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ABSTRACT

The research focuses on ‘alternative’ femininities through the participants’
narratives about their clothing, appearance, and body modifications. It
examines how these are used to signal continuing resistance to certain
traditional notions about femininity and how this resistance links to wider
discourses about gender, categorising traditional and unconventional
femininities, and anxieties about the possibilities of ageing ‘differently’.
The research is empirically-based, with data collected via a leaflet and
'snowball’ sampling, using semi-structured taped interviews with twenty
participants who self-identified as resisting traditional sorts of appearance
associated with femininity. Interviews were carried out in South and West
Yorkshire in 1997 and 1998. The study contributes to existing work in fashion
theory and subcultural theory by bringing ideas about gender identities and
resistance into relationship with theorising the body.

The research is an analysis of narratives about femininities, and examines
the many paradoxes and tensions managed by the participants in
constructing and maintaining their appearance. The research found that
resisting some elements of traditional femininity did not mean that the
interviewees saw themselves as unfeminine and, in fact, they used
‘recuperative’ strategies in order to define themselves as feminine. The
participants enjoyed many of the pleasurable aspects of femininity whilst
also strongly disputing the idea that they were in any way ‘fluffy’ or ‘girly’.
Even though the women located themselves in discourses of non-conformity
they simultaneously attempted to ‘normalise’ in other ways particularly
when related to narrowing gendered boundaries of age.

Candidate's Statement

The material contained in this thesis is entirely my own work
and has not been used for any other academic award.
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Chapter 1:
INTRODUCTION

Recent work in subcultural studies and in fashion theory has concentrated on issues
such as spectacular subcultures or the fashion industry, but there has been a
notable silence on the experiences of adult women who continue to negotiate a
path between being ‘alternative’ and being feminine. Empirical studies (such as
Thornton, 1995; Tseélon, 1995; and Muggleton, 2000) have attempted to be more
inclusive of women’s experiences but have so far failed to adequately address the
fact that women do not always ‘grow out of’ the appearance they adopted as
teenagers. The interest in, and acceptability of, ‘alternative’ styles has become
greater in the last few years, with such styles becoming more visible (for example,
from an Eco-warrior hippy doll called Feral Cheryl', to scholarly tomes on the
meanings of body modifications) and yet still the voices of the women who had
long been involved in this kind of lifestyle remained silent. For this reason, this
research investigates the personal and complex meanings of ‘femininities’ through
‘alternative’ style and clothing, connecting work on subcultures, the body and
fashion, and situated in feminist qualitative methodologies. The study theorises
‘different’, oppositional identities and looks, and examines the particular
meanings these hold for the participants, asking if appearance is used as a site for
critique and challenge, and drawing out tensions, conflicts and pleasures

experienced by the participants.

The aims of the study were as follows:

0 to find out through their own narratives how, and particularly why, the

participants construct their appearance as they do

0 to explore existing work about femininities’, appearance, and gender roles.

In this light | aimed to:

0 analyse themes which emerged from the interviews.

My intention was to explore how a particular group of women experienced,
rationalised and understood their appearance (which so clearly resisted many
elements of a traditionally ‘feminine’ appearance), articulating and constructing
their own narratives about being both ‘alternative’ and women. | chose to collect

the data through semi-structured interviews because | wished to be able to
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encourage the women | interviewed to speak to me at length, and in detailed and
subjective ways. My interviewees drew on a variety of discourses such as ageing
and body image, placing themselves ambiguously both within, and outside of,

dominant ideologies of femininity.

Below, | provide an overview of the following chapters.
Overview of empirical chapters:

Chapter 3, the methodology chapter, examines the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the research
including the theoretical framework; the interview process including interview
schedule and timetable; and some reflections on my own place in (and outside of)

the research. It also introduces the women who took part in this research.

The empirical chapters focus on the contradictions and tensions experienced
and negotiated by the participants in relation to their appearance, and how this
affects the choices available to them. There are five empirical chapters which |
outline below. The structure of the empirical chapters partially follows a ‘life-
course’ pattern: in the first and second empirical chapters the participants discuss
their childhoods, in the third and fourth they talk about themselves only as adult
women, and in the fifth chapter they reflect on their ageing. Although the
interviews themselves did not necessarily adopt the pattern of chronologically
following a woman from childhood to the present, the interview data did arrange

itself naturally to follow this pattern.

In chapter 4, Negotiating Fluffy Femininities, | begin to discuss the research
findings and ask ‘what is femininity?’. Here the focus is on individual definitions
and descriptions of traditional femininity in order to ascertain how femininity as a
discourse is viewed, and how it is constructed as something which women are and
do.

Chapter 5, How to be a Fairy Princess, builds on these themes with more
specific examples of how the interviewees chose to render their own versions of

femininity and what was important to them. | examine the subject of the fairy

' Feral Cheryl is a “hippy ... anti-fashion doll ... [who] needs NO fashion wardrobe ... is 34”
tall with dark hair, a realistic body shape and pubic hair” (accessed September 4'" 2001)
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princess and how it sits uncomfortably with the interviewees’ resistance to other
equally traditional images of femininity. Hair (styles and dressing) and clothes
(buying and making) are both key preoccupations and both are discussed with
relation to how the former imbues many participants with a feeling of ‘being
feminine’ (often serving as a way to confirm a femininity that other aspects of
appearance may erode), and the latter represent a major commitment to

constructing the finished product of being ‘alternative’: the appearance.

Chapter 6, Categories of Unconventional, investigates the interplay between the
participants’ insistence on their own femininity and on their unconventionality, and
the apparent contradictions which result. The focus is on how they articulate their
resistance and how this contradicts many of the statements they made about their
femininity. There are descriptions and definitions of 'unconventional’ women to
compare with those of traditional women, and an overview of ‘bohemian’ dress in
order to place the interviewees in some sort of historical framework of 'resisting’

women.

Chapter 7, “"More like torture than love”?, explores how 'difference’ is
embodied and asks how ‘alternative’ women signal their difference through their
body modifications. Wider issues about body image are also discussed in relation to
the interviewees’ perceptions of themselves as feminine women and whether their

*difference’ impacts on these perceptions.

Chapter 8, Defying the Crone?, focuses on the social constraints and choices
available to women as they grow older, particularly the negative aspects to ageing,
and how they responded to these anxieties and fears. | attempt to unpick some of
the boundaries of unconventionality, asking how much they can 'get away with’ as
they get older. Although they challenge some gendered norms of appearance they
are still bound by, and extremely aware of, age categories: categories they fear as

more able to define them and bind them to a place or a role than gender itself.

Finally, Chapter 9, the conclusion, discusses the empirical findings including

suggesting some possible areas for future work.

http: //www.feralcheryl.com.au See also Appendix 8.
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The appendices provide additional information as follows: 1, participant
profiles; 2, photographs of some of the participants; 3, the leaflet used for
collecting the sample; 4, the letter and form | took with me to the interviews; 6,
illustrates some examples of ‘Princess’ Barbie figures; 7, compares the business
cards of two interviewees with very traditional representations of femininity; and
8, shows examples of two alternative dolls (a customised goth Barbie and Feral
Cheryl).
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CHAPTER 2
Literatusre Review.

This literature review was undertaken as the theoretical framework for research
about the personal meanings of 'alternative’ dress to a group of women over
twenty five years old. There are several main fields of literature which were drawn
upon as a lack of literature in the specific area of the research necessitated the
use of broad fields of work. Much of the work in subcultural theory has
concentrated on subculture and alternative styles being the province of youth (for
example, Frith, 1984; Davis, 1992) whereas the women | interviewed would refute
that their appearance or lifestyle was only suitable for the ‘young’. Similarly,
fashion theorists consider that women prefer to be categorised within ‘mainstream
fashion. For this reason, this literature review is a thematic one; ”dominantf themes
and corresponding literature are discussed in ‘clusters’; examining how definitions
and concepts have developed over time, leading up to current theoretical
perspectives. In this way | hope to unfold an historical account which considers how
perceptiohs and approaches to the dominant themes have evolved. There are five
main themes. The first theme is femininity, drawing particularly upon the work of
Smith, 1988; Tseélon, 1995; and Ussher, 1997. Secondly, | consider fashion theory
which refers primarily to Wilson, 1985; Gaines, 1990; Davis, 1992; and Craik, 1994.
The next theme is subcultural theory, which reviews the work of, amongst others,
Wilson, 1990b; McRobbie, 1994; and Thornton, 1995. Identity and the body are the
final two themes, looking at work by Shilling (1993), Bordo, 1993, and Mifflin,
2001.

Femininity
Since the key overall theme of the research is femininity (how it is rendered,
played out, resisted, and understood) | will review ideas about, and definitions of,
femininity and how these definitions do (or do not) link to the research. ‘What is
femininity?’ is a question which has exercised feminist writers for decades and
many feminist writers have attempted to pin down the elusive concept of
femininity. For example, Brownmiller asserts that “femininity, in essence, is a
romantic sentiment, a nostalgic tradition of imposed limitations” (1984: 2), Wolf
argues that “femininity is code for femaleness plus whatever a society happens to
be selling. If ‘femininity’ means female sexuality ... women never lost it and do not
need to buy it back” (1990: 177), and Smith comments that “the notion of
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femininity does not define a determinate and unitary phenomenon” (1988: 36).
Early accounts, such as Millett (1977) appear to skate close to placing sex and
gender as the equivalent categories to nature and culture, which created
difficulties as women were already aligned closely to nature (thus actually
concurring with essentialist notions of women being emotional and unpredictable).
A consensus was reached on the difference between sex and gender which helpfully
repositioned gender as a general category which applied equally to men or women:
for example, Scott provides an explanatioh that gender (that is, femininities and
masculinities) is a “social category imposed upon a sexed body” (1988) and Furman
explains that her "assumption is that a woman’s sex - her femaleness - is
biologically based, whereas her gender - her femininity - is socially constructed”
(1997: 192). However, pithy definitions aside, femininity often continues to elude
analysis. “Femininity increasingly became an exasperation, a brilliant, subtle
aesthetic that was bafflingly inconsistent at the same time it was minutely,
demandingly concrete, a rigid code of appearance and behaviour defined by do’s
and don’t-do’s” (Brownmiller, 1984: 2).

The difficulties lie primarily in the fact that the term ‘femininity’ is a concept
which refers to a set of gendered behaviours and practices, and yet which is fluid
and not fixed, and can mean as many different things as there are women'. As
Butler argues, it is "a stylized repetition of acts” and is fragile, shifting,
contextual, and never complete (1990: 140). Glover and Kaplan concur with the
idea of masculinity and femininity as contextual and unfinished, referring to
historical differences in gender ideals and especially when “one considers the
range of competing definitions of what it has meant to be a man or a woman”
(2000: xxvii). For these reasons, there are a variety of accounts of what femininity
is and how is it ‘done’: for example, femininity has been seen variously as a
normative order, that is, a set of psychological traits (such as that women are
considered to be more nurturing than men, less aggressive, and have fewer spatial
skills); it has been seen as a performance; and as a process of interaction.
Crucially, various theorists have addressed the issue of how gender serves to
normalise heterosexuality (for example, see Richardson, 1996, 2000) and is “much
more than just an annoyingly arbitrary and socially constructed classification
system ... gender dynamically empowers heterosexuality” (Jeffreys, 1996: 75).

From butch/femme lesbian relationships to transsexuals and transgender activists,

' Just as there are as many "masculinities’ as there are men.
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Jeffreys illustrates the “flexibility and artificiality” (1996: 84) of gender and
sexuality. However, she also warns that, despite being exhorted by lesbian and gay
theorists to play with gender, it is more than “simply harmless costumes to be
exhumed from mother’s trunks in the attic and tried on for size” (1996: 75) and has
more far-reaching results. For example, Mirza argues that "post-modernism has
allowed the celebration of difference, the recognition of otherness, the presence
of multiple and changeable subjectivities” (1997: 19). Some feminist theorists have
challenged the idea of sex and gender as definite categories as unworkable (as not
all sex/gender categories necessarily work: for example, not all women are able to
become pregnant). "Post-modernist arguments ... suggest not only that gender
identity is commonly much more fluid than commonly supposed, but also that the
sex/gender distinction is untenable, because biological differences are not
significant in themselves, but only if society makes them so” (Bryson, 1999: 49; see
also, perhaps most notably, Butler, 1993). The main problem is avoiding notions of
essentialism: ideas that femininity equates with young, white, slim, heterosexual,
able-bodied women have been refuted by a number of theorists who point out that
femininity should never be simply a singular descriptive term, but instead should
always be femininities (Connell, 1987; Glover and Kaplan, 2000: 4) and genders
(Bryson, 1999: 50). Therefore because of these pluralities, theorists need to always
take account of the differences between women, differences of ‘race’ and
ethnicity, class, age, body size (Wolf, 1990: 12-13) as well as celebrate and
challenge (rather than bemoan) the differences between men and women (Bryson,
1999: 48).

A central question to this research is how the interviewees understand
traditional femininities and, as a result, place themselves in opposition to them.
Smith argues that femininity involves "assembling a miscellaneous collection of
instances apparently lacking coherence .. Its descriptive use relies on our
background and ordinary knowledge of everyday practices, which are the source
and origin of these instances” (1988: 36) so, in other words, we 'just know’ what
femininity means, what it is and how it is done - except, when asked to explain it,
it becomes much more difficult. Smith criticises Brownmiller for collecting (into
topics), but not analysing, the phenomena of femininity, “thus enacting the
indeterminacy of the concept” (1988: 36). As Smith explains, “we can produce
examples” but they will not have a pattern or even rationality so "inquiry ... has to

begin with the ordinary and unanalysed ways in which we know what we are talking
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about when we use the concept” (1988: 36) which is exactly what my own research
sets out to do. One of the key ways that femininity has come to be understood and
learnt is through what Furman calls “the traditional practices of femininity and
beautification” (1997: 2), the *"actual practices, actual activities” (Smith, 1988:
37), which construct the phenomena. The way that we learn the current practices
is, to a large part, through the visual images of mass media. The rules for
femininity have come to be culturally transmitted more and more through the

deployment of what Bordo calls

standardized visual images. As a result, femininity itself has come to be
largely a matter of constructing, in the manner described by Erving
Goffman, the appropriate surface presentation of the self. We no longer
are told what "a lady” is or of what femininity consists. Rather, we learn
the rules directly through bodily discourse: through images which tell us
what clothes, body shape, facial expression, movements and behavior is
required (1989: 17).

Smith notes that femininity is created as a “distinctively textual phenomenon”
(1988: 37). By this she means,

to address femininity is to address a textual discourse vested in women’s
magazines and television, advertisements, the appearance of cosmetic
counters, fashion displays, and to a lesser extent, books ... Discourse also
involves the talk women do in relation to such texts, the work of producing
oneself to realise the textual images, the skills involved in going shopping,
making and choosing clothes, making decisions about colours, styles, make-
up (1988: 40).

This relation to the texts of femininity is particularly relevant to this research (and
the gaps it seeks to fill) as the women involved both do and do not join in the sort
of talk Smith describes, and both do and do not engage with many of the textual
elements of femininity. For example, of course they do watch television but they
criticise fashion magazines; and while they do wear make-up and buy or make
clothes, they seek to exist outside of the ‘fashion displays’. Craik calls these
textual activities a 'recipe for femininity’ which implies that all of the ingredients
must be included in a particular way to guarantee success. She argues, quoting
Walkerdine, that

the assumption of femininity is "at best shaky and partial” (Walkerdine,
1984: 163). The ideals and fantasies offered to women are points of
orientation for the realisation of a gendered self ... To this end, the media
have provided the means for promoting desirable images and icons of

10



Samantna foisana VM e e e e — e =

femininity, because they can be endlessly reproduced and widely consumed
(1994: 73).

This type of analysis (rules, requirements, orientation) seems to place women as
mindless consumers, in thrall to the power of media images. However, Smith
refutes the idea of femininity as only an effect of patriarchy or that women are
merely the passive dupes of either mass media or male power. She argues that it is
important to avoid the “treatment of women as passive victims ... to recognise
women’s active and creative part in its social organisation ... They are active, they
create themselves” (1988: 38). This statement echoes many of the findings of this
research in that many of the interviewees were concerned with the creation and
maintenance of themselves as 'alternative’ women. At the same time they

challenge Smith’s assertion that

a woman active in the discourse works within its interpretive circles,
attempting to create in her own body the displays which appeal to the
public textual images as their authority and depend upon the doctrines of
femininity for their interpretation (1988: 43).

They consume only some of the discourses of femininity so are able to move away
from them, in a limited way. Additionally, they cannot be said to be entirely active
in the discourse: although they count themselves as ‘feminine’ their appearance
critiques the ‘public textual images’ and does not look to the ‘doctrines’ of

traditional femininity for their interpretation.

Girls learn early the standardised images through a variety of texts, for
example, from magazines, see Winship, 1987; Wolf, 1990: 61-85; Macdonald, 1995:
194-197; Smith, 1996: 45. Other studies highlight how fairy tales create doctrines
of femininity (Rowe, 1986; Zipes, 1986) or play (Davies, 1989 on how play is
gendered; Marsh, 2000 on ‘superhero’ play; Rogers, 1999 and Urla and Swedlund,
2000, both on Barbie) and creates powerful images which remain one of our
‘yardsticks’ for femininity as adults (more discussion about childhood can be found
in Chapters 4 and 5). Both Lees (1993) and Sharpe (1994) have studied how
femininity is learnt, rendered and resisted by girls and young women at school and
home. As Gaines argues “from the mid-teens... [there is] a close link between
dressing the part and playing the part” (1990: 181), the part being to fulfil the
requirements of modern femininity. This is a difficult task for, as Wolf argues,

young women have been doubly weakened: raised to compete like men in rigid

1
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male-model institutions, they must also maintain to the last detail an impeccable
femininity” (Wolf, 1990: 211). Wolf’s polemic focuses on what Smith later called
the textual discourse of femininity, including women’s magazines, beauty culture,

and dieting and eating disorders, highlighting how a range of institutions (from

" work practices, religion and media images) serve to perpetuate the ideologies

about femininity and how women suffer through them. 'These negative
associations of inferiority and worse, which so stubbornly cling to the subjective
and objective representations of woman, have been one of feminism’s strongest
raisons d’étre” and continue to divide feminist theorists about what is ‘natural’
and what is cultural (Glover and Kaplan, 2000: 5). To describe the negative feelings
which women still feel and witness about themselves as women, some feminists
have adopted the term ‘abjection’, its usual meaning being to feel inferior, to
attempt to theorise "the interaction between the ways in which societies and
women themselves too often conceive of femininity” (2000: 7). Abjection, although
not a term used in the empirical chapters, is a relevant concept in that many of my

interviewees were indeed negative about femininity.

There are other, more positive ways, to resist the negative connotations of
femininity. Glover and Kaplan outline an important concept for this research, the
concept of the paradox. They argue that "the mix of abjection and euphoria that is
the psychic condition of modern femininity ... can be thought of as a creative
paradox rather than as pure contradiction or simple complement, for the tension
between these opposed psychic states has been productive rather than otherwise”
(2000: 8). They draw on the work of Scott (1996) who explains that a paradox can
be both true and false at the same time, as well as something which is resistant to
dominant ideas. Therefore the term is "an immensely suggestive way of posing the
‘riddle’ or the ‘problem’ of femininity” (2000: 8) and is of particular use to this
research as many of the accounts of my interviewees are contradictory (for
example, placing themselves in relation to, yet simultaneously resistant to, the
idea of femininity) and therefore paradoxical in nature. However, girls (and
women) often find ways to resist the restrictions of femininity which was echoed
by many of the accounts of my interviewees. As McRobbie (1979) found, girls used
fashion as a counter-discourse to resist the anti-feminine doctrines of school, and
Blackman (1998), similarly, found that a group of ‘New Wave’ girls made
themselves highly visible through their appearance. This type of resistance, which

subverts feminine qualities while working within a general framework of femininity

12
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(for example, using fashion as the tool to resist other doctrines), is relevant to this
research in that my interviewees exhibited a very similar attitude to resistance’.
Ussher (1997) discusses the difference between women who were apparently
traditionally (and knowingly) feminine and those who resist many aspects of
traditional femininity. Although both categories entail some elements of resistance
or subversion, Ussher draws a distinction between the former (‘doing girl’) and the
latter (‘resisting girl’). The former is when a woman uses feminine masquerade

(using all the trappings of traditional femininity). The latter is when:

That which is traditionally signified by ‘femininity’ is invariably ignored or
denied (often derided) - the necessity for body discipline, the inevitability
of the adoption of the mask of beauty and the adoption of coquettish
feminine wiles (Ussher, 1997: 455).

This type of resistance highlights the elements of masquerade present in
femininity. “Feminists have more recently turned to masquerade as a theoretical
paradigm, as a supplement to, as well as a reaction against, theories of voyeurism
and fetishism which posit a generic male spectator” (Gaines, 1990: 24). This works
(not necessarily consciously) by distancing the woman from her rendition of
femininity - Barbara Cartland is a good example. Studlar notes (in relation to film)
that masquerade often involves a type of ‘excess femininity in which (as Doane
argues) to “construct a distance between the woman and her public assumption of
excessive feminine accoutrements” (1990: 244). Tseélon’s account of masquerade
is the one which was most helpful for this research in that | was able to draw a
parallel between her definition of masquerade and the actions of some of my

interviewees:

Some professional women ... flash their femininity to signal that they are
not really so threatening, and to reassure that their power is just a charade.
Femininity is thus a disarming disguise: it is donned, like masquerade, to
disguise the female’s desire ... [for] power ... The woman deflects attention
from her desire for power through its opposite: constructing a very
feminine, non-threatening image of herself (1995: 39).

In this way masquerade relies entirely on an oppositional masculinity against which
to define itself. Tseélon argues that, from a feminist perspective, the "concept of
masquerade is double-edged. It implies the instability of the feminine position”

defining subjectivity through distance, denial and defence. However, it can also be

2 Further discussion on subcultural theory can be found below on page 23.

13
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empowering, it "simultaneously disguises and calls attention to what it tries to

hide, in the process of hiding it” (1995: 39)°.

Yet still femininity becomes [ess associated with women as they age, making
clear the link between femininity as a cultural phenomenon inscribed upon the
bodies of young women. There is a difference between ‘popular’ and academic
constructions of age in that cultural representations (what Smith calls texts) offer
more polarised, and not necessarily more positive, images whereas academic
constructions (such as Fairhurst, 1998; Gannon, 1999) tend to concentrate on the

reality for ‘real’ women. For example, Bordo argues that actresses for whom

face-lifts are virtually routine ... are changing cultural expectations of what
a woman ‘should’ look like at forty-five and fifty. This is touted in popular
culture as a liberating development for older women ... [where] fifty is still
sexy. But in fact ... [they] have not made the aging female body sexually
more acceptable. They have established a new norm - achievable only
through continual cosmetic surgery - in which the surface of the female
body ceases to age physically as the body grows chronologically older
(1993: 25-6).

There is nothing liberating about not being able to age; Wolf calls it “the cult of
the fear of age” (19913 106). To scratch the surface of this ostensibly liberating
development reveals stereotypes and unpalatable truths about the longevity of
femininity having nothing to do with the life-span of the woman associated with it,

evading the truth of academic accounts which reveal facts such as

Because women form the largest proportion of the very old, where the most
severe problems of care are concentrated, the notion of elderly women as
problematic becomes even more pronounced and generalised (Ford and
Sinclair, 1987: 5)

Further discussion about ageing women, and their relation to femininity, can be
found below in the section about the body and also in Chapter 8. The next section

outlines how recent fashion theory contributed to the framework of the research.

Fashion theory
Until relatively recently, fashion held the place as the “the F-Word” in academia;

it was "widely regarded as frivolous, sexist, bourgeois, ‘material’ (not

3 The classic, and crudest, example (and negative stereotype) is the glamorous woman who
*bats her eyelashes’ to get what she wants.

14
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intellectual), and, therefore, beneath contempt” (Steele, 1997a: 1). The history of
dress and fashion has developed from being located primarily in the fields of
fashion history (such as Thesander, 1997; Lehnurt, 1999) and anthropology (for
example, see Cordwell and Schwartz, 1979; El Guindi, 1999) and now encompasses
work in cultural studies (Craik, 1994); subcultural theory (Hebdige, 1979;
McRobbie, 1989, Muggleton, 2000); sociology (Kaiser, 1990; Keenan, 2001);
geography (Gregson et al, 2000; 2002, forthcoming); and gender studies (Tse€lon,
1995; Guy et al, 2001). One of the earliest influential accounts of fashion was
Veblen’s (1899) examination of how women’s dress was used, through the
“wasteful consumption” (1994: 104) of seasonal fashions, to signal that the wearer
“can afford to consume freely and uneconomically ... [and is] not under the
necessity of earning a livelihood” (1994: 105). The *wearer’ in this case was women
in their elaborate fashions of the late nineteenth century. For example, Veblen
rails against particular aspects of feminine attire such as shoes, bonnets and skirts.
“The substantial reason for our tenacious attachment to the skirt is just this: it is
expensive and it hampers the wearer at every turn and incapacitates her for all
useful exertion” (1994: 105). Although referring to middle- and upper-class women
who could afford to buy and wear clothes that ‘disabled’ (1994: 111) them, Veblen
argues that a woman’s function in this respect came to be "to consume vicariously
for the head of the household” (1994: 110), that is, to signal the status of the
family on behalf of the man (see also Taylor, 1983: 120-1; Davis, 1992: 41-2; Craik,
1994: 49). Therefore, the main point of his argument is that not only do women’s
clothes (of that time) denote a "general disregard of the wearer’s comfort” but
also indicates that a woman is still “the man’s chattel” (1994: 111). Many of
Veblen’s points are relevant to this research, particularly as many of my
interviewees echoed his sentiments, just as second-wave feminists did in the 1960s
and 1970s.

However, Crane examines the two types of women’s dress at the very time that
Veblen was writing which reveals that he described only one of two prevalent and
distinct styles (although he was clearly aware of class distinction in dress*). She
points out that the fashionable styles (that is, the ones which Veblen referred to)

were "exceptionally restrictive and ornamental” (Crane, 1999: 241) whereas

“ Davis has criticised Veblen for placing *too exclusive an emphasis on social class
differentiation” (original emphasis, 1992: 9).
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co-existing with this style was an alternative style that incorporated items
from men’s clothing ... sometimes singly, sometimes in combination with
one another, but always associated with items of fashionable female
clothing. Trousers were not part of this alternative style, probably because
trousers, when worn by women, constituted a greater symbolic challenge to
the system than most middle-class women were prepared to make (Crane,
1999: 242).

Women’s clothes symbolised a great deal about her person: “her social role, social
standing, and personal character” (Crane, 1999: 242; see also Thesander, 1997: 96;
Lehnurt, 1999: 100, 105-7) and as women were "effectively denied anything but
very limited participation in the public sphere, [they] were frequently identified in
terms of their clothing. Political cartoons, satire, and commentary tended to refer
to women as ‘petticoats’” (242, and until relatively recently women could still be
referred to as 'skirt’5).'Gaines has argued that this association of women with their
clothes functions to perpetuate the gendered distinctions between men and

women:

Costume delivers gender as self-evident or natural then recedes as clothing,
leaving the connotation ‘femininity’. In popular discourse, there is often no
distinction made between a woman and her attire. She is what she wears.
This continuity between woman and dress works especially well to keep
women in their traditional ‘place’®, especially during epochs when styles
which accentuate the ‘natural’ contours of woman’s body are favoured
(1990: 1).

”

The alternative style was "a form of resistance to the dominant style of dress
although it "was worn by many women who had no connection with the feminist
movement” (Crane, 1999: 261). | also found that many of my interviewees were
disinterested in, or hostile to, feminism and the adoption of alternative dress
cannot be automatically equated with a woman’s desire to further women’s
equality. Similarly, Crane notes that alternative women dressed “not to express
their rebellion against the dominant culture, but to facilitate certain types of
activities, either work or pleasure” (1999: 263). This resembles the findings of my
research (in that many of my interviewees claimed their style of dress was less for
resistance than for comfort) as does Crane’s comment that the alternative style

*appears frequently in photographs of the period, but is virtually ignored in fashion

5 Other variations on this theme include the head of the house being called ‘the one who
wears the trousers’ and a boring person being called a 'stuffed shirt’.

¢ Davis also uses this phrase: “fashion has in Western society been a quintessential
component of the societal machinery - or ruling discourse, as Foucault (1980) would have it
- by which women have been kept ‘in their place’” (1992: 176).
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histories” (1999: 242). In the same way, although there are numerous studies of
modern oppositional and anti-fashion styles there is less written about older

women who continue to dress in this way and do not ‘grow out of it’.

Several studies of mainstream fashion include a chapter or section on anti-
fashion or oppositional dress (Evans and Thornton, 1989; Barnard, 1996; Steele,
1997b; Pierce, 1999). Suggesting several ‘types’ of anti-fashion, Davis argues that
anti-fashion, in whatever form, "must via some symbolic device of opposition,
rejection, studied neglect, parody, satirization, etc., address itself to the
ascendant or 'in’ fashion of the time” (1992: 161). Further, he refutes Polhemus
and Proctor’s (1978) assertion that anti-fashion can include all types of dress that
fall outside the fashion system, including folk or traditional dress’. Instead, he
suggests that, because of its relation to the ‘in’ fashion, it is “more felicitous to
restrict the term anti-fashion to oppositional dress [that is] that which takes place
in response to the currents of fashion change and does not lie outside them”
(Davis, 1992: 161). Certainly, | found in my interviews that resistance to
mainstream fashions cannot take place if the person in question has no idea what

those fashions are®. Davis (like Crane, above) points out that people assume

that anti-fashion as a kind of self-conscious, even organized, oppositional
stance towards prevailing fashions is of relatively recent origin. Actually,
anti-fashion themes and motifs in dress ... stretch back far in European
history and appear to have served the same function as they do now: to
dissent, protest, ridicule and outrage (1992: 162).

Davis cites several examples of historical anti-fashion including the “milkmaid-
attired court ladies in Marie Antoinette’s bergerie ... the London dandies of
Brummel’s time [discussed further in Chapter 6] ... [and] the demimonde of
Lautrec’s Paris and Malcolm Cowley’s Greenwich Village”. But, as he later
observes, “anti-fashion presumes a certain democracy of taste and display. It is
hard to conceive of anti-fashion, except perhaps through some underground
manifestation, in strongly authoritarian or totalitarian societies” (1992: 165) and
yet, as El Guindi argues, context is vital: Western feminists argue that the veil
cannot be liberating and is ‘dangerous’ so the "protest quality in veiling”, in that
context, is lost (1999: 163). But she also argues that the movement (or anti-

7 Others, such as Evans and Thornton, 1989, and Barnard, 1996, accept this definition but |
prefer Davis’s account because folk or traditional dress does not respond to fashion.
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fashion) of veiling is not “simply a dress code ... By dressing this way in public these
young women translated their vision of Islamic ideals ... Encoded in the dress style
is a new public appearance and demeanour that reaffirms an Islamic identity and
morality and rejects Western materialism, consumerism, commercialism, and
values” (1999: 145). So although the adoption of the veil is voluntary and is not
seen to be particularly outrageous, and although it is seen as an aspect of Islam by
outsiders, it does serve the same functions of dissent and protest to varying

degrees depending on the type of veil worn’.

Davis describes various types of anti-fashion groups of which the one relevant to
my research is the ‘counter-cultural’, and is "the most potent” because “it most
directly confronts and challenges the symbolic hegemony of the reigning fashion”

(1992: 183). He claims that anti-fashion originates from

those whose location in the social structure permits a measure of
irresponsibility and some temporary suspension of major institutional
commitments. Youth, especially teenagers not yet embarked on careers or
family building, constitutes a prime example of this sort of structurally
based exemption (1992: 167).

Davis is, of course, correct that many counter-cultural styles and movements
originate from youth. Yet he (like others, see subcultural theory section below)
assumes that people ‘grow out of it’. The women in my study were aware of, and
complained about, this type of assumption (and many of them had created or
found jobs which allowed them to continue their lifestyle and had careers and
families). Davis does, however, point out that "in surrendering their symbols to
fashion, antifashion groupings are made to search for new, more subtle, and,
perhaps, harder to purloin symbols of group differentiation” (1992: 167), for

example,

Modifications of certain punk modes (e.g., men’s earrings, dishevelled and
spiked hair, ‘black everything’'’) have already made their way into

¥ Although | also found that the term anti-fashion was not in usage among my participants
and therefore was of little use in this research.

% In The Guardian Weekend (December 8" 2001) Soueif explains that (in Cairo) “hijab [is] a
long, loose garment topped with a large plain scarf securely fastened so no hair, ears or
neck show through ... The full nigab [is] a black hijab outfit with a thick, black cloth over
the face and a narrow slit to see through ... [which] says loud and clear: “...1 amin
opposition to this government”. It takes guts to do this in these days of arbitrary detentions
and torture” (2001: 32).

