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ABSTRACT

The thesis examines discourses around femininity and drinking in the United Kingdom
in the current historical context. The research was comprised of two major studies. The
first, a media text study, involved collecting articles, commentaries and visual material
pertaining to women and alcohol from a range of national newspapers over nearly a
three year period (January 1998 — December 2000). The second research study entailed
the conduction of focus group interviews with women from diverse social backgrounds
from South and West Yorkshire around the subject area of femininity and drinking. All
texts and data collected were then subjected, predominantly, to a Foucauldian style of
discourse analysis (e.g. Burman & Parker, 1993).

The texts largely constructed drinking as problematic for women. Such meanings are
informed by the construction of alcohol consumption as an essentially masculine
activity (e.g. Kaminer & Dixon, 1995) and women as responsible carers who should not
indulge in such male vices (e.g. Cooke & Allan, 1984). For example, drinking women
are not only regarded as damaging their health but also as emasculating. The increasing
presence of women within traditionally male domains (e.g. the pub) has also been met
with moral panic and ‘backlash’ discourse (Faludi, 1992), particularly evident in recent
media output. Further, drinking women were positioned as vulnerable and at risk from
predatory and aggressive men (e.g. Lindqvist, 1991), but at the same time, partially
responsible for any harm they may suffer by virtue of their ‘unfeminine’ conduct. This
raises important issues around the attribution of responsibility for abusive male
behaviour, which may be of concern to feminists, thus indicating such discourses as a
site for intervention. Yet these operated alongside competing contemporary discourses
which positioned drinking women in more powerful ways, for instance, as active sexual
predators and aggressors, thus subverting a form of ‘victim feminism’ which has been
heavily criticised in recent years (e.g. Roiphe, 1993; Paglia, 1992). Finally, the thesis
further contributes to the postmodern deconstruction of the category ‘women’ as a
unitary one (e.g. Wilkinson, 1996) by using alcohol consumption as a site for
investigating the construction and negotiation of multiple forms of femininity. In sum,
the thesis hopes to make a valuable contribution to feminist social psychological work
around gender, as to date, analyses of women’s drinking per se appear to be largely
absent from this literature (Day et al, 2001a).
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PREFACE

My interests in exploring women and alcohol stemmed from a number of sources.
Firstly, I was interested in theb degree of ‘moral panic’, particularly noticeéble in the
media, .surrounding current said patterns of women’s alcohol consumption in Britain,
and the often sexist backlash (Faludi, 1992) discourse evident in recent reportage.
Secondly, social psychologists have produced some interesting critical analyses of
men’s drinking in recent years. This work has, amongst other things, highlighted talk
around alcohol consumption as a useful site for exploring the construction and
negotiation of contemporary masculinities and how this talk positions men within
unequal relations of power with ‘inferior’ others such as womén and gay men (e.g.
Kaminer & Dixon, 1995; Gough & Edwards, 1998). Yet, and this leads me on the third
point, there appeared to be little critical and feminist work on women’s drinking per se,
with the bulk of psychological literature surrounding this emanating from bio-medical
and other mainstream scientific perspectives. This struck me as a significant omission,
given that this topic seemed to be ‘lending itself’ to feminist analysis (for the reasons
discussed) and since gender representations around eating, drinking or sex tend to draw
upon conventional ideals around femininity (e.g. Hepworth & Griffin, 1995; Bordo,
1997, Ga?ey, 1988). As such, it was felt that a feminist social psychological analysis of
women’s drinking was warranted and would be analytically, socially and politically

revealing.

