersectional identity—gay, Mexican American, and male—informed both the purpose of his 

poetry writing practice and the condition of privacy he created to enable that practice.  
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Reflection on Building and/or Adapting Conditions  

More than ancillary, and more than a prelude to their writing processes, conditions 

formed an essential part of participants' SSLP, enabling and at times co-constituting their SSLP. 

In all cases, participants inventively turned to their resources, sometimes via trial and error, 

identifying, building, and/or adapting the conditions could best support or enable specific forms 

of their SSLP. I did not identify any two conditions throughout this study as being the same 

between participants. That does not mean people will never have the same condition; they 

certainly might. However, conditions are built and adapted in the juncture between need, 

resources, and the purpose the writer ascribes to their literacy practice, making them highly 

specific to the practicioner.  

Elizabeth constructed and adapted conditions that met her need to create dialogue with 

her ancestors, various versions of herself and others to whom she did or did not show her work. 

Doing so allowed her to express and make meaning of her lived experiences through her SSLP, a 

deeply interior project that remained connected to but also transcended its therapeutic origin in 

her life. YW created conditions—even including the condition of his own total adaptability to his 

material circumstances—that facilitated his community-building and connected with the purpose 

he ascribed to his writing by via participation in his lineage. YW found that his migration from 

Iran to the United States created possibilities for his practice, imposing a new set of conditions 

that included, as he experienced it, "freedom" to say and write what he wanted to say and write. 

Though these were not the only conditions that YW created and adapted, I focused primarily on 

these external conditions as impacting YW's SSLP in my analysis. The conditions I chose to 

explore in this section that Izán adapted or created were both internally facing, as Elizabeth's 

often were, and externally imposed, as were so many of YW's. I interpreted Izán's construction 

of conditions, particularly of quiet, as serving an internal need and responding to his external 



 

232 
 

conditions that permitted but did not create quiet for him. Izán was, as were YW and Elizabeth, 

resourceful in his adaptation and creation of conditions to support his SSLP. In all cases, 

participants drew upon their resources to build new conditions and adapt their externally created 

conditions.  

I searched research in the field for examples that directly explored young writers' agentic 

creation of conditions. I did not find those examples explained as conditions, though the 

literature is full of examples of the external conditions participants face, often as obstacles, in 

their SSLP. I became interested as I conducted this data analysis in how young people construct 

the supports—or do not—for all their literacy practices that require effort from them, including 

those that occur in school. It would be worthwhile for future research to pick up on and extend 

an investigation specifically about how young people conceptualize the purpose of their literacy 

practices, the resources they have available to them to support those practices, and what they do  

to conduct their practices.  
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Chapter 9: Understandings and Implications 

         During our interviews, I had asked Izán, Elizabeth and YW to define what identity meant 

to them. Their definitions—which coalesced throughout our interviews—coached me as I drew 

together the theoretical framework for the study, which considered embodiment, heteroglossic 

language, and third and triadic spaces as co-constituting and dynamic features of identity. At one 

point, YW described identity as an "obstacle" and then clarified, "it shapes the way." The first 

part of YW's definition of identity—an “obstacle”—brought me to Crenshaw's (1988, 1989) 

theory of intersectionality, which I winnowed, for scope, to moments of illegibility and/or 

unrecognizability. The second part of his description—it shapes the way—lingered.  

What does it mean that identity shapes our way? This might be the central question of my 

study. SSLP are an expressive mode that simultaneously create and project the self. Many 

"ways" through literacy are possible for each of us, given who we are, within our contexts, and 

given the specific conditions we build or adapt to support our practices. But some might be more 

likely than others. When I began, I was unsure how this study would demonstrate the importance 

of all participants identifying as young, LGBTQIA+ and of color. I knew that, for myself, these 

identities have in different ways shaped my path through literacy practices, including this study. I 

interpreted YW’s insight about identity shaping the way to mean that the interplay between 

different aspects of identity had shaped participants’ ways of engaging their literacies and—

importantly—of knowing and growing themselves in relation to their literacy practices. 

One key takeaway from this research is that Izán, Elizabeth and YW all engaged their 

SSLP in ways that actualized joy, closeness, positive self-identification in the present. This 

“nowness” permeated the data and our interviews—from Izán's joyful and impassioned 

comparisons between practicing music and writing poetry, and the ways he transmuted familial 
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traumas into healing scenes in his writing, to Elizabeth's praxis of embodied temporality, in 

which she felt the air and sun on her skin and wrote herself into a being-ness that had been 

denied her as she grew into adolescence, to YW's giggling through his description of his satiric 

political smuts, which had found a wide, passionate audience and offered relief, courage and 

pleasure to himself and others.  