1% See Chapter 6 for further discussion about black clothes.
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mainstream fashions ... Counterculture ‘purists’ are likely to look askance at
these borrowings and at those from within their own ranks who cater to this
sort of ‘bourgeois frivolity’; charges of ‘selling out’ and ‘commercialism’
are promptly levelled” (1992: 184).

In my research the mainstream fashion for facial piercing prompted many of my
interviewees to have more piercings in order to differentiate themselves from

people who were merely fashionable rather than alternative.

A parallel study to my own is Williamson’s examination of the female ‘vampire
fan’. She points out that accounts of the vampire “can only speculate on what the
figure says to women who identify themselves as vampire fans and indeed ignores
what these women are saying about themselves in their construction of vampiric
sartorial identities” (1999: 141). My research aims to examine just such an omission
- in Williamson’s study the omission is the meanings of ‘vampire fandom’ to
women; in my own, it is the meanings of ‘alternative’ for women who are ‘getting
older’. There are several instances where Williamson’s findings are very similar to
my own. For example, Williamson’s interviewees identified traditional femininity
as ‘pink’ femininity (1999: 144, whereas my interviewees defined it as ‘fluffy’):
“looking ‘good’ means looking different to others by rejecting pink, frilly"
femininity. The women vampire fans’ sense of self is thus contextualized, but not
immobilized by the paradox of femininity and results in an active construction of
their appearance and self-presentation” (1999: 145). Again, my own research
echoes Williamson’s in that the women “nevertheless continue to embrace notions
of femininity by looking to the past for sartorial inspiration” (1999: 150). However,
overall the two studies are quite different in that Williamson interviewed only
goth” women and her central focus is the vampire and its significance to the

narratives of the women she interviewed.

Feminism offered one of the most enduring challenges to modes of dress
(Wilson, 1992: 5; Steele, 1997b: 282-3) but in the process became associated with
the policing of women and a frumpy, ‘un-sexy’, un-adorned style of dungarees;
"the mass media promoted a caricature of feminists - the bra-burning ‘women’s
libbers’ who hated men but were dressed just like them; a caricature that was
virtually unchanged from nineteenth-century Punch” (Wilson, 1985: 230). The

arguments were mainly that “first, fashion is enstavement; women are bound by

" *Frilly’ in Williamson’s study being the equivalent of ‘fluffy’ or ‘frothy’ in mine.

19



Samantha Hodlilana VUG LGL e ditviuomaw avevowo

the drudgery of keeping up their appearance and by the impediments of the styles
which prohibit them from acting in the world. Second, costume may ‘disguise the
body’, deform it, or follow its curves, but ultimately ‘puts it on display’” (Gaines,
1990: 3). However, Wilson (1985) argues that there were two main (and opposing)

approaches to fashion and appearance rather than only one which disapproved:

a whole-hearted condemnation of every aspect of culture that reproduced
sexist ideas of women and femininity, all of which came to seem in some
sense ‘violent’ and ‘pornographic’; the other, by contrast, was a populist
liberalism which argued that that it would be élitist to criticize any popular
pastime which the majority of women enjoyed (1985: 230).

Although early feminist accounts of dress concentrated on the way that fashion
reinforced the “sexual objectification of women” feminists have now "begun to
explore the meanings of fashionable and other kinds of dress. This exploration has
gone against the grain of a traditional feminist suspicion of fashionable dress”
(Wilson, 1992: 5). Most work assumes a level of mainstream ‘fashionability’ in the
women they study which is not directly relevant although could be adapted
nonetheless. Banim and Guy’s (2000) exploration of the identities women adopted
in relation to their clothes is discussed further in Chapter 6. Their later study of
why women keep clothes they do not wear was interesting in that several of my
interviewees kept clothes which had gone past the point of being thrown out and
now served as “memory joggers”; additionally, the clothes had become too
precious to throw away in that they evoke memories (Banim and Guy, 2001: 206).
These memories can be “like keeping an old photograph” or because “this item
makes me feel a way | want to remember” or "I want to remember the things that
were happening when | wore this” (2001: 207). They argue that kept clothes “help
women establish a personal history across their changing images” (2001: 207)
which, again, was something evidenced in many of the interviews | carried out with
the women | interviewed able to name outfits which represented a particular time
of their lives. However, Banim and Guy’s analysis assumes that the women were
moving with the flow of fashion changes rather than attempting to dress in ways
which challenged mainstream fashion. Additionally, the women they interviewed
talked about not wearing something they had worn years before whereas the
women in my study were likely to retain various styles for years if they had found

something they felt reflected their alternative persona.

12 A definition of ‘goth’ can be found pp.119-120.
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The next section examines one of the ways in which my participants began to

resist traditional femininity, that is, through their participation in subcultures.

Subcultural theory:

There have been a number of main issues in subcultural theory of which the two
most relevant to this study are those of gender and age. The study of subcultures
has been a focus of sociological, ethnographic research since the 1920s. In Chicago
in the 1940s and 50s the study of street gangs and street culture became an
influential field of enquiry. The ‘Chicago School’, as it became known, was a group
of male academics who, individually, went out into the streets of Chicago to study
how boys lived within gangs (see for example, Foot-Whyte, 1943). The
preoccupation with studying ‘youth’ and ‘subculture’ began in Britain in the 1950s
when there was growing interest in the new concept of ‘teenager’. Previously there
had been no intermediate period between being a child at school to being an adult
at work. This new category, sandwiched between the two, was an unwelcome
shock to many. 'The very idea of the ‘teenager’ was, for many British adults, an
alien, American idea, involved American myths, American idols, fantasises of
American life" (Frith, 1984: 11) and the category 'teenager’, imported from the
USA, was primarily a marketing and advertising invention, and a response to the
growing numbers of affluent young people. These teenagers, children during the
war years in Britain, were now finally freed from rationing and had money to
spend. As a result a whole new market opened up specifically designed to appeal
to (and shape) their tastes. There were clothes aimed specifically at the young,
music, cars - in short, a new way of life that differed from, and often was in
opposition to, that which their parents and grandparents had experienced. Abrams
(1959) defined 'youth' as any age between leaving school (which at this time could
have been fourteen or fifteen) up to the age of twenty five or the age when
married. Abrams looked at 'youth' as a group of male consumers, rather than as a
group of delinquents. However, this array of youthful display supplied material for
concerned debate about delinquency, violence and morals, fuelled by media
hysteria. The teenager became a 'folk devil' (Cohen, 1972) and, in varying degrees,

remained one for years afterward.
The Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham became the

successor to the Chicago School and produced a significant body of work. The

CCCS produced work from the 1970s studying the phenomenon of 'youth’ and youth
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culture. Writers such as Hall (1976), Willis (1977; 1978), Corrigan (1979) and Frith
(1984) established a body of literature which was influenced by the ideas of class

conflict and resistance, drawing upon the work of Marx, and theories of deviancy.

A more celebratory tone entered the texts ... which constructed white
working-class male ‘delinquency’ as a form of creative culture resistance to
oppressive economic and social conditions, turning the tables on
mainstream arguments through the discourse of resistance

(Griffin, 1993: 108).

The CCCS’s work focused primarily on boys and "converged on the question of how
young [male] people, including delinquents, football hooligans, drug-takers, music
fans, or simply young stylists, ‘made sense’ of the situation within which they found
themselves” (McRobbie, 1991: 1). Sexuality did not feature in the work of the
CCCS, rarely did ethnicity, nor studies about specific geographical locations.
Although some CCCS work was empirical much of it was not, and their assertions
that subcultures represented only cohesive, group identities has been successfully
refuted by later work (such as Muggleton, 2000). The CCCS looked at friendships,
beliefs, behaviours, clothes and other material objects, and how these added up to
‘maps of meaning’ which shaped the subcultures and its members. However, as
Roman and Christian-Smith point out, the male theorists colluded, albeit
unintentionally, with the sexism of their subjects (1988: 40) and this was the crux
of later critiques. “With only a few exceptions, delinquency research and most
youth subcultural studies have been based on a 'gang of lads’ model or involved a
male-specific perspective” (Griffin, 1993: 109). Brake also acknowledges that “on
the whole youth cultures and subcultures tend to be some form of exploration of

masculinity” (1985: ix).

Theory at this time argued that the media and commerce were in opposition to
subcultures and created hysteria about them out of a reactionary, generational,
class divide. They also argued that media and commerce are 'after the fact’; that
is, did not affect or influence what was happening on the 'street’, that there was no
‘trickle-down' effect, only ‘trickle-up'. For example, Hebdige’s (1979) textual
analysis of youth styles argues that the media and commerce draw subcultures into
the mainstream of popular ideas, bestowing on them an acceptability which
negates their original roots of resistance, thus making them no longer a ‘danger'.
This creates the need for subcultural styles to be constantly reinvented as

*dangerous’ (challenging, shocking) since, he asserts, style and appearance are
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central to subcultural activity: the styles were a crucial element of playing the part

of the unruly youth.

The fascination with male subcultures and gangs led McRobbie and Garber
(1978) to examine the ways in which male researchers identified with their male
subjects, adopting their attitudes and colluding with them to exclude girls. They
question the absence, or marginalisation, of girls in subcultural literature and
suggest a re-reading of the ‘classic’ texts; a new analysis of subcultures to find out
where the girls were. They sought to understand whether the invisibility of girls
meant that they were not active in subcultures, or whether the ways in which the
research had been done, and where it was done, had rendered them invisible. For
example, they quote Willis's attitude to single girls in Profane Culture: "...[single
girls] tended to be scruffier and less attractive than the attached girls™ (1991: 2)
and question whose opinion this was; who was setting the standards of ‘attractive’
and what gave them the right to do so? McRobbie and Garber challenge the
underlying belief that the reader (as well as by the researcher and the
participants) were all male. Girls and Subcultures offers a feminist reappraisal of
established methods of researching youth. It highlights the 'double standards’ of
patriarchal society which discourages girls from being sexually adventurous whilst
allowing young men to both 'sow wild oats' and then later to ‘turn over a new leaf"
"For girls, the consequences of getting known in the neighbourhood as one of the
'wild oats’ to be 'sown’ were drastic and irreversible” (1978: 213). There were also
other reasons why girls could not participate as fully as boys: their earnings were
likely to be less than their male counterparts, girls were more tied to the home by
household duties so were less free to hang about’ on street corners, girls were
encouraged to save for marriage and a home of their own and to do this she had to
‘catch’ a man. Girls with reputations of being 'slags’ were very unlikely to be able to
fulfil this expectation. Brake points out that "girls have, because of the patriarchal
nature of male subcultures, been seen as the possessions of their boyfriends. They
are on sexual display, never allowed sexual independence” (1985: 164). McRobbie
and Garber sought to illustrate how these differences in ways of participation did
not necessarily mean that girls were automatically not participants in subcultures
but instead that they participated in other ways than boys were able to do, for
example, through their ‘conspicuous consumption’ of teenybopper records and
magazines (1991: 13) . Brake echoes McRobbie and Garber suggesting that "one

distinct sign of the emancipation of young girls from the cult of romance, and
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marriage as their true vocation, will be the development of subcultures exploring a

new form of femininity” (1985: ix).

During the 1980s more feminist studies were produced; for example about girls’
magazines (McRobbie, 1982); dance (McRobbie and Nava, 1984); and Winship’s
(1987) study of women’s magazines. "Feminist youth researchers and
criminologists had a powerful impact throughout the 1980s, both on the patronizing
complacency of traditional ‘malestream’ youth research, and on the tendency to
romanticize the macho sexism and racism of ‘the lads’” (Griffin, 1993: 128).
Ultimately though, what was missing was an examination of more complex
reactions to girls’, and mixed-sex, subcultures; studies about tomboys, or other
girls or women who did not subscribe to the traditional feminine models which
these studies now focused on. Early subcultural theory has since been
problematised, not least because of its focus on male gangs, delinquency, and
stereotypes of masculinity and poverty. As Roman and Christian-Smith (1988) point
out, the studies privileged domestic life as the only source of a girl’s oppression,
neglecting to adequately study other forms of oppression but also pleasures.
However, later studies of girls’ subcultures repeated the mistake and studied only
females, tending to romanticise and inadequately interrogate girls’ subcultures, or
by writing as if girls had no interaction with boys. Roman and Christian-Smith argue
that the cultural products popularly consumed by women (such as magazines and
soap operas) entailed the act of consumption rather than production leading to a
static view of how women read, and respond to, texts, and they call for a merging
of the empirical studies of subcultural groups with textual analyses of cultural
products (such as music, clothes, television). Valentine et al also outline areas of
subcultural enquiry that they feel have been neglected. One is how subcultures are
involved in "production and marketing for consumption”. Another is that "the
emphasis on resistance and spectacular forms of youth cultures has led to a neglect

of the young people who conform in many ways to social expectations” (1998: 24).

Another concern was the unchallenged assumption that subcultures involved
only teenagers. As Griffin argues, "this places those who are not in a ‘normal’
heterosexual marriage, or outside full-time permanent employment, for whatever
reason, in a difficult position: they are effectively denied access to 'mature’ adult
status” (1993: 20). Similarly, Brake argues that the study of youth subcultures

should not be approached as researching “"some vague structural monolith
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appealing to those roughly under thirty" but, rather as "a complex kaleidoscope of
several subcultures, of different age groups” (1985: ix). However, a gap in theory
about older subcultural participation persists (perhaps since those in their twenties
and older would often no longer define themselves as being in a subculture) which
is one of the primary reasons | sought a sample of participants who were over

twenty-five years old.

Evans and Thornton (1989) re-evaluate several of the recurring concerns about
girls and women in subcultures. For example, they (like Brake and McRobbie) point
out that although girls do participate in subcultures they are *contained” there
rather than shaping the subcultures or using them to shape new forms of
femininities, and this reflects women’s position in wider society. However, they

also argue that

with punk, women were able to negotiate a social and ideological space for
themselves through the deployment of oppositional dress. Unlike their
male counterparts, women in youth subcultures have to contend not only
with the dominant culture, but also with the patriarchal structures that are
almost invariably replicated within the subculture itself (Evans and
Thornton, 1989: 17).

As Wilson (1990b) and others (for example, Thornton, 1995; Leonard, 1998;
Garrison, 2000) argue, women do not usually find (nor are allotted) a space within
which to revolt and, in fact, (white male) post-war commentators have
concentrated on white male forms of resistance. Wilson comments on this

omission:

Many questions remain unanswered... What has been their meaning

for young women? [my emphasis] Punk alone was a style equally for

both sexes; for although Mod girls, teddy girls, and others did have

special ways of dressing their styles were distinct from and

parasitical upon those of their boyfriends (1990b: 32).
Wilson’s question is central to this study: what is the meaning of adopting this
appearance for women? Although the work of feminist writers such as McRobbie
(1978; 1992), Sharpe (1978), Garber (1978), Nava (1989), Lees (1993), and
Thornton (1995), has to some extent redressed the balance by focusing on the
participation of girls in subcultures, there still remains a lack of work regarding the
continuing participation of adult women. Several studies have successfully

highlighted how women continue to participate via music (for example, see Ross
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and Rose, 1994 on youth music and youth culture; Raphael, 1995 with interviews
with female music artists of the 1990s; Reynolds and Press, 1995 on gender,
rebellion and rock ‘n’ roll; Whiteley, 1997 on gender and pop music) although there
remains a reliance on a handful of out-dated ‘staples’, such as Kate Bush, other
acts are increasingly being included. Gottlieb and Wald (1994) argue that whilst the
emergence of all-female pop and rock bands are in many ways a positive
progression there are also more negative considerations such as the continued
sexism of the music industry. This presents women with the problem of how they
are treated by men in other bands, fans, and men in the music industry. If women
are ‘scared off’ it then creates the problem of setting no 'tradition’ which other
women can follow and inherit. They also point out that girls and women are less
able to participate in youth cultures (so, by extension, in band rehearsals or
performances) since their lives are more strictly monitored and they are kept
closer to the home than their male counterparts and that new ways have been
found to participate in subcultures which are not as visible because they are
conducted in the private sphere (1994: 252) - echoing McRobbie and Garber twenty
years previously. For example, they cite the rise of fanzines; specialist
magazines'>. Women in bands and women producing fanzines have, amongst other

things,

open[ed] a fertile space both for women's feminist interventions and
for the politicization of sexuality and female identity. Riot grrl
subculture, in particular, extends beyond the production and
consumption of live or recorded music or the pleasures associated
with the expression of subcultural styles, reaching into the realms of
political strategizing and continually re-rehearsed self-definition
through fanzine publication (Gottlieb & Wald, 1994: 253).

Although this by no means indicates the establishment of a subculture which
exclusively celebrates new forms of femininity, such as that which Brake
advocates, it does bode well for the active and continuing participation of adult
women in subcultures. Several studies (for example, see Leonard, 1998; 2000;
Garrison, 2000), Gottlieb and Wald among them, examine the brief but highly
visible rise of the ‘riot grrl’ in the 1990s, arguably a ‘new form of femininity’. Riot
grrls were a direct descendant of punk women, influenced by feminism and

grunge/guitar underground rock music, in all-female bands (1994: 250). These

3 Since Gottlieb and Wald wrote this article the internet has become extremely popular
and more accessible all over the world and ‘grrl sites’ proliferate which use the same type
of content as the female-identified riot grrl fanzines.
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developments offer situations which can encourage continuing or increased
participation and, to some extent, map out for us some of the contexts and
situations which may make it possible for girls to continue being ‘alternative’ into

womanhood.

McRobbie revisits subcultural theory and ‘changing modes of femininity’ to
assess what, if any advances, have occurred for the girls within subcultures. She
asks, are girls more visible in subcultures, more involved in the creative practices
(so, for example, are they the ones now making music as well as buying it?) and
notes that, again, a new approach to subcultures is needed because changes in
society since the 1970s have affected cultural production (1994: 156). She cites
two examples of these changes: One is that, due to the "intensity of the
subcultural activity”, its effects now also reach and influence popular culture
meaning that subcultures "no longer occupy ... only a folk devil’ position in society”
(1994: 161). Generally they are more visible and, to a certain fluctuating extent,
more accepted. The second reason that a new approach to subcultures was needed
was that feminism had had an impact at all levels of society, including girls'
magazines and television dramas, allowing space for more positive and varied
portrayals of girls and women. McRobbie agrees neither with the notion of
‘backlash’ (that as women’s achievements continue apace they are systematically
eroded in other ways), nor that girls have ‘progressed’ in leaps and bounds (for
example, girls and women are still judged by their appearance more than their
abilities). McRobbie points out that despite subcultural style’s influence over
popular culture, "there still remains an ideology of authenticity which provides
young people in youth subcultures with a way of achieving social subjectivity and
therefore identity, through the subcultural experience” (1994: 168). She 'places’
girls in subcultures using a contemporary and very visible subculture (rave) as her
example. The girls in her study participated only partially, or not at all, in the
production processes of the subculture proving that girls continued to be invisible
or only semi-visible in subcultures no matter how visible the subculture itself
becomes. McRobbie suggests instead that theory recognises what she called a
"dramatic 'unfixing” and explained that the “state of flux in relation to what now
constitutes feminine identity” offered girls more opportunities and choices (1994:
168).
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McRobbie’s argument that subcultures provide social subjectivity, and therefore
then provide identity, underlines the difference between the two terms: that they
overlap, and affect, each other but are not quite the same. Subjectivity includes
our ‘sense of self’, our innermost feelings and sense of who, and what, we are.
Identity is the persona we adopt in response to our subjectivity when we are in a
social context. *The positions which we take up and identify with constitute our
identities. Subjectivity includes unconscious dimensions of the self and impties

contradiction and change” (Woodward, 1997: 39)™.

Thornton (1995) expands on McRobbie’s arguments about the peripheral roles of
girls through her examination of the hierarchies within rave culture. Using
Bourdieu’s (1984) ideas about “cultural capital or knowledge that is accumulated ...
which confers social status” (1997: 202) she found that girls often remain at the
bottom of the ladder in terms of ‘capital’ (that is, being 'hip’), and that they often
are not as active as the boys and men in terms of organising raves (events). Using
'guides’ (for example, found through a letter in The Face magazine) Thornton
visited many rave and mainstream night clubs around the country, and completed a

comparative study of the two.

As forms of objectified subcultural and economic capital, clothes frequently
act as metonyms for larger social strata. 'Blue collar’ and ‘white collar are
euphemisms for class, just as references to stilettos and handbags are
roundabout ways of saying that a social group lacks subcultural capital
(1995: 114).

Thornton argues that the 'mainstream’ popular culture, for example, pop music

and fashion is both derided and feminised; is seen to be "...commercial ...
conformist... [of the] family... [is] classed”, whereas subcultures see themselves as
"alternative ... cool ... independent ... [of] youth ... classless” (1995: 115) (again,
equating subcultures with youth). This feminisation of the mainstream accounts,
in many ways, for its denigration - and for the marginalisation of women
themselves within subcultures. There has been little theoretical analysis of the use
of the word ‘townie’ which illustrates Thornton’s argument. This is a slang term for
the groups of people who are diametrically opposite to those in subcultures.

*Townies’ (also known as ‘straight’ - although not referring to sexuality) are the

1 Certainly, the women in this study demonstrated many unconscious, paradoxical
attitudes to their identities which are discussed in the empirical chapters.
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men and women who occupy town centres on a Saturday night and keep closely to
more traditional, mainstream culture in their dress and music tastes'. Muggleton
provides what may be the only definition of the use of the word (2000: 104) with
even Thornton referring to them as ‘mainstreams’ or ‘Sharon and Tracy’ (2000:
101). And yet ‘townie’ remains in common usage amongst, at the very least, the

women in this study.

There has been some debate over the usefulness of the term resistance. For
example, "some feminist researchers have also argued that the concept of cultural
resistance is too narrow and gender specific, since young women might adopt less

‘visible’ forms of resistance or negotiation such as silence or giggling” (Griffin,
1993: 210). However, for this research resistance serves as an adequate term not
least because many of my participants identified themselves as resisting some

aspects of traditional femininity. As Griffin also argues:

In the radical perspective, discourses of resistance and survival challenged
... Negative definition[s] of youthful deviance and ... reinforced the notion
that subcultures call into question the adequacy of the dominant cultural
ideology (Griffin, 1993: 125).

Since my participants were questioning and criticising the dominant ideology about
what constituted traditional or ideal femininities, Griffin’s definition of resistance
is the most relevant to this study. Another term, often used interchangeably with
the term resistance, is transgression. On the term ‘transgression’ Wilson refers to
it as “the crossing of a boundary ... [which] then sets up a new boundary which was
in its turn to be transgressed ... Transgression can define no final goal ... it is rather
a process of continuously shifting boundaries”. She stresses that “the desire to
shock ... has always been seen as central to a deliberately transgressive act” (1994:
110). The main difference, then, between resistance and transgression is that
resistance can be seen to be in itself a goal, the final stage (acting against

something). If transgression can have no ultimate goals, the act of transgression is

15 Other terms used to indicate a ‘townie’ are ‘trendies’ (although this is now a dated term
it was used by one participant) to reflect contempt for their regard for mainstream
fashions, and ‘pieheads’. The latter term has quite broad meaning. It refers to the
stereotypical habit of ‘townies’ to emerge drunk from clubs or pubs, eat takeaway food,
and get into fights, and so signals the user’s disdain for this kind of behaviour. It also refers
to the fact that ‘townies’ are not thought (by alternative people) to be sensitive or
reflective enough to be vegetarians/vegans. Both meanings of the term indicate the
divisions of behaviour and lifestyle between the two groups whilst relying on rigidly drawn
divisions and stereotypes.
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only the first stage of many; there is arguably no end point. “In throwing down the
gauntlet of transgression ‘we’ - whoever the ‘we’ is... - are saying: ... we do not
want to be like you. It defines a difference, and a separation” (Wilson, 1994: 110).
In many ways transgression is similar to Oakley’s definition of resistance as an
‘isolated act’ (1996), and Garrison’s assertion that resistance is everywhere (2000).
But transgression is perhaps something more. *Transgression is ... a shifting and
ambiguous concept... emphasising the single, fragmented act of defiance,
unencumbered by any overarching theory or coherent world view” (Wilson, 1994:
114).

The term ‘freak’ is a potentially shocking term due to its history when it was
applied to a person considered ‘abnormally formed’ and seen to be a curiosity or
monstrosity (for example, Victorian ‘freak shows’ featured such people) (Russo,
1996; Mifflin, 2001). Despite possibly negative meanings the term is used here in a
more positive way to mean a nonconformist person, especially a member of a
subculture®. ‘Freak’ is a term used by most of the participants and the history of
its usage lies in the north American counterculture of the 1960s: hippies would also
call themselves ‘freaks’ to reclaim the word from the people who used it as an
insult. The term is used by participants in much the same way they use
*alternative’: that is, as an umbrella term for a wide cross-over of styles and
beliefs, the only criteria being some kind of oppositional ‘like-mindedness’:
someone who is not mainstream and so not a ‘townie’. There are many overlaps
resulting in some difficulties in defining particular groupings of subcultures
(Polhemus, 1994, 1996; Muggleton, 2000) and ‘alternative’ can cover these
overlaps and re/groupings. Daly and Wice define ‘alternative’ as the "Nineties term
for counterculture... The word ‘alternative’ came to denote any lifestyle outside

the mainstream” (1995: 15)".

To summarise, the trouble with subcultural theory became its focus on just
particular groupings of youths and their activities; privileging and prioritising these

groups as if no other groups were equally worthy of study and tending to~

' It can also refer to a thing or occurrence that is markedly unusual or irregular, for
example ‘freak weather conditions’. More recently, the term has been used to indicate
being an enthusiast for something, for example, ‘salsa-freak’ would refer to someone who
loves salsa dancing. It is also used to refer to a drug user or addict: "a speed freak”.

7 Those of the participants in this study who defined themselves as ‘alternative’ said that
the term was, to them, an umbrella term for “anything which is not conventional”.
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concentrate only “on the final signifying product” (McRobbie, 1994: 163) instead of
the processes that went into creating the 'product’ (that is, the product being the
finished ‘look’). This necessarily led to many gaps in knowledge about groups who
may have described themselves as, or who may be definable as, subcultures but
who were overlooked by theorists because something about their age, sex, class or
activities did not ‘fit’ with the often narrow limits of subcultural theory. This
particular study would not ‘fit’ into early subcultural theory in that its focus is on a
group of adult women and many of their allegiances or practices do fit into ideas
about what constitutes someone participating in a subculture (young men acting
out the activities of the subculture in public places). The term ‘youth culture’ is
not an appropriate one for this study although many studies have focused on it (for
example, from the same year Hollands, 1995; lrwin, 1995; Widdicombe and
Wooffitt, 1995). Leonard argues that the subculture of ‘riotgrrrl’, because of its
feminist nature, gave “good grounds for rethinking the associations of masculinity
and deviancy brought to the term youth subculture” (1998: 102) but female
participation in subcultures even before riotgrrl arguably challenged the idea that
subcultures equated primarily with young, white male. But, similarly, this study
avoids the use of the term youth culture as this assumes both an age bracket and
masculinity. Nor would my research fulfil later definitions, again because of the
age of the participants, but also many of their concerns and preoccupations were

extremely traditional. -

Identity and ‘self

Although earlier academics had studied the ‘self’ (for example, Mead, 1934;
Goffman, 1959) a new interest in the subject was ignited as a result of social
movements in the 1960s and 1970s, movements based on a range of political issues
and academic debates such as feminism, ‘race’ and ethnicity, and sexuality and
class. The new discourses about self were informed by an awareness of the issue of
‘difference’ (for example, see Woodward, 1997) and diverged along two paths
which can be described, for the sake of definition, as a ‘social theory’ approach
(for example, Giddens, 1991; Kellner, 1995; Jenkins, 1996) and a ‘cultural theory
approach’ (for example, Butler, 1990, 1993; Hall, 1996). The two differ in the
following ways: the ‘cultural theory’ approach is more concerned with the
problematic and fragmented aspects of identity with a focus on power and

opposition (for example, woman v. man, black v. white). Hall argues that identities
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are nothing more than “points of temporary attachment to the subject positions
which discursive practices construct for us” (1996: 6). "Poststructuralist theories
emphasize the instability, fluidity, fragmentary and processual character of
identities, to a greater extent perhaps than the social theorists of identity”

(Roseneil and Seymour, 1997: 4).

In contrast, the ‘social theory’ approach highlights that the ‘self’ is not fixed
and unchangeable and is in an on-going process of refinement (Giddens, 1991) and
that is only possible due to societal shifts which have occurred in modernity and

late modernity.

According to anthropological and sociological folklore, in traditional
societies, one’s identity was fixed, solid and stable. Identity was a function
of predefined social roles and ... provided orientation ... to define one’s
place in the world, while rigorously circumscribing the realm of thought and
behaviour .. In modernity, identity becomes more mobile, multiple,
personal, self-reflexive, and subject to change and innovation ... Indeed, in
modernity, self-consciousness comes into its own; it becomes possible to
continually engage in reflection on available social roles and possibilities
and gains a distance from tradition (Kellner, 1995: 231).

However, an identity is often thought of as being something people can simply
choose and work towards (what Giddens calls ‘the trajectory of the self’, 1991),
especially in the last half of the twentieth century. As Roseneil and Seymour point
out, “questions of identity, individual and collective, confront us at every turn ...
We are interpellated and interrogated by a multiplicity of voices to consider and
reconsider our identities. How we think of ourselves ... is up for grabs, open to
negotiation, subject to choice to an unprecedented extent. Or so the story goes”
(1999: 1). Yet of course this is not entirely the case and "the range of identity
options available to any individual is limited, the act of choosing circumscribed by
a wide range of social constraints ... it is easier to be a Spice Girl than a riot grrrl in
school, a new lad rather than a new man in most workplaces, straight rather than
queer, British rather than Black British in rural England” (Roseneil and Seymour,
1999: 2). So, although the persona of ‘alternative woman’ is a difficult one, and
undoubtedly more difficult than following a path of more traditional femininity, my
interviewees were still working within a range of social constraints (a key

constraint being that they were getting older).
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Social theories of identity have an emphasis on reflexivity and focus on the
"active, creative, conscious practices of identity construction” (Roseneil and
Seymour, 1999: 5) so, in any discussion of identity, one must consider a person’s
subjectivity since, as Berger and Luckmann argue, identity is "a key element of a
subjective reality” (1966: 174) where "any body of [subjective] ‘knowledge’ comes
to be socially established as reality” (15). "Life stories are a way of fashioning
identity ... Individuals do not merely regale themselves with their personal
narratives, they put their lives on public display” (Lieblich and Josselson, 1993:
137) and empirical studies have been an effective way of collecting narratives. For
example, Roseneil, in her study of women at Greenham Common, explains
subjectivity as a cross between consciousness and identity; consciousness is the
way that people understand their relation to the world around them and identity
refers to their sense of self within that world. She notes that to define one’s
identity as an oppositional one (in this case, feminist) depends on the development
(or the ‘consciousness raising’) of an oppositional consciousness (1996: 87).
Identity, consciousness and subjectivity are linked terms (Carver, 1998: 19).
Although subjectivity is seen to be a socially constructed concept (in that people
exist as particular embodied identities such as feminine or disabled), this doesn’t
mean that "subjects are ... passive dupes of the discourses which shape them”. For
example, Foucault argues that a subject, although socially constituted, could be a
permanent provocation to the discourse that defines her subjectivity (Hekman,
1990: 73). Several feminist studies of ‘subjectivity’ remain divided on the issue of
how much a person can discursively construct their subjectivity, and how much or
little human action can influence its formation (for example, see Butler, 1990;
McNay, 1992; Weeks, 1998). The term ‘agency’ is itself often little more than a
synonym for action, emphasising the voluntary actions of individuals and the value
that they ascribe to fhose actions. Agency and identity are necessarily embodied,
an idea central to this study, in that people occupy particular subjectivities within
wider discourses (Mansfield and Maguire, 1997; Parkin, 2000), but that this does
not automatically mean that people cannot use agency to resist the ‘power of
discourse’. The next section focuses on the body and how discourses can be

embodied.

The Body
In recent years ‘the body’ and embodiment has become the subject of academic

attention (for example, see Turner, 1984; Scott and Morgan, 1993; Price and
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Shildrick, 1999) whereas previous studies had underestimated the role of the body
in everyday life, overlooking it in favour of identity, rendering it to what Shilling
calls an ‘absent presence’ (1993). Giddens (1991) has highlighted how the body can
now be used to further a person’s passage into the sort of life they desire (for
example, through clothes and exercise), making the body part of an on-going
*identity project’ rather than just something which is made to fit into classed
social structures. But all stages of life have been examined. As Davis argues,
"interest in the body also goes hand in hand with recent medical advances and
improved sanitation. Life expectancy is greater than in previous centuries and the
result in most Western societies is a rapidly greying population” (1997: 2). As a
result studies of the ageing body have proliferated (Gannon, 1999; Pearsall, 1997;
Furman,1997; Fairhurst, 1998; Bytheway, 1998), including how the ageing, ill or
disabled body is hidden in favour of the Western norm of the young, thin, white
body (Shilling, 1993). A body is something we both have and are and is experienced
as something we prepare for public display (Nettleton and Watson, 1998: 1).
Gender is just one way of preparing the biological sexed body for display to
embody cultural ideals, as Blake points out, “gender differences are not only
biologically determined, culturally constructed, or politically imposed, but also
ways of living in a body and thus of being in the world” (2000: 431) and Betterton
notes that "the body is the site on which feminine cultural ideals can be literally
manufactured” (1987: 8).

