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ABSTRACT

The aims of this thesis are two-fold. This thesis seeks to critically interrogate the
complex web of meaning-making practices and processes which circulate around the
form of popular fiction by, about and largely for women known as chick lit. In order to
address this objective, this thesis develops theoretical and analytical frameworks that are
sufficiently nuanced to conceptualise and analyse the construction and negotiation of
the meanings of a cultural object as dynamic, emergent, and firmly embedded in social
life. Scholarly analyses of chick lit have largely been undertaken from the viewpoint of
literary and cultural studies, which has resulted in a predominantly textually determined
view of the genre’s meanings that isolates the novels from the contexts of their
production and consumption. This thesis, however, treats chick lit as a cultural
phenomenon, attempting to connect a group of widely read texts with the conditions of
their production, examining the way chick lit’s meanings are constructed and negotiated
by both the ‘professional’ reader in the academy and the media and the ‘non-
professional’ reader in the ‘everyday world’, and interrogating the societal norms,
beliefs and values that impact upon these appraisals. In order to conceptualise meaning-
making in the complex and multifaceted way required by these aims, this thesis adopts
dialogism as an interactional and contextual theory for human sense-making, and that,
by placing the work of V.N. Volo$inov at its centre, is linguistically oriented. However,
the dialogic theoretical framework proposed in this thesis is a modified one, in that it
addresses the weaknesses that arise from Volosinov’s failure to adequately theorise the
interrelationships between social, situated, interaction and social structure. This attempt
to more adequately integrate the social into dialogism extends to the form of dialogic
discourse analysis also developed in this thesis, a framework that seeks to address the
limitations of current models by providing a nuanced set of tools and concepts to deal
specifically with the analysis of the multiply located, multifaceted meanings that accrue
to a cultural object.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

1.0 Aims and objectives

The aims of this thesis are two-fold. In order to critically interrogate the
complex web of meaning-making practices and processes which circulate around the
form of popular fiction known as chick lit, this thesis seeks to develop, linguistically
oriented, dialogic theoretical and methodological frameworks that are sufficiently
nuanced to conceptualise and analyse the construction and negotiation of the meanings
of a cultural object as dynamic, emergent, and firmly embedded in social life. Although
a burgeoning body of scholarship has sought to analyse chick lit (e.g. Ferris and Young,
2006; Harzewski, 2009), these analyses have largely been undertaken from the
viewpoint of literary and cultural studies, which has resulted in a predominantly
textually determined view of the genre’s meanings. This thesis, however, treats chick lit
as a cultural phenomenon (Lang, 2010), and attempts to connect a group of widely read
texts with their economic context, the conditions of their production, the way both the
‘professional’ reader in the academy and in the media and the ‘non-professional’ reader
in the ‘everyday world’ interpret and evaluate them, and the regimes of cultural value'
(Frow, 1995; 2007) that inform these interpretations and evaluations. The theoretical
and analytical frameworks developed in this thesis are thus designed to interrogate ways
in which chick lit’s meanings are constructed and negotiated, how its value is invoked
and evaluated by both individuals and groups in both public and private domains, and

the ways in which societal norms, beliefs and values impact upon these constructions

'1 discuss the notion of regimes of value in detail in chapter four, section 4.8 of this
thesis, but briefly, Bennett, Emmison and Frow (1999: 260) note that the term
designates “those normative organisations of the proper which specify what counts as a
good object of desire or pleasure; a proper mode of access or entry to it; and an

appropriate range of valuations”.
13



and appraisals.

Following the publication and commercial success of Fielding’s (1996) novel
Bridget Jones’s Diary, by the end of the 1990s the category and term chick lit had
become established to describe a particular type of novel, written by women, (largely)
for women, depicting the life, loves, trials and tribulations of predominantly young,
single, urban, female protagonists (Knowles, 2004). By the end of the twentieth century,
this genre was also identifiable by its distinctive cover design with bold, pink or pastel-
coloured covers with cursive fonts (Gill and Herdieckerhoff, 2006). Chick lit has also
become notable for its commercial success; in 2002, for instance, chick lit sales grossed
71 million dollars, and by 2005, the Wall Street Journal quoted figures predicting that
sales of chick lit in America that year would total around $137 million (Ferriss and

Young, 2006; Trachtenberg 2005: 4).2

Despite their evident commercial viability, these novels have provoked intense
and oppositional responses. For fans of chick lit, the novels reflect the experiences of
contemporary young women (Ferriss and Young, 2006: 1), however chick lit’s
detractors have declared them formulaic, vapid, and, moreover, anti-feminist, firmly
(re)locating women within the private sphere of hearth and heart. For example, Lola
Young (cited in Reynolds, 1999), chair of the 1999 Orange prize for fiction, attacked

chick lit for what she claims is its limited and domestic horizon and Beryl Bainbridge

2 Sales figures for individual chick lit authors equally attest to the popularity of chick lit;
for example, in 2005 Marian Keyes was placed in the top five of UK The Bookseller’s
Top 100, with her novel The Other Side of the Story (2004) having sold 488,508 copies
during 2005, and in The Bookseller’s Top 100 for 2007, Marian Keyes reached third
place, with her novel Anybody Out There? (2006) having sold 585,026 copies (Stone,
2008). Such is the success of chick lit that two ‘how to write chick lit’ books are
currently in print: Yardley’s (2006) Will Write for Shoes: How To Write A Chick Lit
Novel and Mlynowski and Jacobs’s (2006) See Jane Write: a girl’s guide to writing

Chick Lit.
14



(cited in Reynolds, 1999) declared chick lit “froth” in an interview for BBC Radio 4;
debate subsequently raged across the pages of U.K. newspapers, with chick lit author

Jenny Colgan railing against what she terms “hairy legged critics” (Colgan cited in

Gibbons, 2003).3

In the emerging field of chick lit scholarship, however, critics have sought to
move beyond such binary oppositions to undertake more nuanced analyses of these
novels, exploring their often complex representations of gender (e.g. Gill, 2007;
Whelehan, 2005). Yet, in these largely cultural and literary studies, the location of the
meanings of chick lit novels is narrowly conceptualised and largely fixed within the
pages of the books. Within the scholarly analyses of chick lit to date, little attention has
been paid to the production of chick lit and therefore studies have neglected to address
the role of production processes in constructing the meanings and identities associated
with a cultural product. Moreover, to date no face-to-face empirical studies have been
undertaken with readers.* Therefore, in the scholarly work on chick lit the activities,
interpretations and evaluations largely afforded primacy are those of the ‘professional’
reader. This thesis aims to address the gaps in existing scholarship by interrogating
production processes and practices and their role in the construction of chick lit’s

meanings, and seeks in particular to address the lack of empirical evidence for how

* Colgan’s criticisms are predicated upon her view that the chick lit critic is either
feminist or elitist, or both, with this combination of a feminist critic bearing the brunt of
her anger. This positioning of the chick lit critic as feminist and/or elitist is particularly
significant, since, as I will go on to show, it is a judgement that resonates not only in
published studies with chick lit reader comments posted on the internet (Steiner, 2008),
but that also emerges in the evaluations of one of the chick lit readers interviewed for
this thesis in chapter six.

4 As I discuss in chapter two, the few studies undertaken within chick lit scholarship
that have sought to examine how chick lit readers respond to and interpret these novels
are largely web-based analyses of reader reviews posted on commercial web sites

(Scanlon, 2005, 2006; Steiner, 2008).
15



‘non-professional’ readers construct their evaluations of this popular cultural form. In
order to attend to these aims, a crucial objective of the thesis is to construct a theoretical

and analytical framework that allows for meaning-making to be conceptualised in a

complex way.

In this chapter, I introduce key aspects of the major theoretical building blocks
that underpin the approach put forward in this thesis. I begin in section 1.1.1 with the
foundational theoretical perspective for this thesis: dialogism. This section provides a
brief outline of the way in which, as an epistemological framework for human sense-
making, dialogism has been defined and sets out its axiomatic principles concerning
language, communication and cognition, placing Vologinov’s ([1929]1986) theorisation
of language and communication at the centre of the approach to dialogism adopted. It is
argued that adopting a dialogic perspective has key consequences and importance for
the conceptualisation of the notion of culture adopted in the thesis by refuting the

grounds for a ‘high’ culture/’low’, popular, culture binary.

There is a further binary opposition that is challenged in this thesis. The
distinction between the activities of the ‘professional’ and the ‘non-professional’ reader
has been the subject of examination, particularly within the branch of cognitive
stylistics/poetics (e.g. Stockwell, 2002, 2009), and within Empirical Studies of
Literature (ESL) (e.g. Miall, 2006), as a result of the shift from the focus on texts as
objects of study to a concern with the interpretive role of the reader.” As Stockwell

(2002: 8) puts it, this move entails thinking about the cultural and experiential

5 I discuss reception theory and reader-response criticism in chapter two of this thesis,
but briefly the concern with the interpretive role of the reader emerged as a result of
dissatisfaction with formalist accounts of texts which, in their focus on the author and
the content and form of the text, view the reader as passively acted upon.

16



constraints around “real readers reading literature in the real world”.® Whereas this
thesis shares the concern of the two fields for the ways in which ‘professional’ and
‘non-professional’ readers discuss literature, the focus on readers is not constrained here
to the identification and theorisation of the differences in reading strategies employed
by these two groups, and neither does it share the conceptualisation of the constitution

of the two groups.

As Whitely (201 1a) points out, the distinction between professional and non-
professional readers appears marked in empirical studies, and the focus tends to be upon
the distinction between academic and student readers. In this focus on academic readers
as ‘professional’ readers and the university student as a ‘non-professional reader’, the
assumption is that non-professional and student readers employ the same reading
strategies, thus positioning the student reader as a representative of the non-professional
reader. This thesis not only refuses the conflation of the student reader in the academy
with the non-professional reader outside of the academy, but also resists clear-cut and
simplified distinctions between the activities and reading practices of the professional
and the non-professional reader predicated upon ‘expertise’. Instead, the view taken in
this thesis is that non-professional readers are indeed ‘competent’, ‘pragmatic’ readers
(Appleyard, 1991) whose engagement with a text is potentially multifaceted, adopting

shifting and varied interpretational strategies.’