What we make of our identities is infinitely more than the marginalizations they are 

assigned and ascribed, but those assignments and ascriptions are a phenomenon to navigate. 

Identity shapes navigation. Obstacles are not the only phenomenon to navigate in life. As 

participants’ SSLP demonstrated, pleasure, desire, dreaming, community, healing, opportunity, 

history, personal and community-based imperatives—and so forth and so on, beyond and 

inclusive of obstacles—are also critically important parts of the journey.  

         The way each participant actualized futurity in the present via their SSLP led me to 

consider what skills and abilities they brought to their SSLP. Each participant was an active and 

self-motivated learner—most apparent here in the lineage section, as each learned from those 

before them while preparing who might come after them—but also in their reckonings with 

language as a medium of their practices and in determining and building and/or adapting the 

conditions necessary for their SSLP. Participants learned about themselves and about the world 

around them in order to actualize their visions through their SSLP. This learning was self-

designed, often collaborative, did not require institutional permissions, and often arose, as hooks 

(1994) noted theorizing did, from pain. And yet what that learning actualized via SSLP, in this 

study, often took the shape of joy, pleasure, hope, satisfaction, connectedness and/or relief.  

         If I was to extend this study into a new one, I'd like to begin to learn more about 

ecologies of learning that people design independently or in collaboration with others, 

intentionally or semiconsciously, to aid their SSLP. Clues exist throughout this study. Learning 
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more about how, why, with whom, and to what end can teach us—researchers trained to think 

about school and formal education as learning environments that can be continually improved 

upon—about deinstitutionalizing education in our research and learning as much as we can about 

how non-institutional, anti-institutional, and institution-adjacent learning is occurring already. 

The context in which I researched and wrote this study, in which institutions of higher education 

are facing consistent federal threats of defunding, encourages me in this direction.  

In this final chapter, I synthesize the understandings of Chapters 6, 7, and 8 on lineage, 

language as a medium, and building and adapting conditions—first individually, and then in 

terms of each other. Then I describe the implications of my research for these literacy workers 

and practitioners: researchers, professionals working in schools and in out-of-school-time 

programs, and multiply marginalized young people engaged in their own literacy practices. I 

conclude with a final reflection on what I've learned.  

Understandings 

In this section, I discuss the key ideas from each data analysis chapter, written to 

highlight conceptual takeaways across participants’ data rather than by participant (as I did in 

each data analysis chapter). This structure enables me to draw together several core ideas related 

to purpose, resources, and intersectionality in the subsequent section called "All Together Now."  

Key Ideas from Lineage (Chapter 6) 

Participants ascribed themselves to lineages that both reinforced the purpose of their 

SSLP and imbued their SSLP with purpose. Participants reflected on their work in relation to 

those they had placed in lineage before them, who had, through their own work and life, modeled 

literacy practices, perspectives, and/or ways of being that were useful to participants for their 

identity growth and SSLP. The purpose that participants defined for their SSLP existed in 
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relation to how those who came before defined and/or carried out their purpose and as a sense of 

responsibility toward who would come after the participant in their lineage. 

Lineage, with ties to the sociocritical literacy idea of heritage, speaks to how participants 

activated their SSLP in relation to a dynamic line of individuals who made the way for them, and 

others for whom participants would make a way. What made lineage a lineage was not simply 

that participants ascribed themselves to one, but that they constructed and enacted themselves 

and aspects of their SSLP in relation to others in that lineage who came before and would come 

after. Though by no means an exhaustive list of the types of lineages to which one might ascribe 

themselves, I interpreted participants' lineages in this study as textual, political, ancestral and 

familial. 

YW's "bloody lineage of flowers" validated his lived experiences under severe repression 

in Iran, taught him the utility of humor, and inspired him to build online community for his 

political satire smut writings. Elizabeth's familial and ancestral lineage connected her to "real and 

imagined" kin, inspired her to use her education to learn theory and history that she could relate 

to her life, and fueled her SSLP, which was marked by interiority, articulation of her embodied 

experiences, and which she protected and nurtured with an anticapitalist positioning. Izán 

brought his gayness into his own light through journaling, and then poetry, developed a praxis of 

witness of his family's expressions of generational trauma in his SSLP to imagine healing for that 

trauma, and gained confidence and purpose as a member of his family intending to start his own.  