As I began to review the existing literature around women and alcohol, I realised that
much of this had problematic implications for drinking women, who were often cast as

Aself-medicating neurotics (Wilsnack & Wilsnack, 1995; Schutte et al, 1997) or



irresponsible women who were placing themselves at unnecessary risk from predatory
males (e.g. Lindqvist, 1991). Notably absent from this literature was any kind of
pleasure discourse surrounding women’s drinking. Also, during everyday conversation,
I became more sensitive and attuned towards the ways in which people spoke about
women’s alcohol use. This bore striking similarities to discourses evident in the
psychological literature and the media, thus supporting the idea that such institutions,
despite claiming ‘privileged’ access to the truth, often reflect ‘common sense’ and
everyday views (Stainton-Rogers et al, 1995). For example, people (men and women)
spoke about the ‘shocking’ ways in which women behaved today, anci the detrimental
consequences of trying to keep up with men in the drinking stakes. I was interested in
investigating and interrogating such discourses by situating these within wider
historical, socio-cultural and political contexts — from where do these originate? What
interests are these serving? What are the consequences for women? Also, I was
concerned to explore alternatives — what meanings do women themselves (whose voices
are often unheard) attribute to their drinking? How are these negotiated through

interaction?

Such observations and questions fed into the planning and conduction of the thesis’s
research studies. The noted amount of media output (and hysteria) surrouﬁding
women’s alcohol use in recent years seemed to be lending itself to detailed analysis. As
such, the first research study examines discourses surrounding women’s alcohol use in
the British national press (January, 1998 — December, 2000). In addition, an interest in
women’s own understandings of femininity and drinking, and a feminist concern to let

women’s voices be heard informed the conduction of focus group interviews with local

II



women (from West and South Yorkshire), this comprising the thesis’s second major

research study.

The thesis is a documentation of the entire research story. It is a feminist social
constructionist exploration and interrogation of discourses surrounding femininity and
women’s alcohoi use in Britain at the turn of the century. It addresses the questions
asked above and examines how, despite the entry of women into conventionally male
spaces such as the pub, and speculation about the contemporary feminisation of mass
consumer culture (e.g. Sqﬁire, 1995), this continues to be resisted by ‘backlash’ practice
(Faludi, 1992; Gough, 1998). For example, the thesis explores how the focus of concern
can be seen to have shifted from the drinking behaviours of the working class to those
women who are now regarded as the greatest invaders of such spaces and as such, pose
the greatest threat to the preservation of certain domains as masculine ones: professional
and middle class women. In addition, the thesis examines how women’s drinking
continues to be subjected to surveillance, control and regulation within public spaces.
As such, it is argued that it is facile to presume that the mere presence of women within
‘male’ environments such as pubs reflects societal acceptance. In addition, the
construction of drinking as an essentially masculine activity, one which is unorthodox
(‘unfeminine’) for women (Robbins, 1989), has had d number of seen consequences.
For one, this has fed into recent forms of language, evident in the media and everyday
talk, which have been used to describe contemporary drinking practices amongst
women and the forms of feminine identity wﬁich are taken as representative of these
(e.g. ‘laddism’; ‘ladette culture’; ‘geezer bird’). This male-centred vocabulary is
criticised by the thesis as reinforcing ‘plus male minus female’ relations (Spender,

1982), producing lexical gaps within which women are without words to describe and
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frame their behaviours and identities in non-masculine ways. This may be of concern
for feminists, particularly as the assertion of | female agency and the independence of
feminine identities has been a major aim of feminist struggles (Moi, 1986). Further,
such discourses operéte alongside ones whiéh construct drinking women as placing
themselves at unneceésary risk from harm (e.g. Lindqvist, 1991) and which bring the
sexuality of women who drink into question, such women often being regarded as
‘sexually promiscuous’ (George et al, 1988). This often results in a lack of social and
perceived support for drinking women who suffer at the hands of men. The thesis also
presents a critical discussion of mainstream psychology’s tendency to focus upon the
_individual in analyses of women’s ‘problematic’ alcohol consumption, pointing instead
to the importance of understanding this within a wider social context, for example, in
respect of women’s occupation of social roles and positions (e.g. as mothers). A final
major area of concern of the thesis is the use of alcohol consumption as a site for
exploring the construction and negotiation of multiple and multi-faceted femininities
and investment in these, with particular reference to contemporary ‘masculinised’
femininities and femininities as mediated by social class. For example, the thesis builds
upon the work of authdrs such as Moore (1990), Burns, (1980), Tomsen (1997) and
Canaan (1996) by examining the role of aggression and violence in the construction and
‘pléying out’ of classed identities, situating this within the context of ‘nights out’.
However, such studies have concentrated upon men and masculinities, and so the focus
here upon women and femininities is a new and refreshing one which is consistent with
some feminist agendas (as is explored in chapter eight in particular). The role of
aggression and violence in the construction and negotiation of such femininities is
understood by the thesis in terms of the social meanings and networks operating in