By giving voice to the ‘non-professional’ reader of popular fiction, and by

6 Yet as Benwell (2009) points out, cognitive poetics remains a text-immanent
approach, since the theorisation and examination of mental modes of comprehen.sion
and processing in relation to language items is employed within this framework in order
to identify potential reading effects, and thus as Swann and Allington (2009) also note,
the analyst is describing an ideal reader’s interactions with the text under analysis.
71 discuss the notion of the pragmatic reader in detail in chapter two of this thesis.
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putting women, constructions of femininity and the gendering of practices firmly on the
theoretical and analytical agenda, this thesis is explicitly positioned as feminist in
orientation, for as Hermes (2005: 146) points out, a focus on how women and men
actively create their own meanings of a cultural form is firmly associated with a
feminist approach to popular culture. However, the relationship between feminist
theorising and popular culture has been fraught with difficulties (Hollows, 2000).
Section 1.2 thus introduces a further key theoretical building block in the approach
developed in this thesis: third wave feminist linguistics. This section begins by
discussing in subsection 1.2.1 the problematic assumptions and attitudes that have
underpinned feminist engagements with popular culture in what can be termed second
wave feminism.® This overview is then followed in section 1.2.2 by a critical
exploration of how third wave feminism’s engagement with popular culture has been
conceptualised, delineating third wave feminism in opposition to postfeminism’, as

often the two terms are conflated.

® The term second wave feminism is predicated upon the ‘waves’ paradigm as a
categorisation model which is employed to frame the developments in feminist
approaches. As Hollows (2000: 2) argues, the term second wave refers to “the ideas and
practices associated with the women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s”. This wave
of feminist theorising is characterised by the construction of women as a monolithic
category, which offered little scope for thinking about the differences between women.
In particular, in this wave, femininity was often viewed as problematic, with, as
Hollows points out, “feminist critiques of femininity ... often dependent on creating an
opposition between ‘bad’ feminine identities and ‘good’ feminist identities” (2000: 14).
Furthermore, Hollows points out that “it became common for feminists to claim that a
whole range of popular forms and practices — from romance reading to dressing up —
locked women into feminine identities which made them blind to, and collude in, their
own oppression” (2000: 20).
® Postfeminism is a term that has been applied in multiple and various ways. For
example the term has been applied to refer to a development in feminist theorising
coming after the height of second wave feminism that is highly critical of second wave
feminism (e.g. Denfeld,1995) or that locates itself as building upon second wave
foundations (Dicker and Piepmeier, 2003). Following Gill (2007) and Taska and Negra
(2007), in this thesis, postfeminism is conceptualised as a discursive structure,
particularly identifiable across Western media forms. I return to the concept of
discourse in chapter three of this thesis but briefly, the term discursive system refers to a
18



Conceptualising and interrogating postfeminism is important for this thesis for
two main reasons: firstly, as I discuss in chapter two, whilst scholars have engaged with
the relationship between chick lit and postfeminism, largely scholarly work on chick lit
has evoked an uneven conceptualisation of postfeminism, and secondly, as I argue in
chapter five of this thesis, the production of chick lit is bound up with postfeminist
discourse and the image of women it constructs. Section 1.2.3 then sets out the key
issues that characterise third wave feminist linguistics. I do not, however, adopt a third
wave feminist approach wholesale and uncritically, and in section 1.2.4 I briefly set out
the main issue with third wave feminist linguistics that this thesis addresses; namely, the
focus on local practices that makes it difficult to account for the impact of societal
values on the individual. This introductory chapter concludes with an outline of the
structure of the thesis as a whole in section 1.3. The section below, however, begins to
map out the key concepts in the dialogic theoretical and analytical framework developed

in this thesis.

1.1 Theoretical and analytical approach: dialogism

Linell (2005: 6, emphasis removed) describes dialogism as a combination “of
theoretical and epistemological assumptions about human action, communication and
cognition”. It is important to bear in mind that, as Linell is careful to point out, although
some scholars do indeed align the foundations of dialogism with the work of the
Bakhtin Circle of which Vologinov was a member, others would not; dialogism, Linell

notes, “is not one coherent school, or theory, not even something that ‘dialogists’ of

combination of a conceptual system and a set of practices that structures knowledge

(Clark, 2007).
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different persuasions would necessarily agree upon” (2005: 4).'° However, although
there is no single coherent ‘school’ of dialogism Linell goes on to note that there does
exist a body of ideas concerning language, communication and cognition that are
loosely related.'' In his most recent work which attempts to weave together this
grouping of related ideas, Linell (2009: 432, emphasis in original) describes dialogism
as concerned with:
the importance of the other in the human mind, and about interaction, context-
independence and semiotic mediation in sense-making. With a blunt
formulation, a ‘dialogical ‘theory’ is therefore about interactive sense-making in
context, and the emphasis on other-orientation provides the implied association
to dialogue.
This association of dialogism with dialogue is, however, problematic as it is
predicated on a limited relationship between the two terms; as Linell (2005: 5) points
out:
‘dialogue’ is used to refer to a verbal interaction, often but not necessarily face-
to-face, between two (or more) interlocutors. Many [...] linguists, would use the
term in this ‘extensional’ sense. For them, ‘dialogue theory’ is a theory which
deals with such interactions, possibly including also written texts (and other
media) in which two or more voices can be clearly discerned.
Like Linell, I differentiate my understanding of dialogism as more comprehensive than
this narrow focus, adopting Linell’s (2009: 28-9) succinct definition that “dialogism
deals with processes in human meaning-making in and through language, in thinking,

communication and action, and with the products of such processes”. However,

although I follow Linell’s general conceptualisation of dialogism, I situate the major

10 The term the Bakhtin Circle refers to a group of twentieth century Russian scholars
who met to discuss issues of philosophy and aesthetics. I return to a definition of this
term in chapter three of this thesis. ‘

"' According to Linell (2009), this loose combination of theories includes the work of
Hegel, Mead, Vygotsky, Wittgenstein, and Goffman. However, the dialogical
perspective developed in this thesis does not draw on this combination of scholgrs fqr
its theoretical underpinning. One of the shortcomings of Linell’s paradigm of dxalogl.sm,
I would suggest, is the lack of extended discussion of these theorists” work and how it

fits with and enriches a dialogic perspective.
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theoretical underpinnings of dialogism in the work of Vologinov.'?

Adopting a dialogical perspective has epistemological and ontological
implications for the theoretical framework which underpins this thesis along with key
consequences for the account of ‘culture’ that is employed and the type of analysis
undertaken. * As Linell (2009: 13-4) argues, as an epistemological framework
dialogism makes a number of major assumptions, or encompasses key dialogic
principles. What Linell (2009: 13) terms as the “definitional” principle in dialogism is
other-orientation, or in other words, the assumption that human nature and the social
life of all humans is constituted through interactions with others. The principle of other-
orientation means that dialogism, as Linell puts it “denies the autonomous subject who
thinks, speaks and acts in and by himself [sic]”; rather, he argues, from a dialogic
perspective, “[o]ur actions, thoughts and utterances are imbued with interdependencies
with what others have done, are doing, and can be expected to do in the future” (ibid.).
The second and third key dialogic principles relate to what Linell terms inter-activity
and contextuality, which he summarises as concepts predicated on the assumption that,
“action, communication and cognition are thoroughly relational (or inter-relational) and

interactional in nature, and they must always be understood in their relevant contexts”

21 am concerned to make clear the authorship of what I consider to be the foundational
text of dialogism concerned with language clearly since, as I point out in chapter three
of this thesis, since the latter part of the twentieth century there has been an attribution
of the authorship of works by Vologinov and Medvedev to Bakhtin, but more recent
scholarship has shown this to be erroneous. Nevertheless, following Linell, I too take a
much more eclectic approach to dialogism that goes beyond Volosinov’s theorising with
the application of present-day work in linguistics on talk-in-interaction, along with
social theory.

13 Baxter (2010) argues that employing the term perspective when referring to a theory
implies that what is being referred to in fact lacks theory status, however when I adopt
the term ‘dialogic perspective’ in this thesis it is to refer to dialogism precisely as a
theory: as an ontological and epistemological framework through which human

meaning-making is viewed.

21



(2009: 14). The fourth major dialogic principle is that of semiotic mediation, or in other
words, the assumption that all communicative and cognitive activities are mediated by

language or some other semiotic system.

The rationale for choosing dialogism is concerned not least with its
conceptualisation of meaning potentials. As Linell (2009: 346-7) points out, from a
dialogic perspective human beings engage with artefacts, including written texts, in
various and complex ways. Artefacts are inscribed with meaning potentials which are
relational phenomena, deployed and understood by human agents who thus assign the
artefact meaning in different ways in different contexts. For this thesis, the first major
implication for the adoption of a dialogic perspective is that the crucial role of language
in society is foregrounded in the key principle of semiotic mediation. As Wold (1992: 1-
2) puts it, in a dialogically based approach: “[lJinguistic meaning is conceived as open
and dynamic, and constituted in the dialogic process of communication. It is not to be

seen as formal and static representations”.

The second consequence for this tilesis of adopting a dialogic perspective is that
a specifically dialogical conceptualisation of culture is adopted. Bostad ef al (2004: 1)
point out that, although now an uncomfortable concept, contemporary academic study is
still struggling with essentialism in theories of culture; essentialist theories of culture,
they argue, hold that, “some objects have ‘essence’, that is, they have certain properties |
without which they could not exist — in our context the necessary and sufficient
conditions for calling this or that ‘Culture’. Essentialist definitions are thus both
‘exclusive’ and excluding”. Indeed, as I discuss in section 1.2.1 of this chapter,
essentialist definitions of what literature counts as ‘Culture’ that are decided by a binary

opposition between ‘Art-ful’, and ‘Art-less’ have historically impacted negatively upon

.




the ways in which certain forms of fiction have been evaluated, particularly fiction
written by women. Such distinctions, moreover, appear to have found a degree of
resurgence with the arrival of chick lit. However, in a dialogical conceptualisation of

culture, whether in language or in literature there is no ‘essence’ in meaning.

VoloSinov’s dialogic theory sees meaning as dynamic, emergent, and firmly
embedded in social life; in other words, meaning emerges in situated, specific social
interaction and thus meaning is tied to human beings in ‘their material, social and
organisational contexts (Bostad et al, 2004). Volo$inov’s dialogic theory regards any
communicative act in the following way:

e that communicative acts are always addressed to somebody, whether a
real or imaginary person or group, or one’s own self;

o that this addressivity means that communicative acts always involve
interaction and interdependency with other acts, responding to what has
gone before and anticipating future responses;

e and that communicative acts are simultaneously interdependent with
aspects of context such as social setting and cultural traditions, or in

short sociocultural practices (Volo§inov [1929] 1986).

What this means for a dialogical theory of culture is that there is no ‘essential’ meaning
in and of itself; rather, the meaning of a cultural object is deeply influenced by its
specific ways of being situated both materially and symbolically by actual human

beings who are themselves situated. Culture therefore becomes both process and

product.