Participants made lineage-responsive work through their SSLP that was often markedly 

different from the work of those who came before them, as technology, political circumstances, 

self-knowledge and the presence of other identities that differentiated participants from other 

people in their lineages entered the picture. YW produced satiric, political smuts that found an 

online audience on recently-introduced (to Iranian gen-Z) fanfiction sites and through Telegram; 
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Izán's gay identity informed poetry he wrote about his experiences that were not mirrored, to his 

knowledge, in his family lineage; and Elizabeth's decidedly anticapitalist praxis sought to free 

herself, even for a bit, from its exploitative demands of production and commodification of her 

work.  

By interpreting lineage as a commonality between my participants—albeit one with 

diverse expression—I do not say that lineage is a truth for SSLP. Instead, the richness of what 

their self-ascribed lineages, in my interpretation, offered to each of my participants makes me 

wonder whether other people would benefit from explicitly considering their literacy practices in 

relation to lineage, and/or from drawing upon lineages that can then nourish and offer purpose to 

their SSLP.  

I draw two implications from my discussion of lineage. On one hand, more research 

should be done that helps us understand how young people imagine and place themselves in 

relation to others via lineage. This could spark productive connections in the field of literacy 

identity research between notions of lineage and culturally responsive and culturally sensitive 

pedagogy. On the other hand, work can be done, specifically for LGBTQIA+ people of color, to 

actively identify, place themselves within, and construct themselves in relation to those who 

came before and those who can be constructed or imagined to come afterwards. Lineage work in 

this latter sense can help mitigate the destructive isolation that people can experience, especially 

young people who do not generally have the power to protect themselves or alter their 

circumstances, when their identities are not reflected or are under attack. At best, rather than 

simply remediating an absence of models, what lineage work might do is help a person develop 

their identity and resource their SSLP with an added degree of purpose.  
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Key Ideas from Language (Chapter 7) 

         Language, a heteroglossic medium, challenged and benefited participants’ SSLP. I 

identified two strands for analysis in my discussion of language-as-medium for SSLP: (a) the 

unavailability or inaccessibility of sought-after words or phrases to participants in key moments 

of identity growth; and (b) the limitations and opportunities offered to participants by the 

"named" languages in their SSLP (García & Otheguy, 2019, p. 24). 

         In different ways, everyone has had the experience of not being able to find the language 

to describe something that is important to us, and for many people, if not all, there are also 

moments in which we feel prevented from saying the thing we need or want to say. But this 

section did not solely arise from my interest in these moments of language being out-of-grasp. 

Instead, in response to one of my questions about how their SSLP informed or was informed by 

their identities, each participant talked through a moment in their lives where their reckoning 

with their identity had left them without access to the language that they needed. Though each 

participants' examples was markedly different from one another, for all three participants, 

language's temporary inaccessibility had to do with how one or more of their identities was in the 

process of being realized or defined by the participant—YW's gender and sexual identities, 

Elizabeth's disabled identity, and, in Izán's case, being bullied and mocked into a temporary 

silence as an elementary school student before he even had a chance to reconcile his gay 

identity.  

I began to understand, through these examples, how closely linked—mutually 

constitutive—language and identity can be. This prompted me to think through how young 

people can more easily access language about their identities, and people who model their 

identities, as they reckon with and come to understand their own identities. Beyond 

representation, language itself, when known, can help one know themselves. The consequences 
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of not-knowing, as YW shared in his anecdote about writing romance in smuts before he had 

more resolved his gender and sexual identities, can feel like "torture." Once known, language can 

free. Elizabeth, for example, absorbed and transformed language about her identities, and 

specifically her disabled identity, into newly experienced forms of power.  

         In this chapter, I also interpreted language along its signification of "named language" 

(García & Otheguy, 2019, p. 24). For each participant, I explored an example in which they 

came up against the limits of the named language(s) in which they conducted their SSLP. For 

example, Elizabeth, in her comparing speaking in tongues to writing in English, and in her 

learning about the history of the English language in the Americas, came to understand English 

as a "colonized" language that could not—by design, as it was used to exclude the realities of her 

enslaved familial forebears—articulate all of the realities that Elizabeth sensed as present in her 

body and life. YW encountered an opening of language's possibilities after he moved from Iran 

to the United States, where he had continued writing his political satire smuts in Persian, but 

without the fear of being executed for what he had written. Izán grappled with a piece of writing 

that had started as his own and then moved into a public arena—his college application essay—

negotiating the tension he experienced between authenticity and legibility as he weighed 

inclusion of Spanish words, phrases and sentences that felt natural and right to him.  