The history of women’s bodies has been "mapped in various areas of social life
and attention has been devoted to how institutions and cultural discourses shape
women’s embodied experiences” (Davis, 1997: 5). Women’s bodies are fragmented
and objectified in contemporary culture, and are "more embodied than men ... in
popular culture and popular imagination” (Morgan, 1993: 69): they are used as a
casual commodity in representations in the media and popular culture (Craik, 1994;
Macdonald, 1995) and are seen to be available for use in many other ways, for
example, being judged from a building site or in a Miss World contest, to the
attitudes to rape and assault (Brownmiller, 1975; Gregory and Lees 1999). Women’s
experiences with routine aspects of maintaining their bodies has been explored,
such as beauty culture, fashion, cosmetic surgery, and fitness (Brownmiller, 1984;
Chapkis, 1985; Wolf, 1990; Davis, 1995) because, as Smith drily comments,
"women’s bodies are always imperfect. They always need fixing” (Smith, 1996:

46). Women’s bodies are also subject to what Chernin calls ‘the tyranny of
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slenderness’ (1982) and other studies have highlighted how women can be affected
by eating disorders and body dissatisfaction (Orbach, 1986; Grogan, 1999). Wolf
argues that “dieting is the essence of contemporary femininity .. Where the
feminine woman of the Feminine Mystique denied herself gratification in the
world, the current successful and ‘mature’ model of femininity submits to a life of
self-denial in her body” (1990: 200) and Furman asserts that “being overweight
represents the clearest failure in the maintenance of an ideal femininity, that is, of
a femininity defined by the dominant culture” (Furman, 1997: 68). Bordo describes
how Marilyn Monroe, once revered as the very embodiment of ‘femininity’, has
been superceded by a more athletic, youthful body shape (1993: 141): there is now
a “universal equation of slenderness with beauty” (1993: 102). As Giddens argues,
“routine control of the body is integral to the very nature both of agency and of
being accepted (trusted) by others” (1991: 157). Not only are women expected to
discipline their unruly bodies to achieve slenderness, women often experience
their bodies as ‘out of control’ through menstruation, pregnancy, and the
menopause (Gannon, 1999; Greer, 1999; Maushart, 1999); as Shilling points out
"women frequently have to learn to live with what can be termed 'over-burdened
bodies’” (1993: 32). Often, though, the burden can be other bodies: women are
not only primarily responsible through pregnancy and childbirth for the
"reproduction of existing and new bodies” (1993: 22) they are also the primary
carers of existing and failing bodies (see for example, Dryden, 1999 on the
gendered division of domestic labour and care). A woman’s body, then, can be
seen to be “a built, that is socially and discursively constructed, body” (Mansfield
and McGinn, 1993: 50), and resists the embodiment of essentialist definitions of
what a woman is and should aspire to be. Women’s sexuality has also been a key
area for feminist studies of the body from sexual desire to the restrictions of
heterosexuality being seen as the ‘norm’ (Richardson, 1996; 2000), to highlighting
how the body has been key in constructing ‘race’ (Davis, 1988; hooks, 1990;
Collins, 1990).

Body building has been highlighted as a way which women seek to resist the
model of slenderness (Schulze, 1990; Tasker, 1992; Mansfield and McGinn, 1993;
Tate, 1999) and instead create bodies which *take up space” (Tate, 1999: 33) and
challenge gendered bodily norms. “A gym ... whilst of course not being used
exclusively by muscle ‘freaks’, can best be described ... as being situated within a

discourse which makes the outlandish body possible” (Mansfield and McGinn, 1993:
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51) and female bodies doubly outlandish as they strip away essentialist notions
about women’s bodies being smaller and weaker than men’s (Morgan, 1993).
However, as Bordo has argued, both the anorexic body and the muscled body exist
on a continuum, both seeking to fight against “excess flesh” (1990: 90) to produce
'docile bodies’. Other ways of ‘disciplining’ the female body have also been
analysed as oppression (for example, Barker, 2000, on the practice of foot-binding)
but also with potential to denote resistance (see El Guindi, 1998, on women’s
adoption of the Veil, also discussed above. She argues that many women see
wearing the veil as a strident feminist statement, placing the veiled female body in
an entirely different, complex, and more positive context to that understood by

Western commentators).

Recent studies of both the body and of subcultures have included sections on
body modification (for example, Cahill and Reilly, 2000) and there are now an
increasing number of dedicated studies (such as Sweetman, 1997, 1999; DeMello,
1995; 2000; Mifflin, 2001) but body modification is still a relatively new area and is
closely tied to the rise of academic interest in the body. Neither does the
increased demand for tattooing mean that is “has become an accepted aspect of
Western culture; it is still seen as ‘other’ despite its increasing popularity” (Hardin,
1999: 82) although Mifflin counters that tattoos “defy conventional standards of
feminine beauty and force the recognition of new, largely self-certified ones”
(2001: 117). Mifflin examines the history of tattooing focusing on how women have
historically been closely associated with tattooing, despite historical and current
disapproval, and mainly in association with freak shows and circuses. But she
uncovers more positive ‘examples, such as the nineteenth and early twentieth
century women who trained as tattooists, and the Victorian middle-class love of
discreet tattooing (for example, Winston Churchill’s mother had a snake tattooed
around her wrist and other upper-class women had their lovers’ names tattooed on
their toes). One of the first tattooed circus women was Irene Woodward who, at
age nineteen in the early 1880s, "began working at Bunnell’s museum and quickly
became an international sensation: she was paraded before European royalty and
studied by scientists. By the time she died in 1915, there were allegedly thirty
eight wax figures of her in European museums” (Mifflin, 2001: 12). Like the anti-
fashion women described by Wilson and Crane, the “tattooed women leapfrogged
beyond bloomers and short skirts to unheard of thigh-hugging trunks, donned not

for freedom of movement, like pants [trousers], but for public display” (2001: 15).
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Another woman who sought to challenge traditional femininity head-on was Betty

Broadbent, only seventeen when she joined the circus, and

billed as ‘the youngest tattooed woman in the world’ [who] enjoyed a 40-
year career during which she traveled with every major American circus, as
well as independent shows in Australia and New Zealand ... She took her
wholesome looks to the 1939 World’s Fair to compete in the first televised
beauty contest. She knew that as a tattooed contestant she didn’t stand a
chance of winning, but gladly reaped the free publicity (2001: 30).

Mifflin also examines how women who have undergone mastectomies have
tattoos to both cover and celebrate their scars. One of her interviewees said that
"her decision was not ony aesthetic but also political: ‘This is an invisible
epidemic: everybody looks ‘normal’ cause they’re wearing prostheses’” (2001:
152). As Hardin observes, "the reclamation of the body [through tattooing]
provides the means for the woman to alter the objectification of the female and to
establish a space from which to speak” (1999: 82). DeMello’s accounts are very
similar, including a history of tattooing in the U.S., a contexualisation of the ‘freak
show’, and a section discussing the narratives of her empirical research, but
primarily arguing that multiple tattooing can liberate the objectified body. The
meanings and significance of tattooed women has a particular relevance to my own
research as all of the participants had at least two tattoos. However, as with
historical attitudes described by both Mifflin and DeMello, my interviewees were
aware of the continuing disapproval of their body modifications and how it may be
perceived to erode their femininity. As Furman argues, women are expected to

maintain an ‘appropriate’ body in order to fit into the ideals:

It would not be an exaggeration to suggest that for many contemporary
American women, feminine identity is likewise importantly, perhaps
centrally, signaled by the body. Appearance takes on a critical role in the
life of a woman and, before that, the girl child. Consequently the
acquisition and maintenance of femininity - female gender identity -
requires continuous and unfailing attention to the body as an instrument of
self-presentation (Furman, 1997: 44)

In conclusion, this research study would fit into some of the above areas of
enquiry, such as the study of tattooed women, the history of anti-fashion, and
ways to embody resistance. However, it seeks to fill gaps in other areas, mainly
those around women and age, in subcultural theory and accounts (both academic

and cultural) of age.
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Chapter 3.
METHODOLOGY.

Presenting the research process as orderly, coherent and logically
organized has consequences ... Most of us get a nasty shock when we
come to do the research ourselves ... The point at which we begin to
realize that this 'hygienic research’ in which no problems occur, no
emotions are involved, is Tesearch as it is described and not
‘research as it is experienced’, is frequently a crucial one.

(Stanley and Wise, 1993: 152-3)

In the previous chapters | introduced the research, the terms used in the empirical
chapters, and the main theoretical framework. In this chapter | reflect on the
methods | employed during the research, the ‘nuts and bolts’ of my approach: my
methodological framework, sampling, the interviews, analysis and narrative, and a

brief reflection on my own place in (or outside of) the research.

The women in this study are not representative of some kind of ‘generalised
population’. Their narratives are personal and localised, whilst also drawing out
several key themes which were echoed throughout the interviews and which
identified areas of contradiction or concern which the research could focus on. The
themes emerged from the women’s narratives and were not sought by me.
"Through careful examination, and in the telling, we can discover that specific
moments in individual lives inform us about both dominance and forms of
resistance” (Oakley, 1996: 214). The narratives of the women in this study
provided ways of locating them within the dominance of ‘traditional’ feminine
norms, and the types of resistance (and acceptance) that they practised within this

framework.

Framework.

The methodological frameworks of this study are sociological, qualitative methods.
In particular, several feminist methodological articles were helpful. For example,
Oakley (1981), in a ground-breaking article, demonstrates how traditional methods
have failed to account for the relationship between researcher and participant;
Finch (1984) argues for a political approach, where one’s feminism is taken into
account as part of the research process; Ribbens (1989) examines the friendships
and collaborations which can be found in research where women are researching

women; and Kirkwood (1993) criticises the lack of the researcher’s personal
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response in traditional methodologies. | also drew on the work of the following who
were invaluable at different stages: Burgess (1984) on field work; Yin (1986) on
design and methods; and Woods (1999) on successful writing for qualitative

researchers with advice on everything from overcoming writer’s block to structure.

| asked the participants the questions that | did, in relation to the analytical
framework, in an effort to ‘fill in gaps’ and to move forward existing analysis. For
example, whilst there have been numerous studies seeking to ‘place’ girls and
young women in subcultures via analyses of how, when and where they
participated (McRobbie, 1989a; McRobbie and Nava, 1989b) there have been no
attempts to analyse how and why adult women continue to dress in the rebellious
and often outrageous styles of their youth. Similarly, there are many studies about
style and fashion (Soloman, 1985; Evans and Thornton, 1989; Rubinstein, 1995);
various subcultural or subversive styles, and ‘anti-fashion’ (Steele, 1995;
Finkelstein, 1997); and research about how previously ignored cultural forms (such
as appearance) could, in fact, be repeatedly co-opted by the mainstream until it,
again, refashioned itself back into ‘alternative’ style (Hebdige, 1979). Many of the
existing studies originate from backgrounds of history of fashion, art, fashion
production, and cultural or media studies. This research is multi-disciplinary, since
it draws upon the work of cultural studies or gender studies (for example, about
both the representation and rendition of traditional and unconventional

femininities).

Whilst this research is about placing women within (and outside of) both
dominant ideologies and ‘alternative’ subcultures, | was seeking replies which
illuminate how and why these women continue to dress as they do, and what the
personal meanings of their appearance are; insights into their own constructions of

femininities, pleasures, and resistance.

Sampling

| spent some time considering how | would establish access to potential
respondents since it was not immediately clear where | could effectively ‘collect’
data. There was no central register or definite meeting point that | could go to to
find participants. So my difficulties could have been in actually finding the women
| wanted to interview; that no-one would respond, rather than other types of

research which may, for example, have to deal with gate keepers such as ethics
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committees. There is a distinction between physical access (that is, the researcher
gains entry to the physical setting) and social access (where rapport and consent
are a continually negotiated process) (Lee,1993: 121). At the early stages | was
establishing physical access. During the field work stage of my research | was
maintaining physical access and establishing social access. At the latter stage of
my research up until, and sometimes beyond, sending the copy of the transcript to

the participant, | was maintaining social access.

One of the first ways | established access was by making contact with two
~ women who owned a tattooing and piercing studio in Sheffield. Iintroduced myself
and my research topic to them, and asked if they would be willing to participate.
Even when potential interviewees are clear about the scope and aims of the
research the issue of consent is a formal and ongoing process and should not be
overlooked at any time. It is important to always give people the opportunity to
change their mind about participating. An important way of collecting the sample
was the use of ‘snowballing’, where one woman recommends or introduces another
woman who also becomes a participant. |1 found that participants were always
happy to do this, in fact offered to do it'. My main concern with reaching the
sample through the same five sites and one magazine, padded out with some
snowballing, was that the sample would overlap to such an extent that the
interviews would not produce data varied enough to base my research on.
However, as the interviews progressed and themes emerged this was no longer a
worry. Although many of the women | interviewed echoed the words of other
participants this repetition created rich data, questions about and tensions within
the narratives: there were issues and paradoxes that were important to the
participants. Leaflets were placed in one tattooing studio and two piercing studios
in Leeds, and two tattoo studios in Sheffield. The one interviewee from Wakefield
was a friend of a participant from Leeds. The one interviewee in Blackpool was a
participant who answered a letter | had sent to a magazine Diva which was
published in July 1997. Other women responded to the letter in Diva, women
from, for example, Scotland, Durham, London, but | did not go to interview them
as the travel costs were prohibitive. | believe now that sending a letter to Diva

was not the wisest choice. | chose Diva as one of the few feminist magazines still

! Extract from my Field Diary for January 14'" 1998: ‘Claudia’ nonchalantly asked
‘Gwendolin’ if I could interview her whilst | stood there feeling rather fluffy. "Sam’'s doing
research about women and their appearance” she said.
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widely available. Although | received 16 letters and 9 emails as a result of the
letter, | had not anticipated that anyone would respond from anywhere other than
Yorkshire which | see now shows inadequate forethought. Women wanted to talk
about themselves and their appearance yet | believed that if | said | was doing the
study in Yorkshire that potential respondents would be only from Yorkshire. In the

end, four participants came from Diva, ten from leaflets, and six from ‘snowballs’.

PARTICIPANT: SOURCE:
Louise DIVA

Kiki LEAFLET
Sparkle LEAFLET
Morgan SNOWBALL
Vash LEAFLET
Zeb SNOWBALL
Claudia LEAFLET
Jody DIVA

Miss Pink SNOWBALL
Gwendolin SNOWBALL
Diz SNOWBALL
Flong LEAFLET
Bee DIVA
Janet DIVA
Delilah LEAFLET
Eloise LEAFLET
Gemini LEAFLET
Edie SNOWBALL
Marilyn LEAFLET
Lara LEAFLET

Table 1: sources for participants

pot study
| conducted a small pilot study to test the effectiveness of the interview schedule.
"The purpose of a pilot exercise is to get the bugs out of the instrument so that...
[participants] will experience no difficulties in completing it” (Bell, 1987: 128). It
was crucial that | elicited what was of central significance to the participants.
Prompts could then be drawn from the list of every question | wanted to ask to
construct a much more open interview schedule, for example "What do you mean
by..”. These two pilot interviews took place in Sheffield over two days? and were

simply the first two women who responded and for both interviews | went to the
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woman’s house. Yin advises that “the pilot case study helps investigators to refine
their data collection plans with respect to both the content of the data and the
procedures to be followed ... In general, convenience, access, and geographic

proximity can be the main criteria for selecting the pilot case” (1984: 80).

| used open questions and the same questions for each participant for data
purposes. The first participant was very articulate and clear about what she wished
to discuss. It became immediately obvious to me that | had too many questions at
this stage and needed far fewer, more generic questions so that the participant
could choose her interpretation. For example, several questions asking about
different aspects of appearance worked more effectively when condensed into the
much broader “tell me about your appearance”. It also became clear to me that
what | would have liked to ask would not necessarily be answered, or even listened
to, and shorter, broader, fewer questions would allow for more flexibility. In
contrast the second participant became tongue-tied by the tape recorder (this is
discussed further below) and was anxious to answer all the questions | had. | edited
the number of questions | asked whilst | was there and found that the fewer things
| asked, the more she talked. This was a key lesson | learnt from the pilot study.
“The pilot case... [is] mainly of value to the investigator” (Yin, 1984: 81), although
it should still be seen as a valid part of the overall research project. | learnt that
short open questions produced longer answers that seemed to more clearly reflect
the participant’s own interests and concerns. Additionally, | learnt to give plenty of
time to each question and each answer, to keep silent while a participant was

considering her answer.

PARTICIPANT: PLACE: DATE:

Louise Sheffield 4% June 1997

Kiki Sheffield 5% June 1997
Sparkle Sheffield 5% August 1997
Morgan Sheffield 22" September 1997
Vash Sheffield 17" November 1997
Zeb Sheffield 28" November 1997
Claudia Sheffield 13" January 1998
Jody Sheffield 14" January 1998
Miss Pink Sheffield 20" January 1998
Gwendolin Sheffield 22" January 1998
Diz Sheffield 6" February 1998
Flong Sheffield 11'" February 1998
Bee Leeds 3" March 1998

2 See table 2 for the interview timetable with the dates of these, and all other, interviews.
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Janet Blackpool 4™ March 1998
Delilah Sheffield 26" May 1998
Eloise Leeds 1%t July 1998
Gemini Sheffield 8" July 1998

Edie Wakefield 9™ July 1998
Marilyn Leeds 30" July 1998

Lara Leeds 9" September 1998

Table 2: interview timetable

The interviews

“Interviewing offers researche;s access to people’s ideas, thoughts, and memories
in their own words rather than in the words of the researcher. This asset is
particularly important for the study of women because in this way learning from
women is an antidote to centuries of ignoring women’s ideas altogether or having
men speak for women” (Reinharz, 1992:19). | had four main questions (above)
which formed the main framework of the interview schedule and also had a list of
prompts and reminders according to the topics the participant talked about (see
appendix 5 for the interview schedule). Although there are many similarities
between most of the interviewees there are also differences, questions left out,
asked differently, something ignored by a participant in one interview may have
had particular importance for someone else. In comparison, structured interviews
use a more rigid framework and take less account of the differences between each
participant. Here | was not seeking information about representative trends but
rather, what was of significance to each particular woman on the particular day
that | interviewed her, to examine the complex meanings around identity through
personal narratives. However, although all the women were very different in
aspects of their appearance or personality or beliefs, lots of duplicated themes

emerged from the interviews (this is discussed further below, pp.65-67).

The methods chosen are suitable for this particular research because semi-
structured, in-depth interviews allowed me to explore more fully the experience of
women who .do not conform to traditionally feminine appearance. In contrast,
questionnaires would not have provided an in-depth, personalised account of
feelings about appearance and ‘self'. If | were to have used questionnaires | would
not have been able to immediately 'tailor’ questions and prompts according to the
individual participant. The interview schedule was: 1. Tell me about your

appearance. 2. Do you think you resist traditional sorts of ‘femininity’? 3. Do you
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consider yourself part of a subculture or group? 4. How do you place yourself within

wider society?

| asked these questions for the following reasons:

1.

The first question was desighed to elicit from the participants their own
priorities about their appearance. They were invited to start wherever they
liked and construct a narrative about their appearance. Most participants chose
to start with their childhood or teen years and charted for me the progress of
their appearance, things they had done, things they wanted to do, or wish they
had done. This provided information about their concerns and anxieties as well
as about the pleasures they experienced. Asking about appearance raised other
issues such as ageing. For example, | asked them to describe or name two
famous women, one who signified, for them, traditional femininity and one for
non-traditional femininity - and then where would the participant herself see
herself on this continuum. To complement this understanding | also asked each
participant what she used which was 'traditionally feminine’. This was to assist
in 'placing’ the participant in relation to her own perceived boundaries of

femininity.

This question aimed to find out how the participants understood and described
femininity; where they placed themselves in relation to different sorts of
femininity; and what, if anything, they used which they nonetheless considered
to be a feminine item (for example, perfume). Understanding the participants’
own attitudes to both traditional and non-conforming femininities was key to
analysing how and why they dress as they do. For example, | asked them for a
description of a ‘different’ femininity, someone or something they would
include within their own meaning of the term ‘unconventional’, to illuminate
what other group/s of women she would include within/out the boundaries of
acceptability. Some participants mentioned particular famous women, others

simply described particular details that they would look for.

The third question was to ‘place’ the participants: did they think they were
part of a subculture? Were they too old? This was in light of subcultural theory
which almost without exception overlooks the experiences of those past their

*youth’.
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4. If the participants didn’t think they were part of a subculture (whether any
more, or ever) this final question could help me to understand where they did
place themselves in a society in which they consciously stated their ‘difference’

through their appearance.

I set out to achieve relaxed, friendly interviews where | asked the questions |
wanted to ask, listened carefully to the answers so that | could appropriately
prompt or clarify any points, and tried not to ‘lead’ anyone on any answers they
gave me. | found that not every woman needed a prompt and if they did it seemed
to be because we had just begun and they were still ‘feeling their way’. The other
questions were quickly interpreted by each participant in whatever way she chose.
| was wary of the interview being too relaxed and friendly and becoming nothing
more than a chat where the ‘conversation’ veered wildly away from the research

and stayed there. Oakley describes traditional interviewing techniques as:

... essentially a conversation ... but it is also, significantly, an instrument of
data collection... The motif of successful interviewing is to be friendly but
not too friendly ... A balance must be struck between the warmth required
to generate ‘rapport’ and the detachment necessary to see the interviewee
as an object under surveillance. (Oakley, 1981: 33)

Oakley is commenting on traditional (outdated) interview methods and thus needs
to draw a marked distinction between feminist and traditional methods in order to
reveal that ‘unbiased’ interviews are not possible. My own experience has shown
me that no two interviews will be the same, and that while plans can be made they
must be flexible to accommodate different interviewees. The women | interviewed
were all welcoming but it was also obvious throughout that this was something
‘extra’, not just a chat. For example, several women thanked me for doing
research about ‘older’ women, many said that they felt excited because they had
never been interviewed before, and all of them told me that they had enjoyed the

experience.

The interviews were ‘focused’ in that they lasted for a relatively short period of
time (an hour to an hour and a half), had features of a conversation, but were
adhering to an interview schedule (Yin, 1984: 89). Researchers should be aware of
“providing for unanticipated events, including changes in the availability of
interviewees as well as changes in the mood and motivation of the case study

investigator” (Yin, 1984: 75). This is something | encountered at the beginning and
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again at the end of the interviewing period: ‘losing’ two potential participants
before | had even collected them (summer 1997 and early autumn 1998). Two
different women responded to the leaflet, rang me, expressed great enthusiasm,
and arranged an interview but then neither carried through with the interview. |
organised eleven interviews in Sheffield and one in Blackpool over a six month
period. | transcribed these interviews (four of them several months later) and
began writing up my research findings applying much the same questions as after
the pilot study. Two months after this | arranged another two in Sheffield and the
final eight interviews in Leeds. Interviews were taped with permission, and notes
made afterwards as soon as possible in a research diary. The reason for this is that
I would make notes about a participant’s excitement or agitation in response to
particular themes, or body language that had drawn my attention. | also noted
what each participant wore and where we were so that | could more clearly
remember everyone afterwards (for example, | interviewed one participant in her
piercing studio with us both standing throughout, sorting through body jewellery

and drinking tea).

I chose to call the women who are interviewed in this study participants, rather
than subjects, interviewees or respondents, because the term ‘participants’ more
adequately demonstrates their interest and personal investment in the subject of
the study. Reinharz describes participatory research as when participants make
decisions about some elements of the study although this can be limited to "a
slight moderation of roles” (1992: 181). | asked all participants to choose their own
pseudonym. Asking participants to choose their own pseudonyms can be seen to be
a very slight moderation of roles and therefore does not make this research
participatory in that the participants did not have input into the analysis of data.
The reason for deciding to use pseudonyms was primarily that most of the research
was done in and around Sheffield and, as with any ‘minority’ group, lots of the
women knew, or knew of, other participants. Also | asked the women to choose
names themselves so that they had some choice about their interview ‘persona’
and most women enjoyed the idea of choosing a pseudonym. The choice of
pseudonyms was interesting in its own right; why did women choose particular
names? ‘Miss Pink’, for example, chose hers because of her pride in her long pink
hair, ‘Gemini’ because of her birth sign, ‘Claudia’ and ‘Zeb’ for cats. ‘Delilah’

chose her name because “I would like to bring the lot down”, ‘Eloise’ because
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"it’s a good goth name” (the title of a 1986 song by The Damned), and 'Kiki’ for a

favourite artist.

See table 3 below for a full list of reasons why each woman chose the pseudonym

Mdavaps v -

she did.

PARTICIPANT: REASON FOR PSUEDONYM:
Louise CHARACTER FROM A FILM

Kiki FAVOURITE ARTIST

Sparkle FAYOURITE WORD

Morgan ALWAYS LIKED THE NAME

Vash FAVOURITE TV CHARACTER

Zeb NAME OF CAT

Claudia NAME OF CAT

Jody FAYOURITE NAME

Miss Pink PINK HAIR

Gwendolin AN OLD NICKNAME

Diz FAVOURITE TV CHARACTER
Flong FROM HER REAL INITIALS

Bee FIRST INITIAL OF HER REAL NAME
Janet MIDDLE NAME

Delilah FAVOURITE CHARACTER

Eloise FAVOURITE SONG TITLE

Gemini BIRTH SIGN

Edie ALWAYS LIKED THE NAME
Marilyn FAVOURITE MOVIE STAR

Lara FROM PLAYSTATION CHARACTER

Table 3: reasons participants gave for choosing their pseudonym.

There was a great reluctance among the participants to be categorised at
all but there was a particular aversion to people attempting to label them
who were ‘outsiders’; people who were mainstream, ‘townies’, people who
were not like-minded - participants resisted the idea of being categorised
whilst categorising the people who might do so’. With this in mind | asked
the women to consider some possible self-appellations. At the beginning of
each interview | gave the participant a list of words and asked her to choose
one or more words or short phrases to describe herself, or none at all, or to

add her own®.

® For example, Claudia complained that most people called her a goth and yet this was not
how she categorised herself.

“ One participant addressed herself to this list with particular enthusiasm, responding to
each description with an explanation of how it applied to her. One wrote ‘nothing’ at the
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Five interviews took place in the places respondents were ‘collected’ via the
leaflet, for example, in the tattooing and piercing studios, and in the hairdressing
salon. However, if participants wished to be interviewed somewhere else, such as
their own home, interviews were conducted there. | usually took up to half an hour
before | switched on the tape to make sure | had given the participant the
introductory letter and form®, and to give us time to talk and for the participant to
ask any questions about what was going to happen. It was always worth checking
that the tape recorder was switched on in suitable conditions. For example, when |
interviewed in the tattooing studio | had to insist that the interviewing took place
in a back room so that the buzz of the needle did not drown out the words on the

tape.

All of the participants | interviewed in their own homes (thirteen in total)
treated the interview as a social occasion: five had got out photographs of
themselves for me to look at; one escorted me to the seafront; two opened wine
and asked me to stay for a meal; everyone with tattoos or piercings offered to
show them to me; | was offered biscuits, tea, sandwiches, cake, cigarettes; two
showed me poems they had written. | also found that we talked some more when
the interview was over. Oakley calls the idea of women interviewing women a
contradiction in terms since, she argues, women are more likely to turn an

interview into a conversational, social occasion due to their propensity for ‘talk’:

| found that interviewees very often took the initiative in defining the
interviewer-interviewee relationship as something which existed beyond the
limits of question-asking and answering. For example, they did not only
offer the minimum hospitality of accommodating me in their homes for the
duration of the interview: at 92 per cent of the interviews | was offered
tea, coffee or some other drink; 14 per cent of the women also offered me
a meal on at least one occasion (1981: 45).

end of the list. One added ‘unconventional’ to the end of the list, the only participant to
do so. The most common descriptions were ‘alternative’, ‘not traditionally feminine’, or
‘not mainstream’. For the full list of responses to this see table 4, participants’
descriptions of self.

3 Letter of introduction to the research and the consent form, both

received by all participants, can be seen in Appendix 4.
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PARTICIPANT WORDS CHOSEN TO DESCRIBE THEMSELVES

Louise ‘not mainstream’

Kiki *individual’, ‘non-conforming’, not mainstream’, ‘not
traditionally feminine?’

Sparkle ‘unique’, ‘distinctive’, ‘comfortable’

Morgan ‘individual’

Vash ‘resisting’, ‘non-conforming’, 'not mainstream’, ‘not
traditionally feminine’

Zeb ‘different’, ‘resisting’, ‘not mainstream’, ‘dressing to
signal politics (with a small 'p’)’

Claudia ‘alternative’, ‘non-conforming’, ‘not traditionally
feminine’

Jody ‘part of a subculture’, ‘dressing to signal politics’

Miss Pink ‘individual’

Gwendolin ‘individual’

Diz ‘nothing’

Flong ‘not alternative, just easy going’, 'different but only to
other people’, ‘individual, | hope so’, ‘rebelling in the
beginning’, ‘resisting’, ‘non-conforming’, ‘part of the
above- not subculture’, ‘just not fluffy rather than not
traditionally feminine’

Bee ‘not outlandish or flaming; a ‘femme’ body with a
‘butch’ attitude; still way out there’

Janet ‘individual’, ‘not conforming’, ‘not traditionally
feminine’

Delilah ‘angry’, ‘resisting’, ‘non-conforming’

Eloise

Gemini ‘different’, ‘individual’, 'anti-fashion’, ‘non-
conforming’, ‘not mainstream’, 'not traditionally
feminine’

Edie ‘not traditionally feminine’

Marilyn ‘individual’

Lara ‘different’, ‘non conforming’, ‘alternative’,
‘individual’, ‘rebelling’, ;resisting’, ‘not mainstream’

Table 4: descriptions of self

There have been other researchers who have written about the hospitality of
participants (for example, Finch, 1984; Ribbens, 1989) and the difficulties (as well
as the pleasures) that arise from this. Ribbens argues that interviews should be
approached as "particular types of social encounters” as there are no social
situations that are not socially constructed and so not ‘natural’ anyway. She points
out that "social differences have major implications for how people talk to each

other and what they say to each other as a result” (1989: 579) meaning that
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women share the social characteristic of being women and so find common ground
on which to relate to each other. However there are other important
considerations such as differences in class, age, sexuality and ethnicity which may
hinder the automatic provision of a ‘gender bridge’ to mutual understanding and
friendly, open communication. In this study there were no significant class, age or
ethnicity differences between myself and the participants. Finch admits she was
“startled by the readiness with which the women talked to me” (1993: 167) and |
found the same with the women | interviewed. Even the two participants who were
shy of the tape recorder were ready and willing to talk before and after | switched

the tape on, and equally willing to talk (however stiltedly) when it was on.

Many of the participants were initially rather wary of being taped (I hate my
voice” was a common reason) so time to talk beforehand gave me a chance to
reassure them that it was not going to be an unpleasant experience and that |
could stop and start the tape, we did not have to plough straight through. Since
women’s words are often under-valued and women’s voices and experiences
marginalised, | wondered if the reticence to being taped stemmed from this, being
unused to someone soliciting their opinions and not only sitting raptly listening but
also taping them. Finch notes how many of the women she interviewed “had found
this kind of interview a welcome experience, in contrast with the lack of
opportunities to talk about themselves in this way in other circumstances” (1993:
168). Several of the participants also expressed a fear of sounding “squeaky” or
"girlish” which indicated a tension before the interview even began: here were
women answering an appeal for participants because they do not subscribe to
traditional ‘femininity’, and yet expressing worry that their voices would be too
"girly”. Perhaps also the thought of being held hostage by something that was said
off-the-cuff or the thought that they would say something ‘wrong’ made a small
number of the participants markedly unenthusiastic about being taped rather than
just listened to. Finch (1984) also reported *some initial anxieties about... their
own ‘performance’ in the interview situation” (1984: 167). One woman found the
presence of the tape player particularly intrusive and could barely answer any of
my questions or prompts (“oh, I’ve gone completely to pieces”), another seemed
to suffer from a form of stage-fright as soon as | switched the tape on (*/ should
know this, right?”) and changed from the articulate and bubbly woman who had

drunk tea with me in her kitchen to being monosyllabic for the first part of the
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interview®. As Kirkwood points out, women spend a lot of time being the listener
(1993: 22). However, in this situation several participants said they felt that they
were the expert telling their story.

