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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

Youth Culture in Global Cinema

By Timothy Shary and Alexandra Seibel (eds.)

Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007. ISBN: 0-292714149 (pbk). xii + 347 pp. £14.99 (pbk). 

A Review by Rosalind Sibielski, Bowling Green State University, US

The essays gathered together in the anthology Youth Culture in Global Cinema investigate the 

ways in which film texts from a variety of national cinemas construct the concepts of adolescence 

and adolescent experience. Employing a wide range of disciplinary approaches and theoretical 

frameworks, this collection aims to "bring together scholars from all over the globe to gather in a 

discussion of cinema dealing with youth in terms of their attitudes, styles, sexuality, race, families, 

cultures, class, psychology and ideas" (xi). Although the book is ostensibly an examination of 

"global cinema", it is grounded as much in cultural studies as it is in cinema studies, with the 

emphasis of its analysis on deconstructing cinematic discourses surrounding adolescence. By 

broadening the scope of its inquiry to include films from countries around the globe, the book also 

attempts to bring films about youth from various cultures into conversation with one another in 

order to explore "global youth culture at large" (5).

In his introduction, co-editor Timothy Shary asserts that while there has been a great deal of 

scholarship surrounding the impact of film texts on youth, critical interrogations of how youth are 

represented in films have been less ubiquitous, in spite of the fact that "adolescence and puberty 

are common subjects in many movies" produced and/or distributed within "the global 

marketplace" (2). He therefore positions the book as a corrective to this perceived gap in cinema 

scholarship, both through its analysis of "films that have primarily achieved significance through 

what they say about young people and the culture around them," and its exploration of "the many 

conditions under which youth live around the world" (3). The essays collected in this volume address 

the former issue far more thoroughly than they do the latter. Most of them are concerned with 

examining the "conditions under which youth live" only within the context of their representation in 

cinematic texts. While connections are drawn in some essays between fictional depictions of the lives 

of teenagers in specific films and the actual social conditions under which teenagers reside in the 

countries in which those films were produced, considerations of how these films impact the identities 

or the practices of their characters' real-life counterparts are beyond the scope of the work collected 

here. Instead, the analyses offered by the contributors to this volume tend to read those texts they 

identify as "youth films" as reflections of hegemonic culture's attitudes towards youth in various 

national contexts. In this sense, although Youth Culture in Global Cinema provides an excellent 

analysis of how both youth and young people are represented on screen, its object of enquiry is not 

really the role of film in youth culture per se as much as it is the question of what films about 

adolescents reveal about how they are understood and represented by the larger (adult) cultures in 

which they live.

The anthology is divided into five sections. The first, 'Rebellion and Resistance', examines differing 

representations of adolescent rebellion or delinquency. The second section, 'Politics and Style', and 

the third section, 'Youth and Inner-National Conflict', both examine films in which adolescent 

characters confront issues of national politics, are positioned as metaphors for social or cultural 

conditions, or serve as vehicles through which aspects of national culture can be explored. Of 

particular note among the contributions to these sections are Alexandra Seibel's 'The Imported 

Rebellion: Criminal Guys and Consumerist Girls in Postwar Germany and Austria' and Savas Arslan's 

'Projecting a Bridge for Youth: Islamic 'Enlightenment' versus Westernization in Turkish Cinema'.

Siebel's essay examines the influence of US "troubled teen" films of the 1950s and 1960s on 

German and Austrian films about youth produced during the same period. She suggests that while 

the rebel and the bad girl archetypes found in the US films shape the screen images of youth in the 

German and Austrian films, juvenile delinquency is represented very differently in the films from the 

latter two countries depending on gender, with the question of whether female characters will turn 

out to be "good" girls or "bad" girls ultimately "played out in relation to their consumer habits" (30). 

