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Modern Youth 

 
Course Description: 
Youth or adolescence was “invented” at some point in the mid-19th century as a strange ante-chamber 
to adult seriousness or the post-script to childhood innocence. Modern youth presented the 19th 
century with a problem of categorization that threw up strange images of social disorder and called out 
for legal controls of various kinds, but youth also projected new and tantalizing prospects of desire that 
were felt most keenly as another new subjectivity, that of the consumer, slowly materializing in social 
space.  
 
Recent critical work in cultural and literary studies argues that discrete subjectivities, with all their 
sociological and affective markings, are in fact the product of a complex social network that constructs 
persons and relations in specific contexts. In this course we will track particularly interesting examples 
of the threat of “modern youth” and the discourses that emerged in response to this compelling figure. 
We begin with late 19th century social panics around the figure of the urban boy and proto-gay 
subcultures and follow this example to the spectacular career of Oscar Wilde, inventor of the “sit-com” 
and central figure of the Aestheticist movement in the arts, and through his trial and imprisonment. 
Two inheritors of this legacy will occupy our time as we read Genet writing in the 1940’s (France) and 
Wojnarowicz in the 1980’s (USA). Extending this Euro-American tradition of high arts and low life we 
will then look at the importance of the reception of UK aestheticism and queer literature in the Chinese 
co-ed debates of the 1920’s when young Chinese college students were defining for themselves a 
world of sexual equality and freedom. Our final stop will be the post-punk, Americn-muslim writer, 
Michael Muhammad Knight whose Taqwacore series inherits the dandiacal wit of Wilde and the punk 
aesthetic of Wojnarowicz. 
 
Required Texts: 
Essays on subcultures and the birth of consumer markets will support our research into this modern 
invention, youth. We will view a film (Velvet Goldmine), read three works of theory and experimental 
criticism (Freud, Foucault, Rubin, Bartlett) and three novels (Wilde, Genet, Knight) and several shorter 
works of fiction and poetry (Wojnarowicz, Lu Yin). 
 
Course Requirements: 
Course requirements will include active contribution to each week’s seminar, one 20-minute seminar 
presentation, one essay based on that presentation,  and a research proposal that teaches you skills in 
scholarly editing and annotation. The goal of a course like this is to introduce students to new fields of 
research and to provide the conceptual support to ask probing questions about materials you may 
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never have encountered before in a class. You will choose a research project for one oral report and a 
research proposal; these need not be the same topic. 