Such details as how long the interviews lasted and where they took place are
the concern of sociological work generally and not the concern only of feminist
research, although establishing rapport has been a key element of many studies
defined as feminist. "Contemporary feminist interviewers are apt to report ...
whether others were present, if material was recorded as it was obtained, how
long the interview lasted, and how the researcher strove to establish rapport”
(Reinharz, 1992: 23). When | first began my research | had thought that ‘rapport’
was vital so that the participant relaxes and does not talk stiltedly. When | began
my interviews | realised that rapport is important for its own sake. Some level of
reciprocity was also necessary, just as in ‘normal’ conversation, to establish a
comfortable and ‘safe’ environment for the participants to reveal things about
themselves, but also so that there is a more natural to-and-fro between two people
talking. So if someone asked me something about myself | answered honestly,
something which is likely to happen if two people are talking to each other. “When
I was asked questions | would answer them. The practice | followed was to answer
all personal questions and questions about the research as fully as was required”
(Oakley, 1981: 47). This willingness to be open about myself was a way to
overcome some of the concerns about the “real exploitative potential in the easily
established trust between women ... [and is] the only morally defensible way for a
feminist to conduct research with women” (Finch, 1993: 174). However, after
interviewing one woman in her tattoo studio |/ was ‘interviewed’ by her friends
when we came back into the main waiting area. Three men (all tattooists) and two
women {of which one was another participant, a tattooist, and another was a body
piercer) quizzed me, in a friendly way, about what | was doing, why, how, to do

what, for whom, and for how long.

| initially made assumptions such as that | would just go in and interview
someone and then leave after my two hours. Which, of course, is what | did do but
I had not made any kind of provision for enjoying talking to them, for feeling that

some of them felt very lonely and did not want me to leave, and being asked to go

® Happily none of the participants were nervous of the tape player for very long. The one
participant who could not get over her antipathy to the machine felt a little better after |
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out drinking with them, or being invited to a wedding in autumn 1998 ("you can
pretend it’s for work and look at everyone’s clothes”); for being invited into their
lives and feeling (at first) guilty, as if | were somehow there on false pretences. |
felt some anxiety at the apparent unfairness of sweeping in, taking information
from people to benefit myself and then leaving. | eventually rationalised this in
various ways: that participants were fully aware of the scope and nature of our
*chat’ (that is, interview), that | travelled to them, that all interviews were
painstakingly planned to be convenient to participants, and that they were given
records of what had happened in a letter introducing my research along with a
form with their names, date of interview, pseudonym chosen, etc. | also promised
a transcript to each participant - explaining that it may take at least several weeks
(transcribing is the protracted and often intensely tedious end of data collection; a
revelation not always apparent when one is planning the research, but nonetheless
a good opportunity to hear the whole interview again). | also made clear that for
‘practical reasons (the cost, the time) | did not intend to send a copy of the whole

finished thesis to anyone. In these ways [ felt that | was being ethically thorough.

The number of participants was appropriate for time and resources available to
this study; time for interviewing was over one year and resources were practically
non-existent. Thirteen of the interviews took place in Sheffield, South Yorkshire;
five in Leeds, West Yorkshire; one in Wakefield, West Yorkshire; and one in
Blackpool, Lancashire. This apparently random division came about because |
moved from Sheffield to Leeds during the research. | interviewed twenty women in
total. The reason | interviewed twenty women is because, although twenty two
women showed a willingness to be interviewed, only twenty actually arranged and
carried out the interview. This process was not a speedy one and participants
trickled, rather than flooded, in between June 1997 and September 1998. As late
as June and August 2000 two different women contacted me asking if | was still
interviewing (I said no). One had got my number from a leaflet found beneath a
pile of magazines in a tattooing studio. Another had asked for my number from her
friend who | had interviewed in January 1998. | found this strangely inspiring: it
meant that the interest other participants had shown in the research had not just
vanished, there was still interest in the subject and still women wanting to

contribute.

had covered it with a copy of The Guardian!
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The reseavcher

My interest at the outset stemmed from the lack of writing about women who
looked ‘different’ and who were not teenagers but adults. Although there is
existing literature about women in subcultures (and about fashion generally, both
discussed in Chapter 2) there is little work about how this relates to the personal
narratives of participating women. | sought access via face-to-face formal
introductions of myself and my research and did not encounter any major
problems. On the contrary the women | approached were always very interested
and willing to be interviewed. This may have been partly or wholly due to my own
appearance and the ways in which they perceived me because of this, that is, | was
not an ‘outsider’ as such but, in fact, it was very possible that | would be like-
minded. My own appearance was similar to that of the women. “Persons more
interested in the topic under investigation are more likely to volunteer ... personal
characteristics of the recruiter are likely to affect the subject’s probability of
volunteering. Recruiters... likely to obtain higher rates of volunteering... are female
recruiters. This latter relationship is especially modifiable by the sex of the subject
and the nature of the research” (Rosenthal and Rosnow, 1975:197). According to
these findings, then, being a woman with similar characteristics to the participants
and having participants who were interested in the research helped the process of
finding volunteers. However, | would also argue that the participants of this study
(like the participants of Padfield and Procter’s 1996 study) would have responded
with equal enthusiasm to a male interviewer if they thought he was not an

‘outsider’ and was in some way ‘like-minded’.

Researching a group with whom one shares some common experiences or life
style or beliefs can offer opportunities, albeit limited, for easier understanding, for
example, if only in that slang terms or place names would be recognised without
explanation’. "The connection between the research project and the researcher’s
self frequently takes the form of ‘starting with one’s own experience’... Feminist
researchers use [this] strategy.. for many purposes. It defines our research
questions, leads us to sources of useful data, gains the trust of others in doing the
research, and enables us to partially test our findings” (Reinharz, 1992: 259).

Objectivity does not have to mean that the researcher maintains an almost super-

” For example, | am familiar with nightclubs which some participants mentioned, such as
*The Phono’ in Leeds or ‘The Limit’ in Sheffield; the names of (often obscure but popular)
bands or specialist shops (for example, a shop called *Oblivior’, a band called Salvation); or
terms such as ‘freak’ or ‘townie’ which illustrate different groups of people.
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human distance from the participants and then afterwards coolly assesses the data.
Objectivity can mean being reflexive, accurate, and acknowledging one’s
subjectivity whilst maintaining a professional, rigorous approach. | would be "most
satisfied by a stance that acknowledges the researcher’s position right up front,
and that does not think of objectivity and subjectivity as warring with each other,
but rather as serving each other” (Reinharz, 1992: 263). This approach was
appropriate for this study in view of my similarities to the participants; of course
there would be instances where an exchange of personal information may be less

appropriate.

In many ways the women exhibited feelings of pride about their appearance, at
the aesthetic element of it as well as at their resistance and this affected me in
that | felt | had somehow ‘lost my way’. One of several profound changes | found
on myself was that all the talk of appearance and the conversations | had with the
women about the history of their appearance made me reflect about my own
‘image’. “Field research is a learning situation in which researchers have to
understand their own actions and activities as well as those of the people they are
studying” (Burgess, 1982: 1). | was asked several times if | did this or that, for
example, whether | had kept my hair crimpers plugged in twenty four hours a day
to keep my hair ferociously backcombed and crimped when | was younger, and |
had done that for perhaps five years. This information seemed to hold some
importance for the participants, that although they almost all avowed their own
‘individuality’ they were happier and more comfortable knowing that | had some
similar experiences; that | was approaching them (and the research) from a

background and attitudes which indicated my ‘like-mindedness’.

One’s identity as a woman therefore provides the entrée into the interview
situation... that does not mean that only interviewers whose life
circumstances are exactly the same as their interviewees can conduct
successful interviews. It does mean, however, that the interviewer has to
be prepared to expose herself to being ‘placed’ as a woman and to establish
that she is willing to be treated accordingly

(Finch, 1993: 173).

So | shared some of the same social characteristics with the women | interviewed;
a positive aspect of this is that | was approaching research from 'below’ (or ‘on the
level’!) which can assist in grounding the data by being already familiar with

elements of the particular lifestyle. A negative aspect is that | had to rigorously
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avoid assumptions; this can manifest itself in expectations about replies, and also

in questions not asked.

Insights from feminist methodological research have raised questions about the
meanings of subjectivity and objectivity; whether the two can be mutually
exclusive. An important aspect of research labelled feminist is to endeavour not
to allow personal experiences to ‘colour’ the research whilst recognising that the
researcher is in the research. "Our consciousness is always the medium through
which research occurs” (Stanley and Wise, 1993: 164). The researcher is always
the ‘filter’ through which findings are presented; the researcher is inextricably
bound to her findings and theories. Despite my own feminism | did not expect, nor
need, the participants to feel the same. In fact, as Padfield and Procter also found:
"very few interviewees identified themselves as feminists and a ... proportion
expressed reservations about what they defined as ‘feminism’” (Padfield and
Proctor, 1996: 359). Therefore, although | am a feminist, this research is feminist
"only in the sense that it is concerned with ... building... a portrayal of the situation

of [some] women” (Stanley and Wise, 1993: 106).

Analysis

The primary aspect of my approach to analysis was a focus on the contradictions
and tensions which were clearly apparent in all of the interviews. So, for example,
inconsistencies emerged about ageing; about feminine ‘trappings’ such as perfume
and luxurious underwear; and about the meanings of being 'alternative’ versus the
realities of placing themselves as ‘feminine’. This is in line with other studies such
as Tseélon (1995) who studied how women maintain a traditionally feminine
appearance and how they felt ‘damned if they did and damned if they didn’t’; and
Fairhurst (1998) and Furman (1997) who both interviewed elderly women. Within
this general framework of ‘contradictions’ are other ‘subplots’ which are
approached in a ‘stand-alone’ manner in that | explore them as much for
themselves alone as for how they fit into the wider framework of contradictions.
For example, within the main theme of childhood are the tensions negotiated
between being a ‘girly’ girl and being a tomboy, and how this has implications even
in adulthood. My own understandings of these issues comes from examining the
interviews as a series of short stories, what Denzin calls ‘slices’, as well as looking

at them as one long story or narrative:
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[Qualitative interviewing can] produce particular, situated understandings
... These understandings are based on glimpses and slices of the culture in
action (1997: 8).

| considered how the participants talked about particular things and why they
might do so in particular ways; that is, how they expressed themselves in response
to certain cues. Denzin suggests the participant’s narrative is itself not an exact,

minutely-noted rendition of the details of their life but rather that:

every transcription is a re-telling - a new telling of a previously heard, now
newly heard voice. Similarly, each telling by a speaker is a new telling, a
new event in the history of the event being recounted (1997: 43)

So whilst | could listen, understand, and attempt to analyse the things the
participants told me, | had to take everything they said at face value®. My analysis
of their narratives was to listen and remember the words they used, the subjects
they brought up and elaborated on, ways of speaking (for example, laughter or
stammering over a word or phrase), and body language. | also used Goffman’s
(1959) ideas about the ‘front’ people create through their surroundings. | took
their narratives to be ‘truth’ (for example, did the overall meaning radically
change if one participant told me she had dyed her hair at thirteen when, in fact,
it was sixteen?) and instead focused on the content. As Giddens argues, "a person
with a reasonably stable sense of self-identity has a feeling of biographical
continuity which she is able to grasp reflexively and, to a greater or lesser degree,

communicate to other people” (1991: 53-4).

Issues about class, ethnicity and sexuality were generally not stated explicitly.
Two women identified themselves as lesbians although their narratives did not
feature their sexuality as a primary theme. For all the women who did not mention
their sexuality, it was possible to infer that they were heterosexual through what
they said about relationships, attractiveness, and sex. All the participants were
white women and at no time did anyone say anything about ‘alternative’ styles
being primarily, if not exclusively, a white phenomena. Several participants owned
their own businesses although the implication (whether stated openly or not) was

that this had been a way to continue dressing as they did. Several participants

8 By this | mean, | was not willing to say ‘one participant said she hated broccoli but, of
course, she probably eats it every Sunday’!
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were unemployed or students, and the remainder worked full or part-time’.
Despite these variations only one participant described her financial situation
("well off’). For the rest, their income was not mentioned at all. Nor did they refer
to their backgrounds as being ‘working class’ or ‘middle class’, although it was
perhaps possible to infer this from what they said about where they lived, or other
information about their families. However, | am wary of making any assumptions or
suppositions about sexuality or class background, since my questions had not

prompted this information in concrete terms.

Qualitative research traditionally sees data collection, analysis and writing up as
tasks which occur simultaneously rather than one after the other. This was true of
this study despite periods of inactivity. ldentifying and evaluating the themes of a
study needs to be on-going: during data collection to find the ‘gaps’ as well as
during analysis, and still during final writing. Woods recommends studying the data
repeatedly in order to identify themes; there may be one particular theme (or
several) which rise above all the detail, or no sense may be drawn from anything, it
may seem like a collection of random opinions. However, just one insight or
connection commonly leads to others (1999: 42). This repeated study of the
interviews meant that | could hold much of them in my head and could clearly
remember fairly long quotes from interviews'. So much of what someone has said
is rarely consigned to memory in such detail - particularly when there are so many
people saying so much! Hastrup refers to dealing with and remembering so many
words, as her ‘head-notes’ (1997: 94) and this is arguably a by-product of the

research process.

The participanty

In Appendix 1 | provide a list of participant profiles. Additionally, here | provide
some biographical background and descriptive information in order to ‘introduce’
the participants. | have chosen this information simply to illustrate recurring points
about the women and not to attempt to make any general points about them as a

group.

° Detailed in Appendix 1.
10 Although only twenty interviews enabled this process and did not necessitate the use of
software such as NUD.ist.
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Out of twenty participants:

¢ twelve were in their thirties
e two were in their forties
e six were in their late twenties

e all of them were white women

¢ six had one or more children
e eleven mentioned having cats

e other pets (for example dogs or rats) were mentioned six times

e ten said that they were vegetarians

e six had graduated with degrees (Gemini, Jody, Kiki, Lara, Sparkle, Zeb)
e nine had some other sort of professional qualification (Bee, Claudia, Delilah,

Flong, Gwendolin, Jody, Louise, Miss Pink, Morgan).

e sixteen lived with partners of which one was married
e two were divorced

e four lived alone

e one participant (Bee) described herself as a performance artist

¢ six owned their own businesses: two were tattooists (Flong, Miss Pink), one was
a body piercer (Claudia), one was an artist (Delilah), another owned two
*alternative’ clothing shops (Edie), and one was one of three people who had
set up a dry stone walling business (Morgan)

¢ four were mature students (Jody, Vash, Kiki, Sparkle)

e three were unemployed (Janet, Marilyn and Eloise)

e seven worked full- or part-time (Jody, Gwendolin, Lara, Gemini, Vash, Diz,

Louise)

Although all the participants claimed to be individualists throughout their
interviews, most of them shared particular characteristics such as multiple

tattooing and piercing and brightly dyed hair. For example, eleven said that they
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wore only black and fourteen said that they wore only boots (i.e. not shoes)'’. In
order to understand how much of a commitment this type of appearance can be it
became necessary to have a breakdown of the amount of time and money one or
more participants spent in a typical month. | contacted four of the participants
who had said they were happy to contribute further at a later date. Of these four,
two, Delilah and Vash, agreed to draw up a ‘diary’ of a typical month. Delilah’s
was done in July 2000 and | went to collect the diary in August, and Vash later rang
to say she did not have time to do it (ironically, she had not realised how much she
would have to write down and so how time-consuming it would be). However, as
with her approach to all aspects of the interview, Delilah applied herself to her
tappearance diary’ with enthusiasm and produced a detailed record of her
activities and expenditure in a typical month. | tabled some examples of Delilah’s
diary entries, editing entries which were generally lengthy so digesting entries for

four weeks, and these are discussed in chapter 5.

Conclusiow.

Some of the main points of the research process were:

| feel that one of the strengths of this study was that my relationship with the
participants worked well; | was similar enough (to them) for them to feel able to
talk to me, yet different enough (from them) for them to trust that | was doing
something ‘serious’. For this reason interviewing worked particularly well, as it
provided opportunities for a range of subjects and issues to be discussed that less
flexible methods of data collection may not have been able to accommodate.
Another strength was the range of data produced in the narratives and the ways it
tied in with, and moved alongside, existing work.

Some weaknesses which | have since reflected on include one of the ways |
accessed the participants: | feel it was a waste of my time to send a letter to a
national magazine; with hindsight, | should have realised that many of the
responses would be from too far away for me to go to and | think | was carried
away with the excitement of finding my first participants. This research is not an
exhaustive study of ‘difference’ and ‘resistance’; all twenty participants were

white women between the ages of twenty seven and forty nine years old, and no

" In table 5 | provide a list of physical characteristics and modifications to make clear what
it is that the participants are discussing in later chapters.
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issues of sexuality, ethnicity or class are discussed here. Amongst the most obvious
limitations of this research study were the time-scale and the budget, both of

which were limited.

This study was begun initially in 1995; so this has meant that some early drafts
felt stale when | returned to them necessitating more rewriting than may have
been otherwise needed. An anxiety connected to this was that other studies would
emerge which covered the same area. However, although other studies have been
published which were about women and their relationships to clothes (for example,
Guy et al, 2001), there are still none which deal specifically with the main themes

of this study.

This research has taught me that ideas about rapport need not be agonised over.

As Reinharz points out:

it would be unfortunate if we were to introduce self-imposed limits to our
research possibilities because of the notion of rapport.. Rather
[researchers] who do research with people should consider rapport to be a
fortunate outcome of some projects rather than a precondition of all
research relationships.

(1992: 266)

| found that some research relationships cannot be successfully ‘made to fit’ the
subject area of the research since people will always have their own agendas. |
have discovered the joys of successfully interviewing someone; the
disappointments of a stilted or cancelled interview; the necessary tedium of
transcribing interviews (each interview took approximately five hours to
transcribe); the boredom and the excitement of identifying themes and critical

analysis.

In this chapter, | have examined why and how | approached the planning of the
research, and | have considered the interviews and the interview data. | have
attempted to be as transparent as possible about my approach, my concerns, the
difficulties and successes | encountered, and how these elements coagulated into

the themes and analysis of the research.
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Haiv Piercings | Tattooy
Bee Short purple 10 ears 2
Claudia Long black & blue 1 body, 7 Multiple: 180 hours
facial + ears worth”
Delilah Long pink & yellow 13 ears, 7 10
facial, 2 body
Diz 12 ears, 1 1
Very short hair body, 4 facial
Edie Short hair None None
Eloise Long bright red 4 facial, 20 1
ears
Flong Long black and white- | 3 facial, 21 6
blonde ears
Gemini Medium bob 2body +ears |3
Gwendolin | Long bright orange 3 facial, 2 3
body + ears
Janet Very short hair None None
Jody 3 body, 2 2
Short hair facial + ears
Kiki Long dreadlocks 6 facial, 6 6
body + ears
Lara Long black & purple | 2 facial, 4 5
body + ears
Louise Very short hair Multiple Multiple: "tattoos
cover most of my
body”
Marilyn Short bob None None
Miss Pink Long bright pink 2 facial, 3 5
body + ears
Morgan Very short hair 6 facial, 6 6
body + ears
Sparkle Long blue Multiple
facial, body + | 10
ears
Zeb Long black 2 facial, 20 1
ears
Vash Short black & blue 3 facial +ears |1

Table 5: physical characteristics
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CHAPTER 4
Negotiating Fluffy Femininities

What i femininity ?

This, the first empirical chapter, examines how the participants talked about
traditional femininity and their relationships to it, and the many contradictions
highlighted by their discussion. This is established, in this chapter, by asking: how
the women in this study defined femininity; who they named as being traditionally
feminine; what they used which they considered to be typically feminine; and how
they felt this ‘placed’ them within a continuum of femininity. The central focus of
this chapter is on the way the participants have constructed an ‘alternative’
feminine identity through their appearance, at the same time as demonstrating a
great deal of commitment to a variety of disciplined and time-consuming,
traditionally ‘feminine’ pursuits to maintain this appearance; what Craik calls “the
tension between techniques of being female and techniques of femininity” (1994:
61). The participants saw their appearance as ‘different’ or ‘alternative’, whilst
nonetheless seeing themselves as feminine. They were prey to the anxieties and
pleasures that ‘normal’ femininity is tied to, anxieties such as ageing and
compromise, and pleasures through makeup, clothes, and hair. They were
feminine, they just did not maintain a traditionally feminine appearance. This is

examined further in Chapter 5.

‘Femininity’ as a concept would be easily recognised by most people but less
easily described; it holds many shifting, subjective components and expectations,
there can be no one definition; it is a "curiously intangible and fluid term”
(Thesander, 1997: 8). Fixed definitions reduce femininity to an inappropriately
static phenomenon for something lived by millions of women who are constantly
changing and evolving. If we see femininity as discourse (that is, as a set of ideas,
rules and beliefs) we "shift away from viewing it as a normative order” (Smith,
1988: 40) and in doing so we see more clearly how femininity is constructed. The
connotations of being described as a typically feminine woman encompass
assumptions about, amongst other things, vulnerability, physical strength,
intelligence, and sexual availability. Yet feminine behaviour is a 'task’ of imitation
(Craik, 1994) rather than inherent skills or traits, what Bordo describes as the
obsessive pursuit of the "elusive ideal of femininity” (1989:34). Male drag artists,

transvestites, and transsexuals learn to explicitly render femininity (Garber, 1992)
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and it is arguably no less of an on-going learning process for girls and women.
However, the difference is, of course, that the man in drag can ‘go back’ to being
a man, whereas " ‘femininity’ is learnt behaviour which is recreated every day of a
woman’s life through her interaction with men and other women. ‘Feminine’
behaviour shows deference” (Jeffreys, 1996: 76), drag artists do not. One method
of rendering ‘femininity’, used more often to represent 'female’ rather than to
‘pass’ as female (what Jeffreys calls ‘gender femaling’), is the use of exaggerated
*feminine’ behaviour such as pouting, shrieking, the batting of eyelashes; acting
both childish and knowing (Ekins and King, 1996). These traits, even when adopted
by men, are instantly recognisable as being ‘feminine’, because of cultural
knowledge and assumptions which are held (for example, that women are
coquettish, hysterical, or deceitful). They have less to do with how actual women
live, act or dress than how the ideas and notions of womanhood are presented,
taught and perpetuated in society - but of course, women do have to conform to
certain stereotypes. In these ways women have come to embody certain cultural
ideals of femininity (Sciebinger, 2000) and as various studies have argued, gender is
something which people ‘do’ rather than what they are (Ainley, 1998; Dryden,
1999). These exaggerated traits serve to highlight the elements of masquerade
present in ‘femininity’, the constructed nature of gender, and the ways in which
cultural products and behaviours form a "false identity on the surface” (Wilson,
1992: 8). Masquerade illuminates the ways that ‘natural’ femininity is constructed

via a series of acts and items to create this surface effect. In masquerade,

instead of stripping away layers to reveal an authentic self, it plays with
cultural representations of femininity ... Masquerade becomes a way of
provoking and confounding the male gaze. The traditionally feminine ‘trivial
pursuit’ of fashion and self-adornment is reclaimed as a reinvention of the
self (Reynolds & Press, 1995: 289).

Masquerade, then, is a way to de-construct and reorganise elements of gender
without assuming that there is such a thing as ‘true’ femininity. Masquerade, as
Reynolds and Press argue, ‘plays’ and ‘provokes’ and ‘confounds’; it is the knowing
adaption and reconstruction of meanings, although arguably not as self-consciously
as they suggest. It is important to delineate a distinction between the terms ‘mask’
and ‘masquerade’ when applied to femininity. Evans and Thornton (1991: 17)
describe it as taking "control of the mask, the disguise, that is femininity”. Both
masks and masquerade are a form of disguise. The difference in the use of ‘mask’

and masquerade indicates different levels of control of our social roles.
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“I amv not a bit fluffy”

There were a variety of terms used by participants to describe themselves, for
example, the terms ‘townie’ and ‘freak’ are discussed in Chapter 3. Three more
terms were used consistently by most of the participants when referring to
traditional femininities. These were ‘fluffy’, ‘girly’ and 'frothy’, used to denote a
particular type of femininity to which participants placed themselves in opposition.

For example:

[I am] just not fluffy rather than not traditionally feminine
(Flong)

I’ve never been girly-girly ... | have never been a frothy girly
(Claudia)

.. If 1 was a girly, which I am not!
(Vash)

'Girly’, although conflated with ‘girl’, actually has wider meanings than simply a
young female, not least its use as a descriptive term for top-shelf soft-porn
magazines. ‘Girl’ is not always an age-related term and can be used to refer to
adult women “to imply childishness, dependency, conformity, purity, delicacy,
non-aggressiveness, and non-competitiveness” (Kramarae and Treichler, 1985:
176), and to "remind us of our status as honorary children” (Whelehan, 2000: 37).
Adult men, in contrast, are rarely referred to, especially singly, as boys but more
commonly as lads'. *Girly’ is used by participants to demarcate shades of gender:
describing a woman as ‘girly’ is because she is more traditionally feminine but it
does not mean that she is any more feminine than they are, it just means she is
further up the ‘'fluffy’ scale. This is a distinction they draw. ‘Fluffy’ and ‘frothy’
are evocative words® and bring to mind images of a 1950s type of femininity:
flouncy petticoats, little angora cardigans, the embodiment of a particular type of
passive and conformist (yet still sexualised) femininity (Douglas, 1994; Thesander,

1997). The category ‘feminine’ is still seen as a narrow, restrictive one and this

! The term lad (‘taddism’, ‘lad culture’) to denote a particular type of young man has a
recent cultural history of its own and is the subject of some of the scholarship on
masculinities (eg. Segal, 1990; Hearn, 1996). Its off-shoot (briefly) was the Laddette: hard-
drinking, ‘un-fluffy’ young women and a "shallow model of gender equality” (Whelehan,
2000: 9). None of the participants said they were laddettes nor referred to the term.

? The dictionary definition of *fluffy’ includes "fluff, a soft down... a girl (coll.)”. The
definition of ‘frothy’ includes “froth, foam: chatter, something frivolous or trivial... empty:
unsubstantial”, and of ‘girl’ includes * a young unmarried woman: a woman irrespective of
age: a sweetheart (coll.): a maid servant... adj. Girl’ie, girl’y (of magazines, photographs,
etc.) showing nude or scantily clad young women” (CED, 1992).
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kind of distinction creates slightly wider categories for my interviewees to locate

themselves in (or outside of), effectively separating them from ‘girly’ girls.

In contrast, Whelehan discusses other meanings of girl. In African-American and
African-Caribbean culture ‘girl’ has been used in a “positive, sisterly fashion”
(2000: 37) as in the cry common on American talk shows "you go, girl!”. Following
Madonna’s ‘Girlie Tour’ in 1994, Channel Four’s ‘The Girlie Show’ in 1995 marked a
media harnessing of the term using the double meaning to attract both sexes. Girl
was also re-appropriated ostensibly as a term of empowerment for a new breed of
'girls’ such as The Spice Girls (five women in their early twenties) whose rallying
call of 'girl power!’ claimed to celebrate all that was positive, modern, sassy and
independent about being a ‘girl’. But could their 'manifesto’ (if it could be called
that) be taken seriously? Although The Spice Girls talked about girls supporting
each other and prioritising friendships with other girls over romantic relationships,
the fact remains that their image is one of aggressive heterosexuality: two of the
five members became linked with marriage, motherhood and breast enlargements;
another, Geri, who left, has been the target of attention because of her dramatic
weight loss and her admissions that she is ‘looking for love’; ‘Baby’ Spice is now in
a relationship and freely admits she is desperate to have a child; and Mel C is often
accused of being fat and/or a lesbian because of her appearance (she now has
short hair, no boyfriend, and multiple tattoos, and has gone from muscled to

overweight and back again). As Whelehan notes,

mainstream girlie culture, needless to say, sets great store by the visual,
and its stars are young, slim and conventionally attractive, and come under
quite different scrutiny in the press from their male counterparts,
especially in their relationships with men and each other (2000: 41).

Thus whilst The Spice Girls (and other similar groups such as All Saints) did in some
ways, for Whelehan, "mark a positive shift in the gendered arrangement of the
music establishment” (41) they also remained a ‘manufactured’, initially tightly
controlled, mainstream group of women who sang and danced but did not play
instruments. Also, despite having one Black member, The Spice Girls remain
primarily a ‘white’ group with Mel B known as ‘Scary Spice’, marking her out as
Other: threatening and unknowable. Ultimately, their cries of ‘girl power’ did not
link to wider feminist issues and were about individualistic, atavistic self-fulfilment
rather than ‘the common good’, thus placing them firmly within the establishment

status-quo they claimed to be fighting. Because of this, even their reappropriation
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of the term ‘girl’ does not lend the term any ‘bite’, locating it still as the

repudiated ‘girly’ as used by my participants.

*'Grrl’ is a more recent term and fulfils the same function. Since feminism’
insisted on adult females being called ‘woman’ (to denote a mature, empowered
individual) the term ‘girl’ became disempowered and its meaning and importance
became devalued (Leonard, 1997: 232). Young feminist women also did not
necessarily wish to identify themselves in the same terms their mothers used, so
the term ‘grrl’ was a reclamation and revamp of 'girl’, identifying it with angry,
politicised, feminist young women (although arguably the term ‘grrl’ has now
become just as exclusionary). Again, none of the women in this study identified

themselves as ‘grrls’, although several mentioned it.

Describing traditional femininity.

Sugar and spice and all things nice
That’s what little girls are made of

As the nursery rhyme tells us, girls are traditionally seen as sweet and nice. The
definitions and understandings of traditional femininity voiced by the participants
did not stray far from this version. For example, Zeb said she would define
femininity as being "a pink, fluffy twinset and pearls”. Frequently these rather
outdated or stereotyped versions seemed to be how participants perceived the
general view of traditional femininity and an effort to capture the ‘essence’ of
traditional femininity. Additionally, the ways they described femininity revealed
many of the paradoxes and tensions negotiated by them in their everyday lives. To
make clear how each woman defined and understood the category ‘feminine’, |
asked a number of questions to find out how participants described mainstream
and alternative femininity. These included their own descriptions of traditional and
unconventional femininities; famous women they would place in these categories;
and what products they themselves used (such as makeup) which they considered
to be 'feminine’. After all, as Ussher argues, women need not “throw the baby out
with the bath water, rejecting everything deemed feminine” (1997: 442) in their
quest to resist or rescript their version of femininity. There are pleasures to be had

from traditionally feminine activities and most of my participants refuted any

3 Second-wave feminism is discussed further in Chapter 6.
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notion of not being feminine per se. Schulze, writing about body building, states
that

some pose the question in terms of ‘how far’ a female... can go and still
remain a ‘woman’. The most pervasive tendency, however, seems to be a
recuperative strategy, an attempt to pull her back from a position outside
dominant limits into a more acceptable space (1990: 59).

With women body builders this is done through the employment of ‘feminine’
hairstyles, bikinis, makeup, and frou-frou accessories such as hair-ribbons. As Coles
comments, "on such a body a subtle hint of femininity would achieve nothing.
Instead it must be high glamour, overdone and overplayed” (1999:447). This idea of
a ‘recuperative strategy’ can be adapted in relation to the participants: they were
anxious that their ‘alternative’ femininity did not render them un-feminine and so
employed ways to recoup any loss of femininity they perceived. They did this by
describing and talking aboﬁt femininity in very traditional ways* and by their
descriptions of the feminine jtems that they preferred to use. Although Schulze
refers specifically to how female body builders are often seen to become
‘masculinised’, the participants also demonstrated fears that they would be seen
as less feminine and so automatically more masculine. Several of my interviewees

insisted that their femininity be recognised and acknowledged:
I mean, | wouldn’t call myself un-feminine
(Miss Pink)
| see myself as a feminine woman, rather than as a girly woman. (Sparkle)
| certainly never get up in a morning and feel like a man ever! (Gwendolin)

Similarly, Claudia identified her make-up as something that marked her as distinct

and different from ‘hyper-femininity’:

Obviously with my hair and all my makeup on I’m not trying to look like a
guy ... | wouldn’t say | was girly girly. | would see myself as doing a lot of
things that a very feminine person would not be doing like getting your
hands mucky and that, they don’t do that.

Claudia’s views are problematic in that her anxiety about being seen as masculine
are at odds with feminist sexual politics. Resistance to sexism, a political position,

becomes embodied in the ‘masculine’, ‘defeminised’ feminist body. Additionally,
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assuming that being un-feminine equates with masculinity is at odds with their use
of the terms ‘fluffy’ and ‘girly’ which created broader definitions of what

femininity means. As Brownmiller puts it:

Femininity always demands more ... To be insufficiently feminine is viewed
as a failure in core sexual identity, or as a failure to care sufficiently about
oneself, for a woman found to be wanting will be appraised (and will
appraise herself) as mannish or neutered or simply unattractive, as men
have defined these terms (Brownmiller, 1984: 3).