working class cultures and the positioning of working class women outside of a

v



normative, respectable femininity which has developed as a sign based upon upper and

middle class ideals (Ware, 1992).

As the thesis demonstrates, there is no real ‘correct’ way for women to drink and be
dﬁnkers, and women’s alcohol consumption continues to be an area of social and
political significance. It is anticipated that the thesis will contribute to feminist
psychologicél understandings of women’s drinking, particularly as in-depth studies on
this topic which address issues of power and identity are currently omitted from the

literature.



CHAPTER 1 - WOMAN AND ALCOHOL: AN INTRODUCTION

1.1 Women and Alcohol: Overview and Theoretical Approach of the Thesis.

The bulk of existing literature around women’s drinking focuses upon problematic
consumption and it is remarkable that studies of women’s everyday drinking, apart from
a few exceptions, have until recently remained a largely unexplored area of social
analysis (Ettorre, 1992, 1997; Thom, 1994, Waterson, 2000). This is particularly so
given that leisure is now recognised as a legitimate topic of academic investigation
(Jarvie & Maguire, 1994) and that studies of women’s drinking have the potential to
reveal much about (amongst‘ other things) lifestyle and consumption patterns, gender
identity, power relations and the social positioning of women. For example, social and
economic changes across the world have been accompanied by evidence that women are
more likely to drink (Cardenas, 1995; Kua, 1994; Medina-Mora, 1994), thus suggesting
that female drinking is an important indicator of ‘modernisation’ or ‘westernisation’.
Yet despite this being taken as an index of women’s emancipation, Morgan (1987)
points out that societal views of alcohol and drinking practices serve to reproduce
existing power imbalances between men and women. For example, studies by Fossey
(1994) and Jahoda and Crammond (1972) found that people are more disapproving of
women’s drinking than men’s. In addition, despite the claims of some commentators
that women are now relatively free to enter and frequent pubs, clubs and othér drinking
places (Kua, 1994), many of these remain predominantly masculine arenas (Hunt &
Satterlee, 1987) within which women are subject to ridicule, torment and ‘humorous’

jesting (Smart & Smart, 1978; Ettorre, 1997). In addition, drinking women are often



regarded as sexually available (Green et al, 1990), and are vulnerable to assault, sexual
or otherwise, from partners, strangers and family members (Plant, 1997). As such,
issues surrounding the safety of women who drink, particularly those who do so in
public, prevail. Further, according to those such as Tomlinson (1990), alcohol
consumption is an important expression of group identity in terms of (amongst others)
gender, sexuality and social class. In recent years, this observation has been followed up
by a number of researchers interested in masculinities. Such studies have examined how
men’s drink-related talk often serves to reproduce unequal relations of power between
men and women (e.g. Kaminer & Dixon, 1995; Gough & Edwards, 1998) and has
highlighted the importance of drinking and related practices as a site for the expression
of masculinities mediated by class (e.g. Canaan, 1996; Burns, 1980; Tomsen, 1997) and
ethnicity (e.g. Moore, 1990). However, detailed analyses of women’s drinking which
pay attention to such issues continue to be elusive. The current thesis goes some way

towards addressing this niche in the literature.