The very positioning of Vologinov’s work at the centre of the theoretical
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framework put forward in this thesis suggests that this twentieth century Russian
scholar’s insights remain relevant for twenty-first century research. Yet, as Brandist
(2002: 176) also warns, there are “tensions and inadequacies” in the work of the
Bakhtin Circle and he proposes that “[w]hat is of value needs to be consolidated and
elaborated, while the weaker areas need to be rethought and reworked”. A recurrent
line of criticism in Brandist’s (2002, 2004a, 2004b) recent work on the contemporary
relevance of the Bakhtin Circle is that in both the work of the Circle and in more recent
social theory which draws upon dialogic theory, the focus has often been upon the
interaction of subjects, but such a focus, Brandist (2002: 174) argues, has a tendency to
isolate social interaction from socio-economic structures. According to Brandist, there
are a number of core elements of what he terms a Bakhtinian research programme that
require considerable work, and these core elements include:
the relationality of all discourse; the intimate connection between forms of
intersubjectivity and the forms of that relationality; the permeation of every
utterance by power relations ... the extension of generic forms to all discourse;
the ideological significance of artistic forms [and] the struggle of world-views in
language (2002: 190-1).
Work on these central aspects, Brandist argues, holds the potential for the development
of a productive form of analysis that allows for “the forms of culture to be more closely
related to the specific historical conditions within which they arose” (2002: 191). It is in
this spirit of productive revision that I modify Vologinov’s theorisation of language and
communication. The critical modification of Volo§inov’s work undertaken responds to a
number of the core elements Brandist argues need revising, particularly the concepts of
relationality, world-view and power relations, ahd the ideological significance of an
artistic form. Central to developing a dialogical approach to a cultural phenomenon that
attends to such revisions is a conceptualisation of meaning-making as constituted by

people and practices across various sites of cultural production, co-constructed in

interaction, yet constrained by values, beliefs and pressures in wider society.
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In conceptualising meaning-making in a multi-faceted way, the thesis thus
examines multiple foci, across both the spheres of production and consumption: from
the practices of the contemporary publishing industry and media debates about the value
of chick lit to the interpretations and evaluations of chick lit constructed by actual
readers in one-to-one interviews and within a reading group'* meeting. As Benwell
(209: 301) argues, when people talk or Write about books and about reading books, they
are constructing and co-constructing a social order of reading and a social order of texts;
crucial to the aims of this thesis is therefore to examine how the value of chick lit is
invoked in evaluations of the genre made by the ‘professional’ and ‘non-professional’
reader, bringing these two perspectives into dialogue in an examination of the social
production of literary value and its interplay with gender. This concern with gender
addresses the lack of attention to gender in VoloSinov’s theory, and is underpinned by a
further key theoretical building block in the framework developed in this thesis: third

wave feminist linguistics.
1.2 Theorising Language and Gender: Third Wave Feminist Linguistics

The feminist theorising drawn on in this thesis is situated within what has been
termed third wave feminist linguistics. As Mills (2004: 2) argues, third wave feminist
linguistics is a form of analysis that is critical of second wave feminism, emerging from
dissatisfaction with the work undertaken, and it is the relationship between second and
third wave feminism that is of particular interest to this thesis. The term second wave
feminism refers to the ideas and practices developed and undertaken by feminists in the

1960s and 1970s (Hollows, 2000; Mills and Mullany, 2011), and as Hollows (2000: 3)

" Throughout this thesis I use the terms reading group and book group interchangeably.
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points out, it is out of the thinking and activities of second wave feminism that
contemporary debates have been produced, particularly in relation to second wave
engagements with popular culture and the romance novel. Before delineating the key
aspects that characterise the third wave feminist linguistic approach adopted in this
thesis, then, I first consider the ways in which work on popular culture in second wave,

feminism, particularly the romance novel, might prove dissatisfactory.'”

1.2.1 Literary value, gender and second wave feminist perspectives on romance
and its readers

Hollows (2000: 70) points out that in the contemporary climate, it has become a
common-sense understanding that genre writing, such as romance fiction, “is a
‘formulaic’, ‘trivial’ and ‘escapist’ form”. Many of these assumptions, she contends,
“have their roots in the mass culture criticism which emerged in the nineteenth century”
(ibid.). In the early nineteenth century, the term culture was used as a term to describe
the specific way of life of various peoples, groups, nations or periods. However, by the
latter half of the century following Arnold’s (1932) Culture and Anarchy, the term
culture acquired a more restrictive sense in English, connoting a state of intellectual
refinement associated with the arts and philosophy. Implicitly, Arnold distinguishes
between ‘high’ culture as “the best that is known and thought in the world” and the
‘low’ culture of the masses.'® By the 1940s, Adorno and Horkeimer ([1944] 1979) had

coined the phrase the “culture industry’ to refer to the processes of production of ‘mass

15 Here I am drawing upon feminist theorising across the disciplines of cultural and
literary studies; as Mills and Mullany (2011: 11) argue, “[f]leminist linguistics can
benefit a great deal by taking an interdisciplinary approach and utilising work that has
been published in other areas, including communication studies, media studies and
cultural studies”. o
' This binary opposition was sustained in the 1930s, evidenced in the literary criticism
of F.R. Leavis and Q.D. Leavis, who both condemn ‘mass’, commercial culture
consumed by the ‘uneducated masses’, and, in particular, popular fiction is criticized for
offering a form of addiction (Hollows, 2000).
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culture’, which, run for profit, they view as generating standardised and formulaic
products. Unlike ‘high’ culture which stimulates the reader/viewer to autonomous and
critical thought, according to Adorno and Horkeimer, ‘mass’ culture requires only a
passive consumer. Furthermore, as Huyssen (cited in Hollows, 2000: 71) points out, in
mass culture criticism, there is a “persistent gendering of mass culture as feminine”. In
short, in critiques of mass culture, ‘feminine’ attributes such as emotion are used to

signify its inferiority.

Many of the assumptions of mass culture criticism, Hollows argues, pervade
second wave feminist approaches to romance and their readers (2000: 70). Greer (1970),
for example, describes romance fiction as escapism or “dope for dupes” (Jackson, 1995:
50), functioning as a means to brainwash women into subservience. According to
Hollows, there are a number of problems with the critiques of romance fiction that came
out of second wave feminism (2000: 73). Firstly, romance is treated as a monolithic,
unchanging ideology that failé to account for any narrative changes within or between
historical periods. Secondly, it is assumed that readers uncritically accept this
unchanging ideology. Thirdly, analyses appear to be underpinned by the problematic
notion that the ways in which readers respond to romantic fiction can be ascertained
from the text alone. Finally, Hollows argues that “[i]n demonstrating their distance from
trivial romantic fantasies, they accepted a “critical double standard’ ... based on
masculine contempt for the feminine” (2000: 74). With developments in cultural

studies, feminists began to take the form and appeal of romance seriously.

In her ethnographically based research on a group of romance readers she calls
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the Smithton women, Radway (1987) analyses what and the practice of reading
romantic fiction means to them.'” However, Hollows points out that even in this most
sympathetic account of romance readers and reading, Radway draws an ‘us and ‘them’
distinction between the enlightened feminist and the romance reader who needs to see
the error of their ways, by disparaging the pleasure the Smithton women gain from their
reading. This strained relationship between feminism and popular culture has been an
important issue for the development of third wave feminism. In the next section I
discuss the centrality of popular culture for feminism’s third wave, but I begin by
discussing the tensions surrounding what exactly third wave feminism is taken to be

who is included in it.

1.2.2 Third wave feminism, popular culture and postfeminism

The term third wave feminism is a highly contentious term within feminist
scholarship. Considerable debate has arisen over what the third wave is, and who is
included in it. Particularly in a North American context, the term has accrued a
specifically generational meaning (Heywood and Drake, 2004; Hollows and Moseley,
2006). Wolf (1991: 276), for example, posits the phrase “Feminist Third Wave”, to
mean women who were in their twenties during the early 1990s, whilst in their Third
Wave Agenda, Heywood and Drake (1997: 4) address their anthology to a generation
whose “birth dates fall between 1963 and 1974”. The problems which have arisen from
attempts to describe third wave feminism are also manifest in the uneven way in which
the term third wave is applied. In particular, the work of Wolf (1991, 1993), Roiphe

(1993) and Denfeld (1995) has been identified as representative of third wave feminism,

'7 Radway also employed a textual analysis along with an examination of the practices

of the publishing industry in her study.
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and has attracted considerable media attention (Henry, 2004; Heywood, 2006).
Although to varying degrees, Wolf, Roiphe and Denfeld are all overtly critical of
second wave feminism. For these authors, second wave feminism has not only become
cloistered in the academy, but is also a feminism which is outdated, monolithic and
puritanical: a ‘victim feminism”> which dwells on the victimization of women and
therefore holds little relevance for contemporary women, for whom, it is assumed,
equality is secured. However, the identification of this work as representative of the
third wave has also been hotly contested. The tensions which surround the concept of
third wave feminism are further apparent in what have been identified as key
manifestations of third wave feminism which take cultural production and the

‘everyday’ as key sites for identity construction.'®

Munford (2007) points out that third wave feminists have attempted to re-
focalise the concentration on the detrimental effects of popular culture in the second
wave by re-examining popular constructions of femininity; as Baumgardner and
Richards (2000: 136) put it, this includes a celebration of “the tabooed symbols of
women’s feminine enculturation — Barbie dolls, makeup, fashion magazines, high
heels” as a confident reclamation of forms of femininity and popular culture identified

as oppressive by feminism’s second wave.!” However, as Munford (2007: 268) points

18 As Hollows and Moseley (2006:13) point out, some forms of third wave feminism
have been formed through popular culture. Baumgardner and Richards, for example,
argue that third wave feminist activism is exemplified by the emergence in the 1990s of
the punk rock movement Riot Grrrls, and zines, or self-produced print and/or electronic
magazines, such as Bust and Bitch (2000: 79). Riot Grrrls, they argue, “pioneered a
feminist voice that was both political and distinctly new. These protoradicals, teenagers
and women in their early twenties, reclaimed and defanged epithets that kept young
women in line, such as “slut” and “fuck no fat chicks” by scrawling these words on
their bodies” (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 78)
' Munford (2007) terms this construction of femininity that is centrally placed in third
wave feminism the ‘girlie’ girl, which Gibson (2004: 139) describes as “happy and
confident in her sexuality, with no need for the tiresome ministrations of older,
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out, the engagement of third wave feminism with popular culture has been dismissed by
some feminists as privileging a concern with style over a concern with politics. What is
at issue here, I would argue, is the possibility for this definition of third wave feminism
to become entangled and conflated with the notion of postfeminism promulgated by the

media, and indeed this conflation is often made (Gillis and Munford, 2004).

Tasker and Negra (2007: 2-3) argue that postfeminism has emerged as a

20 .. .
”" which has become pervasive through “structures of

“dominating discursive system
forceful articulation and éynergistic reiteration across media forms”, and as Gill (2007a:
255) argues, is constituted by an identifiable systemacity of particular themes, tropes
and constructions of gender. These themes, tropes and constructions include: the shift
from objectification to subjectification; the emphasis upon self-surveillance and
discipline; a focus upon individualism, choice and empowerment; the entanglement of
feminist and anti-feminist ideas; the dominance of a makeover paradigm; a belief in

natural sexual difference; a marked sexualisation of culture; and an emphasis upon

consumerism.>!