For Claudia to state that she doesn’t “look like a guy” reveals a much more rigidly
demarcated line between feminine and masculine with no discernable grey area
between’. In addition, Claudia used a recuperative strategy (also used by other
participants) to convince me of her difference from “a very feminine person”: she
distanced herself by saying she would get her hands dirty whereas a ‘girly’ person
would not. In this way she was aligning herself against (her version of) traditional
femininities whilst stressing that she herself was nonetheless feminine. Gaines
notes that a woman’s appearance "delivers gender as self-evident or natural and
then recedes as ‘clothing’, leaving the connotation ‘femininity’. In popular
discourse, there is often no distinction between a woman and her attire. She is
what she wears” (1990:. 1). Many participants seemed aware of the enmeshed
relationship of femininity to a ‘feminine’ appearance and so were at pains to stress
that their own femininity was not eroded by their less traditionally feminine

appearance.

Feeling feminine (and being able to mark out clear personal boundaries and then
stay within them), and being acknowledged as such, was key to many of the
participants. They did this by closely watching mainstream femininities: only by
knowing what the current governing codes are and sifting through what is currently
fashionable, could participants choose how not to follow fashion (Davis, 1992;
Ussher, 1997) - but without straying too far from those governing codes. As Ussher
suggests “... to examine fashion and clothes is to examine what it is to be (or to
reject) ‘woman’, in a specific cultural sphere” (1997: 60). In this way the
participants can choose to ignore or utilise aspects of what is currently fashionable

(and so also accessible) and because of this constant weighing up of different

* That is, not as if femininity meant a tyrannical orthodoxy.
® Even the psuedonyms chosen by the participants could not be mistaken for anything other
than ‘feminine’ names (see table 3 in Chapter 3).
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elements they are, in some ways, more aware of the ways femininity can be

constructed and re-constructed.

The participants had clear ideas of what was currently ‘acceptable’ for
traditional femininity and they were willing to name or describe it. Eloise’s idea of

mainstream femininity was:

Supermodels | suppose ... Princess Diana. You know people who are very
sort of classically dressed.

But then, as if to ensure that | did not align her with such people, she said

| don’t really have an opinion of her [Diana)] to be honest. Or women like
her. | think they are boring.

Princess Diana held a strong hold over the public imagination for sixteen years - not
least after her death in August 1997 (Campbell, 1998; Merck, 1998; Kear and
Steinberg, 1999; Walter, 1999) - and was said to be the most photographed woman
in the world; her treatment at the hands of the media proves that old stereotypes
about what women could or should be/do are alive and well (MacDonald, 1995: 1).
Opinion was divided over her but there can be no argument about her appeal: she
fulfilled a variety of roles and images of modern womanhood from devoted single
parent and charity worker, to wealthy, fashionable ‘jet-set’ Princess and
“representations of the embodied Diana” (Kitzinger, 1999: 65) in these roles were
hard to miss. Yet, as MacDonald asks, “why [do] women, many of whom would
disown these very myths of femininity if they were presented as explicit points of
view, happily collude with them, and indeed find pleasure in them, when they are
reproduced in the popular media?” (MacDonald, 1995: 1). Eloise did not do this and
had made a conscious effort not to even engage with the images of “women like
her” [Diana] - indeed, Eloise said the very fact of admitting she was aware of Diana
made her feel compromised. However, her answers were just as brief when

questioned about famous un-conventional women and her reason for this was:

... | try not to look at famous women anyway. They have nothing to do with
me.

Famous women and the representation of femininity in popular culture has a
history of fascinated scrutiny (from film theory, Tasker, 1993, 1998; to cultural
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studies, Gammon and Marshment, 1988; to sociology, Bordo, 1993; art history,
Betterton, 1987; and so on) and the arguments about role models, negative
messages, stereotypes, the ‘beauty myth’, and the perpetuation of gender roles
and attitudes, have raged for decades. Famous women are hard to miss. Eloise was
the only participant who claimed to have absolutely no interest in famous women:
the others’ interest in famous women took various forms (from approval to
derision). Eloise explained this as a kind of superstition: that to even look at or
judge famous women would in some way compromise how she herself looked;
might unconsciously affect her own look. And, even in discussion with me, this
extended to being unable/unwilling to even imagine or describe how a traditional
or ‘non-traditional woman’ might look. This is a complex and unorthodox approach
since, as Stacey (1988: 114) argues, "in a culture where the circulation of idealised
and desirable images of femininity constantly surrounds us, the phenonomen of
fascination between women is hardly surprising” - and not just fascination in a
masculinised or transvestite way, as Mulvey argues (1981), but also in a pleasurable
way, for example, the costume and appearance of female stars (Gaines and
Herzog, 1990). But Eloise claimed not to be able to even look (nor want to look},
for fear of traditional femininity somehow affecting her by a process of osmosis -
and, of course, it must do so. To define herself against the ‘Diana model’ is
espousing a particular view of femininity, but there are undoubtedly other ways in
which the culture has affected Eloise, for example, her 'fairy hair;’ which is

discussed further below.

In contrast, Gwendolin and Delilah named the same examples of the ‘typically

feminine’:

Pamela Anderson .... [or] for just ordinary feminine someone like Felicity
Kendal | would have thought. Men ... feel they can dominate her.
(Gwendolin)

the traditional feminine ideal is like Pamela Anderson ... Felicity Kendal.
Dumb or girly but controllable, not too much of a handful, likely to ...
know the rules.

(Delilah)

The ways that the participants talked about what or who represented traditional
femininity to them reflects many of their own understandings of ideals of
femininity as seen by a male spectator and the pervasive influence these images

have. Both women embody particularly ‘typical’ feminine traits, Anderson (like
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Marilyn Monroe) literally embodying a hyper-femininity of large breasts, long
blonde hair, pouting lips, and so on. Delilah explained what she meant by ‘the
rutes’ which described the sort of hyper-femininity characterised by Monroe and

Anderson:

Wear this or that. Giggly girly. Daft ... doing things that make you seem
smaller than you are, weaker and available. Always available ... Sex
objects. That’s what women’s clothes are usually supposed to do... say...
Like stiletto heels crippling her or all that stuff. Acting dumb.

Zeb described traditional femininity as if it were an affliction. She described

weakness and softness and vulnerability:

she’d be slim, she’d be willowy, long flowing hair and wearing a Laura
Ashley print dress ... She’d have that sort of washed out kind of look ..
blurry round the edges ... a vulnerable thinness.

Claudia and Vash echoed this idea of traditional femininity being defined by
wearing ‘nice, safe’ dresses or having a particular attitude of being ‘frothy’. Both
said that it was the attitude added to the clothes which made a person

traditionally feminine and Sparkle made much the same point:

A bit giggly. The flirty type... It’s more in a mannerism... just by their
mannerism come across as very feminine, very frothy.
(Claudia)

When they don’t really think for themselves, they are quite weak, giggly,
wear sexy clothes, do that thing where they pout or giggle...
(Sparkle)

Delilah was the only one who defined ‘femininity’ as being the opposite of Zeb’s

'blurry’ woman. Instead she described femininity as being someone definite and

strong:

To me it is someone who is strong and sexy and good to other women, to
her friends ... someone who makes the best of herself without, you know,
making stupid concessions .. and positive .. but the opposite of it to
mainstream... someone like me. Or a lesbian. Or someone who does things
on her own terms, she’s good at what she does, you know, successful. So
the women who can’t be packaged and labelled properly. Someone who is
going to get all the shit from those types of shitheads.

Delilah, who said she was a feminist, defined femininity in a positive (if embattled)

way, and was the only participant who did not automatically equate ‘femininity’
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with traditional femininity. Ussher notes that "there appears to be a contempt for
femininity” from women who resist ‘girly’ femininity (1997: 452) and this was a
sentiment echoed by the participants who said they had little or no interest in
feminism. So Claudia, Miss Pink, Flong, Gwendolin and Eloise in particular displayed
hostility towards both ‘girly’ femininity but almost equally towards feminist
women. Others - such as Vash, Zeb, Sparkle, Louise and Bee, all feminists - also
saw themselves as different to traditional femininity but expressed no hostility
towards traditionally feminine women. Such divisions are examined further in

Chapter 5.

The ‘tooly’ and how to- use thewv

A person’s external appearance is commonly thought to provide information about
their internal self (Kaiser,1990; Davis, 1992; Craik, 1993). Yet although the
external appearance of the participants resisted many ideas about traditional
femininity they continued to use many of the accoutrements of it: ‘behind-the-
scenes’; or what Goffman refers to as "“the front region with fixed props”
(Goffman, 1984: 245) in order to maintain their own feelings of femininity. Ussher
describes women who apparently are traditionally, but knowingly, feminine, and
compares them with those who entirely resist the trappings of traditional
femininity (Ussher, 1997: 450). Both categories of femininity entail some resistance
or transgression but there is a distinction between ‘doing girl’ and ‘resisting girl’.
‘Doing girl’ is when a woman uses feminine masquerade (using all the ‘trappings’ of
traditional femininity), appearing to be authentic, whilst knowing that the part she
is playing consists entirely of ‘front’ with ‘props’. But in the category ‘resisting’

girl:

that which is traditionally signified by ‘femininity’ is invariably ignored or
denied (often derided) - the necessity for body discipline, the inevitability
of the adoption of the mask of beauty and the adoption of coquettish
feminine wiles (Ussher, 1997: 455).

Ussher points out that resisting need not involve discarding all that is involved in
being ‘woman’: managing one’s body and appearance, having children, being in
relationships with men, are not necessarily resisted® (although they might be, as

some of the participants of this study illustrate). Within this type of resistance are

® 1 find this loose definition of ‘woman’ problematic in that it could equally involve
choosing not to ‘manage’ one’s appearance, not having children, and having relationships
with women or remaining celibate.
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women whose sense of themselves as ‘feminine’ is not traditional: they dress
‘down’, and avoid ‘girly’ clothes and adornment. Women who resist ‘girl’ “take
pleasure in their appearance and are fully able to engage in many of the rituals of
feminine beauty. But it is never the centre of their lives and their sense of self
does not come from being able to manipulate or beguile” (Ussher, 1997: 456).
Some participants fitted into the former category of 'doing girl’, others fitted more
easily into ‘resisting girl’. But whilst Ussher acknowledges that these two
categories cannot contain all women, and that women may move between and
beyond the two at different points in their life, she does not suggest that women
may occupy both categories simultaneously. The women in this study ‘do girl’ (and
have many rituals of femininity as an integral part of their lives) whilst also
deriding much about traditional femininity (including some of the very things they
themselves practice). This complex, and seemingly confused, relationship to
femininities reflects their own perceptions of where they are located within the
discourse of femininity: they ‘do’ girl and feel like girl but also feel like, and are

seen to be, resisting girl.

I asked participants what they used or liked that they saw as particularly
feminine. The reason for this was to find out if claiming to resist traditional
femininity meant it was also possible, indeed desirable, to entirely jettison what
my interviewee Jody described as "feminine trappings” and what Delano calls the
‘tools’: the "lived practices of female embodiment” (Delano, 2000: 5). Smith
argues that trying to define femininity is like "assembling a miscellaneous
collection of instances apparently lacking coherence ... Its descriptive use relies on
our background and ordinary knowledge of everyday practices, which are the
source and original of these instances” (1988: 36). These ‘everyday practices’ are
central to the participants’ sense of their own femininity. The replies given
illustrated another strategy of ‘recuperation’: although their external appearance
challenged many norms of traditional femininity. They used frilly underwear,
perfume, makeup, and other items which denote luxury, indulgence or glamour,
thus drawing themselves back into the safe arena of traditional femininity and its
emphasis on feminine beauty rituals. It became clear that whilst they resisted and
derided these traits they also watched them closely and, to (varying) extents could
be seen to adopt some of them. The main way was through the revelation that
they used such items, as if to reassure other people that their external appearance

did not negate their femininity. In a similar way some women ‘flash’ their
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femininity (discussed on page 14). ‘Flashing’ femininity can be adapted to this
study since the participants consistently alluded to how feminine they were
'despite’ their appearance. In addition, they more explicitly gave examples of how
‘authentic’ their femininity was. Until relatively recently middle-class women
were the last bastions of a rigid attention to fashion detail and dedication: gloves,
matching shoes and handbag, hats, different outfits considered appropriate for day
or evening wear (Thesander,1997) and did not need to *flash’ their femininity since
their attire announced it for them. Still today femininity - as a construct - relies
on, and is defined by, restraint (Tseélon, 1995) and the appearance of my
interviewees was not restrained. Their hair colour was not restrained, nor their
body adornment, make-up, or clothes, in fact, everything about their appearance
signalled a disdain for traditional feminine ‘restraint’. Doane, on masquerade,
describes "a femininity which knows it is excessive but uses its own overload
parodically” (Doane, 1990: 25) and to a great extent this is how the participants
appeared to be using their appearance: as parody, as excess. They talked about
how they loaded on the details (more and more piercings, tattoos, hair dye and
hair extensions, jewellery, makeup, and many of the participants used different
layers of clothes to achieve a particular effect). Although this can be construed as
a slavish devotion to one’s appearance, it can also be read as a disciplined and
creative practice where the woman presents herself in a series of rigorously
created 'looks’ (Wilson, 1985).

Although they appeared to be stepping beyond the boundaries of the ‘traditional
place’ that clothes can keep women in (Gaines, 1990: 1), my interviewees exercise
a great deal of care and control over how they look. There is a contradiction here
between what | describe above as the unrestrained nature of these women’s
appearance versus the control that goes into producing it. The two aspects were
always warring. Because of this it is impossible to argue that the 'difference’ of the
participants’ appearance unshackles them from the traditionally feminine, time-
consuming adornment rituals of traditional femininity. It is not their external,
finished appearance which ‘places’ the participants but instead it is the rituals and
activities they chose to undertake to build this appearance. Indeed, as the
'appearance diary’ of one participant evidences®, the participants spent more time

and money on their appearance than would be seen as a ‘reasonable’ norm for the

7 But the difference between masquerade and ‘flashing femininity’ is that the latter is done
consciously with a particular intent.
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modern working woman. But, as several participants asked, why should self-
decoration and adornment signal oppression? As Eloise said "it can’t be ‘dressing-
up’ cos | am just getting dressed”. Gaines (1990) also asks why ‘making-up’ and
dressing up are connected to female oppression and Steele (1995) argued that
clothes and fashion need not be seen to be disempowering - she points out that
they can be defiant or even ‘feminist’. Wilson (1985) disagrees with the notion that
to resist fashion is to liberate oneself and argues that fashion, including cosmetics,
provide women with an opportunity for choice and pleasure. She argues that some
women may not want to give up dressing in fashionable clothes, may not feel
oppressed by the use of nail polish or high heels, and may see these aspects of
female clothing and appearance as enjoyable and ‘looking one’s best’. Yet in a
later work, discussing Veblen’s views on women’s fashion, Wilson comments that a
love of fashion and its “mania for change” could be seen to indicate a woman’s
"inherent frivolity and flightiness or ... [her] subjection and oppression ... Fashion
was nothing else than women’s bondage made visible” (1990b: 29). Again, we can
see this in terms of the restraint/lack of restraint binary. This is crucial to
understanding the participants’ appearance: they do not follow ‘fashion’ as such;
and their appearance makes this very clear. In this way, then, they are able to
evade (to some extent) the label of ‘frivolity or flightiness’ being attached to their
appearance. Despite this, they continued to demonstrate recuperative strategies,
'flashing their femininity’, as Tseélon puts it, through their use of indisputably
feminine items. For example, Eloise mentioned she often wore false eyelashes ("f
wear false eyelashes and some makeup as obtrusive as possible”) and Claudia used
a small, lady-like leather handbag (I have a little proper handbag ... If you’re girly-
girly it tends to be like a big shoulder bag”).

Underwear was discussed by many participants. Sparkle said she hand-washed
her silk underwear every week, and Bee had a collection of bustiers all of different

colours and materials. Gemini listed several items:

I like pretty bras. And knickers. | like my silky dressing gown. That’s me
dressing up ... underclothes really. Not sex shop type of peep hole bra type
but something really pretty and attractive. Perfume, 1’d rather have
perfume than any amount of makeup really ... | love bubblebath.

8 See Chapter 5.

75



oaantia nolldua Al e s

Each item has the weight of pleasure with it, and are accepted pleasures for
women just as glossy magazines and chocolate are (Winship, 1987) - and are
culturally considered to be particularly feminine for women. When | asked Lara
what she used that could be seen as typically feminine her answer was also,
primarily, about underwear. She was particular about the sort of underwear she

preferred:

| like nice underwear, quite structured, pinks, reds, black, lacy, frilly
underwear, ruffles and little roses and underwiring ... my boyfriend calls it
chocolate box underwear, he says my underwear is a confection.

There were many similarities in the description to how she had described being

dressed as a child by her mother:

dresses, frilly dresses, white socks, cute-sey shoes, girly things like daft
hair bobbles, frills and flouncy and ... yuk. Always over the top and pastel
colours and pink and flowers ... and the thing is, as a child you have no
power, you have no money and no say in it. So you are stuck.

Lara seemed completely unaware of the similarities between the two, for example,
lacy and frilly, pink and flowers. Thesander reports that in the early 1970s, with
the rise of second wave feminism, “many women refused to wear sexy or
decorative underwear, associating it with seduction and eroticism, which were the
new taboos” (1997: 191). However, the 1980s saw a return to “sexy sophisticated
underwear ... a sign that many women had become sufficiently self-confident ...
without fear of being labelled sex objects” (208). However, this change was also
connected to anxieties about being seen as masculine, because of a certain kind of
political resistance where women were labelled ‘manly’. Although Lara’s
description of her underwear echoed her childhood clothing it is also part of her
recuperation of femininity through ‘doing girl’; additionally, as an adult woman she
now wore black, lacy underwear in a sensual or erotic way, and she had the power
and the money to choose (all of which she lacked as a child), which was the main

bone of contention about her appearance as a child.

Both Zeb and Delilah expressed a preference for perfume and makeup. Zeb

replied:

makeup and perfume ... stereotypically female, aren’t they? Female?
Feminine?
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when asked what typically feminine things she used. Delilah replied with a detailed
account of perfume names and lipstick colours (and was able to identify the

perfume | was wearing):

| use ‘Eternity’ me, or that new one - CKBe | think. But | use ‘Obsession’ as
well, that’s quite a heavy scent ... and some Body Shop scents if I’m just in
on my own, working or whatever, ‘Dewberry’ mainly ... Feminine things ...
well, lipstick, I love very very dark lipstick, dark plums, dark purples, |
used to wear nothing but black but | made a sideways move with lipstick ...
I don’t wear makeup, as much makeup, as I used to.

Many participants said they wear less makeup than they used to, or none at all,

although Miss Pink told me she had worn makeup every day since she was fourteen:

Because ginger hair’s the other thing though because ginger eyelashes and
eyebrows, they just disappear into your face, like to make a feature of
them and bring them out you have to wear makeup.

Wearing makeup every day for thirteen years is not a partial commitment and
although Miss Pink said she did it because she enjoyed it, she also made clear that
she felt obliged to ‘make a feature’ of her ‘inadequate’ eyes. "Such pleasures are
frequently undercut as liberatory by the claim that the ideal female body is always
an impossibility, an unmatchable ideal” (Finkelstein, 1997:155) and Miss Pink
illustrated this: she wore makeup to ‘improve’ herself but in the process had to
wear it every day. Otherwise it would be apparent that really she did not match
the ideal, her lashes and eyebrows were too pale. However, on the whole the
participants claim they are not trying to match the ideal and this is apparent by
the clothes they wear, how they have their hair, and their body modifications thus
attempting (if not always successfully achieving) a “liberatory” approach.
However, there were several instances where participants discussed how they
intended to approach something in a traditionally feminine way with no conditions
about it being ‘liberatory’, or even ‘alternative’. For example, Miss Pink had
recently become engaged to her boyfriend and much of her interview was about

her wedding plans.

I do want my hair to be like a million different shades of pink when | do it
and | want a lilac and gold dress so it’s not like way out, like | don’t want
to get married in black leather or anything like that... | like to be feminine
as well and getting married is the time to do it.
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Miss Pink was definite about her wish to be ‘feminine’ and anxious that she did it

successfully. Tseélon argues

the effort to be ‘authentic’ implies a twofold paradox [which] suggests that
originally ‘one is being what one is not’. In other words: a woman is not
originally authentically feminine but can become one with effort. Second,
'being authentic’ implies an act of objectifying oneself, of seeing oneself
through the eyes of the Other. And a being which is for-others cannot be
for-itself (Tseélon, 1995: 38).

Miss Pink did intend to get married with pink hair in a gold dress - still her own
version of feminine and so ‘authentic’ by her own standards but negotiated via an
insistence on not going too “way out” so that she was still more traditionally
*tauthentic’ as a bride. As Furman comments, “the only constant [about ideals of
femininity] ... would be women’s imperative to look attractive for the men of their
dreams” (1997: 46). Miss Pink wanted to look ‘alternative’ for herself but also
acceptably feminine for her fiangé and guests so that her wedding day could

*authentically’ be ‘the happiest day of a woman’s life’.

In these ways there is pleasure to be had from ‘doing’ feminine, however partial
or ambivalent. As Silverman argues, “oppositional gestures are never absolute”
(Silverman, 1986: 149) and Gemini echoed this, although she embedded in a
description of the very things that she thought made her rebellion partial:

! make small rebellions. | suppose such as the tattoos and yet... | love
rustling silk and gold slippers. | don’t see that as a bad thing. It’s just a
part of me, it’s how | have always been. The romantic side.

Gemini, and other participants, seek to balance the ‘oppositional’” with the
‘feminine’ through different aspects of their appearance and demonstrate a variety
of approaches and reflections on the success of this balancing act. in Chapter 5 |
examine three ways in which they discussed their femininity which was harder for
them to balance with assertions of ‘difference’: the fairy princess, the importance

of hair, and the routine of shopping for (or making) clothes.
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PARTICIPANT: FEMININE THINGS USED:

Louise Underwear; perfume

Kiki Nail varnish; perfume

Sparkle Nail varnish; makeup; hairdye

Morgan Perfume; underwear

Vash Makeup; perfume; underwear; hairdye
Zeb Makeup; crimpers; perfume

Claudia Handbag; underwear; makeup; hairdye
Jody Underwear

Miss Pink Makeup; hairdye

Gwendolin Makeup; hairdye; jewellry

Diz Perfume; underwear

Flong Perfume; underwear; makeup

Bee Underwear; hairdye

Delilah Perfume; lipstick; hairdye

Eloise Underwear; perfume; makeup; hairdye
Gemini Underwear; perfume; bubblebath

Lara Underwear; perfume; hairdye

Table 6: the things listed by participants when asked what traditionally

‘feminine’ things they liked to use.
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CHAPTER 5
How to-be o Fairy Princess

This chapter examines the way the fairy princess figure figures in constructions of
femininity and how the participants talk about their hair and their clothes (buying,
making and maintenance) to create their own femininities. There have been many
studies of how girls learn to be ‘feminine’ (for example, Sharpe, 1994; Lees, 1993).
The *body training’ received by boys and girls is different in all ways, from walking
and talking to arguing and fighting (Shilling, 1993). There are a host of images and
narratives which train a child culturally and among the most lasting of these are
the stories and images perpetuated in fairytales (Davies, 1989). Beautiful, often
helpless, innocent girls are the victims of cruel treatment often at the hands of an
older woman, an interloper of some kind (a jealous witch, a bitter stepmother)
(Zipes, 1986). Rivalry and discord between women functions to foster divisions
between women of different ages ('divide and conquer’: beauty and youth
opposing age and experience), thus investing the relationships between men and
women as the more valuable and reliable. Despite this, “romantic tales exert an
awesome imaginative power over the female psyche” (Rowe, 1986: 218). Several
participants talked about the enjoyment of playing as a figure from fairytale:
princess, fairy, mermaid, was a child - and how they still liked this image. A
random and easily recognisable example is the Barbie doll which has been sold with
*fairytale’ outfits'. Barbie advertisements frequently use words such as: “'dream’,
‘enchantment’, ‘fairy tale’, ‘magic’, ‘romance’ and ‘nostalgia’ as well as
‘fantasy’. These are the adjectives of modern middle-class femininity ... youthful
femininity, heterosexual femininity, and white femininity” (Rogers, 1999: 3 & 11).
These descriptions of qualities attendant to ‘true’ femininity index the ways in
which particular types of feminine traits are privileged (although held by a small
minority of women) and how they are woven into the mythology and pleasures of
the fairytale. The participants’ version of the fairy princess owed her existence
primarily to romantic Victorian images of femininity such as Pre-Raphaelite
paintings (Pearce,1991) and later, Disney versions: she is young and blonde, white,
has blue eyes, is waif-like. And despite the difference to their own appearance
they talked affectionately of this figure. Brownmiller notes the persistence of the

fairy princess motif:
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Who can imagine a fairy princess with hair that is anything but long and
blonde, with eyes that are anything but blue, in clothes that are anything
but a filmy drape of gossamer and gauze? The fairy princess remains one of
the most powerful symbols of femininity the Western world has ever
devised, and falling short of her role model, women are all feminine failures
to some degree (Brownmiller, 1984: 44).

Gemini said that although she had been a tomboy® she resented the fact that

the clothes she was wearing were not typically ‘girly’:

mum always put me in shorts and tee-shirts for the summer, because they
were more sensible for playing outside. | loved dressing up in mum’s old
clothes and playing princesses and fairies and things like that. | really
wanted to be a fairy princess which is much more the norm [my emphasis]
so | don’t think [the clothes] affected the way | thought of myself. | knew |
was a girl.

Here Gemini stated that she was as ‘normal’ as any other little girl, despite her
practical playing-out clothes, and that she was able to imagine herself a fairy
princess via a route that her mother could not make ‘sensible’: that is, via her
fantasies in play. This is something several participants referred to in various
different contexts: a ‘normal’ girl. By '‘normal’ they were alluding to the model of
‘girl’ which fulfilled some or all of the criteria of ‘true’ femininity. Yet could she
live up to the role model? As Brownmiller (1984) points out, most women fall short
of this standard and Gemini had already failed before she began, simply by being
dressed in practical, sensible clothes - by saying she felt ‘normal’, Gemini
indicated her awareness of the potential for failure. Marsh (2000) argues that
young girls are offered relatively narrow options for ‘super-hero’ play and many
will respond to any gendered images even if they are repressive, simply because
what is available is so limited - yet Marsh’s study was amongst primary school
children. The women in this study saw the fairy princess as a ‘misunderstood’
figure: a feminine figure derided for her femininity and more positive than is
usually thought. This defensiveness about the fairy princess is akin to the
defensiveness about ‘dumb blonde’ jokes: why are women assumed to be weak or
stupid because they are attractive? This attitude was implicit or explicit in all the

participants who mentioned the fairy princess. Gwendolin stated that she thought

! For example, Rose Princess, Princess Barbie, Dream Wedding, Sugar Plum Princess, and
Midnight Moon Princess. See Appendix 6.

2 Several participants described themselves as tomboys with Claudia saying she was still a
tomboy. For example, Gemini said that although her favourite play was as a fairy princess
her mother dressed her in ‘sensible playing clothes’ which made her look like a boy, which
was echoed in various ways by other participants such as Eloise, Sparkle, and Gwendolin.

81



ocamantha nolland cnapter o

fairy play was the ‘norm’ despite the high expectations that were necessarily

associated with it. Gwendolin said she and her friends would get dressed up

like fairies ... they’'re supposed to be feminine and floaty, and the blonde

hair, the long long blonde hair... all little girls want to be a fairy. But you

don’t have to be a weak fairy, do you?
Although this is a rhetorical question, the answer is that actually yes, you do, if
you wish to be seen as beautiful. Strong fairies are ugly and wicked. For example,
Tinkerbell in Peter Pan appears to have power (in that the Lost Boys will do her
bidding which is to shoot Wendy, her rival). Ultimately, however, it is Peter who
has to rescue Tinkerbell - she has no real power because she is small and delicate
and pretty. Yet very few little girls live up to this ideal, for example, because they
do not have the long blonde hair® or simply because they have parents, like

Gemini’s, who put practicality before ‘enchantment’:

| probably looked like [a tomboy] because my mum cut my hair really short
but | hated it. No | wanted to have long flowing hair and really flowing
skirts and stuff like that. | think | was a very feminine little child, | just
wasn’t given the chance to be.

(Eloise)

Well of course | played at fairies and all that stuff, | didn’t have the
clothes though, just wrapped some old curtain netting stuff round me, got
some kitchen foil off my mum and put it around a garden cane for a wand,
| enjoyed playing that and | looked the part | think ... on the inside | was
never a fairy. | knew that all the time.

(Sparkle)

The fairy princess is the antithesis to the tomboy but is also more than simply
the opposite. She is the epitome of everything that constitutes ‘girly’ femininity:
passivity, docility, conformity. Yet the participants who talked about fairy princess
play as children described physicality and pleasure rather than physical repression

and weakness.

All the participants who mentioned fairy play as children also evidenced and/or
admitted to an adult fondness for the fairy princess (what Bee called “the fairy
issue ... it’s a shameful hankering of mine”), the 'belle of the ball’, if not the

persona. For example, Lara described a tattoo she has on her hip:

* Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye (1979) is about just this sort of destructive sense of
‘failure’ when a little Black girl, Pecola, prays for her eyes to turn blue like her privileged
blonde classmates.
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the one on my hip is just a little representation of me when | had long red
hair. It was pillarbox red and it is just a little woman curled up asleep, like
a princess or a mermaid, with all this hair billowing around her. Longer and
much bigger hair than it actually was really at the time; a boyfriend did
this little sketch and | thought my hair looked so beautiful | thought |
would have it tattooed on me. So when | am old | can see how beautiful my
hair was.

And yet this tattoo, this permanent aide de memoir, is not accurate; Lara has said
that it shows her with hair ‘longer and much bigger’ than it actually was, hair that
was ‘billowing’ around the figure in the picture. But this is how she wants to
remember her hair; she wants to remember herself with ‘fairy princess’ hair. She is
creating her own myth: as an old woman she will be able to believe that she did
look like a fairytale princess. One of the problems with Lara (future, old Lara)
looking back on an idealised, fairytale version of herself in tattoo form is that it
underlines a desire and a willingness on her part to maintain a status quo and not

to challenge the fixity of the images of femininity*.

Miss Pink revealed that various people had described her in ‘fairy princess’

ways:

I’ve been called Barbie. This girl in a restaurant, her mother came up to
me and said ‘excuse me, my daughter thinks you’re Barbie’. Hoola Barbie,
she’s got pink hair. | was like “yeah, nice one”. And | got called Ariel in
Cornwall, you know Ariel the mermaid with red hair, this little girl said to
her father ‘dad, why has Ariel got her nose pierced?’ Oh it’s quite funny.
It is interesting to note that Miss Pink has been described as looking like Barbie and
Ariel (from Disney’s The Little Mermaid) as both are representations of a particular
*fairy princess’ type of femininity (long hair, slim, doe eyes, young) and therefore
very traditional and mainstream representations of femininity. Barbie, for
example, has been identified as a negative role model for young girls (Rogers,
1999; Urla and Swedlund, 2000); socialising children to the pressures and privilege
of beauty via constantly updating in tune with current fashion and beauty ideals
(Thesander, 1997); and such representations have been linked with eating disorders
in girls and young women (Chernin, 1982; Bordo, 1990). Miss Pink did not object;
she welcomed this description of herself and was amused by these incidents. Partly

this seemed to be because they were so inappropriate considering her multiple
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piercings and tattoos but also because they reinforced her belief in her own
femininity. Both Flong and Miss Pink’s business cards depict *fairy princess’ images®
which they designed themselves. Flong and Miss Pink each produced a form of
iconic/ironic self-portraiture - Flong’s depicts a flowing-haired woman reminiscent
of a Pre-Raphaelite romanticism; Miss Pink’s is more ‘modern’ and playful. Other
participants likened themselves to this kind of motif: Lara’s tattoo with its
‘billowing’ red hair, for example, and Eloise, who described her own long, red hair,
when back-combed to go out, as 'wild fairy hair’. The type of appearance is
'different’ to current ideals of femininity and yet the dress of Pre-Raphaelite or
bohemian women (discussed further in Chapter 6) that they draw on was also
'different’ in its time (Wilson, 1990, 2000). In using the iconography of traditional
femininity they create images of femininity which are not ‘townie’ or mainstream
(and so cannot be categorised as 'girly’); neither is it practical or even desirable
for the majority of women; nor is it masculinised. In this way many elements are
mixed to deconstruct traditional femininity: the ‘high’ femininity of Victorian
paintings with the exaggerated femininity of Disney, and the unconventional and

non-traditional femininities of subcultures such as goth or punk.