         This chapter drew attention to the fact of language as a medium, and the ways in which 

language became at times visible, useful, disruptive, and more as a medium in their SSLP. 

Wrestling with these complications—as participants were simultaneously developing aspects of 

their identities—was, I believe, a critical, dynamic, and instructive aspect of their literacy and 

identity practices. That wrestling—the task of every writer—made participants not just good at 

writing but good at being and becoming themselves.  
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         As a poet, I have long considered how language functions as a medium—an unstable, 

transforming one that always means more and less than what I intend and blurs my intention 

even as I use it. As I worked with Izán's, YW's, and Elizabeth's specific stories in this chapter, I 

was acutely aware of the space between what they searched for in language and what language 

became available to them as they searched. Sometimes that space grew or shrank, but it always 

was there; YW even created a different form of space for himself as he embarked on a visual arts 

project, for which he had little disciplinary knowledge or training.  

A key implication this chapter offers is that language is important because it frustrates, 

because it makes us work, because it never gets at all of it. But in the working of language, and 

in the working of the self through language, the self can, in parts, become known to us, even as 

those parts will invariably transform and shift as we grow. Language, as a medium, is already as 

unfixed from as it is fixed to the institutions that we've built to contain and manage its meanings. 

We are all engaged daily with the work of building ourselves relationally through our language.  

SSLP are rigorous forms of this daily work that some young people, and some multiply 

marginalized young people, choose to take on. Finding the words to say what we are, what we 

believe, and what we feel is a method of self-education. In this study, participants’ searching was 

relation to self-constructed lineages, and was supported by building and adapting conditions to 

support literacy practices.   

Key Ideas from Conditions (Chapter 8) 

Elizabeth, Izán, and YW created new conditions and adapted existing conditions to 

support their SSLP. These conditions enabled, co-constituted or served as preludes for their 

SSLP. In the data, some conditions participants created had spatial, physical and/or temporal 

qualities—as in, where and when, and/or with what particular and necessary objects a participant 

engaged their SSLP. Some conditions were not created by the participants but imposed from 



 

241 
 

external sources—for example, the political situation in which YW lived in Iran was entangled 

with a host of challenging external conditions to which YW taught himself to adapt, like internet 

outages and persistent government-initiated violence. All three participants discussed journaling 

as a middle school survival strategy. These early SSLP experiences with conditions had elements 

of trial-and-error for participants, who had to figure out, given their initially limited abilities and 

limited resources, how to exercise control over their environments and/or adapt to the conditions 

their environments posed. The conditions that participants created or adapted to suit their SSLP 

were important for their SSLP and were, as I define conditions, a part of their SSLP.  

Conditions were in dialogic relationship with the contexts in which participants 

conducted their SSLP. To create the conditions, or adapt existing conditions for their SSLP, all 

three participants drew upon their resources and self-knowledge. For example, Elizabeth used 

crystals and plants to evoke and create a condition in which she could connect to her ancestors as 

she journaled; Izán created different forms of quiet to access his own feelings—feelings that he 

sometimes experienced at a remove from his daily life; and YW created community in an online 

environment in order to work through his ideas and vision while keeping himself safe from state-

sponsored aggression.  

As it was in my analysis of lineage, purpose was a key part of participants' SSLP as it 

related to the conditions they built or adapted to support and/or enable their SSLP. The 

conditions themselves spoke to the purpose of the SSLP. And yet that purpose changed in 

relation to the conditions. This was not a linear but a recursive set of relations, in which purpose, 

process, and condition informed, impacted, and mutually constituted one another.  

That participants built—with conscious deliberation and/or reflexive adaptivity—

conditions that enabled, fed, and/or sustained their practices that they were executing agency 
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over those practices. It also meant that they conceived of their practices as purposeful and worthy 

of protection. I understand SSLP as inseparable from created and adapted conditions. 

Understandings: All Together Now 

Purpose. Participants frequently spoke about purpose in their SSLP—the purpose they 

derived from their SSLP, the purpose the conditions they created lent or reinforced in their 

SSLP, the sense of purpose they garnered from positioning themselves within supportive 

lineages. This is not to say that conditions or lineage are precursors to purpose, or that all 

multiply marginalized people who participate in SSLP think the same way about purpose, if they 

think about purpose at all. The takeaway for me was how entwined considerations of purpose 

and identity were together throughout the interviews with these three participants. The desire to 

be, to write oneself and one's perspective into language, whether or not that language was seen, 

known, or understood by others, was a driving factor for participants’ SSLP throughout this 

study.   

