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Conflict Assessment: Mean Girls
	The movie Mean Girls (2004) is focused on a young teenage girl, Cady Heron, who was raised in Africa by her zoologist parents. At 16 years old Cady and her parents moved to the United States and Cady entered public high school for the first time (IMDb, para. 2). Cady is used to being home-schooled while living with her parents in the African jungle. Now Cady must learn to live in the ‘girl world’ and learn all the unwritten social rules of teenage girls. On Cady’s first day, she meets Janis Ian. Janis was considered to be in the unpopular group of students. Cady, Janis and Janice’s friend Damian come up with a plan to expose the popular girls of the school, ‘the plastics’. While Cady and Janis started out as friends and cohorts at the beginning of the movie, conflict arises and their dynamic changes. The purpose of this paper is to examine the conflict that arises between Cady and her friend Janis Ian. 
	The triggering event that brought about the conflict between Cady Heron and Janis Ian was when Cady lied about not being able to attend Janis’ art show. Cady had been lying about what she was doing, going behind Janice’s back and being deceptive before this event, but this event was ‘the last straw’. The historical context of this conflict is Cady was a transfer student in a new school where she quickly became friends with Janice. There was a group of girls, ‘the plastics’, whom everyone but Janis idolized. The plastics were mean on the inside, but nice to everyone on the outside, 
Since girls recognize that maintaining popularity requires the support of unpopular girls, popular girls (particularly as they grow older) tend to act nice around their peers and instead direct their meanness and aggression towards the members of their own clique, all the while quietly gossiping about their unpopular peers (Meyer, Stern, Waldron, p.8)
Janis came up with an idea to use Cady to expose these girls to the rest of the school. Her idea involved Cady becoming friends with the girls and learning all their secrets in order to expose them. Cady quickly agreed and added to Janis’ plan because she was desperate for friends. 
	The conflict metaphor Mean Girls (2004) uses throughout the movie is that conflict is a zoo. The movie depicts teenage girl world and the drama that consumes the girls as a zoo. This demonstrated that the girls act like animals when conflict and drama arises in their lives. The viewer finds out midway through the movie that Janis has had conflict with one of the plastics in the past (Regina), and this fuels her desire to expose them. Janis avoided the conflict by not talking about it to Regina and just harboring bitterness towards the popular girls. 
	Cady expressed her struggle by ignoring Janis, and not hanging out with her anymore by coming up with excuses. She hangs out more with the popular girls than with her true friends. Cady tells Janis is she hanging with the plastics and learning more of their secrets. But, in reality Cady desires to become just like the plastics. Janis expresses her struggle by attacking Cady and telling her she is just like “a mean girl”. Janice finally addressed the conflict and both girls begin to tell all the feelings they’ve been avoiding. Janice’s goal for the plan is to expose the girls for who they really are, she wants the rest of the school to know these girls are not who they say they are. In the beginning that is Cady’s goal as well, but as the movie continues Cady’s goal changes to wanting to be more popular than the plastics, which creates the conflict. 
	Cady and Janis are interdependent because while Janis came up with the plan, Cady agreed to it and they began planning it together. For a main part of the movie they are working together to expose the plastics. Then, as the movie continues, they interfere with each other because they have different goals. They are keeping the conflict in motion by not discussing the real issues of the conflict (goals) and yelling at each other to try to resolve it. All of the conflict between Cady and Janis is destructive, because it is usually ignored until one of the characters lashes out at the other when they have had enough of the others actions. 
	Both Cady and Janis ignore the conflict and their attitudes reflect that. No one addresses the conflict until Janis brings it up and then it ends in a fight between the two parties. They both perceive conflict as more negative or neutral because both parties ignore it. The two parties talk about the conflict to other people instead of each other. Gender expectations definitely operate in this conflict because the conflict is between two girls and the expectations of teenage girls, especially in the movie, is to ignore the conflict and talk about it with someone other than the person you are in conflict with. In the movie teenage girls are described as lying and manipulative, and that is exactly how this conflict progresses.  
	The two parties clarify their goals by discussing. In the beginning when they first made their plan to expose the plastics, they both have the same goal and discuss how they will expose the plastics. During this time, they phrase themselves in systemic terms such as ‘we’. As the movie progresses each party becomes more individualistic and focuses more on themselves as an individual instead of the group as a whole. Cady’s goal changes from exposing the plastics to being more popular than the plastics. Janis can sense this change in goals as the movie progresses and exposes Cady when she has proof of Cady’s deception. Janis goal transforms from exposing the plastics to exposing Cady. 
	The prospective goal is that each party wants to expose the plastics, which is the groundwork for their plan. The transactive goal comes to light when Cady’s goal changes and therefore so does Janice’s goal. When Janice realizes Cady’s goal changed, because of the competitive nature of the conflict, Janice’s goal has to change as well. The retrospective goal appears when both Cady and Janis try to figure out what the other is really doing after their transactions (they both start to think the other is untrustworthy). The goal of both parties started out as topic because they decide together to expose the plastics. As the movie continues Cady’s goal changes from exposing the plastics to becoming popular. Janis feels betrayed and hurt by Cady, these feelings changed the conflict goal from topic to identity and relational goals. 