Flong also created her own adult fairy princess scenario. At a Tattooist’s Ball,
where everyone wore their normal day clothes (“leather trousers or black

clothes”), Flong persuaded her friends to dress differently:

... full length ball gowns and my friend ... did all this nice bouffant hair and
these ringlets down the side of my face and all that. We walked in to this
party and everyone just ... dropped! In fact the head of our [tattooists’]
union came over and he said he had to come over and say that “you girls
just looked like princesses walking down the stairs and 1’d like to buy you a
drink, what would all your friends like?”, there was ten of us! Ten tattooed
princesses.

There are several strands to this. One is that at a social event where everyone
would look very similar, Flong found a way to look ‘different’ via a very traditional
spectacle: embodiment of a model of hyper-femininity. Much has been written
about ‘spectacle’, particularly in subcultural theory, for example, Hebdige (1979)
and Muggleton (2000) on ‘spectacular’ subcultures, and Leonard (1997) on how riot

grrls criticised traditional notions about female display through the spectacle of

“ The issues of the permanence of tattooing, the body, and ageing are discussed further in
later chapters.
5 See Appendix 7.
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their appearance and performance. Russo states that as a child she was often

warned against making a spectacle of herself.

Making a spectacle of oneself seemed a specifically feminine danger. The
danger was one of exposure... For a woman, making a spectacle of herself
had more to do with a kind of inadvertancy and loss of boundaries

(Russo, 1986: 213).

The participants of this study aimed to make a spectacle of themselves; they had
consciously made a project of staying a spectacle (despite narrowing boundaries of
age and gender), and Russo acknowledges that, like Leonard’s riot grrls, the shame
of making a spectacle of oneself can be channelled into “the bold affirmations of
feminine performance, imposture, and masquerade” (Russo, 1986: 213). Although
Flong’s spectacle did not challenge traditional notions about female display she did
challenge what was expected of her in the context she was in. Others at the Ball
also played a role, for example, the man who called them all Princesses and

gallantly offered to buy drinks.

The immediate and predictable result of being beautiful is being chosen,
this word having profound importance to a girl. The beautiful girl does not
have to do anything to merit being chosen; she does not have to show
pluck, resourcefulness and wit (Gilbert and Gubar, 1986: 188).
Flong was chosen for what she 'was’ (by the man who bought the drinks). But it
was done mostly in an ironic way (Flong’s dry comment about ‘tattooed princesses’
illustrated this) so that no-one thought she was taking it seriously, nor that she was
not aware of its connotations - in this case, she was using resourcefulness and wit.
Flong’s use of masquerade was successful because it was doubly effective: because
of her own usually 'alternative’ appearance and because of the particular event. As
Finkelstein notes, *“styles in appearance simultaneously attract and deflect
attention. When clothes are misappropriated... they fracture conventions; when
they are parodied, they satirize those same conventions” (1997: 163). Flong was
still 'different’, still ‘alternative’, both parodying and fulfilling a fantasy, and
managing to fracture conventions in a situation where she would have otherwise

been just another tattooist in leather trousers.
The fairy princess is the ‘good’ fairy; she is the height of delicate, acceptable

femininity. Yet whilst the participants aligned themselves with her they also

contradicted themselves and made statements to place themselves in opposition to
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her - they liked how she looked but they did not like that she stood for complicity
and passivity. Several tentatively and defensively said they saw her as a strong or
positive figure although as many said they preferred the look and character of the
evil stepmother figures. As Bryer comments "dark hair has connotations of mystery
and evil. The long black hair of the witch contrasts with the golden tresses of the
fairy princess” (Bryer, 2000: 11). Several participants said they preferred the evil
stepmother in Snow White because she was strong, intelligent, wicked, had black
hair, and looked like a goth with her white face, red lips, and black clothes - that

is, someone who looked more like them.

The good and bad woman reminds the young reader of her dreadful fate,
should she stray from the path of perfect femininity - denunciation as wild
woman or witch (Ussher, 1997: 11).

It would seem apparent that the participants might feel more attracted to the idea
of themselves as wild woman but it cannot be polarised so simply. As Gemini and
Eloise proved, it is possible to feel like a fairy princess on the inside even if you do
not look the part - or, as Sparkle and Flong proved, it is possible to be a fairy
princess on the outside but not really feel like one. Most participants were
unwilling to ally themselves with either one role or the other. As Eloise asked,
“why Snow White had to be so lily-livered | don’t know. She could have made
friends with her stepmother and got rid of her stupid dad instead”. Although,
again, a rhetorical question it does reveal how patriarchal versions of femininity
work. In addition, it uncovers the fact that, for all their challenges to the norm,
some of my participants had not worked out precisely why they had to both resist

and conform - nor that that is how the ideology perpetuates itself.

“My hair iy everything”

Hair can provide information about societies and their wealth, structures, and
beliefs. How do societies deal with hair? Are men and women expected to treat
their hair differently? And what does this say about gender roles? For example,
Bryer quotes Greer disputing the myth that women have more abundant hair than
men which is untrue; neither do only men go bald (2000: 11). Steele points out
that “hairstyles are an important part of fashion and identity ... Many people ... are
extremely interested in hairstyles ... yet surprisingly little research has been done

on the significance of particular fashions in hair” (1997c: 337). Women’s hair has
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always had a powerful effect and has been used in images and stories throughout
history: Medusa’s hair was made of snakes; Rapunzel, locked in a tower, let down
her hair for a prince to climb up and rescue her (although only the prince and the
witch could climb in and out at will); Lady Godiva rode naked through Coventry
with only her hair to cover her; in Little Women Jo March sold her hair so that her
mother could visit her father (Alcott, 1994). Bryer points out that long hair has
embodied western beauty and femininity for centuries, for example, "the length
and abundance of the [woman’s] hair is the prime feature of Botticelli’s evocation
of beauty” (Bryer, 2000: 8). Famous (young, white) women with- 'signature’ hair
styles have captured popular imagination and include Jean Harlow’s bleached bob
in the 1920s, the Veronica Lake ‘dip’ in the 1940s, Marilyn Monroe’s platinum hair
in the 1950s, Farrah Fawcett-Majors’s ‘flick’ in the 1970s, and Jennifer Anniston’s
'Rachel’ in the 1990s.

Hair has always had a place as one of the most important elements of a person’s
identity and hair was a key signifier for many of the participants. Most of the
women [ interviewed responded with a detailed ‘hair history’. Hair was a crucial
sub-theme to the participants’ preoccupation with both traditional and
unconventional femininities. The participants’ hair styles varied but in general
were ‘different’ from mainstream styles in that they were brightly dyed, or
shaved, dreaded, backcombed, or crimped. Yet despite this difference their
concerns, and the amount of time they spent on their hair, were arguably
stereotypically ‘feminine’. Gwendolin knew at a young age that she wanted to
change her hair: “I first started making decisions about it when | was about
eleven, colouring my hair” and other participants said much the same: for
example, Eloise was twelve when she wanted to dye her hair pink and Sparkle was
eleven when she started by colouring her hair with felt-tip pens. Miss Pink started
to dye her hair as a teenager to outwit those who teased her for having ginger hair
and several participants, including Gemini, were resentful about having short hair

as children:

My mum cut my hair really short but | hated it. No, | wanted to have long
flowing ... | had this horrible tomboy haircut ... | won’t have it [short] now,
the shortest | had it for years was about [shoulder-length] and even then |
had to grow it again.

(Eloise)

¢ Yet women are expected to have little or no body hair, like children.
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! haven’t had my hair short since | was little. My mum used to make us both
have it short so we wouldn’t get it in a mess. Then she’d say we weren’t
like proper little girls and we were there with this ... this bloody little
boys’ haircut ... So | guess because of that, having that inflicted on me, |
grew it long as soon as | could’. And my sister just went the other way!
[shaves her hair off completely].
(Lara)
Lara showed me a photograph of herself and her sister when they were aged seven
and five. Two dour little girls in frilly dresses and lacy socks stared out of the
photograph, both with very short, shiny hair. Yet, as with many tensions that
participants were apparently unaware of, Lara complained on the one hand about
her mother forcing her into wearing ‘'girly’ clothes and yet also complained that

her mother insisted on her having a very practical, short haircut.

The cutting of women’s hair has been the arena of much debate and
protest, not least since women’s hair is so closely associated with a woman’s
beauty, femininity and sexuality. By the time of the First World War women’s
desire and right to cut off their hair had become a matter for public debate - and it
was more than simply a matter of independence or protest (Wilson, 1990), or
practicality and cleanliness (Brownmiller, 1984). It was those things and more - it
became chic and fashionable but the arguments raged on about this “frightening
challenge to the masculine-feminine polarity” (Brownmiller, 1984: 44). Although
Gemini, Lara and Eloise’s mothers were cutting their daughters’ hair off this
remained an issue of control, in theory for the sake of manageability, but also
against their will. When Lara moved away from home at the age of sixteen she was

immediately at liberty to do whatever she wanted with her hair:

I moved to Nether Edge and just went mental. | just let rip. | grew my hair.
I dyed my hair, | backcombed it, | left my crimpers on twenty four hours a
day ... I stuck my hair up - it was like [indicates a foot above her head] ... All
the colours of the rainbow, one after the other and sometimes more than
one at once.

Several participants voiced anxieties about losing their hair (notably amongst

them were all the women who resented having short hair as children). Gemini

7 Adult Lara had very long hair: “These colours purple and black [in her hair] are quite
restrained I think, restful colours ... and remind me of those blackcurrant and liquorice
sweets”.
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spoke at some length about women who shaved off their hair, and women’s

attitude generally to their hair:

[I admire] women who shave their heads ... For me to be completely bald
would really challenge, | would be pushing myself far too far. Although |
like to be rebellious | am also a bit of a scaredy cat. "Oh your lovely long
golden hair”, it is one of those things that men seem to go for ... you’ve got
to be a decorative rather than an intelligent person. | don’t think it’s much
of a surprise that most dolls have long hair ... Hair is quite a big signifier in
our psyche, people feel able to comment if we cut it or change the colour

Gemini alternated between resentment at the value put on a woman’s hair and
anger at herself for not feeling able to shave her hair off. Others also had specific

anxieties:

sometimes | wake up in the night and just start worrying, what would |
ever do if | got cancer, if | lost my hair and my eyebrows and just bloated
up ... I’ve seen people who are having chemotherapy and they look awful. |
mean, | know they are ill and can’t help it, it is the best option | suppose
but | think | would rather kill myself than have to go around bald. | don’t
know how or why my sister does it. But | suppose that’s different, that’s

from choice.
(Lara)

| sometimes wake up in a cold sweat. | have this dream, this nightmare,
where someone cuts my hair off against my will and my dream is just so
full of this sorrow, this fear, that it wakes me up.

(Sparkle)

Bruzzi discusses the loss of hair in films and argues that scenes including the
cutting of hair “function as metaphors for loss, not acquisition or growth” (1997:
180). This is what many of the participants referred to: hair loss as trauma rather
than hair loss as a signal of independence or freedom, and the fear of not having
the choice whether to cut your hair or not. Bee was growing her hair at the time of

the interview:

I still wear men’s clothing but for the first time in twenty years | am
starting to grow my hair. Too many girly-girls have short hair now, | want
to be different to them ... My hair, | don’t know what colour is really is,
would probably be mostly grey | think. | was dyeing it purple and other
colours, red, blue, long before it was, you know, ‘in’, fashionable.

Jody, Bee, Janet and Louise had all previously had long, blonde hair and in their
twenties or thirties cut it all off. All four of them had cut off their hair in response

to a life-change: Louise, Janet and Jody had ended relationships; and Bee had
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decided that she wanted to look "more like trouble”. The other three said they
had no interest in their hair now it was short, it was easy to manage and that was
the key. Short hair on women can still be seen as unfeminine or ‘butch’ and many
feminists and lesbians have used short hair as a signal of both their politics and
sexuality; their liberation from heterosexual standards of ‘beauty’ (Garber, 1992).
Hair is a key cultural signifier of femininity, particularly long hair, from “big hair
girl” Barbie (Schiebinger, 2000: 16) to the carefully coifed styles of Hollywood
actors, and the loss of hair can signal loss of sexual attractiveness to many women.
The women in this study who demonstrated fear of hair loss believed that they
would experience what Goffman (1963) calls a 'spoiled identity’, that is, that their
femininity rested in large part in their hair. Goffman defines stigma as "bodily
signs designed to expose something unusual or bad about the signifier” (Goffman,
1963: 11); for example, a permanent stigma is the missing hand of a thief; an
impermanent stigma is the shaven head of a convict. The body modifications
undertaken by the women in this study cannot be taken as stigma as they adopted
them voluntarily; they were instead ‘deviators’ (from conventional norms).
However, the involuntary hair loss which they feared would be linked to the stigma
of losing their feminine gender identity. Kiki likened the loss of her long, dreaded
hair to the loss of Samson’s hair saying it, along with her tattoos and piercings,
gave her strength and confidence. Miss Pink felt that she would feel both much less

confident and much less feminine if she lost her hair:

I tell you what if |1 had all my hair cut off | probably wouldn’t feel half as
feminine as | do now. Cos | am ... six foot and quite .. | mean, not
excessively big but | am big built and things like that. And | always wear
makeup, | never go anywhere without it on - just little things like that that
enhance your femininity.

Miss Pink’s need to ‘enhance her femininity’ suggested anxieties about not being
feminine enough: she evidently felt that she had to "tread carefully’ in order not to
be seen as threatening - again, using the twin strategies of ‘flashing’ (or in this
case, perhaps, ‘tending’ to) her femininity in order to recoup it. The participants
explicitly linked their hair practices to their sense of femininity. For example, Kiki
started by saying she had dreadlocks to avoid having a feminine hair style and
finished by saying, rather sadly, that she does not think people see her hairstyle as

feminine despite the fact that it is very long:
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I’ve got dreads now but before I’ve always had mohicans and stuff like
that. I’ve never had a sort of, feminine hair style ... it is feminine to have
long hair but | don’t think ... people see it as being a feminine hair style at
all, although it is really long.
(Kiki)

Yet despite these concerns many of the participants continue to do things to their

hair which created the possibility of hair loss or damage.

Eighteen vyears isn’t it, from thirteen, so eighteen years I’ve been
bleaching my hair, why aren’t | bald yet?
(Ftong)

Alongside the preoccupations with hairstyles and anxieties about hair loss,
several participants mentioned using hair crimpers. Although many participants
said that they had used crimpers a lot when they were younger (Vash, Zeb, Delilah,
Eloise, Lara, Sparkle, Gwendolin and Miss Pink all said that they had kept their
crimpers plugged in twenty four hours a day). Several participants lamented the
way crimpers had ruined their hair, an irony considering their fears about hair loss.
For example, Miss Pink, when discussing the most outlandish hairstyle she had had

whilst also having a full-time job, said:

I used to crimp it about three times a day to get it to stand up which
wrecked my hair ... | haven’t got time to crimp my hair three times a day
anymore, it doesn’t fit into my working day ... I’d mess about with it more
if I had time, yeah. Definitely. But | ruined it crimping it. | mean, it took
years to grow it four inches at one point!

But there were only two who still used crimpers regularly. Zeb explained that she:

couldn’t imagine going out of the door without crimping my hair ... | have
even taken them to festivals and had to plug them into the car battery so |
could still crimp my hair. Or if not put so much yak in my hair that it
wasn’t going to, you know, go flat ... but | could never ever not crimp my
hair. It would be very difficult.

Zeb said she could think of no other way to manage her hair and that even if she
thought of something she would not be happy to adopt it because she was so
attached to her crimpers. Crimping hair is not always practical or even possible
and this was something she was aware of and even fearful of - to the extent that
not being able to crimp her hair made her feel less confident generally. She

acknowledged that her fear is only a fear of having ‘flat’ hair and this was
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something echoed similarly by other participants who had previously backcombed,
and crimped, and hairsprayed their hair until it was taller or wider than it naturally
was: avoiding flat, shiny hair proved a hard habit to break. These concerns can only
be a product of the ethnicity of the participants: Black women have different
struggles to control their hair, such as straightening (Mercer, 1987; Banks, 2000).
Delilah also still used them and mentioned them when asked if she used anything
that was typically feminine. She expressed concern about the health of her hair
and said that she thought she would be ‘as bald as a coot’ by the time she was fifty

but that she would continue to crimp her hair every day regardless:

crimpers and hairspray, they’re still mostly a feminine thing, aren’t they?
And | use them every day. | see men with crimped hair sometimes but it’s
mostly women, | mean alternative women.
Why did the participants continue to treat their hair despite their anxieties about
losing it? The answer is that in many ways they were using their hairstyles to make
a statement, rather than issuing a direct challenge through what they said or how

they behaved.

The investment of time, money, gender identity that the participants
demonstrated in connection with their hair is indicative of their overall
commitment to their appearance and their ‘femininity’. This is explored further in
the next (and final) section of this chapter, which discusses the ‘appearance diary’

of one participant.

Conmumnitment: time and money.

To understand how much time and commitment this type of appearance demands,
one participant, Delilah, agreed to complete an ‘appearance diary’ over a period
of one month. Delilah addressed herself to her diary with enthusiasm and produced
a detailed and lengthy record of all her activities and expenditure. The most time-

consuming activity was shopping.

Shopping environments inscribe masculine and feminine stereotypes (Grosz,
1990) and shopping can be seen to be a primarily ‘feminine’ activity, from both
necessity and for leisure; cultural products from Barbie dolls to romance novels
(aimed at girls and women) share the same emphasis on the consumption of an
ever-widening range of goods (Rogers, 1999: 132). Veblen (1994) describes the
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slavish devotion to buying more and more 'things’ in order to signal your lifestyle:
‘conspicuous consumption’. Veblen used as his model the new middle-classes of the
late nineteenth century but the idea is still current today in ‘celebrities’ (such as
the Beckhams) whose expenditure on possessions is frequently featured in the
press. Women became equated with shopping and consumption in the nineteenth
century because, as Davis notes, they became the “expressive vehicle for
announcing the status claims” of a family, in particular of the ‘man of the house’
(Davis, 1992: 41). The nineteenth century saw the rise of the department store
which offered a great deal of choice for the shopper. However, only those with the
means to do so would have been able to avail themselves of the shopping
opportunities of a department store (Lancaster, 1995) since "well into the
nineteenth century, used clothing constituted the effective market for much of the

population except the very rich” (Hansen, 2000: 248).

In contrast, women in the 1960s were called on to reject fashion symbols of
economic achievement as conspicuous consumption and therefore a symbolic
embodiment of ideology (Rubinstein, 1995: 258). Fashion, being a way to
continually redefine the female body, was reviled as 'false consciousness’ (Wilson,
1985: ch.11).

In the early 1970s perhaps the most conscious style that many feminists
engaged in was Oxfam-shop and jumble-sale dressing, or retro chic. It had
the merit of being cheap (maintaining a distance from the dictates of
consumerism); in addition, it could keep its distance from fashion’s denial
of contrivance by being so obviously like dressing up in costume (Evans and
Thornton, 1989: 8).

Delilah’s approach to second-hand clothes echoes this ‘distancing’ and ‘costuming’
framework but the participants’ general attitude to their overall appearance is also

the same (discussed further in the next chapter).

Second-hand clothes differ from new clothes (whether home-made or shop-
bought). There remains a 'strangeness’ about second-hand clothes because of their
close association with the body of the person who first wore them; people are
often superstitious or say that second-hand clothes are dirty. As Wilson notes,
"clothes without a wearer, whether on a secondhand stall, in a glass case, or
merely a lover’s garments strewn on the floor, can affect us unpleasantly, as if a

snake had shed its skin” (Wilson, 1985: 2). Similarly, Hansen reports that second-
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hand clothes are "known by local terms that mean ‘dead white men’s clothes’ in
Ghana [and] ‘died in Europe’ in northwestern Tanzania” (Hansen, 2000: 245).
However, Delilah’s appearance diary revolved around her quest to find the ‘right’
clothes, particularly second-hand clothes, as a key aspect of her overall
appearance. As Gregson et al argue, most people who habitually wear second-hand
or retro clothes do not wear them from nostalgia, that is, they do not wish to
recreate an accurate 1950s look but intend to make their look ‘different’ by mixing
their styles (Gregson et al, 2001: 3). Hebdige (adapting the term from Lévi-Strauss)
called this mixing of styles and eras ‘bricolage’, meaning the creation of new
patterns and styles from the kaleidoscopic bits and pieces of cultural debris (Craik,
1994: x), and second-hand clothes should be viewed as an important, but under-
valued, aspect of subcultural history (McRobbie, 1989a: 24). For example, "thrift
shop dressing ... later [became] the hallmark of hippie style ... The punks took this a
stage further and gave it new meanings ... [but] it did take over from the hippies
their use of the profoundly unfashionable, items that cost little, the disregarded
detritus of the fashion world” (Wilson, 2000: 173).

The distinctive feature about Delilah’s ‘appearance routine’ is the amount of

energy she spent on finding, buying and maintaining second-hand clothes.

I go to the second hand market and charity shops every week, which takes
perhaps two to four hours in total, plus up to ten hours mending or
altering them, & probably spend on average about £20 a week on not-new
clothes ... | spend quite a lot of time looking after my clothes, hand-
washing, ironing, mending, etc (a lot of my clothes are second hand or very
old or embroidered so likely to fall to pieces!)

The primary expenditure is time. She spent up to four hours a week going to
particular charity shops and second-hand markets. She never missed even if she
was ill: "/ might miss the find of the century! And I can always go back to bed”.
The allure of vintage clothing lies in the means it provides to salvage some aspects
of old-fashioned glamorous femininity which has otherwise been “consigned to the
waste basket” by the fashion industry and feminist interventions on the restrictive
nature of women’s clothes (Silverman, 1986: 150). It also enables the wearer to
put an ‘ironic distance’ between herself and the clothing she ‘collects’. “The
phrase ironic distance coincides theoretically with what others have called
‘masquerade’, and it underscores several important features of thrift-shop

dressing: ... its predilection for a tarnished and ‘stagey’ elegance; and its desire to
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convert clothing into costume or ‘fancy dress’” (149). But there is also the
opportunity to be creative, to repair and maintain it yourself. As Hansen notes,
discussing the popularity of second-hand clothes in Zambia, “they all want to look
‘outstanding’, ‘unique’, or ‘exclusive’” (2000: 247). Delilah off-set this ‘stagey
elegance’ with her other (new) purchases such as fetish clothing teamed with her
brightly coloured hair: the result was masquerade; vintage feminine clothes
teamed with fetish wear, a constructed, subversive image which challenged the

‘naturalness’ of feminine glamour.

Delilah demonstrated her time-consuming commitment to her appearance which
appeared to shape her entire life’. She travelled more than two hundred miles
from Sheffield to London to buy boots because she could not find "any” boots in
Sheffield, Leeds or Manchester, and spent £400 on boots, a top and some body
jewellery. She appeared to think nothing of this daytrip and elsewhere in her diary
said that she went to London at least four times a year just for clothes shopping.
She went at other times too but “for social occasions”, marking out a distinction
between ‘social’ and ‘shopping’ as if the latter were a business or work activity.
McRobbie notes that “although shopping is usually regarded as a private activity, it
is also simultaneously a public one” (McRobbie, 1989a: 24) but in Delilah’s case this
kind of public/private or work/social line was one she made a point of drawing.
She travelled to London regularly partly so that no-one she knew would ‘see’ her
shopping (thus she saw her shopping trips as less ‘public’ although, obviously, they
still took place in the public arena) and so that there was less chance of anyone
else wearing exactly the same clothes. Delilah was a freelance artist and her
income fluctuated. She was, however, able to work ‘around’ clothes-buying and
the maintenance of her appearance, and said this is one of the reasons she chose it
as a career. Another reason is that, working for herself, she can wear whatever she

wants. In her interview she told me:

I only stayed on [at school] so | could dress how | wanted for longer ... |
thought, if | have a proper job | can’t dress how | want, they’ll want to
stick me in some crap old blouse or whatever, so | did two ‘A’ levels ...
Thought if | did them | could go to college, you know, university, and ...
dress weird for longer.

& Aside from clothes shopping Delilah spent at least £80 a month on a facial and having her
hair done. She spent at least an hour and a half a day on her face and hair: in the evening
cleansing, toning, plucking her eyebrows; in the morning, doing her hair and makeup.
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McRobbie argues that shopping "is particularly important for girls and young
women because their street activities are still curtailed in contrast to those of
their male peers. This fact has been commented upon by many feminist writers but
the various pleasures of shopping have not been similarly engaged with”
{McRobbie, 1989a: 24) but, as MacDonald notes, “women’s ebullient visibility in the
shopping mall obscures their invisibility in the boardroom” (MacDonald, 1995: 34).
The pleasures of shopping for Delilah appeared to be a key activity in her life and a
routine which she was willing to base her life around; interestingly, she said that as

her social life had waned her clothes shopping had not.

Another time-consuming pastime was her repair and alterations of the clothes
she bought. Sewing and mending clothes is a traditionally feminine pastime for
leisure but also for economic necessity (Burman, 1999)° but it is also now not such
a common pastime as it once was. Several other participants also said that they
had begun wearing punk or goth clothes that they had made themselves, partly
because of their age they found it difficult ~to find or afford such items, but also

partly because of the disapproval of family members. For example:

... [at first] my grandma used to help me ... she made me all my bondage
gear when | was like 13-14 when | first had my hair cut off. She’s always
made clothes and stuff anyway. | used to come back with these wild ideas
... I’ve painted jeans, painted designs on jeans and all sorts, painted my
boots ... I’'ve actually seen clothes in shop windows, taken a sketch pad
down and drawn it at night when the shops are closed. | do [sic] it when
they’re closed and I’ve gone home and then made it.

(Ftong)

1 used to wear tartan dresses, buckle boots, leather jacket. | was a little
punk. It was a pinafore thing | made myself, | made everything myself.
(Miss Pink)

Going about in town on Saturdays, used to see all people - obviously a bit
older than me, and happy looking - and I’d think “oh they look cool, |
wanna be them” and, er, gradually as you get more spending power you can
do things more and more ... [my dad] was in the Navy and he used to go
away for like nearly a year at a time and he’d come back and I’d have this

° Talking about the paper patterns of the 1960s/70s, with three choices of outfit on the
front, Lara said her mother’s attitude was that Lara could be cut to fit the ideal image of
the daughter she wanted! "I almost see [my mother] - she didn’t really, its just my
imagination - looking at me over the top of one of those patterns with her eyes glittering
and thinking ‘aaah, well, we’ll fit her into this’. Like | was a bolt of cloth to cut to size ...
[she was always] breathing down my neck, looking into my wardrobe and sighing... it makes
me annoyed just thinking about it".
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black spikey hair and all the rest of it, 1’d have made myself all these mad
clothes, and he just went ape, his little girl had turned into this monster.
(Gwendolin)

As McRobbie (1989a) and Silverman (1986) have argued, the rag market and
making clothes at home are stand-bys ensuring both creativity and individuality.
Wilson describes fashion as "one among many forms of aesthetic creativity which
make possible the exploration of alternatives [as] more than simply a displacement
of protest” (1990b: 31) and in the same way Delilah’s appearance was, to her, a
way of both embracing and resisting different activities linked to traditional
femininity. It was pleasurable; enjoyable; and was rigorously routinised so that it
had become a way of life. However, as Delilah’s devotion to finding the right 'look’
evidences, a number of interesting tensions are created including the
preoccupation with clothes, shopping, and sewing. Several other women in this
study have worn, or still wear, second-hand clothes (including Lara, Flong, Miss
Pink, Vash, Zeb, Sparkle and Edie) and see it as a way to find 'different’ looks

whilst retaining a 'feminine’ interest in clothes and shopping.

This chapter has focused on three ways the participants understood and
constructed their own versions of femininity: through the fairy princess figure,
through discussion about their hair, and about buying clothes. Chapter 6 examines
how the participants categorised unconventional or 'alternative’ femininities and
where (and if/how) they felt they fitted into these definitions; and what signifiers
of this they themselves looked for in other women, or used themselves. This next
chapter contrasts with the previous two which concentrated on traditional
femininities by moving on to focus on ‘'alternative’ and unconventional

femininities.
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Week

T»

Money

W/c Aug

“l spent four hours in the hairdressers having my roots
done & my hair coloured, & my extensions replaced. | do
this once a month.

"| also bought some more shampoo & conditioner from the
hairdressers.

"On the first week of every month | also have a facial
because | have always worn makeup and am aware | am
getting older so have started looking after my skin”.

Second hand clothes

£60

£20

£25

£12

W/c

14% Ave

"l got the train to London for the day to buy some boots.
You can’t find decent boots in Sheffield & | used to go to
Manchester or Leeds but it’s all townie or clubby stuff
there now. | bought some boots, a top, and some body
jewellery”.

£25 +
£400

W/c
21$t

Aug

*A bit skint after going to London last week but bought
some black nailvarnish & a lipstick from Cole Bros., and a
bra from M&S”.

Second hand clothes
“Spent a whole day altering a coat | bought from the

second hand market and a whole morning altering a
dress”.

£5 + £20

£15

W/c
28th

Aug

Second hand clothes

"Got a fetish wear catalogue & ordered some trousers &
some boots - | buy a lot of new clothes as well!”

£7.50

£250

Table 10: one participant’s time/money breakdown for a typical month
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CHAPTER 6:
Categories of Uncorwentional

| have always felt that | was different, you know. | never ever fitted into

those patterns, the proper girl pattern ... it’s like a paper pattern, | see it

in my mind, there are particular lines you have to stay in, and you end up

making just this very particular outfit ... maybe there are three choices in
the packet but they’re all dead similar (Lara).

The previous chapter focused on how the participants placed themselves in
relation to traditional or ‘fluffy’ femininities. This chapter develops the
participants’ relation to femininity by examining how they defined and understood
more unconventional femininities, and their relationships to the categories they
described: tomboys; types of ‘non-conformity’; famous women; and how they
managed compromise. The two chapters also hold some similarities, such as when
talking about either traditional or unconventional femininities, participants
continued to insist upon their own femininity. Although they refuted that they
were traditionally feminine (‘fluffy’ or ‘girly’) their narratives did make clear that
they felt they were nonetheless attractive, ‘feminine’ women and that their

challenge or resistance to traditional femininity did not negate this fact.

Firstly, | provide a wider context in which to place my interviewees by giving an

overview of the histories of bohemian and ‘anti-fashion’ clothing.

Bohemiaw Dress

There is a long history of dissenting fashion for men, for example, “the beau (early
eighteenth century), Macaroni fashion (1760s to 1770s) and the dandy (early
nineteenth century) and the aesthete of the late nineteenth century” (Craik, 1994:
182)". However, "it was not until the English Pre-Raphaelite painters of the 1840s
and 1850s that a special mode of alternative dress for women appeared” (Wilson,
1985: 184). William Morris designed a dress that did not need a corset to give it
form but it was taken up only by the women in his circle with the shape of

women’s clothes at that time using the corset and the crinoline and/or the bustle

1 . The *Macaronis’ had been fops whose dress had been an exaggeration of frills and
brocade, powder and paint ... The role of the dandy implied an intense preoccupation with
self and self-presentation ... his devotion to an ideal of dress that sanctified under-
statement inaugurated an epoch not of no fashions for men, but of fashions that put cut
and fit before ornament, colour and display” (Wilson, 1985: 180).
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to create "a raised bust, a very stiff and constricted body, a narrow, corseted
waist and a bell-shaped lower half” (Thesander, 1997: 89-90). This ‘mainstream’
look was very different to the ‘aesthetic’ (or, latterly, ‘Bohemian’) style espoused
by women such as Janey Morris, Ellen Terry, or Lillie Langtry, none of whom wore

corsets?.

The Bohemians of the first decades of the twentieth century followed on
stylistically from the aesthetic movement of the nineteenth century, and were
seen to embody artistic temperament, transgression, eccentricity and outrageous
appearance; they were artistic and creative (Wilson, 2000: 3) - and mostly male,
with women as muses, although occasionally as artists or writers in their own right.
As with the contrast between an ‘alternative’ appearance and a mainstream,
modern feminine appearance (of any era), their “exotically gipsy-ish appearance
[was] in striking contrast to the modernist flapper style” (Wilson, 1985: 185).
However, the later second-wave feminist movement examined and challenged
many of the assumptions of the past and, as Wilson explains, “women as bohemians
were outside the remit of this feminist re-evaluation of art history” (2000: 134).
This was ironic as they had considered themselves to be breaking new boundaries
of behaviour and lifestyle but “feminism delegitimated the role of muse and cast
doubt on its emotional rewards” (Wilson, 2000: 134). Wilson goes on to illustrate
that even modern-day 'bohemian’ heroines, such as fashion designer Vivienne
Westwood and writer Camille Paglia (her examples), do not sit easily with
feminism. For example, Westwood *rejected feminism because she believed it was
‘anti sex’... never amenagble to sisterly solidarity ... she looked to other men for
ideas and inspiration” (135). Similarly, the Pre-Raphaelite women did not forge
friendships amongst themselves but remained individually linked to the man for
whom they acted as muse (Marsh, 1985). Some of the participants, then, fitted
broadly into this pattern: they wore clothes which resisted many of the current
notions of 'femininity’ and yet expressed hostility or, at least, wariness about
other women (whether mainstream or not, but particularly feminist women) who
might otherwise have provided sources of support. For example, Flong, Miss Pink
and Claudia said that they feel they have more in common with other male
tattooists and body piercers than they do with most women that they meet, thus

following this tradition of identifying strongly with their male counterparts in a

Z See Chapter 4 for a discussion of how some of the participants in this study adapt some
aspects of a Pre-Raphaelite romanticism.
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creative but not mainstream (and predominantly male) occupation - often at the
expense of bonding with or mentoring other women. Possibly this is one of the
reasons they are so adamant about their femininity. As women in a male-
dominated profession they identify with their male counterparts but neither do
they wish to be seen as defeminised by their jobs. However, the antagonism or lack
of bonding with other women points more to a rejection of femininity/womanhood

and an identification more clearly with men.