Resources. Participants had very different resources available to them. They used the 

resources at their disposal to aid them in their SSLP. A primary resource for each was their 

imagination. YW imagined a more free Iran, towards which he drove so much of his writing; 

Izán imagined healing forms of witness for his family; Elizabeth imagined, and felt, her 

ancestors walking with her, and she connected her SSLP to healing. Where there might have 

been good reasons to turn away from hope, participants in all three cases created it for 

themselves, and that hope fueled their practices. Imagination is but one resource that was 

present—supportive people in their lives (even if inconsistent), the presence of and access to 

technology (even if inconsistent), and experiences about which to write were examples of other 

forms of resources available to each participant.  
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There is much more to be learned about how young people, and young LGBTQIA+ 

people of color, resource their SSLP. Learning more about how young people resource their 

SSLP will also teach us about how they resource themselves as they grow their identities, 

especially when supports are lacking. For example, each of my three participants struggled to 

find adequate LGBTQIA+ resources/supports at critical moments in their identity journeys. Not 

all young people are successful in this endeavor or find their way to the resources that can 

support them. Still, many do, and do so creatively, as we have seen but some examples here.  

Intersectionality. As an analytic sensibility, the concept of intersectionality allowed me 

to note moments in which participants experienced moments of illegibility and/or 

unrecognizability to self or others because of how dynamics of power constructed, in those 

specific moments, participants' intersecting marginalized identities. Though these moments were 

evident throughout my interviews with all three participants, they showed up most predictably 

during the interviews that covered the data that became part of Chapter 6, the lineage analysis.  

Interactions between dynamics of power and participants’ identities at times formed 

pockets of unknown and undetermined space in which participants did not know themselves and 

were simultaneously perceived themselves to be not known, understood, and/or accepted by 

others. Each participant chose to attempt to work these moments of illegibility and/or 

unrecognizability to self and others out in language with themselves, in a journal in middle 

school and then later through different literacy practices, like through poems or fiction writing. 

Participants cited the lack of representation, lack of understanding or familiarity—even if there 

was support—in their home, and lack of language through which to understand themselves as 

problem areas in their identity growth as contributing to these moments.  

Intersectionality as an analytic sensibility allowed me note these moments and focus on 

how participants resourced themselves through their SSLP to address them. While the study of 



 

244 
 

oppression's effects is important research, this analytic gifted me the possibility of not making 

these moments of intersecting oppressions the center of my work, but instead make the 

participants' strategies, meaning-making, and literacy work the center of the study. More work 

can and should, I believe, be done toward understanding better how young people are affected in 

these moments of illegibility and/or unrecognizability to self and others, how and when these 

moments arise (constituted, as they always are, by dynamics of power), and how young people 

resource themselves and each other in order to navigate these moments.  

Implications  

         The following are implications and/or areas for further study for several groups of 

people: academic researchers, professionals working in in-school and out-of-school settings, and, 

finally, for young LGBTQIA+ people of color who maintain SSLP.  

For Academic Researchers 

         I recommend that future research build on this study in four areas: (1) the middle school 

journaling practices of LGBTQIA+ children of color; (2) the supports that multiply marginalized 

young people seek and create in moments they are rendered illegible and/or unrecognizable by 

dynamics of power; (3) the conditions young people create and/or adapt to support a host of their 

own literacy practices, self-sponsored or not; and (4) extra-institutional ways of being, self-

knowing, and self-articulating that sustain and affirm the lives of multiply marginalized young 

people, including but not limited to their SSLP. I describe these areas one-by-one.  

The Journaling Practices of LGBTQIA+ Middle Schoolers of Color. A few studies 

have explored the benefits of journaling for LGBTQIA+ youth (see, for example, Harrison, 

2021; Johnson, 2017; Robertson 2022). I could not find one that explored—as a longitudinal, 

short-term or retrospective—the ongoing journaling practices, or a study on the intervention of 
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journaling—for LGBTQIA+ middle schoolers of color. I note that the "Q" in LGBTQIA+ is 

important to bear in mind for this line of inquiry, as participants in my study were questioning 

and reconciling their sexuality and gender identities at this time in their lives.  