The resurgence of ideas that sexual difference is entirely biologically rooted is a

meddling feminists”. Interestingly for this thesis, Gibson associates the figure of the girl
with chick lit.
201 return to the concept of discourse in chapter three of this thesis but briefly, the term
discursive system refers to a combination of a conceptual system and a set of practices
that structures knowledge (Clark, 2007).
2l A further key aspect of postfeminist discourse Gill identifies is irony and
knowingness. Gill argues that irony has, in contemporary postfeminist media culture,.
become a way of expressing sexist or homophobic statements in an ironized form which
in turn allows for the claim that sexism or homophobia was not what was actually
meant. Lad’s magazines are a site where irony is particularly used; Benwell (2904; 2007)
explains that irony operates in the following ways: “[a] good deal of the irony in men’s
magazines exists only in the form of a disclaimer, a metastatement to the effect that the
views espoused within the magazine should not be taken at face value,” (2004: 16).
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crucial component of postfeminist discourse and has, Gill argues, become a feature of
all contemporary postfeminist media, fed by the emergence of self-help literature.
According to Gill the sudden increase in self-help literature sought to address the
problem of the ‘battle of the sexes’ by asserting that men and women are fundamentally
different, and the development of an entire industry was lead by the publication of
Gray’s (1992) Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus, wherein it is stated that the
:ways’ of men and women are alien to one another and need to be ‘translated’ for one
another. Cameron (2007:2) notes that popular science books su;:h as Baron-Cohen’s
(2004) The Essential Difference and Moir and Moir’s (1999) Why Men Don’t Iron also
promulgate what she terms the ‘myth of mars and venus’*? by positing nature as the
reason for the chasm between men and women. In this expression of biological
essentialism, it is posited that male and female brains are ‘hardwired’ differently,

resulting in a male brain better adapted to solving mathematical problems and

undertaking spatial-visual tasks whereas a female brain is better suited to verbal tasks.?

The entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist ideas is also an integral feature
of postfeminist discourse. McRobbie (2007: 28) argues that postfeminism should be
seen as a double entanglement wherein feminist ideas are “at some level transformed
into a form of Gramscian common sense, while also fiercely repudiated, indeed almost

hated”. Tasker and Negra (2007: 2) also draw attention to the contradictory

22 Here, Cameron is referring to John Gray’s (1992) self-help book.

23 This reassertion of natural sexual difference is also a key element of the particular
construction of masculinity given voice to in lad’s magazines: the new lad. Benwell
(2007: 539-40) points out that the new lad “marked a return to traditional masculine
values of sexism, exclusive male friendship and homophobia. Its key distinction from
traditional masculinity was an unrelenting gloss of knowingness and irony: a reflexivity
about its own condition which arguably rendered it more immune from criticism. It was
also a construct which drew upon working-class culture for its values and forms, ... was
little invested in the world of work, preferring to drink, party, holiday and watch
football, made barely any reference at all to fatherhood, addressed women only as

sexual objects and was ethnically white”.
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characteristics of postfeminist discourse wherein aspects of feminism are assumed,
assimilated and naturalised, but also where feminism is commodified in the form of the
woman as an ‘empowered consumer’. The articulation or “suture” between feminist and
anti-feminist ideas is, Gill (2007: 2070) argues, also knitted together with neoliberalism,
and this is achieved entirely through the language of individualism which underpins the

notion of choice and the emphasis on self-surveillance in postfeminist discourse.*

The postfeminst subject’s constant need for self-surveillance is exemplified by
the characterisation of the eponymous heroine in what is arguably chick lit’s wur-text; as
Bridget Jones observes with self-deprecating humour:

[s]ince leaving work I have nearly slipped a disk, wheezing through a step

acrobics class, scratched my naked body with a stiff brush; cleaned the flat;

filled the fridge, plucked my eyebrows, skimmed ... the Ultimate Sex Guide, put
the washing in and waxed my own legs ... Ended up kneeling on a towel trying
to pull off a wax strip firmly stuck to the back of my calf ... Wise people will
say Daniel should like me just as I am, but I am a child of Cosmopolitan culture,
have been traumatized by supermodels and too many quizzes ... I can’t take the
pressure. [ am going to ... spend the evening eating donuts in a cardigan with

egg on it (Fielding, 1996: 59).

As Tasker and Negra (2007) observe, postfeminist discourse is compelling, and the
popularity of Bridget Jones’s Diary is indisputable as by 2001 the novel had sold more
than 8 million copies worldwide (Whelehan, 2002: 66). I agree with Tasker and Negra

(2007: 21), however, that media scholars in particular have posed questions about the

meaning of postfeminist culture in terms of texts being either progressive or regressive,

2% There is a striking degree of correspondence between the supposedly autonomous
postfeminist subject and the subject demanded by neoliberalism, since as Gill (2007:
2070) argues, a “choice biography” lies at the heart of both constructions. Rose (1998:
29) argues that with the resurgence of liberalism in the latter part of the twentieth
century in Western Europe and North America a particular kind of psychological
subject is required. The central concept in Rose’s argument is that what he terms the
“psy”, or psychology, psychiatry and their related disciplines and practices, has, since
the latter half of the nineteenth century, played a key role in the construction and
discipline of a “regime of the self” (1998: 2). The all-encompassing trajectory of the
psy, Rose argues, is that: instilled in the subject is the need to evaluate one’s personal
experiences and feelings, to engage in a constant and intense scrutiny of oneself (ibid.).
32



a strategy which, they point out, struggles to reflect the complexity and ambivalence of
postfeminist culture. I would argue that the either-or/progressive-regressive
understanding of the meanings of postfeminist culture leads to two problematic routes:
an uncritical celebration of popular texts or the dismissal of their consumers, approaches
that mirror the criticisms of both second and third wave feminist approaches concerned
with cultural production. It is in contemporary feminist /inguistics, I would argue, that a
third wave feminist analytical .position has emerged which has neither accrued negative
generational associations, nor has it been tangled up with discussions of antifeminism,
nor has it been conflated with postfeminism, and it is this definition of third wave
feminism that I adopt in this thesis.?® In the next section, I set out the central aspects of

a third wave feminist linguistics.
1.2.3 Third wave feminist linguistics

As I briefly noted in section 1.2, Mills (2004) points out that third wave feminist

25 That is not to say that the term third wave and the theorisation of third wave feminism
has not been criticised in linguistics, although, to my knowledge, to date only one
linguistics scholar, Baxter, has taken issue with Mills’s (2004) conceptualisation of the
contrast between second and third wave feminism in published form; Baxter‘s (2003 :

5) criticism of Mills is on the following grounds: “It is arguable whether feminist
history can or should be characterised in terms of chronological stages. Indeed, there is
evidence that feminist writing in different times and places has been imbued with both
essentialist and constructionist tendencies”. Baxter advocates for conceptualising the
third wave “not as a stage of historical progression, but as one of several linked but
competing theoretical strands within feminist history” (ibid., emphasis in original). I
would argue, however, that this is exactly what Mills does; third wave feminism is not
posited as a purely linear, chronological development in any of Mills’s (2002; 2003;
2004; 2008; 2011) discussions, but rather Mills (2004: 1) states of second and third
wave feminist linguistics: “I challenge the notion that these forms of analysis are simply
chronological so that Third Wave feminism supersedes and supplants Second Wave
feminism; rather I argue that Third Wave feminism is best seen as a development from
Second Wave feminism which never the less depends on the basic framework of Second
Wave feminism for its theoretical integrity”.
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linguistics has developed due to dissatisfaction with the work that came out of second
wave feminism. The central assumption of second wave feminist linguistics that has
become problematic is its presupposition that there are differences between men and
women. Drawing on this essentialist notion of gender, linguistic work in the second
wave takes this binary opposition as a starting point for research, and women and men
are treated as two distinct but homogenous groups. Third wave feminist linguistics
moves away from the assumption that women are a homogenous group, instead
highlighting the way in which women’s language differs according to context and
according to class, ethnic and regional affiliation, therefore stressing the diversity of
women’s speech (Mills, 2004). This has a marked impact upon the way in which gender
is theorised, allowing for a more nuanced theoretical toolkit for the type of analysis
undertaken in this thesis. From Mills’s examination of third wave feminism, in this
section I set out the characteristics she posits as shared across third wave feminist
linguistics that are most important for this thesis under three subheadings:

performativity; meaning; and the individual and society.

1.2.3.1 Gender and Performativity

The concern to avoid binary oppositions and making global statements about
women’s language has led third wave feminist linguistics to focus on what Mills terms
“a more punctual analysis ... one which can analyse the way that one’s gendered identity
can vary from context to context” (2004: 3), with many such analyses drawing on
Butler’s (1990; 1993; 1997) notion of performativity. Gender, Butler (1993: x) argues,
is a repeated performance: “[tJhe materiality of sex is constructed through a ritualised
repetition of norms”. This performance does not mean that one can perform anything

one wishes, since, as Butler (1993: x, emphasis in original) argues, “a wilful and
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instrumental subject, one who decides on its gender is clearly not its gender from the
start and fails to realise that its existence is already decided by gender”. Gender as a
performative social construct, or the repeated performance of a range of behaviours
associated with a particular sex, is therefore, for Butler, a constant process, as it is with
pre-existing gender norms that individuals negotiate. Indeed, Butler points out that what
she terms a rigid regulatory framework operates:
[P]ersons are regulated by gender ... this sort of regulation operates as a
condition of cultural intelligibility for any person. To veer from the gender norm
is to produce the aberrant example that regulatory powers (medical, psychiatric,
legal to name a few) may quickly exploit to shore up the rationale for their own
continuing regulatory zeal (Butler, 2004: 52).
Within third wave feminist linguistic analyses which draw on performativity, gender
can therefore be defined in the following way:
[glender is not part of one’s essence, what one is, but an achievement, what one
does. Gender is a set of practices through which people construct and claim
identities, not simply a system of categorising people. And gender practices are
not only about establishing identities but also about managing social relations
(Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 305).
This move from binary oppositions to a more sophisticated conceptualisation of gender
has led to more nuanced concerns with the ways that individuals reaffirm, negotiate
with and contest what they hypothesise as appropriate behaviour. The issue of meaning-

making in social interaction is the second characteristic of third wave feminist

linguistics important for the concerns of this thesis.