Arslan's essay examines Turkish youth cinema within the context of cultural tensions "between East 

and West, between Turkey's centrally projected modern identity…and traditional and religious 

practices persisting in the periphery" of Turkish culture (157-158). Focusing on films produced from 

the 1970s through the 1990s in which characters either seek or discover religious enlightenment, he 

argues that these films can be read as addressing "Turkish youth who find themselves at a moment 

of choice between Western and Eastern cultural and religious values" (158).

The final two sections in the anthology, 'Narrating Gender and Difference' and 'Coming-of-Age 

Queer', examine films in which issues of gender and/or sexuality are at the center of the narrative. 

The strongest contributions to these sections are Sarah Projansky's 'Gender, Race, Feminism, and 

the International Girl Hero: The Unremarkable U.S. Popular Press Reception of Bend It Like 

Beckham and Whale Rider', which examines the discourses of ethnicity, gender and empowerment 

invoked in reviews for these two films in the United States, and Satiago Fouz-Hernandez's 'Boys Will 

Be Men: Teen Masculinities in Recent Spanish Cinema', which looks at the treatment of masculinity, 

male sexuality and father-son relationships in three Spanish coming-of-age films. Susan Driver's 

'Girls Looking at Girls Looking for Girls: The Visual Pleasures and Social Empowerment of Queer 

Teen Romance Flicks', is also interesting, not only for its textual analysis of the films she discusses, 

but also for Driver's examination of how her own viewing position factors into her reading of the 

films and the pleasures they offer viewers.

By far the most useful section of this anthology for film scholars is the filmography at the end of the 

volume, which lists over 700 international titles (excluding US films) which explore issues related to 

adolescence. The films are listed in two separate appendices, one organized by title and one 

organized by theme, which should prove a valuable resource to anyone interested in doing additional 

research in this area. The sheer number of films listed in the filmography also troubles the extent to 

which Youth Culture in Global Cinema is truly representative of a global perspective on adolescent 



cinematic representation, however. Given the predominance of US films in what Shary terms in his 

introduction "the global marketplace", this anthology makes an admirable effort to highlight 

cinematic representations of youth from an international perspective. Unfortunately, films produced 

in the US and Western Europe are somewhat overrepresented in the contributions to this collection, 

ultimately providing a skewed discussion of "global" cinema. Shary acknowledges this limitation in 

the introduction, noting that the specializations of contributors to the volume dictated which 

national cinemas would be represented. While this is certainly one of the understandable realities of 

editing an anthology such as this, the result is still a narrowing of the "global" to a handful of 

countries or regions.

At the same time, particular films are also discussed across multiple essays in this collection. In the 

section 'Narrating Gender and Difference,' for example, two of the four essays analyze the New 

Zealand film Whale Rider (Niki Caro, 2002), while the Swedish film Show Me Love (Lukas Moodysson, 

1998) is the central object of analysis in two of the three essays in the 'Coming of Age Queer' 

section. This further narrows the scope of cinematic representations of youth discussed in the 

anthology from a handful of geographical regions to a handful of films produced within those 

regions.

Within this context, it is also worth pointing out that there is a problematic aspect to the label 

"global cinema" that is never addressed in the introduction to the anthology. There is a 

homogenizing potential in grouping disparate national cinemas together under the banner of "global" 

cinema, which is illustrated -- however unintentionally -- by the anthology's collapsing of "global 

cinema" into films about youth from certain countries, but not others. The result is a curious 

disconnect between the contributions to the volume, which almost uniformly insist on the national 

and cultural specificity of the films they discuss, and Shary's invocation of a "global youth culture at 

large" in the introduction, which suggests a uniform understanding and experience of youth across 

the globe. Ultimately, Youth Culture in Global Cinema provides a fascinating look at how youth is 

represented in a variety of national cinematic contexts, but its limited view of the "global" and its 

editorial tendency to position the concept and experience of youth as interchangeable across 

cultures renders the anthology a useful starting place for readers interested in how youth is 

depicted in films from around the globe rather than a comprehensive study of the subject. 
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