I imagine a qualitative study done with middle schoolers of color who identify as 

LGBTQIA+ who discuss their journaling practices. Researchers would learn more about how 

these young participants are using their practice to create additional support for themselves 

across intersections between their marginalized identities, and participants' experiences of the 

efficacy and limitations of their journaling. I can also imagine a study that is done 

retrospectively, in which LGBTQIA+ young people, perhaps the same age as participants in this 

study, reflect upon their middle school journaling experiences, sharing what was salient, helpful, 

and/or challenging about that process, and describing how their journaling practice intersected 

with growth and change they experienced in their identities.  

Supports Young People Create or Seek to Address Illegibility/Unrecognizability. In 

this study, participants engaged SSLP to fashion, explore, challenge, and know themselves. 

SSLP were also a means via which participants addressed and neutralized the illegibility and 

unrecognizability that they experienced because of how dynamics of power operated upon the 

intersections of their identities. I believe it would be helpful to all of us who work with youth, 

work with youth in mind, or are youth, to have a better sense of the broad range of ways multiply 

marginalized young people use their literacy practices to address moments of illegibility that 

arise intersectionally for them and/or within them. Knowing more could help us begin to trace 

not only the impact of these moments on people but better understand the broad repertoire of 

available supportive responses that young people have developed. Some of those responses 

might be scalable or teachable in classrooms. Others may not be permissible within traditional 

educational or institutional settings—like many of the disidentificatory performances Muñoz 
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(1999) theorized. Understanding relationships between identity, language, SSLP, and legibility 

can help researchers, educators, and young people understand the ways young people with 

multiply marginalized identities navigate the world inside and outside of school.  

Conditions Young People Create and/or Adapt to Support a Range of Their 

Literacy Practices. The deliberateness with which all three of my participants spoke about 

creating conditions, adapting conditions, and/or adapting themselves to conditions to support or 

enable their SSLP struck me throughout our interviews, so much so that I devoted a chapter of 

analysis to this phenomenon as it appeared in my data. Considering how participants created and 

adapted conditions to support their SSLP prompted me to think about the ways in which young 

people create and adapt conditions to support non-voluntary literacy practices—like homework 

and schoolwork—and the daily literacies they engage.  

On one hand, I am curious about how young people think about building or creating 

conditions.  On the other, I wonder whether learning to conceive of conditions as malleable and 

over which young people could exercise agency could support young people in handling the 

tasks of their lives. Could it be helpful to develop a practice of conscious engagement with the 

conditions in which one does homework, daydreams poems, and so forth? Could conscious 

conceptualization of conditions—even the intractable ones—help young people deepen their 

understanding of themselves, their identities, and their needs? I suspect so. Research would help 

us know more.  

Living Life and Identity Through SSLP Outside of Institutions. My three participants 

generally conducted their SSLP outside of institutions of teaching and learning. Sometimes they 

conducted their SSLP in defiance of the rules of school, or in response to harm that had been 

caused in school. But the vast majority of our dialogue about their SSLP had nothing to do with 

any institutional setting of teaching and learning. This detail demonstrates how literacy and 
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identity practices can and do thrive without institutionalization. As I described in Chapters 1 and 

3, literacy practices find wide-ranging expression and outside of school. Future research can 

continue to explore what it means for young people to engage practices that are widely 

constructed to be educative practices that do not center institutionally-based learning and 

teaching.  

For Professionals in Institutional Settings 

Eight suggestions follow for professionals in institutional settings, which include school 

and out of school time (OST) programs. They relate to: (a) middle school journaling practices; 

(b) building and adapting conditions; (c) lineage; (d) identity models; (e) engaged listening; (f) 

language as a medium; (g) nurturing and identity-safe spaces; (h) flexibility offered in many 

OST programs.  

(a) Journaling in middle school was of central importance to each of my participants as 

they began to navigate their intersecting marginalized identities. While this does not mean that 

every middle schooler who is of color and is reckoning with possibly identifying with an 

LGBTQIA+ identity will want to or need to journal, journaling is proven to be a helpful tool for 

young people as they navigate their lives (Robertson, 2022). Consider teaching students how to 

journal and offering reminders and prompts throughout the year to maintain a practice; consider 

offering ways to think about journaling that are multimodal and not limited to the page.  