Black Clothing.

The history of black clothing is varied and, although often associated with
resistance and opposition, this is not its only meaning. As Wilson notes, "the
relationship of mourning and rebellion [in black clothes] is a strange one” (1985:
187). Black as a colour for mourning became especially fashionable during Queen
Victoria’s extended period of mourning for Prince Albert (1861 - 1871) when the
wealthy showed a general mania for all aspects of mourning (from brooches made
of hair to ostentatious funerals and graveside statues) (Taylor, 1983: ch.9; Wilson,
1985: ch.9). This may seem a ghoulish preoccupation to modern sensibilities but
was also fuelled by the high mortality rate, particularly for children. The rules of
mourning dress were rigorous and often complicated®; for example, Taylor notes,
" referring to the time period that people were expected to wear black, that
"basically, the more remote the relative the shorter was the mourning period,
varying from two and a half years for a husband, eighteen months for a parent,
twelve months for a child, six months for a brother or sister” and so on (1983:
133). Yet mourning could also provide a widow of means with an independence of
sorts: a “kindly camouflage, a way of crying quits and leaving the mating game
without dishonour” (Wilson, 1985: 188). Mourning dress, then, could be used as a
shield or protection but should be more accurately viewed as a gendered and
classed activity, more commonly restricting a middle-class woman’s choices and
mobility while men were not required to mourn so completely nor for so long. As
Craik points out men have been considered (wrongly) to have no clothing ‘fashions’
other than the ‘civilising imperative’ of wearing plain, sober suits to signal lifestyle

and social standing - or risk being seen as ‘unmanly’ (1994: ch.8). This was

3As Scarlett 0’Hara found, but did not observe, in Gone With the Wind: “A widow had to
wear hideous black dresses without even a touch of braid to enliven them, no flower or
ribbon or lace or even jewellery, except onyx mourning brooches or necklaces made from
the deceased’s hair. And the black crépe veil on her bonnet had to reach her knees, and
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established as a ‘norm’ during the consumer culture of the nineteenth century and,
as Veblen (1994) notes, the more sober men’s clothes became, the more women’s
dress became extravagant in order to advertise the income and standing of the
*man of the house’ (especially newly monied industrialists who had profited from
the industrial revolution). As Schreier argues, "the well-tailored suit has been a
dominant emblem of male opportunity and privilege, [while] expectations of a
woman’s passivity have been embedded in a psychologically restrictive and
physically limiting wardrobe” (Schreier, 1989: 5). Some groups of men (such as gay
men or men in subcultures) have flouted the rigid clothing codes for men (for
instance, by having long hair or wearing brightly coloured clothes) but mostly
masculinity is modelled around “restraint rather than excess... conveying an
impression of a serious (business-like) demeanour” (Craik, 1994: 184). However,
Lillie Langtry was feted and admired for wearing a cheap black dress (in mourning
for a brother) when she first made her entrance into Society in 1877; "her beauty
was one thing, and if it was in the much prized Greek mould then so much the
better, but [it was] her poverty and her mourning dress” which contrasted sharply
with the opulent, "jaded and privileged classes” and which arrested Society’s
attention and acclaim (Beatty, 2000: 44). Langtry wearing her mourning out of
poverty, rather than an adherence to societal mores* was briefly seen as subversive
and interesting because black was not yet seen as a colour to be simply worn

socially.

After the Great War mourning dress became seen as something of a mockery
when so many had died and so many families had been devastated (Wilson, 1985:
188) - thus the meanings of black clothes could be reinscribed. For example, Coco
Chanel created black ‘chic’; she designed “the little black dress” in the 1930s
although it did not become a style ‘must’ until the 1950s (Lehnert, 1999: 127).
Konig (1973: 198; also Wilson, 1985) locates the roots of the Beatniks and their
oppositional dress in post-war left-bank Paris where black was worn as a reaction

to Dior’s ‘New Look’® and to the horrors of the war just finished; wearing black

only after three years of widowhood could it be shortened to shoulder length” (Mitchell,
1974: 134).

* Social more

s or what Veblen (1994) called 'conspicuous consumption’, that is, full mourning could be
adopted only by those who could afford to do so thus signalling one’s means to do so.

> A return to "elegant femininity ... [with] longer, fuller skirts, the waist was small and the
shape of the bust was lifted and accentuated, giving the modern hourglass figure”
(Thesander, 1997: 155). The amount of material used to create the look would simply not
have been available during the war.
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"expressed political protest, it radiated black humour, and the negative philosophy
of Jean-Paul Sartre, it was also intimately related to the later ... beatniks ... and
hippies”. Wilson (1985: 186) notes that the ‘Chelsea’ Bohemian style (discussed
above) lingered from the 1920s to the 1950s (embodied in film by the ‘gamine’
looks of Audrey Hepburn) when it "went off in two directions as the beatniks
exaggerated the pale lips, straight hair and black clothes into a uniform of revolt,
while Mary Quant turned it into the latest fashion”. The black clothes of the
beatniks and the black eye-makeup of Mary Quant were to appear again together

later in the form of goth.

The next large-scale re-appropriation of black clothing was with the advent of
the Goth (or Gothic) subculture in the early 1980s (to the present) which developed
from punk® and the more mainstream, and short-lived, ‘New Romantics’ (Evans and
Thornton, 1989: chapter 3). The goth look, for women, could be generalised as
“sepulchral clothes, pbinty Cleopatra-style eye makeup, angular, jet-black hair,
deathly-white make-up” (Reynolds and Press, 1995: 282). Although there are some
difficulties with defining a person’s 'look’ or subcultural allegiance for fear of
subscribing to a stereotype (Muggleton, 2000: 120), or because many
*subculturalists’ no longer subscribe to being a member of one particular
subculture and dislike being compartmentalised (60), many participants confidently

defined themselves as starting out as goths. For example,

I always wear black now ... [From 1980-81] | was a goth, wearing all black,
and white makeup ... dead white face and big black eyes and very tall black
hair. | used to scare people to death.

(Delilah)

I had black spikey hair, just a bit of a goth really, that’s how you start
really innit, in the mid-eighties you just think you’re a goth ... black hair,
black clothes, black eye makeup, black lipstick.

(Gwendolin)

Five years ago | had bright red hair ... White face, probably quite traditional gothic
makeup.
(Eloise)

| was about 14-15 when | stopped wearing what everybody else was wearing
and | got into the sort of gothic look, the make-up and the spiky hair and
skirts right down to my ankles.

(Diz)

® For a case study of punk women, see Evans and Thornton, 1989: chapter 2 (several
participants said they started out as punks).
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The participants were happier aligning themselves with a particular subculture
than being seen as ‘unfeminine’, although this subcultural identity does not seem
to be seen by them as being key to their femininity.

Additionally, many stated that they still wore only or primarily black clothes’:

Tend to stick with a lot of black, mainly for comfort, I’'m comfortable in
black.
(Vash)

I just like to dress in black ... Black really cos I like it and it goes with
everything and basically I’ve got so many tattoos it doesn’t clash with any
of my colours.

(Claudia)

| suppose the one thing that has continued throughout - me dressing
individually, which | would think would be from about sixteen years old
onward when | had a choice to buy the clothes that | wanted - is always
that they’ve tended to be black.

(Zeb)

Black is the only colour | wear. It’s partly a comfort thing, it’s easy, it’s an
ease thing, everything matches everything and all that but it is - as well as
a comfort thing - it is a stylish thing, it’s plain, severe even.

(Sparkle)

I wore all these really very very tatty black clothes ... Now | just wear black
clothes all the time but new black clothes!
(Lara)

When | was about fifteen, sixteen, | used to wear a lot of black... But | wear
black a lot now ... I think that’s cos I’m quite big and it’s to make myself
look smaller.

(Miss Pink)

The historical significance of black as a colour of ‘difference’, of opposition and a
resistance (and yet also as a colour for negative emotion and grieving) does not
adequately explain this overwhelming preference for black clothes. Although the
participants do not see themselves as ‘in fashion’ as such, they are merely echoing
the wider trend for black clothes. Black now cannot be ousted from its association
with style and practicality although fashion magazines frequently trumpet an
alternative colour as "the new black” but the success of this is limited - in fact,
fashion writers and editors themselves famously wear black all the time - and there
are occasional ‘think-pieces’ on the almost universal practice of women wearing

black as an everyday colour choice (see for example, Heimel, 1991: 7-10). As
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Wilson argues, it is possible to "acknowledge that dress is a powerful weapon of
control and dominance, while widening our view to encompass an understanding of
its simultaneously subversive qualities” (1992: 14). Black may appeal to the
participants for a variety of reasons (such as practicality, its ‘streamlining’
qualities as cited by Miss Pink, and simply habit) but it may also appeal in part (and
even unconsciously) due to the older, mythical association with witches and
vampires; "in revolt against domesticity... the witch is potent, sexually voracious
and terrifying” (Reynolds & Press, 1995: 280), drawing on these ideas of power and
independence. Or, as Hollander puts it "black appears as the colour suitable to
delicious forbidden practice and belief” (1993: 376). It was this ‘different’ or

*alternative’ aspect of black clothing which appealed to the participants.

Another reason commonly given was that black was ‘comfortable’ yet someone
wearing all-black clothes, although a relatively common sight, can still create a
striking and formidable look; the wearer may feel ‘comfortable’® but can startle
others around them. As Tseélon argues, a woman’s sense of self can become
closely entwined with how others see her; further, she starts to associate herself
only with her external self as this is what women are so frequently equated with
(1995: 38). Dressing constantly in black constructed a certain ‘image’ to others: an
image which was ‘different’, and not 'fluffy’, “black is dramatic and plays to the
gallery, as the costuming of revolt must always do” (Wilson, 1985: 189).
Williamson, in her study of women ‘vampire fans’, found that traditional femininity
was “symbolised in the colour pink and ... that pink frilly dresses and little pumps
were not for them” (2001: 144). In the same way, the 'fluffy’ femininity described
in Chapter 4 equates with ‘pink femininity’ and, for the participants, wearing black
was another way of placing themselves in opposition to ‘fluffy’ - as Sparkle said,
one of its appeals was that it was “plain, severe even”, that is, not ‘fluffy’,
flowery, or pastel. As Williamson argues, these women are not “immobilized by the
paradox of femininity”, indeed they choose to draw attention to their ‘difference’
(Williamson, 2001: 145). Many felt they had ‘toned down’ their appearance as they
got older®, so continuing to wear black ‘flew the flag’, so to speak, for what they
saw as their continuing ‘difference’; as Wilson states (with reference to the male

Dandy but of relevance here) "anti-fashion is that ‘true chic’ which used to be

7 Every one of the participants quoted in this section were wearing all-black on the day of
their interview.

® The idea of comfort as being important to an *alternative’ look despite the obvious
discomforts is discussed further in Chapter 7.
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defined as the elegance that never draws attention to itself, the simplicity that is
‘understated’, but which for that very reason stands out so startlingly” (1985: 183).
Yet their attitudes to black clothes remained, at least in part, conformist, for
example, Miss Pink stating that one reason she wore black was that she believed it

made her look smaller.

The history and meanings of black clothing provides a wider context in which to
place the participants, their understandings of oppositional or ‘alternative’ dress,

and how they manage their appearance.

Anti~-fashiow and Feminism

Although many studies of fashion and clothing have included a chapter or section
about ‘anti-fashion’ (for example, see Konig,1973; Wilson, 1985; Evans and
Thornton, 1989; Davis, 1992) it remains (perhaps as its advocates prefer)
peripheral to the study of mainstream fashion - although Wilson advises viewing
*oppositional dress’ as “a sub-theme to the general fashion discourse” (1985: 242)
rather than as something ‘other’ or of less importance, and stresses that *the
analysis of youth oppositional or fad styles” often misses the “surprising closeness,
very often, to the latest mainstream fashions” #1%%'/ Similarly, as Davis argues,
and as | pointed out in Chapter 4, one can only avoid being fashionable by knowing

what is fashionable:

Anti-fashion is as much a creature of fashion as fashion itself ... This would
seem to be obvious in that whatever form anti-fashion takes it must via
some symbolic device of opposition, rejection, studied neglect, parody,
satirization, etc., address itself to the ascendant or ‘in’ fashion of the time
(Davis, 1992: 161)

Studies of anti-fashion' (often used interchangeably with terms such as
oppositional or counter-cultural dress, which are themselves associated with
subcultural activity and theory) are often ‘over-determined’ (Davis, 1992: 161) and
they are discussed here because of their associations and links with the lifestyle
and appearance of the participants. However, it should not be assumed that the

term ‘anti-fashion’ was significant to any of the women in this study and one of the

? A full discussion of ‘toning down’ follows in Chapter 7.

% There is also, as Davis points out, an important difference between anti-fashion and
fashion indifference in that the former is aware of ‘in’ fashions and the latter is not and
does not care (1992: 161).
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principal errors of those who write about it is the assumption that they are
speaking authoritatively for, or about, those who ‘do it’. Only Gemini chose it from
a list of (a minimum) eleven possible self-appellations', no-one mentioned it in
their interviews, and, in fact, on some lists it resolutely remained the one word
that everyone ignored. Resistance to a term that seems politicised is not surprising
considering the participants’ attitude to another politicised term, feminism. Both
terms can be viewed as confrontational in an intellectual way and, | would argue,
it is this dimension of these terms which is rejected (probably unconsciously) by

the participants.

In attempting to expose gender stereotypes feminists have argued for more
functional clothing to be adopted, to draw attention to the constructedness of
'femininity’ (the most famous example being de Beauvoir, 1955/1988) and how it
has restricted and oppressed women. Historically, women have made various
stands against the restrictions of feminine dress from the introduction of the
‘Bloomer Costume’ (believed, wrongly, to have been designed by Amelia Jenks
Bloomer) "a trousered costume (for comfort and health)” (Foote, 1989: 144}, to
the ‘reform dress’ of the 1880s onwards which advocated the creation of a safer,
more comfortable form of dress to replace the current “crippling effect” of
women’s dress, with tight-lacing and the sheer weight of underclothes (Thesander,
1997: 99). Both failed to find success or acceptance; indeed there was an outcry
with an hysterical, mostly vitriolic response in the press'’.. Such a response may
seem outdated for something which now appears so modest but consider the
relatively recent outrage about men growing their hair long or the vicious
caricatures of second-wave feminists in dungarees: anything which is seen to be
"blurring the visual lines between the sexes” (Foote, 1989: 144) is still seen as a
threat to the ‘natural’ order of things (for example, in the West, men still wear
trousers most of the time but not skirts). Increased independence for women in the
early twentieth century made lesbian or feminist cross-dressing more possible for

those with the means to do so™.

! See table 4 in Methods chapter and the participant profiles in Appendix | for a full list.

"2 For example, Foote includes the account of one journalist who “accused women of
wearing shirt collars, and expressed his conviction that women would continue to
masculinize their appearance by strapping down their pantaloons and wearing wellingtons.
Carrying canes and smoking cigars, he said, could not be far behind” (1989: 149).

3 See Bullough and Bullough (1993: chapter 7); Rolley (1990) writing about Radclyffe Hall
and Una Troubridge; Garber (1992: 147-161) on the ‘masculine’ woman; and Schuyf (1993)
which includes ‘the politics of wearing trousers’, for accounts of how these women resisted
ideologies about both women’s appearance and sexualities.
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Later, second-wave feminists continued to challenge orthodoxies in feminine
appearance. Rich, for instance, puts “high heels and ‘feminine’ dress codes in
fashion” in the same category as purdah, the veil, rape, and foot-binding (1996:
132) - polemic designed to arrest attention. Although, as MacDonald points out,
"early feminist reactions to fashion were overtly hostile” and various feminist
scholars expressed a suspicion that “feminist attitudes to fashion were both
hypocritical (replacing one ‘feminine’ uniform with another ‘anti-feminine’ one)
and puritanical” (MacDonald, 1995: 211). It was this early fervour and ‘backlash’
against fashion that informs many caricatures of feminism to this day (for example,
that feminists are all sour, sexless and either ‘butch’ or dowdy). Only two
participants, Jody and Zeb, said that they dressed as they did partly to ‘signal their
politics’ (both identified as feminists) but, as Griffin found, "few studies on
political attitudes have recognised feminism as a political issue” (Griffin, 1989:
179); so it may be this line of thinking which influenced the responses to this
category. Yet, as Griffin points out in her study of feminist consciousness and
identification: “feminism is not a unitary category which encapsulates a consistent
set of ideas within a readily identifiable boundary” (Griffin, 1989: 174). Despite
this, there was a general unwillingness amongst the participants to align
themselves with feminism which they did see as being a ‘unitary category’ and
some implied that they equated it with being anti-men and masculinised. Again,
this assumption illustrated their attitude to the rigid boundaries of gender: in
Chapter 4 we saw how they equated masculinity with being not traditionally
feminine. Wearing bloomers or other ways of expressing feminism or emancipation
in dress (and therefore in lifestyle) in whatever era, received much the same
hostile or inflexible response. In this case, | would argue that the participants
distanced themselves from feminism, because they mostly sought to distance
themselves from anything (including other women) which would undo or threaten
their ‘recuperative’ strategies (discussed in Chapter 4), and they felt that an
allegiance with feminism would somehow unsettle the carefully constructed
balance of both traditional and alternative femininities that they had created for

themselves.

Defining ‘alternatives’
Having established which traditionally ‘feminine’ items the participants used, and

how this usage was accompanied by other ‘recuperative’ strategies designed to
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underline their femininity, they were also asked how they defined less
conventional forms of femininity and how they placed themselves in these

categories. For example,

I’m unconventional, non-conformist | mean
(Vash)

I am in it and outside of it. | am the mole in the camp. | see myself as still

being on the fringes.

(Lara)
As with Blackman’s study of teenage ‘new wave girls’, whose appearance made
them a "highly visible group” (Blackman, 1998: 208}, the participants’ visibility
held particular meaning and value for them - but how did they view other ‘visible’
women and what made them fit the category? | asked the participants to articulate
their own definitions of femininity in order to establish a continuum of
*femininity’; | then asked them to categorise unconventionality and asked them
where they fitted in between these two extremes. They all felt able to do this but
responses varied from feeling able to construct and 'place’ themselves on some
kind of continuum, to saying they felt they did not exist on any kind of scale of
femininity since all femininity was somehow tainted by its association with
traditional femininity. Zeb’s definition of an unconventional woman fitted in with

the idea of being ‘highly visible’:

She could be thin or fat or whatever ... or have an observable disability,
physical disability, but that wouldn’t make a difference. | think she would
be wearing clothes that would say ‘oh, I’m here’ rather than just fading
into the background. So it would be like, oh | dunno, big boots and definite
colours and walk more confidently and sort of signal her presence in ..
through her clothes and how she walked and how she held herself instead
of sort of looking like she was apologising for just being there, instead of
just fading into the background.

Zeb said that if she were to fit herself on a continuum between her ‘weak,
blurry’ traditional femininity and her unmissable, unconventional femininity she
was at the unmissable end of the scale. Delilah, however, became briefly quite

upset and angry:

| realised it sort of when we were talking about what is the ideal type of
woman and | realised how angry | am ... It makes me so sorry for women and
the things they do ... People need to stand up for themselves, to step out of
it and do whatever makes them happy. So long as they’re not hurting
anyone they - | mean women actually - should really go for it and do
whatever the fuck they want.
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When asked if she thought she challenged traditional femininities, Delilah replied:

| am not un-feminine. But you mean like | don’t wear blouses and little
pencil skirts? So yes | do. | have pink and yellow hair! And lots of metal in
my skin and ink under my skin. So it’s not the norm, is it, and sometimes it
upsets people .. And less pretty by their standards. Less manageable
generally.

Delilah was equating her own unconventional appearance with a reduction in her
general attractiveness. She said she thought people would find her ‘less pretty by
their standards’ and then qualified that by saying they would think this because she
was less ‘manageable’. Her implicit message was that to be traditionally attractive
you have to be malleable and not independent. In terms of her behaviour however,
we might ask whether Delilah was less manageable? It is more feasible that this
was an assumption made about her because of her appearance. This attitude was
one | encountered repeatedly from the participants: that despite their ‘alternative’
appearance and their vilification of traditional femininities they continued to be
aware of exactly how they were ‘offending’ people - and they did not always

appear comfortable to be doing so. This paradox illustrates

... the problem of female subjectivity and women’s agency, a problem that
women encounter in childhood and must confront for the rest of their lives.
This problem ... raises the question of whether women can truly define who
they are and how they present themselves to the world given the
expectation that they meet definitions established by others (Furman,
1997: 52)
Many participants demonstrated that they were well aware of the difficulties in
defining who they are through the presentation of themselves and the responses
received when they do not adhere to the definitions of others (an example of this
was discussed in the previous chapter when several participants challenged the
definitions of the ‘fairy princess’ as being weak or passive). Claudia was aware that
other people placed her in a category of unconventional woman which threatened
her sense of herself as ‘feminine’ and also challenged how she defined herself; she
said she was constantly being called a goth when she was not. She expressed

disappointment that others judged her so quickly:

| see people look ... me up and down, you can almost sense that they go
"god, what’s that!” but they don’t come and say it to your face. To be
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honest | would rather they did cos at least it’s like, well, "ask!”, you know.
Don’t just judge me by looking up and down.

More than any other participant Claudia expressed sentiments which made clear
that she wanted people to see that ‘underneath it all’ she was feminine. McRobbie
argues that popular culture and subcultures can offer girls new possibilities in
exploring subjectivities and identities (for instance, ragga music gives Black and
white girls a chance to ‘talk back’ to the sexism of the lyrics through dance, 1994:
ch.10). Although this exploration is an important and positive development, it is
possible to develop it further to include the sometimes confusing end-point faced
by Claudia and other participants. Their anxiety was about being ‘masculinised’
(and therefore, seen as unattractive) because of their appearance, although at first
it had seemed a way of resisting and breaking away from negative connotations
which frequently follow a woman’s appearance (whatever that appearance is).
Their subjectivities as ‘alternative’ women who are nonetheless feminine are
constantly threatened by the perceptions of people around them and of whom they

are aware. For example:

... At work | said “oh, I’'m branching out into colours” and made a big joke
of it and said "but of course, it’s special for work” ... but later in the day
somebody said to me “oh, | like your jacket, it’s this year’s colour” [it was
dark purple] ... | was actually a bit horrified by that so obviously | do have
an issue about wanting to be different but | don’t think it’s until somebody
says something like that that | realise that ... it was like “oh no, somebody
might think | made an effort to fit in with this year’s fashions”. | was just,
like, absolutely appalled.
(Zeb)
As Berger and Luckmann have argued: "identity is ... a key element of subjective
reality and, like all subjective reality, stands in a dialectical relationship with
society” {Berger and Luckmann, 1979: 180). For example, El Guindi, writing about
women who choose to wear the Veil, explains that the Western feminist argument
that veiling is not liberatory because it perpetuates inequality, renders the
"protest quality in veiling” lost (El Guindi, 1999: 163) in that context. In the same
way, the participants faced a paradox in that their ‘alternative’ appearance
represented many things and one of them, to greater or lesser extents, was protest
or resistance against traditional femininities. The ‘protest quality’ of their
appearance, however, was consistently eroded by their own ‘recuperative’
strategies employed to respond to (and refute) the (often perceived) assumptions

of others.
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When asked to categorise women she found unconventional Claudia replied:

women body builders probably do fit that cos why shouldn’t they do it?
That’s why | do what | do, cos | like it and | don’t think “well | shouldn’t do
that” or "well | should”. | think “I am a person and ! fancy doing that” so |
do it. Like most girls | know can drive a car and stuff but when it comes to
fixing it I’m like ‘'well | can’t do it’.
Even when arguing that women should be able to do whatever they want to do,
Claudia was also saying ‘but | am still very feminine because | can’t fix a car’, using
an established stereotype of femininity. Her attempt to align herself with female
body-builders was also interesting (and was discussed in Chapter 4). As a subculture
much has been written about female body builders (for example, Schulze, 1990;
Tasker, 1992: 141-146; Mansfield and McGinn, 1993; Coles, 1999) and yet the body
modifications they undertake are not permanent like the extensive tattoos that
Claudia has. It is possible to see why Claudia would place women body-builders in a
category of unconventional women and why she might also identify with them. As
Coles argues, women body-builders challenge a humber of traditional ideas about
femininity, particularly during a performance at a competition, when they
demonstrate "that femininity, heterosexuality and even the female body are
constructs” (Coles, 1999: 445). It is this disruption that Claudia and other
participants would identify with as, despite efforts to remain ‘feminine’ through
make-up and accessories, they are seen to be un-feminine and therefore ‘manly’.
This, as we have seen, was Claudia’s fear (that she would be viewed as ‘manly’
because of her tattoos) and yet her own appearance has more long-term

significance as women body-builders could reduce their bulk if they chose.

Kiki addressed this divide between temporary and permanent resistance and was
cautious about categorising the unconventional, saying that what is unconventional
now will not be in a few years; thus what or who is unconventional is a shifting

category:

there’s a big fashion for piercing, so many people have piercings and you
know in two years time they won’t have those piercings. | think a lot of
women are doing it, not to not conform, but just to be fashionable. Women
aren’t so willing, not young women, to play roles anymore, they wear jeans
all the time, they don’t necessarily wear makeup, whereas women would
have once worn it all the time, every day. The putting the face on thing.
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As Davis also warned “the very same apparel ensemble that 'said’ one thing last
year will ‘say’ another quite different today” (1992: 6). Kiki concluded that it is
difficult to expose or define the truly unconventional woman - some women look
unconventional but are, in fact, ‘merely’ fashionable, others just wear jeans and
no makeup but through their refusal to ‘play roles’ (that is, live up to traditional
ideologies of femininity) are, in fact, resisting in a more long-term way. Jody also
pointed out that what is unconventional or non-conformist at one time may, at
another time, be seen as a fashionable compromise. She related an incident when
she was wearing combat trousers and boots as a sign of rebellion - but so was
everyone else because it was fashionable: "It was like ‘oh look, it’s yet another
G.l. Jane’!”. In this way there is no fixed or "confirmatory front” (Goffman, 1990)

with which to accurately read someone’s intentions.

Footwear was identified by every single participant as a site for resistance due
to the discomfort and limiting qualities of traditionally ‘feminine’ shoes with heels.
For instance, most of the participants stated that they would not be willing (or
able) to wear shoes instead of boots, no matter what the occasion, as they had not

owned any since childhood. Morgan’s answer was a common one:

I have never in my life had a pair of court shoes or sandals or anything
along those lines.

Kiki was vehemently opposed to the idea of wearing high heeled shoes and felt

that they not only restricted her but offered a threat to her personal safety:

I’ve never worn high heels cos | just don’t feel safe, and they do, as soon as
you put a pair of high heels on they change the whole way you carry your
body, when you put high heels on you can’t look strong, because of the way
they throw your whole body out of balance and stuff, and you can’t look
strong and assertive.

This was a sentiment echoed by Jody who described her own unconventionality in a

more combative way:

If ’m around, like just youths knocking around, | would feel vulnerable
dressed in a skirt and heels, whereas dressed as | do | can move into a more
aggressive looking posture and look like I’m trouble or look like | mean
business and I’m not to be messed with ... and you can walk quietly as
opposed to clacking.
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By adopting an aggressive posture, moving more quietly, and not being
recognisable as female Jody had found a way to feel safe and confident - things she
saw as unconventional for most women. Jody asserted that some styles of dressing
mark women out as "victim fodder” and a way to fight against this is to look like a
boy from behind - she did not ‘totter’ nor ‘clack’ in high heels. "...If fashion is one
of the many costumes of the masquerade of femininity, then those costumes can
be worn on the street as semiotic battle-dress” (Evans & Thornton, 1989:14).
Throughout her interview Jody equated feminine dress with particular expected
behaviours and she was clearly consciously determined to resist both traditional
feminine behaviour and appearance. She saw them as ‘defeatism’ and used the
word ‘trappings’ in a loaded way: women were trapped but were also trying to trap
men with their 'flirty shit behaviour’. To Jody (who described herself as having
been the feminine ‘good girl’ during her marriage) this type of behaviour lacked
dignity and she recognised the masquerade of femininity; she knew that it was
about presenting something to the world that may not be what you really are or
what you feel yourself to be (Tseé€lon, 1995: 37). Jody felt she had chosen not to
do this any more; that she had exercised agency. Yet choosing to do so can also

bring problems. For example,

I'm not doing what a lot of people think women should do to make
themselves attractive. You know, | am possibly going out of my way to be
the opposite of that, | am very aware of that ... | think people just get
really upset by it cos I'm not sort of following the norm.

(Morgan)

I’ve had abuse in the past for looking too, well not looking feminine
enough: "why do you do that to yourself?”, "why do you wear your makeup
like that?”, “what have you got in your nose?” and “why have you done
that?”. It’s just expectations and some women fall out of them.

(Vash)

Although women may signal agency through their choice not to wear clothes which
make them feel weak or restricted, others may police them. As Grogan notes
"there can be no doubt that Western culture ... promotes unrealistic body ideals to
women, and that non-conformity to these ideals leads to social disapproval” (1999:

56). But this can also work in the participants’ favour, as Morgan illustrated:

Looking like | do, if | walked into a pub that I'd never been in before and
sat down on my own | might get hassled but I'd be less likely to get the sort
of hassle that you might, for instance, I'm not likely to get chatted up by
some townie sort of thing.
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When asked which famous women they would fit into categories of
unconventional, Siouxsie Sioux was named by eight participants'. Sioux’s image
was, and remains, attractive (albeit not traditionally), articulate and intelligent -
“her look fused the dominatrix, the vampire and the Halloween witch into a
singular form of style terrorism” (Reynolds and Press, 1995: 282) but Sioux was
much more than the sum of her parts: she was one of the most prominent and
successful punk women but also broke other boundaries in the music industry by
writing her own songs and producing her music. The participants complained of a
lack of positive female role models when they were children or teenagers and

claimed that women like Siouxsie Sioux filled this gap, for example:

Siouxsie Sioux. My first role model! My first pin-up! | was so in love with
her. She was so tough and weird looking and very beautiful.
(Lara)

Yet the majority of the participants were children in the same period (the late
1960s and 1970s) which saw the rise of second-wave feminism and a plethora of
positive, politicised potential role models who were not, however, easily accessible
via the ‘normal’ routes of television or the magazines that teenage girls would
read. The media does not "merely provide a mirror or a template of what ‘woman’
is, it provides us with a complex array of contradictory representations, which
produces multiple meanings and therefore affords myriad sites for identification”
(Ussher, 1997: 13). In the same way, the representations that are offered are
arguably limited no matter how myriad they may be. Identification was key for the
participants in choosing women who fitted into categories of unconventionality. As
Wolf has noted, there are difficulties in finding female heroines for women since,
due to a lack of female "role models in the world, women seek them on the screen
and the glossy page” (1990: 42). This creates a tension since heroes and heroines
are, by their nature, meant to be strong, individual, interesting - none of which are
theoretically possible in the “’ideal’ imagery” of popular culture where women are
‘flattened’ into being merely beautiful (Wolf, 1990: 42). To counter this, the
participants had identified with generic ‘types’ of women in the real world:
Claudia, a woman with tattoos covering the majority of her body, said she
identifies with “anybody that goes against what you would expect as being
traditionally feminine”. Similarly, Flong (a tattooist) said she identifies with

female tattooists and Sparkle, a vegan and animal rights activist, said animal rights

" vash, Zeb, Miss Pink, Claudia, Bee, Sparkle, Lara and Kiki.
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activists. Eloise, with long bright red hair, said Danielle Dax, a punk singer famous
for her long bright red hair. Six women cited friends or family members as their
role models. In general, the women all chose role models or heroines who either
shared characteristics with them or who were already emotionally close to them;
what the women would call ‘like-minded’ (a crucial requirement which they used
frequently in different contexts) even if they did not look particularly

‘alternative’:

[My friend] can pass in the normal world but she's like-minded. A lot of my
friends are like that these days, can pass as normal.