1.2.3.2 Meaning

Second wave feminists, Mills argues, were concerned to analyse what was seen
as the inherent meanings of words, and often there was a tendency to assume that
certain words or ways of speaking were more powerful than others; for example,

interruptions were seen as powerful interactional strategies, whereas hesitations were
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viewed as less powerful (Zimmerman and West, [1975] 1983). However, Mills points
out that in the wake of scholarly work which problematised making clear associations
between function and formal feature (e.g. Toolan, 1996), third wave feminist linguistics
“focuses on the way that words are meant to mean in specific ways and function to
achieve certain purposes in certain contexts” (2004: 4). For third wave feminist
linguistics, meaning is co-constructed as women and men negotiate, contest and affirm
particular practices and interpretations in particular contexts (ibid.). This concept of the
individual negotiating, confirming and attesting practices and interpretations in local
contexts links to the way in which third wave feminist linguistics conceptualises the

relation between the individual and society.

1.2.3.3 The relation between the individual and the social

As Mills points out, the concept of the community of practice has been
important for third wave feminist linguistic analyses which attempt to consider the way
that on a local level individuals decide upon what language and behaviour is appropriate
(2004:7). 1 discuss the concept of the community of practice in depth in chapter threekof
this thesis, and so I employ here Mills’s succinct definition of the characteristics which
define a community of practice: “a group of people who are brought together in a joint
engagement on a task and who therefore jointly construct a range of values and
appropriate behaviours” (ibid.). In attempting to describe the effect of group values on
the individual, third wave analyses therefore focus on interaction at the level of the
community of practice. In much work which takes the community of practice as its
methodological approach, the construction of identities has been a central analytical

focus (for example Bucholtz, 1999; Eckert, 2000; Mendoza-Denton, 2008), and
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Bucholtz (1999: 20) makes clear the importance of identities along with her explanation
of the concerns of a third wave feminist linguistic analysis:
that language users’ identities are not essential to their natures but are produced
through contingent social interactions; that those identities are inflected by
ideologies of gender and other social constructs; that speakers, writers and
signers respond to these ideologies through practices that sometimes challenge
and sometimes reproduce dominant beliefs; and that as new social resources
become available, language users enact and produce new identities, themselves
temporary and historical, that assign new meanings to gender.
From this dynamic perspective, an individual’s identity is made up of a complex
number of aspects, and different aspects of identity will be foregrounded at different
times; as Holmes (2006: 18-19) puts it, in response to different contextual influences
diverse aspects of identity are brought into play, from one’s social (for example gender)
identity, institutional identity (such as being a manager) and personal identity (such as
wishing to appear friendly). It is this understanding of a third wave feminist approach

that I adopt in this thesis, however I do not adopt a third wave feminist linguistic

approach uncritically.
1.2.4 Problematising third wave feminist linguistic analysis

As Mills (2004) argues, a third wave feminist linguistic analysis is not without
its problems, and this thesis is particularly concerned with what I consider to be
principal issue Mills identifies: the impact of the values of wider society. The
communities of practice model adopted by much third wave analyses is, Mills argues,
beneficial for a local focus but makes it:

extremely difficult to discuss the impact of the values and pressures of the wider

society; talking about society above the level of the community of practice is

almost impossible, and it is clear that the wider society as a whole needs to be
discussed in terms of the impact it has on the practices within the community of

practice (2004: 7).
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This concern with the failure of the communities of practice model to adequately
theorise and analyse the impact of wider societal values and pressures is central to the
development of the theoretical and analytical framework which underpins the thesis, for
as I discussed in section 1.1.2 of this chapter, one of the criticisms that is also levelled at
dialogism is its potential for isolating social interaction from social structure.?® In this
thesis, the aim is therefore to develop theoretical and analytical frameworks that address
the inadequate theorisation of the impact of societal norms and values in both dialogism
and third wave feminism. Rather than suggesting that feminism and dialogism simply |
support one another, however, the approach taken in this thesis suggests that a
productive engagement between the two theories can be seen in their intersection, by
revealing the complex web of meaning-making between multiple voices and points of
view, but recognising that power and shared social knowledge are indivisible. The next
section sets out the structure of this thesis as it attempts to develop this new form of
feminist, linguistically oriented, dialogism?’, in order to proffer a nuanced examination
of how chick lit is made meaningful, an approach that is neither dismissive of chick lit

and its readers, nor politically toothless.

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This thesis has the following structure. Chapter two critically examines the
scholarly analyses of chick lit that have been undertaken to date. As briefly noted in
section 1.0 of this chapter, in chapter two I argue that largely, existing studies of chick

lit myopically focus on the texts themselves and therefore fail to provide a wider

%] return to and explicate the notion of a community of practice model in chapter three
of this thesis, where I critically engage with the model.

27 This form of feminist dialogism is different from the model of feminist dialogics
specifically concerned with literary criticism put forward by Bauer and McKinstry

(1991) and Pearce (1994).
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account of the production processes and practices in and through which meaning-
making is constituted. I also problematise the way in which ‘the reader’ has been
theorised in the literature, pointing out that the notion of the reader is left completely
untheorised in some studies. Critically examining the ways in which the reader has been
theorised in reader-response theory and reception studies, I draw upon the theorisation
of the pragmatic reader put forward by Appleyard (1991). According to Appleyard, a
pragmatic reader draws upon, shifts between and combines a number of reading

_strategies, and it is this theorisation of the reader that is adopted in this thesis.

Chapter three sets out the theoretical framework developed in the thesis. The
general principles of Volo§inov’s dialogism are laid out and critically examined. It is
argued that a number of theoretical shortcomings arise from his inadequate theorising of
what constitutes social grouping, how socially shared knowledge is structured, and how
the relations between the individual and socio-cultural structures are conceptualised. In
order to address this inability of Volo§inov’s theorising to adequately account for the
impact of social structure on social interaction (Brandist, 2002; 2004), elements of
additional theoretical perspectives are integrated in to the framework. Incorporated into
Volosinov’s dialogic theory are a combination of theoretical positions that it is argued
effectively integrate dialogism’s concern with situated interaction with what Linell
(2009: 53) terms “situation transcending, sociocultural practices” or “traditions”.
Belonging to these situation transcending practices, Linell argues, are sociocultural
resources for meaning making that include “language, concepts, knowledge about the
world, identities and norms ... that govern expectations and efforts for meaning in
concrete situations” (2009: 49). In order to theorise these situation transcending
practices and their sociocultural resources for meaning making, a combination of

practice theory and discourse theory are integrated into VoloSinov’s work. Bourdieu’s
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(1991) notion of habitus sees structure as partially taken-for-granted, as individuals
draw upon and negotiate with a set of practices and attitudes that are infused through
implicit and explicit socialisation, but this is held in tension with Foucault’s (1972)
conceptualisation of discourses and discursive structures, since some ways of thinking,
talking, and behaving within particular contexts and domains are more authoritative
than others. Indeed, since, as Linell (2009: 14) points out, dialogism “stresses the
evaluative dimensions of interpretation and understanding”, it is important to
acknowledge that not all ideas, opinions, ways of talking and ways of behaving are

equally valued.

Chapter four sets out the analytical framework developed in the thesis, which
applies these theoretical insights in order to explore the complex ways in which chick
lit’s meanings are constructed, interpreted and negotiated. Volo§inov suggests a dialogic
methodology for analysing a cultural product such as a novel that corresponds with the
dialogic principles of addressivity and interactionism, since he argues that a novel
emerges from a relational continuum of practices, as a novel is created for both verbal
and printed reaction as well as active perception. It is argued, however, that VoloSinov’s
methodology does not go far enough, and therefore the circuit of culture paradigm
developed in cultural studies (du Gay et al, 1997) forms the organising methodology for
the thesis. Represented as a circular system (see figure 1 overleaf), the circuit of culture
model takes into account the influence of each sphere in producing a full and coherent
account of the meanings which arise from a popular cultural form, and demonstrates the
integrated relationship between producers and consumers. The concern with both
production and consumption is demonstrated in the two types of data analysed in this
thesis, production data and reception data, and the analytical tools incorporated into the

framework developed in this chapter attend to the specific requirements of both spheres.
40



Figure 1
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Diagram of the circuit of culture (du Gay et al, 1997:1)

This thesis develops a form of dialogic discourse analysis that analyses both social
interaction and socio-cultural and socio-economic practices in its focus on the analysis
of a cultural form. Taking from dialogic theory the axiomatic principle that all
interpretation and understanding is intrinsically evaluative, the tools and concepts
gathered together in this model, although diverse, all deal with the ways in which the

construction and negotiation of meaning is bound up with evaluation.

A critical political economy perspective provides the analytical trajectory for the
production data, examining changes in market structure, patterns of ownership, and
channels of distribution in the publishing industry in order to link the making of texts to
changes in how what is produced in the cultural industries is valued. This is important
since, whether implicitly or explicitly, a frequent criticism levelled at chick lit is its
existence as the exemplification of the triumph of the pursuit of profit and the
machinations of marketing strategies over substance. Maintaining the dialogic focus

upon human sense-making as clustering around meanings and values, the concept of
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stance-taking is drawn upon to examine reception data, by exploring the establishment
of speaker positionality through the display of affective, evaluative and epistemic
orientation in linguistic production, alongside the appraisal system, which aims to
describe how language is used to construct evaluations (Martin and White, 2005). From
the dialogic perspective developed in this thesis, however, articulating one’s tastes and
assessments also involves intersubjectivity; as Martin and White (2005: 62) argue, it is
necessary to see evaluating behaviour as sets of “institutionalised feelings” predicated
upon community values which include propositions about the valu¢ of things such as
books. Thus, when examining speakers’ and writers’ interpretations and evaluations, the
analytical framework developed here also draws on the notion of regimes of value,
which Bennett, Emmison and Frow (1999: 103-4) define as “an institutionally grounded
set of discursive and intertextual determinations that inspire and regulate practices of
valuation, connecting people to objects or processes of aesthetic practice by means of
normative patterns of value and disvalue”. Having established both the theoretical and
analytical framework, in chapter five of this thesis I begin the interrogation of the
meanings and evaluations that chick lit has accrued, commencing with the examination

of production processes and practices.

Chapter five begins with an exploration of the changes that have occurred within
the contemporary publishing industry. Indeed, the emergence of chick lit as a category
and the consequent proliferation of chick lit novels from the mid to late 1990s onwards
places chick lit firmly within a period of flux within publishing, a period within which,
as Squires (2007a) argues, a perceived shift has taken place from editorial-led to sales
and marketing-led publishing. Through examining the changes in patterns of ownership

within the industry and channels of retail distribution, I consider the developments in
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the ways in which the social relations between production and consumption have
occurred which have impacted upon emergence of and production of chick lit. It is
argued that in particular, arising from increased competition, the intensification of
marketing activities in the publishing industry has resulted in what Gill (2003: 51) terms
“his ‘n” hers” publishing, which is encoded in an explicitly sexually differentiated form

of address to the reader on chick lit covers.