         (b) Participants built or adapted conditions, even as early as middle school to sustain and 

enable their SSLP. They used the resources they had at their disposal to create or adapt 

conditions that would facilitate their literacy practices. I have noted above in the "for 

researchers" section that more research should be done to understand more peoples' creation and 

maintenance of conditions to support their SSLP. It might also be helpful to engage students in 

ongoing dialogue that prompts their self-reflection about what conditions they naturally create or 
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adapt for their own literacy practices. This self-reflection was part of my participants' praxis but 

is not necessarily one young people who do not have an ongoing SSLP maintain for themselves.  

This kind of self-reflection can push against discursive truths that students have 

internalized (like Elizabeth's sense of having to work at the desk outside of her room in middle 

school) in favor of, as Foucault (1997) put it, an ethic of care of the self that helps young people 

navigate what is true for them personally and supportive of their own literacy practices. I do not 

mean only SSLP, but literacy practices, writ widely—from social media engagement to bedtime 

storytelling to homework, to translating documents for their families. Whatever it is, self-

knowing can support and deepen young people’s engagement with obligations they choose and 

those that are imposed on them.  

(c) Connecting to lineage was an important and sustaining factor for all three of my 

participants in different ways. This is not to say that this will be or needs to be true for all 

students. Consider introducing questions of lineage that extend far beyond questions about 

family trees. Work with students to identify the lineages that are important to them—not 

necessarily by asking them to pick from a list, but engaging in the reflective work with young 

people to begin to understand what lineages could be possible for them. Lineage is connected to 

values and connected to purpose, both of which could be avenues for young people's self-

exploration via their SSLP, in or out of school.  

(d) Participants often did not have ready models for their nascent identities—particularly 

but not limited to their gender and sexuality identifications—when they were younger and 

coming into their self-understanding. Providing young people examples, representation, role 

models, and the like has been shown to be of genuine support to young people as they reconcile 

these identities (Goen & Araujo, 2024). Importantly, these models should mirror young people's 

other identities and include gender and sexuality models that are perhaps less visible in society. 
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For example, YW's journey towards reconciliation as potentially aromantic could have been 

aided by models that demonstrated this identity to him. At minimum, YW’s identity 

development could have been aided by having easier access to the language through which he 

could effectively and comfortably imagine and understand himself. Izán expressed joy when 

recounting finding gay male characters in books that mirrored his family composition and his 

cultural identity. And Elizbeth began finding language for her disabled identity, in earnest, in 

college, many years the emergence of this identity in her life.   

(e) One salient feature of these hours of interviews was how participants' SSLP were 

conducted in a world that included formal education but was not defined in solely relation to 

their formal education. Children and young people live entire lives outside of school, and those 

lives are rich, practiced, and not always legible in school. This finding supports existing research 

that posits that children have funds of literacy (Moll et al., 1992) and that they engage in third 

space practices in school that bring in home and community knowledges (Gutiérrez, 2008). 

Drawing on young people's wide knowledges can bridge literacies they participate in outside of 

school with literacies they are expected to perform inside of school. This study is evidence that 

engaging in a practice, as an adult, of listening to young people describe their literacy 

experiences can result in learning about perspectives and ways of seeing that may be new for us.  

I advocate for a practice of consistent, engaged listening to the young people in our care 

to understand their literacies better. I believe that an ongoing practice of active listening to young 

people about their literacy experience is the most important step in any bridging exercise 

educators attempt to converge in and out of school literacy practices. The listening itself is how 

the bridge can begin to be built. Yet bridges are more static than people; it may be more apt to 

change the metaphor to one that acknowledges the inherent dynamism of people’s literacy 

practices.  
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         (f) If we understand language to be heteroglossic, and we consider language a medium 

that is malleable, it could be fun to do more poetry in class to play with language, isolate words 

and phrases and consider their histories and myriad meanings. Doing so could help young people 

develop comfort and fluency with treating language like the medium it is, engage and work with 

its limits and challenges, learning about themselves and their own identities in the process.  

(g) Keep it nurturing and identity safe. I learned by talking with Izán how damaging it 

can be for young people to be repeatedly asked about their sexuality, regardless of intent. On a 

broader scale, as research has already shown, "identity safe" classrooms can help to protect 

vulnerable students (Cohn-Vargas, 2023).  

         (h) Finally, OST programs are often where young people are doing important literacy 

recovery work and literacy exploration. OST programs, while limited in scope by their funding 

and mission, often have greater curricular and programmatic flexibility than K-12 educational 

schools and can dive into the areas I listed above differently than would be executed in a school 

setting.  