Along these same lines a similar answer was echoed in five interviews: in general,
any women who are ‘different’ and any women who ‘break the rules’ were cited as
being role models or heroines. Again, these are groups which the participants see
themselves as belonging to and were women who the participants saw as having

the necessary ‘heroine’ qualities of being individual and interesting.

To- compromise or not to-compromise

Ideas about the ‘self’ and identity have received much attention with a plethora of
debates and positions developing to encompass “the most mundane of things and ...
the most extraordinary” (Jenkins, 1994: 3). Davis offers a concise definition of the

term:

the concept of social identity points to the configuration of attributes and
attitudes persons seek to and actually do communicate about themselves
(obviously, the two are not always the same) (Davis, 1992: 16).

Whilst succinct, this definition fails to even hint at the "very scope and diversity of
contemporary debates about identity” (du Gay et al, 2000: 2). Women’s identities
and their relationships to fashion have also been the focus of theory; for example,
Craik, (1994); Barnard, (1996); and Tseélon, (1995), use the term ‘ambivalence’ in
relation to how women use clothes and seem to ask whether clothes use women or
women use clothes. We might ask if women can exercise agency in the wearing of
their clothes or will they necessarily be subsumed by gendered power structures
such as *fashion’? The participants felt that they had placed themselves, however
partially, outside of the tethering power of ‘fashion’ through their ‘alternative’
identities, so their own sense of ambivalence would be more likely to be connected

to how to avoid compromising this position. Banim and Guy provide a helpful
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starting point for understanding in that they identify three discourses related to
the clothing maintained by the fifteen women in their study: ‘the woman | want to
be’, ‘the woman | fear | could be’ and ‘the woman | am most of the time’. The
first category is about creating successful, positive images and making a good
impression; the second, about difficulties and mistakes made in clothing choices;
and the third, about "satisfactory images without too much effort ... the woman |
am in my ordinary way of being with my clothes” (Banim and Guy, 2000: 316-321).
For the participants of this study it is sometimes more useful to conflate the first
and third categories into ‘the woman | wish to remain’. The reason for this is that
most of the participants’ narratives illustrate that they are rarely willing to
compromise their ‘alternative’ appearance, no matter what the occasion, because
they already feel they have become ‘the woman | want to be’. However, at the
same time (rather than at a different occasion or in a different context) they are
'the woman | am most of the time’. Several participants (including Zeb, Miss Pink
and Eloise) stated that at any time they were ‘just getting dressed’, as they had
looked like (or similar) to this for so long, rather than ‘dressing up’ which implied

making a special effort.

Banim and Guy’s later work identifies three categories of clothes which the
women rarely or no longer wore: ‘discontinued’; 'transitional’; and ‘continuing’.
'Discontinued’ refers to clothes no longer worn which "represented a former
identity”; ‘transitional’ refer to those clothes which are no longer worn but “their
viability to their owners’ self-image is being considered but has not been fully
resolved” (2001: 206); and ‘continuing’ refers to clothes which still have a
connection with a woman’s self-image. Clothes that women kept but did not wear
represented "the importance of creating an individual look ... the stories from kept
clothes help women establish a personal history across their changing images”
(Banim and Guy, 2000: 207) and therefore can be used to maintain and indicate

subjectivity and agency. | use this analysis below in relation to Lara.

Several participants expressed the sentiment that their appearance (hard-won
through years of maintenance) reflected their ‘real’ self and that they continually
faced instances in which they felt they had to compromise how they looked -
thereby threatening their sense of ‘true’ self or ‘the woman | wish to remain’ - so
that “appearance and manner ... contradict each other” (Goffman, 1955: 35).

These compromises, or contradictions, were directly connected to their age (which
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is examined further in Chapter 7) as well as to the circumstances and context,
which are examined here. An area which caused the need for most compromise
was work and fitted into the discourse of 'the woman | fear | could be’.
Participants indicated that there is a continuum of resistance where compromises
can be made which are, on the one hand, total - and on the other hand, very slight
(something Melia also found in her study of resistance and sexuality, 1995). For
instance, Vash wore a plaster over her eyebrow piercing when she went to work.
And yet whilst this was apparently hiding the piercing to demonstrate adherence to
company policies, she was also drawing attention to her piercing'. A plaster stuck
across an eyebrow is not an everyday sight and, even if it were, is very noticeable.
“Identity is not ‘just there’, it must always be established” (Jenkins, 1994: 4) and
here Vash was resisting rules about no piercings at work whilst appearing to defer
to them, creating her own unofficial ‘compromise’ through establishing her

identity as a pierced woman.

Jody said she had no option except to compromise as she worked as a nurse in an
elderly people’s home and had to wear a dress and tights, and although she would
prefer to wear trousers as part of her uniform she was unable to do so. As Wilson

argues,

any investigation of counter-cultural dress forces us to recognise
that individuals and groups use dress in subtle ways to create
meaning, to locate themselves in society in a number of ways ... also,
interestingly, [it may] often involve a critique of and an alternative
to current norms of beauty (1992:261).

Work constituted an area where many participants felt they neither located
themselves accurately nor maintained their accustomed ‘critique’ of ‘fluffy’
femininities. As Giddens notes, self-identity is about ‘continuities’ and is
*something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive
activities of the individual” (1991: 52). Gemini demonstrated tension about her
appearance and how she perceived its effect on other people, although she also
told me that she felt she had never fitted in to mainstream society:

I had it [her tattoo] put on my arm so | would be able to show it off and
startle people. It is quite startling for an old woman like me to have a
tattoo especially a big one - it’s a swan - a big swan - but also | wanted to-

' The issue of hiding or displaying body modifications is examined further in Chapter 7.
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be able to cover it up if | felt it was an inappropriate moment for it to be
shown ... I’ve got to be the only tattooed magistrate on the bench.

Gemini was happy to startle people by being an ‘old woman’ with a tattoo’ but
was less comfortable about being an old woman with a large tattoo who sat on the
bench as a magistrate (which, in itself, is often seen as representative of an
occupation for the middle-aged or elderly middle-classes). Melia argues that
"transgressions’ ... altered according to context. There were some situations
where it was not deemed appropriate to use appearance as resistance, and others
where the complexities of bodily signifiers could be used to deconstruct and
reconstruct normative femininity” (Melia, 1995: 553). Although Gemini sought to
challenge ideas about what was appropriate for a woman of her age and position
she admitted that there were some contexts where it was simply impossible. This is
one precise example of my participants’ awareness of the ‘rules’ and just how far
they can choose to push them: to go too far would be to become social outcasts
and therefore unable to make any real challenge (nor, arguably, political
difference). As Banim and Guy argue, women “used clothes to integrate various
aspects of their identities and bodies in order to create the identities they felt
were appropriate to the perceived demands of any given situation” (2001: 203).
Zeb, too, found that she was not able to dress at work as she normally would, but
she did not have any problems about compromising, as she saw this as part of doing

her job effectively:

I wear purple and have even been known to wear dark blue [that is, instead
of black] ... I’ll not wear all my earrings or possibly not wear my nose stud
.. If I was going out to see clients | would just try to look a bit smarter.
And that would basically be because ... in interviewing work you want to
get information from somebody so you don’t want to make yourself strange
to that person in any way at all. | would see that as maybe being a barrier
to building a good rapport.

Lara made the most complex compromises for wark. She pointed out that she
had to work to live and so had found her own ways of managing the necessity to

‘tone down’ her appearance:

| tie my hair back in a bun and | can wear one nose stud and two rings in
each ear, and they never see my tongue piercing anyway so | leave that in
... and | wear glasses as well - but | wear blue contact lenses out of work. So

' Discussed further in Chapter 7.
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my tatts are covered and | put eyebrow rings and nose rings and ear rings
back in as soon as | finish work.

The difference between her ‘work’ and ‘real’ wardrobes implied that she lived her

life in disguise - which, when asked if she did, she said:

I do, | do. They would never understand about my piercings. And | have
about five work outfits which | mix around and | even keep them separate
to my real clothes, | keep my work clothes in zipped up bags on the back of
the bedroom door and | keep all my real clothes, | mean my home clothes,
in the wardrobe.

Lara’s work clothes were not even allowed in the wardrobe with her ‘real’
clothes and it seemed clear that Lara’s ‘work clothes’ assisted her to feel less
vulnerable since she felt so much less ‘herself’ at work. Giddens states that
“routinised control of the body is crucial to the sustaining of the individual’s
protective cocoon in situations of day-to-day interaction” (Giddens, 1991: 56).
However, viewed in the light of Banim and Guy’s findings, it is possible to identify
Lara’s approach to her work persona as one of shame and/or secrecy. Clothes
which women no longer wore (which represented their ‘discontinued’ identities)
were stored out of sight at the back of a wardrobe or in.a box under a bed. “If
worn clothes are connected to the public presentation of self, maybe kept - or
hidden - clothes represent a secret self” (Banim and Guy, 2001: 217). Lara’s refusal
to mix her ‘work’ clothes with her ‘real’ clothes illustrated the split between the
two identities and wardrobes she managed daily, keeping her work and home
personas separate through a system of how to wear her hair and which clothes to
wear, even incorporating separate accessories such as spectacles, bag, and
jewellery. However, Lara differed from Banim and Guy’s description of women who
‘integrated’ their clothes and bodies to assemble ‘appropriate’ selves. Lara did not
integrate what she saw as her ‘true’ (her home) identity. She attempted to have no
overlaps and even took her ‘work’ clothes from a separate collection rather than

wear anything which she wore at home.
Delilah, as with Lara, clearly set out incidents which signalled her commitment

to her unwillingness to compromise. For example, a shopping trip to a flea market

when she was fourteen:
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set me on a certain path forever ... funny, when I look back on it like
this... properly... | can see how many choices | made that were, that
relied on how I could dress and how | could do my hair

For example, she decided to do two ‘A’ levels in sixth form rather than leave

school at sixteen:

I thought, if | have a proper job | can’t dress how | want, they’ll
want to stick me in some crap old blouse or whatever.

Other participants found or created jobs where they could continue to be ‘the
woman | wish to remain’ and where they felt they did not have to sacrifice their
appearance'. Those who had such jobs had no need to compromise how they
looked in order to earn money and recognised how lucky they were. A common
phrase used in many of the interviews was ‘getting away with’ things. Here Claudia

explains that she had to ‘create’ a job to get away with her piercings:

I know | couldn’t get away with it and get work outside - probably that’s a
lot of reason why | do it: because | can. | think if | hadn’t had the
opportunity to do it | probably wouldn’t have had even half as much
[tattooing and piercing] cos | wouldn’t have dared to do it and still try and
fitin. But | can so | do!

This is a way of reconceptualising identity and ‘self’ and is discursively produced:
what Giddens (1991) would describe as being “knowledgeable actors”, that is,
people in charge of themselves, consciously producing and presenting themselves
in certain ways. Morgan related how she and her friends had started out as Goths,

but as time went on, she had devéloped her own sense of style:

Most of my friends just carried on wearing black and the women wore a lot
of black gothy makeup and | didn't .. kind of pushing me in the
‘alternative’ in inverted commas, direction but only a little bit, and then'|
just sort of developed my own sense of style and whatever | wanted to
wear, and my own sense of-... myself.

Several of the participants had spent a number of years changing their appearances
to find their ‘true selves’ and felt they had to maintain a certain level of

‘alternative’-ness to remain true to themselves, presenting a ‘"‘confirming

7 All of the following participants specifically stated that their occupations ‘allowed’ them
to dress as they did: Delilah (artist), Miss Pink and Flong (tattoo artists), Claudia (body
piercer), Gwendolin (hairdresser), Louise (artist and youth worker), Eloise (student), Vash
{(student), Janet (student). .
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consistency between appearance and manner... [a] coherence of front” (Goffman,
1955: 35) which many contexts threatened. Finding contexts in which they did not
have to tone down their appearance allowed them to dress as they chose without

feeling threatened or compromised. For example, Morgan said,

I would feel totally sort of lost really. You mean like, whatever situation
and someone said you must wear these clothes and they weren't normally
the sort of thing | would wear? Ooh dear, no, | wouldn't ... I've never really
done that. | think I'd lose all my confidence. I'd feel very very strange. |
wouldn't feel like myself at all. I'd feel like | was acting, which | would be.

Some participants said there was no occasion for which they would compromise
their appearance, others said they were willing to make compromises according to
context but only to a certain extent, such as while they were willing to wear a
dress it must be black and must be from their existing wardrobe (or ‘customised’
with their own accessories). “Having items of clothing that could be depended
upon to ‘perform’ well was an important dimension of creating ‘the woman | want
to be’. The most useful, and often favourite items were those that women were
confident would look good on them and are generally easily managed” (Banim and
Guy, 2000: 318). For example,

It might be something that a townie would wear but | would wear it
differently with the other clothes I’ve got. | wouldn’t say | won’t go into
Top Shop or anything like that. If | see something I like I’ll buy it and fit it
in with stuff I’ve got

(Vash)

Or, whilst they were willing to look ‘tidy’ or smarter, they would not be willing to
wear less jewellery or hide their body modifications or tie their hair up. For

example,

The only thing that | do is if we go for a meal with [her partner’s] parents |
will sometimes wear something with long sleeves to tone it down. | can
cope with it, a lot of people can’t. It’s the only thing | can do. | can’t take
all this [piercings] out of my face, | can’t take this tattoo off my hand.
(Claudia)

The most common reason to effect some level of compromise was out of respect
for those close to them but they would not necessarily conform to what was

expected of them. For example,
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[At a wedding] | was just wearing black trousers and a black jacket and it
wasn’t my normal scruffy type of thing, it was actually quite smart but ...
my hair was crimped ... | insisted on wearing dark glasses the whole time...
it’s really interesting actually, in the wedding photos ... the only other
person that kept their sunglasses on, a bloke ... and there we both were,
sort of on the fringes of this wedding party and there we were both
dressed in black wearing dark glasses.

(Zeb)

In these ways they manage the tensions that their appearance could cause in
social situations and become “‘someone who is projecting aspects of herself through
clothing that suits/enhances her ... however the primary frame of reference was
how the women felt about themselves and not the explicit validation of others”

(Banim and Guy, 2000: 318).

In conclusion, the participants fitted into broad traditions of ‘unconventional’
women, particularly that of the Bohemian muses of the 1800s and early 1900s.
Their wearing of black placed them within discourses both of modern ‘stylish’
fashion and of oppositional dress. Although some appeared wary of other women
(mainly ‘fluffy’ or feminist women with whom they felt no affinity), they named
‘like-minded’ women (that is, any woman who resisted traditional femininities) as
those they would categorise as unconventional but also as those they admired.
“Femininity (and women) are positioned outside language (and power). For the
woman to embrace the ‘authentic femininity’ is to affirm her own
disempowerment” (Tseélon, 1995: 39). Thus although they did embrace some
aspects of traditional (‘fluffy’) femininity, they also refused to ‘affirm their
disempowerment’ fully by aligning themselves firmly in unconventional (that is,
what Tseélon defines as inauthentically feminine) categories of ‘the woman | wish

to remain’.

The next chapter examines the participants’ relationships to their bodies

through their body modifications and body image.

123



e e e I

CHAPTER 7
“More like torture thaw love’?

The previous chapter examined how the participants described and understood
‘'unconventional’ femininities and this chapter builds on this by focusing on some of
the ways they employed to embody their ‘difference’, that is, their ‘alternative’

femininities, through their appearance and body modifications'.

The human body, once a neglected area of sociological studies, is now the
subject of an ever-growing area of scholarship; although, as Morgan notes, “the
sociology of the body is a relatively late arrival on the scene” (1993: 69). Similarly,
Davis, on the upsurge of interest in the body, commented that "social scientists are
retrieving a neglected topic and making it the focus rather than the implicit
backdrop of their analyses” (1997: 3) yet the body has been examined in feminist
work for a number of years?, and as Shilling points out “the interest in the body is
not new. In times of war, for example, governments have traditionally displayed
concern about the physical health and fitness of the nation” (Shilling, 1993: 1). It
may be that feminist scholarship felt the need to prioritise the study of the body
because women’s bodies have been, and remain, much more visible and objectified
in daily life. "The ‘life’ of the body is played out through the technical

arrangement of clothes, adornment and gesture” (Craik, 1993: 1).

Bodies/Image.

Being ‘policed’ by other people (as opposed to policing oneself, which is discussed
in the next chapter) was a subject several participants discussed angrily. Potential
threats were of concern to the participants since their appearance marked them
out as more visible and, despite feeling defiant, they attempted to take action to

circumvent any negative attention. For example, Kiki said:

I love my build, | love being tall, always loved being tall. | don’t mind
being big either ... I'd never want to be tiny. I’ve got friends who are tiny
little females and | would hate to be like that because | think I’d feel so
vulnerable. And when | do walk along the street | am tall, and | do walk
big, if you know what | mean.

' A full list of each participant’s body modifications can be found in table 5 in the Methods
chapter, page 61.
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Through this 'presence’ many of the participants said that they felt they were

given slightly more space by strangers on the street:

I walk straight and | take up room
(Bee)

| see people looking at me in the street and some of them are smiling and
that makes me smile and some of them aren't smiling and that makes me
smile even more.

{(Morgan)

They reported that people backed off from them slightly - perhaps from fear or
disgust at their appearance - but none of the participants found this disturbing
and, in some ways, revelled in this extra few inches of personal ‘space’ around
their bodies. Williamson also found that the women in her study told her that
wearing black and looking as they did "kept people at a distance” which they

welcomed (2001: 147). In the same way, Delilah said that in her teens:

| was wearing all black, and white makeup ... dead white face and big black
eves and very very tall black hair. | used to scare people to death ... My
appearance, see, it gave me strength almost ... it was like armour and | felt
invincible.

Several of my interviewees felt that their appearance lent them what Gwendolin
called a “protective layer”. The comparison is with the way they talked about a
more traditional feminine appearance as involving clothes and behaviours which
weakened the woman wearing them, and that although they realised that they
would be looked at as much, or more, than the traditional woman they felt they
could use this in more positive ways. A theme which recurred through the
interviews was that of making oneself an ‘exhibit’, although not an exhibit in a way
which would be considered to be sexually arousing to men, for example the long
blonde hair and large breasts of the archetypal ‘Page 3 Girl’. Rather the nature of
the exhibitionism was to treat themselves and their appearance as an ongoing
‘identity project’ (Giddens, 1991) which the participants found empowering.

Claudia explained:

It’s caused a lot of people to speak to me who perhaps wouldn’t have had a
reason to ... something that gives you a starting point ... it does provoke a

2 For example, Chernin (1981), Brownmiller (1984), Wilson (1985), Chapkis (1986), and Wolf
(1990), all consider how women experience their bodies.
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lot ... a much different reaction. Like you say, people see all the tattoos
and think, "oh there’s something to look at”. They will look.

Here Claudia demonstrates several interesting contradictions connected to the idea
of provocation. Although many of the participants believed themselves to look less
vulnerable, and therefore were given more space, they also attracted negative
attention. This attention, both negative (people looked at them with disgust) and
positive (people asked friendly questions about their body modifications), would
appear to work in terms of conventional understandings about femininity (for
example, the attention given to the Page 3 gifl). But there is a difference between
having breast implants so that people will look and having tattoos so that people
will look: the reasons behind the two are different in that the participants wished
to undermine understandings about the availability of the female body whereas

cosmetic surgery is done to adhere to those conventions.

Giddens notes that body adornment and dress are “means of self-display,
but also relate directly to concealment/revelation in respect of personal
biographies” (1991: 63). Revealing or concealing can entail choice, resistance, and
agency: for example, Vash’s method of *hiding’ her eyebrow piercing with a large
plaster (in Chapter 6); “the wearer’s ability to control that visibility” (Cahill and
Riley, 2001: 151). It means that the woman has control over the display she
presents. Silverman argues that we should challenge "the automatic equation of
spectacular display with female subjectivity, and to the assumption that
exhibitionism always implies woman’s subjugation to a controlling male gaze”
(Silverman, 1986:139). Eloise said that at a young age she decided to give people
something to look at which demonstrates agency and an unwillingness to be

subjugated:

when | was sort of 12 and 13 ... | thought well if people are going to look at
me, they might as well look at me for something good. But | was always
looking right back.

Morgan also said that peoplé will look and acknowledges that she should perhaps

expect people to stare at her but she also said that she stared back:

.. I'm not defensive at all but if | catch someone staring at me, as they
often do, you know, you've got to expect that, | will sort of stare back. Not
in a challenging way particularly cos it's not fair, | can’t expect people not
to look at me, it would be silly. | won't look away, | won't hide myself. If
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someone's looking at me, especially in a disapproving way, | let them know
that | know they're looking. If they smile, fine, | smile back.

Staring back is not a traditionally feminine response and while it may not be meant
as 'defensive’ neither is it submissive. Women’s eyes are often downcast and to
challenge through eye contact is not a common feminine retort. Kiki reiterated the
importance of eye contact whilst telling me about one of the ways she had created

bodily space for herself in a potentially limiting situation:

... looking people in the eye, it’s so important. Or if you’ve got all these
piercings and stuff ... | had this driving instructor and | used to wear these
massive big metal bangles, and this driving instructor would put his knee
over, like next to, the gear stick so | had to keep touching his leg, you had
to, and he’d sort of press his leg into you, so one time | was changing gear
and | just, | deliberately got my bangles and just smashed them into his
kneecap, he was like 'arggh’ and | looked him right in the eye and was like
‘ooh, sorry’. I nearly broke his knee.

Here Kiki used both feminine adornment (her bangles) and (ostensibly) feminine
wide-eyed ‘innocence’ as a physical warning to her driving instructor. The
difference between the visibility of the participants and the visibility of women’s
bodies more generally is through the fact of their resistance to mainstream
feminine appearance. Women are visible because their bodies are seen to be more
of a commodity and more ‘judge-able’ than men’s bodies. But these women’s
bodies do not conform, they resist; they do not adhere to the norm, the boundaries
are different. As Vash said some women ‘fall out’ of what is expected and then
people react differently, most frequently with more caution or with violence. Vash

told me about one of the times she had been threatened:

I’ve had abuse in the past for looking too, well not looking feminine
enough: “why do you do that to yourself?”, *why do you wear your makeup
like that?”, "what have you got in your nose?” and "why have you done
that?”. It’s just expectations and some women fall out of them ... [so] |
actually thumped him. No because it was, it’s the men who tend to feel
intimidated by it then they come across as quite aggressive. This was
somewhere in town, not alternative type men.

Both Kiki and Vash had responded with violence, confident enough of their physical
strength to do so. However, Kiki related an incident when she had walked through
the centre of Nottingham on a Saturday night illustrating how men’s bodies

predominate in public places, and how men may feel that this is their ‘right’:
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It was scary for me cos there was loads of them, pissed out of their heads,
and they were real lads, Nottingham town centre is a nightmare on a
Saturday night, you just don’t go through it ... One guy even asked me out
of a pub to have a fight with him. And it’s because they don’t see you,
they didn’t see me as being a woman, I’m quite tall and big-built, if | was
really petite they might not have done it.

She identified that she had crossed two boundaries: one, she was walking alone
through the town centre on a Saturday night and ‘you just don’t go through it’, it is
the domain of men who want to fight. And secondly, her build (the space she
occupied) and her appearance ("a freak”) made them see her as less than a
woman, transforming her into both prey and a potential threat. Women are linked
to ‘small’ and ‘weak’ whereas men are linked to ‘large’ and ‘powerful’,
*muscularity and masculinity can be, and often are, conflated” (Mansfield and
McGinn, 1993: 49). Thus a woman who is ‘large’ and ‘powerful’ threatens the
normative order of gendered space. Gaines identifies the threat as one to the
distinct gendered categories of masculine/feminine; therefore anyone who does
not fit easily into one of these two narrow choices ‘unsettles’ cultural ideals and

norms:

The lesson in transgression we have from the transvestite as well as the
female body builder is that gender ambivalence is traumatically unsettling
to the culture. These counter practices of the body violate deeply felt
premises. The sexual difference system around which societies are
organised, after all, is guaranteed on a day-to-day basis by gendered dress,
adornment, and body style (Gaines, 1990: 26).

It was in this way that Kiki’s size and appearance were perceived as a threat. Most
of the participants were aware of these attitudes to the female body; as Tate
argues, women’s bodies are expected to “take up as little space as possible” (1999:
36). Kiki was one of the participants who had thought the most about the space she

occupied (no doubt because of experiences like those above):

I’m quite big and stuff and I’ll be walking along and I’ll have blokes with
beer guts call me fat ... and it’s really true. A man will look in the mirror
and over-compensate and a woman will look in the mirror and under-
compensate and, | said before, if a woman feels bad she’ll straight away
target her body to make herself feel even worse about herself whereas |
don’t think men do that.

Miss Pink, Kiki, Bee and Delilah all said they were ‘big-built’; for example, Miss

Pink said one of the reasons she wore black was that it made her look smaller.
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Furman’s study of older women echoed this in that many of them said they would
rather be "tiny” or they felt too "big” or “broad” (1997: 51). However, the overall
tone of the interviews was primarily positive towards body shape and image which
contrasts with other findings in Furman’s study about women’s relationships to

their bodies:

[perhaps] women’s preoccupations with weight tells us something, not only
about changing cultural aesthetics and expectations about the look of the
female body, but also about the appropriate use of space culturally
assigned to women. Women move in space in ways that are different from -
far more constrained than - men (Furman, 1997: 71).

Several participants did define themselves as being ‘big’ although they strenuously
avoided describing themselves as ‘overweight’. Only three did: Gemini, Zeb and
Louise. Gemini said she thought much of this was to do with ageing and compared

how she had looked in her teens and until her early twenties:

Lots of people had short clothes but mine were a good two or three inches
shorter ... | used to have a white lace trouser suit and | didn’t wear
anything under it at all ... When | had children | put on loads of weight and
spent time trying to seem invisible. | didn’t want to have people look at me
as a woman, and tried not to draw attention to myself. | became very
frumpy and lost confidence in who | was as a person.

At the time of the interview, however, she claimed to feel much more confident

about herself:

I feel tons more confident in myself as a person despite the fact that when
| see myself with no clothes on | don’t consider myself a very attractive
sight but that’s to do with the ageing process and being overweight.

However, she also said:

I don’t know if that’s culturally or if I’ve been browbeaten into the fact
[that she is overweight] but | think | look disgusting with no clothes on.
There’s a very short time when people look alright with no clothes on. The
time when | was very exhibitionist was the right time, | had a right and
firm and crisp young body that was alright to look at. And yes | would, |
think, given enough money | would quite willingly have re-constructive
surgery if | felt that there would be little or no scarring.

Gemini listed to me the many operations she would like to have on her body and

face:

129



oalinaIiitila noiianau R

I would have my breasts lifted and reduced. | would have my tummy
reduced, tucked, lipsucked, and reduced to as small and flat as possible.
And I’d have under my arms liposucked and tucked cos | don’t want my
tattoo to sag. And the tops of my thighs, the insides. And basically if | lost
a lot of weight which | would subsequently try to do, then anything that
was unsightly | would have that done. But | am not into facial
reconstruction

Gemini qualified her statement about confidence by saying she was overweight.
She told me that her two pregnancies had ‘ravaged’ her body and that she still felt
a certain amount of resentment over it. MacDonald argues that there is a great
investment in “appearance as a key identity marker” and that the body works to
distinguish between, amongst other things, “mothers from sexual beings”
(MacDonald, 1995: 192). Gemini was aware of this distinction and felt it had taken
her a long time to overcome it. Arguably, the idea of herself as an attractive,
sexual being was still not one she was comfortable with. The discussion about being
overweight and conventionally unattractive contrasts with the discussion about
tattoos which are about resisting such conventions of attractiveness. The
participants who considered themselves ‘big’ had an ambivalent relationship to
their size: on the one hand, they saw themselves as being less attractive; on the
other hand, they saw themselves as being less vulnerable because of their size.

Again, these two attitudes contradict each other.

Louise had a different approach to her weight. Her tattoos told a story, were
part of a rite of passage which began when she became clinically depressed and
had to begin a lifetime of reliance on anti-depressants. One of the side effects was

that she put on a lot of weight:

What it is for me now is that it’s actually whether anyone else sees them
[the tattoos] or not it’s irrelevant, yeah? For me, it’s a physical reminder
of a rite of passage. From having being a certain, you know, thing, person,
[slim, blonde] having gone through that traumatic and life-threatening
experience, to having survived it, being a survivor of it.

Louise, then, saw her increased body weight almost as a prize she had accrued in
her fight against depression. Similarly, Zeb, in particular, displayed unusual
acceptance about being overweight. "Being overweight represents the clearest
failure in the maintenance of an ideal femininity” (Furman, 1997: 68) and yet Zeb

(who was not maintaining an ‘ideal’ femininity in that she saw herself as
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‘alternative’ and not ‘fluffy’) refuted this assertion. In her teens and early
twenties she had been very underweight and promiscuous, and she linked the two
together; that she had not valued herself, did not eat properly, had sex with many
men (various studies have highlighted how anorexia or dieting can be linked to low
self-esteem, for example, Chernin, 1982; Wolf, 1990; Giddens, 1991; Grogan,
1999). However, she had been presenting an apparently attractive and sexual
persona. At the time of the interview she was significantly overweight and claimed
to prefer her body like this ("I feel like one of those very round fertility

goddesses”)

I like my body now and although | am very overweight and other people
wouldn’t, | feel wouldn’t like it, | like it. | think it makes me look more of
a woman and more womanly and it’s sort of less apologetic ... now | like
myself and | can treat myself better and | like me ... | just feel more
comfortable about being me now.

Grogan (1999: 164) found that “looking at body satisfaction throughout the
lifespan, studies have found that women of all ages are less satisfied than men”.
However, Zeb’s problem, as she approached forty, was other people’s reactions to

her weight gain; they were not satisfied with it:

They act like | should be concerned about my weight, as if it’s something
I’m missing and they have to explain it to me.

Zeb identified her main problem in being overweight as the prejudice she faced

from both people she knew (mostly colleagues) and strangers:

I’m an overweight housewife. But | don’t think people think I look like an
overweight housewife. | think they think | look overweight but not like a
housewife.

So although Zeb fulfilled a traditionally feminine role as a housewife she felt that it
was somehow eroded or ignored because her weight and her alternative

appearance became the primary issues that people focused on.

Lara expressed more dissatisfaction with the way her job limited her freedom to
have more tattoos than she did about her body image itself. She said she
connected to her body in “minor ways”, such as going to the gym occasionally, but
that it was her body modifications which made her appreciate her body’s limits and

possibilities. This was perhaps the key issue in how these women approach their

131



DQUIALLLIIWU 14V d i

body image: activities such as going to the gym focus only on improving the body,
in that people go there to get fit or to achieve a muscled or ‘toned’ body (the
*Holy Grail’ of modern gym attendance), or for health benefits, and this necessarily
requires an assessment of what is perceived to be wrong and how to correct it with
on-going, never-ending work. Thus going to a gym is not an end in itself; people
have to keep attending. Bordo sees perpetual gym attendance as ‘extremes’ (1993:
94) and does not see the pleasure or confidence gained such as that identified by
Tate (1999). But the participants were so aware of their own ‘difference’ that they
were also able to be reflective about the pros and cons of other ‘unconventional’
choices for women. For example, Kiki was able to recognise, and articulate, the

contradictory pressures on women using the example of body building:

it’s like body building is a really positive thing and a really negative thing
cos it still concentrates on image for women, it’s still about a woman
controlling her body and it’s really good in the way it’s not accepted ... by
men .. it’s a way of fighting back but then some of them are really
unhealthy, and they’re still obsessed by diet and weight.

In contrast to this, tattoos and piercings are a finite process: choice, design and
application - and unlike the gym, they are a process with a definite, apparent end
point. The only point of connection is that a gym can be described as "being
situated within a discourse which makes the ‘outlandish’ body possible” (1993: 51).
As Grogan found, most women exercise to attain a slender, ‘toned’ body shape
rather than to attain good health (1999: 57). This sentiment is echoed in the
interviews of Kiki, Delilah, Gwendolin, Miss Pink, Sparkle and Vash who all said
they did not want to be muscley but would like to be ‘toned’ (that is, streamlined,
pared down). This was then tempered by their assertion that they were happy to
be ‘big’ or ‘big-boned’ and they were glad to take up the space they did. The
majority of the women in this study spent as much, or more, time and effort on
their appearance as the most ‘traditionally’ feminine woman. The ‘difference’ in
the appearance they had crafted seemed to displace the focus of their
preoccupations from anxiety about how ‘wrong’ their appearance was (for
example, whether they were overweight) to pride that it was never ‘right’ in the

first place (they had multiple tattoos and piercings).
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“Thig i Mes”
The popularity of tattooing and piercing has increased dramatically over the last
ten to fifteen years as has academic interest and writing on the subject’. For
example, Sweetman (1999); DeMello (2000); Mifflin (2001); and Cahill and Reilly
(2001) have all examined 