	Kari Phelan (2008), who did a study on type of retaliation strategies in adolescent girls, says this about teenage girls,” Identity attacks were by far the most commonly mentioned topic that led to retaliation behaviors…” (p. 27).  A pop culture blog by Kelly Vaughn (2011) states, 	“Girls will most likely gossip and spread rumors about the girl they are angry with. Two 	of the main causes of female retaliation is when they feel their identity is being attacked 	and boyfriend jealousy Mean Girls is full of gossip and rumors among all of the girls in 	the school (para. 9). 
Both Janis and Cady want to know their identity to each other and to the interaction. Because of who Cady is hanging out with, she feels like she is better than Janis and Janis can sense Cady’s sense of entitlement. Janis felt like Cady was only popular because Janis made her that way. They both feel entitled. 
	Both of the conflict parties desire power. The whole movie is about the power struggle between teenage girls. The plastics have all the power and Janis and Cady want to take that power away from them. In doing this, Cady and Janis have a power struggle. At first it is an even power, but as their relationship continues Cady starts obtaining more social power than Janice. Cady becomes more popular than Janis and eventually Cady becomes a plastic. Cady sees her power currencies as interpersonal linkage, communication skills and expertise. Cady is the liaison between Janis and the plastics, she is more popular than Janis and Cady sees herself as the expert on how to expose the plastics. Cady feels as though Janis is fully dependent on her and needs her to survive high school. Janis sees herself as having expertise, but Cady does not listen to her. Janis is not worried about becoming popular; she just wants to expose the plastics. Janis does not mind being equal with Cady, but she does not want to be seen as inferior. Janis feels like she ‘created’ Cady, in the sense that without Janis Cady would be just a weird person from Africa in a public high school. They both feel like the other party is dependent on them. 
	Both Cady and Janis at first ignore the conflict, they avoid talking about it to each other at all costs. Both girls are very passive aggressive in the movie. Cady would gossip and spread rumors about Janis to her new plastic friends and Janis would talk about Cady to her other friends (Healey, para 3). As the conflict escaladed, their styles changed to competition. They both wanted to win the power struggle. Both parties saw the conflict as a win-lose situation. They started bullying and threatening each other, until the conflict blew up one night in a big fight. The two parties deal with conflict in the worst way, which is the point of the movie. The movie is entertaining because of the conflict all throughout the scenes with different participants. Cady uses excuses to get out of hanging out with Janis as she becomes more and more popular. Janis realizes this and decides she does not want Cady as a friend anymore (climax of the conflict).
	This conflict follows a pattern of conflict-habituated. Conflict occurs over and over and has no productive effect. Nothing is resolved and the conflict is predictable (Wilmot, Hocker, p. 223). There is no growth in Cady and Janis’ relationship. Conflict triangles are seen all throughout the conflict and the movie. Cady talks about her conflict with Janis with other girls and Janis talks about Cady with her other friends. Neither of the parties discuss the conflict between each other, until the climax when they get into a fight. This conflict is very destructive to their relationship. Both parties are in it for themselves and do not care about the others feelings. Cady wants to be popular and Janis wants to expose the plastics for her benefit. Along with triangles, coalitions emerged. Cady has a coalition with the plastics and in particular, Regina George. Janis’ coalition is with Damian, her best friend. The plastics are known as a clique and Janis and Damian belong with the ‘art freaks’ clique. 
	Third parties are a vital part of this conflict. Cady’s friends, the plastics, encourage her to deceive Janis because they do not like her. Even though Cady became friends with them because of Janis, they intentionally pull her away from Janis so Cady will be their friend, not hers. They think Janis is weird and if Cady is their friend, Cady should not be seen with Janis.  At first, Cady has somewhat of a double life. At school she is friends with the plastics, but away from school she hangs out with Janis and her friends. Then as the movie progresses, Cady becomes better and better friends with the plastics and stops hanging out with Janis all together. There were no attempted solutions to this conflict. Janis would ask Cady to hang out, but when Cady would blow her off Janis would just either ignore it or talk about it to her other friends. Both parties ignored the conflict until Janis caught Cady in a lie (the triggering event), then the conflict had to be addressed.
	The parties were not able to negotiate with each other. In the movie neither of the parties even tried to negotiate. They were so focused on winning both parties immediately started talking about their conflict with someone else other than each other. Both Cady and Janis saw negotiation or even talking about the conflict as a sign of weakness and neither of them wanted to be seen as weak. The imbalance of power these parties had (both thought they had more power over the other) is the reason neither girl brought up the conflict. Cady and Janis perceived that if they brought it up themselves to the other girl that they were going to be seen as weak. They both have competitive conflict styles and wanted to win. Neither party wanted to see the situation from the other’s perspective. In the movie, there was not any particular time where the parties directly asked for forgiveness. After the big fight with Janis, Cady decided she needed to reevaluate her decisions and her friends. She realized she got caught up in fitting in and being popular, and was not being true to herself. She joined the mathletes (she was asked at the beginning of the movie but said no because of face-saving) and went to their competition instead of being on time to the school dance. 
	During the homecoming dance Cady is voted as homecoming queen, the epitome of being the popular girl in school. While on stage she takes the opportunity to apologize for all her actions and to all the people she had hurt, but she does not say anyone in particular. She takes her homecoming crown, breaks it and starts handing out pieces of it to all the girls in school, Janis being one of them. She never apologized directly to Janis, but while Cady is apologizing on stage, Janis and Damian exchange glances that imply Cady and Janis’ friendship will be reconciled.  
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