For Young LGBTQIA+ People of Color With SSLP 

Here are five ideas for young LGBTQIA+ people of color who have SSLP, on (a) 

lineage; (b) creating and adapting conditions; (c) the limits and opportunities of language as a 

medium for your SSLP; (d) building a LGBTQIA+ lineage; (e) journaling practices.  

(a) You are part of many lineages, and you get to choose them and construct yourself in 

relation to them. They might be writers or artists who have inspired you, or activists who have 

engaged in social justice work that speaks to you. They might be people who are in your family. 

They might be people you have never met in person. They might be people with whom you 

identify because of you share identities. What lineage would you be proud to be a part of, and 
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how can you be an active part of this lineage? Consider who in your lineage might come after 

you. How do you want to be in relation to them? 

         (b) Creating and adapting conditions to support your SSLP is an intrinsic part of your 

literacy practice. Learn what works for you and what supports your practice. What effects do 

different conditions have on your SSLP? What conditions do you like to build? What conditions 

are important to you to adapt? What changes in conditions you build or adapt to have you 

noticed over time as you’ve maintained your SSLP? 

         (c) On language: a story I did not include in the data analysis was that of YW learning 

French. He found a blank journal in the library and decided to only write in it in French as if he 

was a spy who was narrating the events of his personal life in a high, dramatic tone (like 

comparing his friendship with a friend he had fought with a "battlefield"). He intended to leave 

the journal, unsigned, in the library once he finished it for someone else to find. I was entertained 

by this story, and offer it as an example of how language-learning can be solo, low-stakes, and 

playful while connecting to an SSLP. Play with language in your practice—what does stretching 

its limits, finding new ways to articulate yourself and your identities, do for you? When has 

language failed you in the past, and why? How do you understand language as a medium in your 

practice—the way paints and a surface are painter’s mediums, and a dancer’s body is their 

medium? 

         (d) Building an LGBTQIA+ lineage requires work and time, especially if you do not have 

much knowledge about LGBTQIA+ people or history. Learning about a lot of people who 

inspire you and mirror your identities can be an affirming and supportive exercise. Seek 

resources about your identities, even as those identities are in progress, that can help you answer 

questions about yourself. Use the resources available to you, including your imagination, as 
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Elizabeth did in her writing poems about a breakup she had, to validate, imagine, and learn about 

who you are.  

         (e) Journaling can also be a source of real support, as all three participants demonstrated. 

There are many resources available about how to start a journaling practice (including Reid, 

2024). Trying out a journaling practice can be a way to create an audience, a mirror, and/or a 

way to work out, in language, the language you think and feel represents you best, knowing that 

growing might mean how you choose to identify may change.  

Reflection on this Study 

         I opened this dissertation with one of my favorite June Jordan poems, "These Poems." 

The lines that resonated most with me when I began researching this study were "they are things 

that I do/in the dark/reaching for you/whoever you are."  

I read Jordan's poem, now, from the vantage of this study’s completion. I interpret “dark” 

as the generative, private, and often collaborative richness writers cultivate, up from which 

springs our desire, our knowing, and our vision. The dark is Elizabeth's embodied temporal 

praxis, her communication with her ancestors, the dorm room and the desk with candles lit, 

enlivening and feeding her practice. I interpret YW's SSLP as nourished by the dark of night's 

possibility—for example, in the anonymous digital space where thousands of people have 

transacted with his smuts—YW seeking to build and sustain himself within community amidst 

pressures that have reaffirmed for him his certainty about the necessity of freedom. I read Izán's 

dark as kin to his quiet, from which rise myriad poems he has written in which he 

reconceptualizes his family's traumas into affirmations of worth and agency amidst the 

sometimes unmitigable conditions that can shape and constrain human life.  

Jordan ends her poem with the couplet, "whoever you are / whoever I may become." 

Couplets are dialogical, forming an interior conversation between two paired lines within the 
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larger drama of a poem. Jordan's ending couplet is dialogical in multiple registers—invoking a 

conversation with the self, with the other person reading, with the multiplicity of selves the 

speaker may "become." The line mirrors the sense of possibility I have experienced throughout 

this project, which too has been dialogical in multiple registers. I am attuned to the ways in 

which engagement with my participants has changed me, deepened my listening and reaffirmed 

my belief in the power of young people’s self-sponsored literacy practices. I am also attuned to 

the dialogue this study begins with you, the reader, whoever you are, as you have accompanied 

me these many pages. "I am a stranger/learning to worship the strangers/around me."   
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