In chapter six, the analytical focus shifts to reception data and constitutes the
first of two chapters that engage with the ‘non-professional’ reader. This chapter
examines one-to-one interviews with chick lit readers. The analysis focuses primarily
upon how these readers construct their evaluative stances towards chick lit. Particular
attention is paid to the ways in which the assessments of chick lit arrived at by the
readers correspond, or fail to correspond, with the themes and issues highlighted by
scholars working on chick lit as either important or problematic and which mark these
novels out as postfeminist texts, including the genre’s relationship to feminism and its
thematic concern with romance. Chapter seven analyses the interactions of a book
group, The Hapley Road Reading Group, as they discuss a chick lit book, Knight’s
(2000) My Life on a Plate. The analysis here shifts from the two party interaction of an
interview to the ways in which the meanings and the value of the novel are co-

* constructed and negotiated in a group setting. These evaluative stances are examined
and the ways in which these locally arrived-at meanings articulate with cultural regimes
of value concerned with gender, genre and literary value are explored. However, in this
chaptér, particular attention is paid to the reader identity co-constructed by the book
group members as they express their evaluative stances towards chick lit, an identity

that is predicated upon camouflaging taste distinctions along with attending to rapport
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management (Spencer-Oatey, 2008). Chapter eight concludes the thesis by summing up
the findings and their implications. In order to substantiate my claim for the necessity of
developing a dialogical analysis which can be applied to chick lit, in chapter two which

follows I critically examine the scholarly approaches that have been taken to the genre.
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Chapter 2
Review of the scholarly approaches to chick lit

2.0 Introduction

As I noted in the introduction to this thesis, chick lit has provoked conflicting
responses, from its readers who express affection towards a genre which they claim
reflects their experiences, to the disdain of its critics for whom chick lit novels are
regressive, anti-feminist, formulaic and ephemeral (Ferris and Young, 2006). In the
emerging field of chick lit scholarship, however, critics have sought to move beyond
these binary oppositions to undertake a more nuanced and considered approach to the
genre (e.g. Gill, 2007; Gill and Herdieckerhoff, 2006; Ferris and Young, 2006; Smith,
2008; Whelehan, 2005). In this chapter, I critically examine these scholarly approaches
to chick lit, and the themes and topics that have preoccupied scholars in their analyses
of the genre. The chapter has the following structure. Section 2.1 begins the chapter by
exploring how scholars have characterised chick lit as connected to but distinct from the
women’s fiction®® that has gone before it. In section 2.1.1, I focus upon the ways in
which recent scholarship has conceptualised chick lit’s thematic and generic
relationship to nineteenth century fiction, in the form of the novel of manners, and
outlined its relationship to the popular romance and the feminist consciousness raising

novels of the twentieth century.

One of the significant ways in which chick lit is differentiated from earlier

28 As Montoro (2012) points out, the term women'’s fiction has been employed by critics
in two different ways: some critics employ the term to refer to all forms of writing by
women, whether these forms are designated as ‘high’ or ‘low”, literary or popular,
whereas others use the term to refer specifically to literary fiction. I employ the term
women’s fiction in the first sense, to refer to writing by women regardless of generic

classification and any value judgement.
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women’s literary and popular fiction that emerges from chick lit scholarship is the
representation of sex in the genre, and section 2.1.2 discusses how this representation
has been analysed and commented upon in the literature to date. Continuing with the
exploration of what is different about chick lit, section 2.1.3 examines the argument put
forward by a number of scholars (Whelehan, 2005; Gill and Gill and Herdieckerhoff,
2006; Gill, 2007) that chick lit’s thematic concerns and the construction of its

protagonists are underpinned by a troubled relationship with feminism.

It is this uneasy relationship with feminism that Whelehan (2005) argues, results
in a pervasive sense of anxiety in chick lit novels, and sections 2.1.4 and 2.1.5 address
this contention. In section 2.1.4, I explore how scholars have identified a recurrent trope
of anxiety surrounding representations of the body and a preoccupation with consumer
culture in chick lit, and in section 2.1.5 I turn to how, in the literature to date, depictions
of anxiety surrounding issues of motherhood have been identified with the development
of chick lit sub-genres. Throughout this examination of the scholarly literature on chick
lit, the central criticism I make is that these largely literary and cultural studies result in
content analyses, and as such effectively position the text as the dominant determinant
in making chick lit meaningful, disregarding or under-theorising the part the reader
plays in the construction of meaning. Indeed, section 2.2 of this chapter considers the
ways in which the reader has been under-theorised in the literature on chick lit to date.
Section 2.2.1 problematises analyses which are concerned with the text-reader
relationship constructed within the novels, and section 2.2.2 critically examines an
emerging area of interest within recent scholarship on chick lit focusing on online
reader reviews. I set out the model of the reader that informs this thesis in section 2.3,

and this chapter concludes with a summary of its findings and the arguments put
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forward. I begin, however, by examining the ways in which scholars have traced chick

lit’s relationship to women’s fiction of the past.

2.1 Scholarly approaches to chick lit

Although the consensus of opinion within chick lit scholarship is that Fielding’s
(1 99.6) novel Bridget Jones’s Diary inspired the chick lit phenomenon (Chambers,
2004; Craddock, 2004; Dorney, 2004; Ferriss and Young, 2006; Gorton, 2004;
Harzewski, 2006; Smyczynska, 2004; Whelehan, 2000, 2002, 2005), Harzewski (2006)
and Wells (2006), however, have sought to afford chick lit a lengthier heritage. In the
next section, I examine the ways in which these two scholars posit the influences on
chick lit from fiction of both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and thus how

Harzewski and Wells map the genre’s position in literary history.
2.1.1 Positioning chick lit in literary history

Harzewski (2006) situates chick lit’s heritage within the tradition of the
nineteenth century novel of manners, a form which focuses on the set of social
conventions of a particular social class, often concentrating on the representation of
domestic life, marriage and social behaviour (Abrams, 1999: 192). According to
Harzewski, the identification of chick lit’s roots can be clearly established by the
genre’s foundational novel, since Fielding (1996) models Bridget Jones’s Diary on one
of the novels of the quintessential writer of the novel of manners, Jane Austen’s (1813)
Pride & Prejudice. However, what makes chick lit the new novel of manners,
Harzewski argues, is its synthesis of literary and popular forms. Chick lit, Harzewski

contends, adapts and subverts the conventions of both the literary novel of manners and

47



popular romance fiction of the twentieth century, such as novels published under the

Mills and Boon and Harlequin imprints.

According to Harzewski, this synthesis of forms and modification of narrative
conventions can be identified in a number of features found in chick lit. Harzewski
points out that the depiction of serial dating in chick lit subverts the primary ‘one
woman — one man’ tenet of popular romance identified by Radway (1989). This
subversion of the conventions of popular romance is also apparent in the shift of
emphasis from the centrality of the love story in popular romance novels, since in chick
lit equal, and on occasion more, attention is afforded to the central female character’s
quest for self-definition. Chick lit, Harzewski argues, subverts the conventions of both
the novel of manners and the popular romance in its displacement of the centrality of
the heterosexual male hero, since a number of novels place a gay male best friend in a
prominent position in the narrative. An additional reformulation of the conventions of
both the novel of manners and the popular romance can be found, Harzewski contends,
in chick 1it’s narrative closure. Unlike the movement towards a resolution of the
marriage plot found in the novel of manners, and the ‘happy ending’ predicated upon
romantic fulfilment found in the popular romance, a denouement in the form of an
engagement or a marriage is not a prerequisite in chick lit; indeed future marriage is not

guaranteed in chick lit.

Wells (2006) also examines the connections between chick lit and earlier
women’s literary writing. In a similar way to Harzewski, Wells points out elements of
chick lit which have their roots in women’s writing of the nineteenth century. Wells
argues that the chick lit heroine’s search for a partner and her growth in self-knowledge

have identifiable roots in the novels of earlier women writers. The centrality of the love
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plot is shared across chick lit and all of the novels of Jane Austen, although the nature
of the love plot varies since, like Harzewski, Wells notes that hardly any chick lit novels
end with a wedding (2006: 50).° For Wells, however, the prime distinction between
chick lit and the tradition of women’s literary writing lies precisely in the designation
literary. Chick lit, she asserts, is not literature but fiction, since she contends that chick
lit fails to successfully employ what she considers literary language — ‘rich’ description,
metaphor and simile - and fails to provide complex characterisation (2006: 66).
Furthermore, Wells argues, chick lit’s inferiority to women’s literary writing is evident
in its failure to present sustained social criticism. In effect, chick lit, Wells opines, does
not merit the status of /iterature since:
all of chick lit’s signature elements, from the love plot to shopping, appeal
strongly to teenagers’ interests, and the genre poses none of literature’s demands
on attention and intellect. When grown women read chick lit ... they are
shrugging off the serious concerns of adult life to escape into fictional worlds in
which pleasure and self-indulgence are paramount, and in which they don’t have
to think too hard (2006: 68).
Because Wells’s criticism of chick lit and its readers is predicated upon an
‘artful’/’artless’ binary and the conceptualisation of a passive consumer, it echoes the
problematic assumptions of mass-culture criticism I discussed in chapter one, section
1.2.1 of this thesis. Equally problematic is that Wells’s comments resonate with derisory
second wave feminist criticisms of popular romance as ‘dope for dupes’ (Jackson, 1995)
based on contempt for the ‘feminine’ that I also pointed to in chapter one, as Wells
trivialises and derides chick lit for its ‘feminine’ elements. I would argue that re-

instating a tired and untenable ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinction between the enlightened

feminist and the ‘ordinary’ reader is unhelpful. Furthermore, Wells merely replicates the

2 Wells argues that he emotional maturation of the chick lit heroine and the function of
humiliation in this process is also rooted in Austen; although rigid standards of feminine
morality raise the stakes far higher for the embarrassments and misunderstandings
Austen represents her heroines experiencing than for chick lit protagonists, whose
humiliation is manipulated for humour rather than moral improvement (2006: 53).
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problematic assumption that the ways in which readers respond to fiction can be

ascertained from the text alone.

