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A Piece of the Puzzle or the Whole Pie?

The first day of high school of freshman year is the first and only day of judgment for teenagers, giving their classmates an ever lasting first impression. You put on your favorite outfit, consisting of new shoes, the latest hair style, or a shirt that fits “just right”, in hopes to be accepted by one group so that you will not spend your first lunch, brown paper bag in hand, enclosed in a bathroom stall. Seen in most stereotypical teen movies, high schoolers find themselves segregating into specific cliques to be branded with an identifiable characteristic, like a consumerist item, a culture, ethnicity, sport, or interest. Whether it is the jocks, the "popular kids", nerds, or band geeks, these groups find a way to form their own cliques and consequently further separate themselves. These groups are a way for kids to be able to claim they are part of a group that represents a specific characteristic about them regardless of how many other groups they might relate to. A ring that can enclose a tight knit group of friends can represent solidarity, but can also remind us of how easy it is to become close-minded to the other groups around. The more these cliques try to individualize themselves, the more they push away any likelihood of forging a bond between one another. In doing so, these specific groups hinder the opportunity of having one of its members be able to also identify with the rest.

In the 2004 blockbuster hit, Mean Girls, starring Lindsay Lohan, the cliques in high school were very clearly defined and almost never defied. When Cady, played by Lindsay Lohan, attends her first day of high school, she is bombarded with the detailed rules of the school and the explicit groups that belong. She first befriends Janis, who explains where all of the cliques sit during lunch. She begins listing off the different groups to her while at lunch:

You got your freshman, ROTC guys, preps, J.V jocks, Asian nerds, Cool Asians, Varsity jocks, Unfriendly black hotties, Girls who eat their feelings, Girls who don’t eat anything, Desperate wannabes, Burnouts, Sexually active band geeks, the greatest people you will ever meet and the worst. Beware of plastics.
Although not as cleverly said or drawn per say as in a movie, but each high school has its own pecking order for who goes where, in order to give a sense that everyone belongs in a particular place. 
Typically, within these groups, there is a designated leader along with usually two or three close friends whom are subordinate to the leader. For Jocks, the leader typically tends to be the quarterback with his friends being the wide receivers or running backs, or rather, the captains of the team. The leaders of the groups get most of the fame or popularity among their peers at school, allowing their wingmen to get minimal recognition. Leaders of cliques usually represent the stereotypes of the groups to the fullest. The head cheerleader, for example, will wear the most fashionable styles at the time. The lead singer of a band will sport a t-shirt of their favorite band everyday and constantly be thinking about music and writing it, or the band player will never be spotted without their instrument in hand.


The easiest way to show acceptance by a group is to have an item that represents that specific group. This symbol is what binds members together. A sterling silver thumb ring is what connects my friends. Although it looks like a simple and ordinary silver ring, if examined more closely, six rectangles encompassing the band can be seen. Each rectangle, minutely different from the next, embodies each of the members in the clique. Although we are all part of this particular group, each member could be a part of a completely opposing clique. Because of the group’s undefined identity, it makes our clique not subjugated to any of the high school society rules. “We generally gravitate towards people in whom we find obvious similarities to ourselves. When we found ourselves in an environment in which each of us was a minority of sorts, it was much easier to see the other more obscure similarities that bound the six of us aside from appearances and stereotypes”, said Mohini Kundu, a former high school student and member of a group of friends that to most, would not typically befriend each other. Each of the six members of my group, if seen alone, would be associated with another clique. Kundu, for example, would be placed in the group with Indian heritage who are also subjected to their parent’s demands of good grades. Dani Glaeser, on the other hand, is a Filipino track star, but yet, she finds herself bonding with our unique group of friends, despite her different heritage. Kristen Barnes, a white short and stocky female not driven by grades but by drama, spends lunch with our group as well. Melanie Gin, the classic overachiever striving to be named Valedictorian, also has her place in the group. Inna Blyakhman is Russian and spends most of her time dwelling in the thoughts of Thoreau or Aristotle, and she too calls herself a member of our group. Each of the members of our group could be placed in different groups based on their ethnicity or interests, however, we bonded together to form our own group. Our different personalities all connect together to some extent, but never stand solely alone. Without the circular ring solidifying us, the future of the group would be weary. 
Many of the groups use symbols or items that are defined by specific consumerist and materialistic ideals to represent their group. Goths, for example, tend to buy their clothes at Hot Topic because it exerts a certain characteristic of the group. Jocks will use their letterman jackets as a symbol of their status in the high school hierarchy. Preps and cheerleaders will always dress in the latest clothing styles, trying to show off their money, which equates into popularity among most students. Each clique finds a consumerist item that their members can usually buy, so that they can represent their membership in the group. Without this membership, other peers would not be able to know that that person was apart of the group.
Yet, despite a common materialistic item that binds together the members of cliques, with the right mix of different people representing different groups, synergy can be found. In the 1985 film, The Breakfast Club, five seemingly unrelated teens find that regardless of their different stereotypes, they are still able to be friends and break the high school social barriers. The characters realize that they can actually be friends when they write to the principle at the end of the movie:
Dear Mr. Vernon,  … we think you're crazy to make an essay telling you who we think we are. You see us as you want to see us... In the simplest terms, in the most convenient definitions. But what we found out is that each one of us is a brain... / …and an athlete... / ...and a basket case... / ...a princess... / ...and a criminal... / Sincerely yours, the Breakfast Club.
It is more convenient for people to separate others by stereotypes because it is easier to see someone defined by one major group than a mixture of a couple. However, this is not necessarily the case in real life. In Kwame Anthony Appiah’s book, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers, he writes, “…promoting together under the general laws of nature the perfection of the whole, while each in his own fashion is busy about his own well-being” (xv). While a person’s membership in the group might be the majority of their identity, it does not mean that they will not relate to other groups. We have to look at the person as an individual, not just as part of the whole group. Stereotyping members so that they can fit into larger groups limits the member’s abilities to be able to identify with other cultures or groups.
Consequently, once a member associates themselves with a clique, it is rare to see a member change groups or even for the groups to intermingle. According to Appiah, “… it begins with the simple idea that in the human community, as in national communities, we need[ed] to develop habits of coexistence…” (xix). All of the cliques coexist with each other, but yet they never push the boundaries or dare to merge two cliques together. Belonging to these specific cliques gives the members a feeling of protection, knowing that they will always have that support system and a certain group to identify with in case they are put into a social situation of uncertainty. Without this security blanket, members learn that it hard to find their identity when they are thrown into a social setting with multiple different people. When put into one of these situations, one most look for other people that have some of the same qualities like they do. If they do not find anyone that they have something in common with, they become uncomfortable. This constant search to fit in stems from the fear that different people might expose your flaws and point out insecurities in your character. This fear is what constantly drives us to find acceptance among our peers as quickly as we can. Few people risk leaving their cliques because they do not want to be rejected by a different group. Most groups tend to seclude themselves as a way of protecting the members from this fear of rejection.

Yet, without exposing ourselves to multiple groups, we might not ever find our true identity. We might discover a large piece of the puzzle, but will never be able to finish the whole pie without relating to more than just one group. My friends and I are all a part of the same group, or a point on the circle of the ring, but we are each our own individual person like the unique rectangles located on the band of the ring. Being a part of our group allows us to feel secure about ourselves, but because our group is not made up of a specific characteristic, the members are more flexible to move about in other social circles. Since the members of the group are able to relate to more than just one group, their views about other people and on different subjects have widened, allowing them to see different perspectives. Without multiple view points, the people in the world will continue to be ignorant, instead of allowing their minds to be open to new experiences and people.
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