Whereas Harzewski positions chick lit’s roots within the tradition of women’s
literary fiction through the nineteenth century novel of manners, Whelehan (2004, 2005)
examines lthe relationship between chick lit and its popular fiction predecessors of the
twentieth century. Specifically, Whelehan (2005) traces the relations between chick lit
and two generic forms: the feminist consciousness raising (CR) novels of the 1970s
which, linked to the practices of second wave feminism, explored women’s
psychological and material oppression through narratives that related the lives of
women characters in fine detail, and the bestselling sex and shopping novels of the
1980s wherein the plot revolves around the sexual relationships and affluent consumer
lifestyle of its protagonists. Underpinning Whelehan’s analysis is her assessment of éhe
impact of feminism on popular women’s fiction. Whelehan highlights the similarities
between chick lit and CR novels, such as Lisa Alther’s (1977) Kinflicks and Erica
Jong’s (1974) Fear of Flying. Both forms of fiction, Whelehan argues, employ a
confessional tone, both use self-deprecating humour, and both chick lit and the CR
novel focus upon the quotidian. However, Whelehan contends that this focus on the
domestic varies between the two forms of fiction. The CR novel, she argues, portrayed
the minutiae of women’s domestic lives in order to catalogue the oppressive and
unfulfilling association of women with domesticity and motherhood, resulting in a
political awareness for the heroine as she overcomes her material constraints. By
contrast, chick lit protagonists are myopically focused on negotiating the complexities
of emotional bonds (2005: 181). Whilst the heroine of the CR novel is spurred to action

upon analysing her oppression, the chick lit heroine, according to Whelehan, often lacks

personal direction.
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This representation of characters who fail to achieve their goals and lack self-
discipline in chick lit, Whelehan suggests, can also be viewed as a reaction to the ‘have
it all’ “superwoman’ portrayed in the 1980s sex and shopping novel such as Shirley
Conran’s (1982) Lace, in which the central female character is portrayed as glamorous,
driven, capable and ambitious, successfully building up her own business empire. Chick
lit’s construction of self-conscious, inept characters who lack personal direction,
Whelehan posits, can be seen as a reaction to the saga of female competence
promulgated by the sex and shopping novel. However, chick lit does celebrate its
heroines’ achievement of ‘true love’, according to Whelehan, although the treatment of
personal relationships in chick lit is very different to that in CR novels. For Whelehan,
whereas the CR novel fuses romance with sexual desire, portraying sex as unfulfilling
in order to highlight romance as a destroyer of women’s sexual pleasure, chick lit
heroines appear to experience sexual satisfaction as well as a desire for romantic union
with ‘the one’. Scholars are, however, divided over the portrayal of sex in chick lit, and
in the next section I examine how this representation again characterises chick lit as

related to, but distinct from, other forms of women’s writing.

2.1.2 Representing sex in chick lit

In contrast to Whelehan, who draws a clear distinction between the portrayal of
unsatisfying sex in CR novels and the apparent sexual satisfaction in chick lit,
Smyczyska (2004) argues that chick lit heroines often do explicitly, and humorously,
express their contempt for men who fail to meet their expectations by, for example,
dismissing male characters due to their lack of virility. Craddock (2004) similarly points
out that sex is portrayed as unfulfilling in chick lit, but unlike Whelehan, Craddock

compares chick lit to the Harlequin popular romance novel rather than CR novels.
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Harlequin romances typically depict an inexperienced heroine who is sexually
awakened by an experienced hero and is never critical of his sexual performance.
However, sex in Harlequin’s chick lit imprint, RDI, is not always portrayed as
satisfying for the heroine, suggesting that this generic distinction in the treatment of sex
is also apparent to those in the publishing industry. Mabry (2006) similarly highlights
the genre’s portrayal of its heroines as sexually experienced rather than inexperienced,
as she contends that a number of chick lit novels portray the heroine engaging in

numerous sexual relationships of varying degrees of pleasure and fulfilment.

In her analysis of Bushnell’s Sex and the City (1996), another novel along with
Bridget Jones’s Diary considered to be foundational for the chick lit genre (Ferriss &
Young, 2006), Kiernan (2006), however, considers the portrayal of the central
characters’ ‘businesslike’ treatment of sex as sexual objectification which merely
inverts the traditional gendering of sexual roles. Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006: 494)
examine whether the depiction of chick lit protagonists as sexually agentive and
experienced radically departs from the ways in which the sexual identities of the
heroines of Harlequin/Mills and Boon romance fiction are portrayed. They argue that
whilst the sexually experienced chick lit heroine appears to depart radically from the
innocent romance heroine, chick lit heroines are frequently “re-virginised”, by which
they mean that, in their encounter with the hero, heroines often return to an
“emotionally virginal state” which, for example, enables them to enjoy sex fully for the '
first time and therefore to expunge less satisfactory experiences. For Whelehan (2005),
Craddock (2004), Mabry (2006), Kiernan (2006), and Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006),
the construction of a sexually experienced subject in chick lit is underpinned by the

emergence of a ‘postfeminist era’ and the proliferation of postfeminist discourses. In the
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next section, I examine how chick lit scholarship has positioned the genre’s relationship

to postfeminism.

2.1.3 Chick lit and postfeminism

Across the literature on chick lit to date, I would argue that generally
postfeminism is a notion that is unevenly conceptualised (e.g. Gill & HerieckerhofT,
2006; Gorton, 2004; Guenther, 2006; Mazza, 2006; Whelehan, 2000, 2004, 2005) and
conflated with third wave feminism (Benstock, 2006; Guenther, 2006); the term is
referred to yet left unexamined and therefore under-theorised (Craddock, 2004; Ferriss
and Young, 2006; Harzewski, 2006, Kiernan, 2006; Mabry, 2006), and reference to the
concept is omitted whilst at the same time its connotations maintain a shadowy presence
(e.g. Hewett, 2006: Van Slooten, 2006; Umminger, 2006; Wells, 2006). Despite these
theoretical and analytical inconsistencies and absences, however, in contextualising
chick lit, scholars largely, whether implicitly or explicitly, evoke a particular
conceptualisation of postfeminism as both historical moment and cultural phenomenon.
On this view, as a historical moment, postfeminism occurs after the height of Second
Wave Feminism in the 1970s and continues to the present day. As a cultural
phenomenon, postfeminism refers to a time in which liberal feminist ideals of individual
autonomy and freedom of choice are considered ‘common-sense’ and that relatedly,
feminist campaigns for reproductive rights, equal pay and equal employment
opportunities are believed to have been met, rendering feminism passé (Gill, 2007;
Mills, 1998). Thus, Harzeski (2006), Mabry (2006) and Wells (2006) all point out that
the construction of sexually assertive and experienced protagonists in chick lit occurs in
response to the legislative and social changes brought about by feminism. Similarly,

Gill and Hierdieckerhoff point out that chick lit protagonists are active heroines, who
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are not only sexually assertive but also financially independent, working outside the

home, and valuing the freedom to make individual choices (2006: 499).

However, in her analysis of chick lit, Whelehan (2000, 2005) draws upon the
conceptualisation of postfeminism as backlash (Faludi, 1991) within which feminism is
not only seen as irrelevant but also the cause of women’s unhappiness, since freedom of
choice is portrayed as a burden. Chick lit, Whelehan (2005) argues, appears to be
underpinned by an acceptance of the ‘failure’ of feminism to renegotiate femininity and
to reconcile personal autonomy and the desire for a heterosexual relationship.
According to Whelehan, the chick lit heroine:

is crippled by the burden of choice — most particularly the freedom to remain

single - and suffers indefinable lassitude at the prospect of career advancement.

She assumes the successes of feminism without feeling the need to acknowledge

the source of these freedoms (2005: 176).

Chick lit is, she contends, an anxious genre as feminism “lurks in the background like a
guilty conscience” (ibid.). I would argue that the degree of acceptance of feminism’s
failure in chick lit is a matter of interpretation, and once again, the text is positioned as
the primary determiner of chick lit’s meanings. Whelehan’s analysis leaves unexplored
the question of whether chick lit readers view these novels through the lens of
feminism’s failure. Indeed, the interviews analysed in chapter six of this thesis suggest
that for the chick lit readers consulted for this thesis, what feminism means is either
unclear or a subject for dispute. Whelehan’s description of chick lit as an anxious genre

does, however, resonate across the literature on chick lit to date, and in the next section

I discuss the ways in which scholars have identified anxiety as a recurrent trope in the

genre.
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2.1.4 Chick lit and anxiety

The depiction of anxiety in chick lit has been identified and examined by a
number of scholars (Gill & Herdieckerhoff, 2006; Umminger, 2006; Van Slooten, 2006;
Smith, 2004, 2005). Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006) point to the anxiety which abounds
in chick lit novels in the protagonists® preoccupation with the shape, size and look of the
body which is depicted as requiring constant surveillance and work. Umminger (2006)
argues that whilst the search for the ‘right man’ is a central feature of chick lit, yet in a
number of chick lit novels, this quest is secondary to the heroine’s struggle with herself.
Umminger points to chick lit novels which feature ‘plus sized” women, and for whom

weight loss secures not only the ‘right man’, but also promotion or a better job.

Van Slooten (2006) highlights the anxiety which underpins the genre’s concern
with consumer culture, as she examines the portrayal of the fashioning and refashioning
of identity in Kinsella’s (2001, 2002, 2003) Shopoholic trilogy. According to Van
Slooten, Kinsella’s protagonist Becky assuages her insecurities around personal and
professional fulfilment by excessive shopping: through continually purc};asing
expensive, branded attire, Becky conspicuously demonstrates that she can and does
‘have it all’. For Van Slooten, whilst these novels allow readers a ‘safe space’ to
vicariously experience self-fashioning through conspicuous consumption, yet they also
reassure the reader that such fantasies are attainable. By contrast, Smith (2004, 2005,
2008) assigns chick lit a more subversive role. Smith examines chick lit’s relationship
to the “consume and achieve” promise of what she terms women’s advice manuals, such
as women’s magazines and self-help books; but, unlike Van Slooten, Smith argues that
chick lit exaggerates its heroines’ consumption habits in order to deconstruct the

limiting practices endorsed by advice manuals. However, Van Slooten’s and Smith’s
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analyses are problematic in that whether chick lit readers respond to and take up a
vicarious reading or a deconstructive, subversive reading is left unexplored. I would
argue that the depiction of anxiety surrounding the body and consumer culture resonates
with the neo-liberal subject required by postfeminist discourse to engage in constant
self-scrutiny, which I discussed in chapter one of this thesis. Anxiety and self-scrutiny,
moreover, appear not to have left the genre despite the appearance of sub-generic

developments which have resulted in a wider range of concerns and characters.

Whilst chick lit often focuses upon a particular ‘kind’ of protagonist - young,
white single and middle-class - it has expanded its focus to include second-generation
Chinese American, Latina, Indian American and African American protagonists.
Further sub-divisions shift the focus to women over forty and adolescents, with the
middle ground between these two age-ranges focusing on motherhood.*® Scholars have
begun the task of critically exploring these works (Boyd, 2006; Guererro, 2006; Hewitt,
2006; Johnson, 2006; Sellei, 2006) and anxiety would also appear to pervade these
newer forms. Hewett (2006) argues that the central conflict in Allison Pearson’s (2002)
novel I Don’t Know How She Does It emerges from the protagonist’s inner conflict and
guilt as she ‘juggles’ career and motherhood in the attempt to ‘have it all’. This fictional
representation of anxiety, she argues, mirrors the anxieties surrounding motherhood
many (middle class, American) women experience: a set of unattainable criteria for
‘good motherhood’ traced across a range of cultural forms which, Hewett notes,

represent a backlash against many of the changes brought about by feminism.

According to Hewett, Pearson’s novel employs similar narrative devices to those

% As Ferriss and Young (2006: 5-6) point out, sub-generic terms have been coined ff’f
these developments, respectively, ‘ethnic lit’, ‘hen lit’, ‘chick lit jnr’ and ‘mummy lit’.
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employed in Bridget Jones’s Diary: lists, computer messages, and diary entries, but,
rather than reflecting the anxieties of single life, Pearson uses such techniques to reveal
her protagonist’s fragmented, time-starved existence. Furthermore, Hewett contends, the
use of self-deprecating humour forges a powerful, “complici[t]”, relationship between
narrator and reader predicated upon recognition (2006: 128). Many mothers, Hewett
asserts, are reading these novels not just for laughter and entertainment, but also for
“conversation and community”, although, she argues, Pearson’s novel does not offer an
alternative image of combining work and motherhood (2006: 130). Hewett’s
exploration of the anxiety surrounding motherhood in chick lit novels raises the issue of
the reader, but the conceptualisation of how the reader responds to these novels and
what they want from reading them is problematic for two reasons. Firstly, Hewett
assumes that readers’ responses to the novel can be ascertained from the text. Secondly,
Hewett’s assertion of the nature of the relationship constructed between text and reader
which is predicated upon recognition brings up the troublesome notion of identification.
[ turn to the notion of the text-reader relationship and set out the reasons why the
concept of identification is problematic in the next section, where I examine the ways in

which scholarly analyses of chick lit have characterised the chick lit reader.

2.2 Scholarly considerations of the chick lit reader

Although to date no empirical work has been undertaken with chick lit readers in
a face-to-face context, and as I have argued throughout this chapter, the majority of the
scholarly work on chick lit thus far has been concerned with content analyses of the
novels, yet some scholars (Guerrero, 2006; Mabry, 2006; Montoro, 2007; Page, 2007,
Scanlon, 2005, 2006; Steiner, 2008; Whelehan, 2005) have taken the reader into

account. These scholarly considerations are, however, varied in the extent of their
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treatment of the chick lit reader, and differ in their orientation. In the following section,
I consider the ways in which the text-reader relationship has been conceptualised in
textually oriented studies, and in section 2.2.2, I examine analyses of readers’

interpretations in the medium of computer mediated communication.
2.2.1 Textual constructions of the text-reader relationship

A number of scholars (Guerrero, 2006; Mabry, 2006; Whelehan, 2005) have
noted the importance of the first-person narration and the confessional tone employed in
the majority of chick lit to create a sense of intimacy and complicity. According to
Whelehan (2005: 180 & 210), the confessional tone “draws readers in” so “that the
relationship between narrator and reader is one of “complicity”, and the first person
narration “forg[es] the necessary intimacy for the reader to act as confidante”. Similarly,
Mabry (2006: 195) points out that the first person narration conveys the notion that,
although fictional, chick lit novels are “authentic, in-depth accounts of women’s
experiences”. Noting the construction of an informal and intimate relationship between
the narrator and reader, Guerrero (2006: 91) argues that the power and appeal of chick
lit novels emerges from the “remarkable ability to make the reading experience nearly
indistinguishable from a conversation with our best girlfriends”.?! Whilst it is, I suggest,

understandable that a first-person narrative will elicit a different response from the

3'For Guenther (2006), Bridget Jones’s Diary employs a new kind of feminist
confession that has created a community of readers with a shared sense of frustration
and disillusionment with their lives. Bridget Jones’s confession, Guenther contends, is
of a failed self and such a confession unites a community of readers around a story they
recognize as one that they too could have told. This response of recognition, accordirfg
to Guenther, calls upon the notion in consciousness-raising practices that self-revelation
builds community Furthermore, Guenther claims that the novel has created a
community of feminist authors formed by the novel’s success. Fielding’s successors,
according to Guenther, continue this brand of new feminist confessional that works to

create a shared response rather than judgement.
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reader than a third-person narrative, the text-reader relationship posited here is
predicated upon the notion of an abstract and generalised reader, and, like Hewett, these

scholars implicitly draw on the troublesome notion of reader identification.

Cohen (2001: 245) defines identification as “a mechanism through which
audience members experience reception and interpretation of the text from the inside, as
if the events were happening to them”. The theoretical roots of the concept of
identification, Cohen argues, lie in psychological work on child identification (2001:
247). From this perspective, identification is seen as a psychological phenomenon that
is part of the child’s development process. Identification requires that one imagines
being and behaving like someone else, therefore exchanging one’s own viewpoint for
the viewpoint of another. The ability to identify with others as part of the formation of
both group and personal identities has been posited as central to the socialisation of
children (Cohen, 2001: 248). Identification, Cohen points out, “is a normal part of
development that allows children and adolescents to develop into adults. Children and
adolescents identify with both people and characters and try on alternative ideas,
images, attitudes, and identities” (2001: 249). It is precisely the notion of this ability to
experience vicariously that, Cohen argues, has been attractive for media scholars (2001:
246). However, it is Cohen’s contention that the theoretical basis for the study of
identification with characters in books, on television and in films that has been posited
by media scholars is largely intuitive and fails to make clear the nature of identification
(2001: 249). The chick lit text-reader relationship posited by Guerrero, Mabry,
Whelehan and Guenther, is, I would suggest, similarly intuitive, and in its suggestion
that identification in chick lit functions through feelings about the character based on

sympathy and similarity, there is a problematic, albeit implicit, direct mapping between
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the knowledge and experiences of the reader and the knowledge and experiences of the

character.

Oatley (1999) takes into account the psychological distance the reader may
adopt from a novel by distinguishing between a reader’s response to fiction based on
their feelings about the character and readers who share the perspective of the character,
and this distinction is defined as the difference between spectating and identifying.
According to Oatley, the reader as spectator is “an unobserved observer in the scenes of
the lives of the characters in the story world” (1999: 445). By contrast, the reader
identifying with a character or a narrator adopts the character’s goals, so that the events
of the plot are understood in relation to these goals and therefore the reader experiences
the feelings which result from the connections between these goals and the events
narrated. In short, the identifying reader experiences the text from a protagonist or
narrator’s perspective, rather than the spectating reader who, as an observer, develops
feelings about and attitudes towards a character. Oatley (1999: 446) points out,
however, that these reading positions are not necessarily static, as there is a spectrum

that moves from observation to identification along which the reader may move.

As Cohen (2001) points out, Oatley’s distinction positions identification as a
process rather than as an attitude, as an empathetic response to a range of textual
features. In order to provide empirical support for the importance of empathy and the
distinction between spectating and identifying, in a long-standing research project
Oatley (1994, 1999) asked readers to note when they experienced an emotion whilst
reading a novel and, upon finishing reading, to write down their overall response to the
story. Resulting from this research, Oatley (1994) first proposed a taxonomy of the

emotions that occur during reading fiction, and later (1999) suggested a distinction
60



between the degree of emotional intensity experienced. I would argue, however, that as
a cognitive process any form of identification is difficult to measure, and to treat
readers’ responses as transparent accounts of their feelings is deeply problematic.
Furthermore, whilst Oatley (1999: 446) points out that the division between the reader
as spectator and the identifying reader is not static but fluid, the underlying principle
echoes the difference between active and passive reading, which brings into play the
potential for negative evaluation. Moreover? regardless of the capacity for fluidity on a
moving scale, the two reading positions are limited to emotions which cluster around
just two experiences, sympathy (observation) or empathy (identification), and as I will
go on to discuss in section 2.3, the text-reader relationship is potentially more multi-
faceted than this binary classification. I agree in part with the assessment of the appeal
of chick lit posited by Guerrero (2006), Mabry (2006), Whelehan (2005) and Guenther
(20006) that it is the sense of ‘intimate conversation’ and confession in the novels that
elicits a response of recognition for readers. However, if the assumption is that reader
identification is based upon an empathetic response to textual features, then it is
necessary to address the question of precisely #ow this sense of intimacy and shared

experience is constructed through the language of the text.

Whilst generally within the literature on chick lit scholars have produced content
analyses with little or no linguistic analysis, more recently Page (2007) and Montoro
(2007) have focused on addressing the language in chick lit novels. Page employs a
feminist narratological approach to Bridget Jones’s Diary, drawing on Hoey’s (2001)
argument that there are forms of narrative schemata, or predictable patternings, in text
organisation which emphasise how a narrative should progress within particular
cultures. According to Page, the issue of narrative progression and closure in Bridget

Jones s Diary is particularly important. Analyses of closure that are based on narrative
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content, Page contends, have little to bring to light about the feminist controversy
surrounding the novel as either progressive or regressive, since the ending of Bridget
Jones’s Diary is ambiguous. In a seemingly conservative manner, romantic resolution is
implied in the novel’s final pages but then the permanence of the romantic union is put
into doubt in the final three lines of the text, which would suggest a challenge to the
ideology of romantic closure. > Yet, Page notes, a lack of narrative closure does not
indicate that the text is progressive, or even feminist, in orientation (2007: 98).
Examining narrative schemata, Page argues, enables the analyst to come to a more
nuanced conclusion about the novel’s textual sequencing and narrative closure. Page
identifies two particular narrative schemata in the textual organisation of the novel: the
goal-achievement pattern and the romance desire-arousal pattern. The goal-
achievement pattern, Page argues, can be identified throughout Bridget Jones’s Diary,
and although each goal varies, the goal-achievement pattern takes the same schematic
progression of stating a goal, recording the means by which the goal is to be achieved
and evaluating the degree of success (2007: 99). What Page identifies as significant,
however, is the ways in which this goal-achievement pattern alludes to the self-help
genre, with numerous and plentiful references in the novel to self-help texts (2007:

100).

Whilst the outcome of self-help literature suggests individual empowerment,
Page contends that the goal-achievement pattern in Bridget Jones’s Diary includes
negative evaluations as Bridget’s goals are continuously undercut, rendered incomplete
or unsuccessful. The goal-achievement pattern, however, is itself undercut and

displaced by the second pattern Page identifies, the desire-arousal pattern which is often

32 These last lines of Bridget Jones’s Diary are the following: “[bJoyfriends 2 (but only
one for six days so far) ... [a]n excellent year’s progress” (Fielding, 1996: 310,

emphasis in original). o



associated with romance fiction. Within this patterning, despite initially expressing
sexual desire, Bridget positions herself as the object of attraction, and so, Page argues,
the novel reinforces traditional romance narrative roles, equating masculinity with
agency and desire and femininit