The current investigation is a feminist social psychological one, the theoretical approach
of which is that of feminist social constructionism or poststructuralism (Wilkinson,

1996, Gavey, 1989; Weedon, 1987; Wetherell, 1986; Burman, 1991). This can be

regarded as:

‘A mode of knowledge production which use poststructuralist theories of language,
subjectivity, social processes and institutions to understand existing power relations
and to identify areas and strategies for change.’

(Weedon, 1987: 40-41).



In brief, feminist social constructionism regards femininity as a method of description
as opposed to an entity awaiting scientific discovery. It takes language as it’s central
focus, tracing out the power dynamics of different discourses of femininity, whilst
openly questioning ‘the formation of dominant discourses about women and pushing
forward subordinated alternatives (Wetherell, 1995). The notion of a ‘discourse’ is a
somewhat conceptually ‘fuzzy’ one, inferring differeﬁt meanings when used in different
contexts (Burr, 1995; Cousins & Hussain, 1984). The definition of discours:e employed
by the thesis is that presented by Parker (1992a) as ‘a system of statements which
constructs an object’ (p. 5). More specifically, the research analyses statements about
and representations of women’s drinking and drinking women themselves and how
together these cohere around central meanings which tell a particular story about
women and alcohol consumpfion. These are regarded, not as an individual’s set of ideas
about women and alcohol, but rather as the product of social factors and power relations
(Hollway, 1983). As such, the research is concerned with over-arching systems of
meaning surrounding women and alcohol and the power implications of these (Burman

& Parker, 1993).

In order to understand the origins of women’s relationship with alcohol and the
meanings surrounding femininity and drinking in coﬁtempqrary society, it is useful to
consider women and alcohol over the ages. A comprehensive account of the history of
women and alcohol is beyond the scope of the thesis. However, a discussion of the

recent historical context of women’s drinking is instructive.



1.2 Women, Drinking and Feminism: Recent Historical Context.

Over the ages, alcohol has been used in a rich and diverse set of contexts, the aim of it’s
use being celebratory, consolatory, medicinal, scholastié, sacramental and gastronomic,
and it has formed an integral part of cultural development since classical Graeco-Roman
times (Walton, 2001). For example, in England alone, drinking has a long history as
being firmly fixed in social and cultural practices, from it’s place at the formal dinner
parties and ceremonies hosted by the upper classes to the public houses which became
the centres of the social lives of the working classes (Shiman, 1988). Intoxication is,
according to Walton (2001), a fundamental human right and an integral component of a
life fully lived. However, as shali be explored in this section of the chapter, drinking in
Britain has a troubled history. The discourse of politicians, health professionals and
religious leaders around alcohol use has (and continues to be), for the most part,
prohibitive and judgmental. The historical roots of such discourses are difficult to locate
within an exact time frame, but seldom are these more apparent than in the nineteenth

century when the problematisation of drinking began in earnest.

The industrial revolution was accompanied by the rapid growth of large cities, and the
spread of disreputable drinking establishments (e.g. ‘the city tavern’) which became
linked with heavy drinking, cruei sports and prostitution (Plant, 1997). At the same
time, the Victorian era saw the medicalisation of alcohol consumption and the
foundations were laid for the construction of ‘alcoholism’ as a disease (Walton, 2001).
Drunkenness and the illicit practices associated with this became regarded not only as
anti-social vices, but as the curse of Britain which was destroying individuals, families

and the social structure of the country (Plant, 1997). In order to combat this evil, and in



step with a number of other movements aimed at transformihg Britain into a more
civilised and advanced society, a social reforming cause known as ‘the temperance
movement’ was organised in 1829. The original purpose of this was to promote
moderate drinking amongst the British, and later, total abstinence, and so became a

crusade to set up an ‘England free from drink’ (Shiman, 1988).

From the beginning of temperance reformation in England, women were amongst it’s
mostAactive advocates and workers (Shiman, 1988; Harrison, 1971; Roberts, 1984).
Many prominent female figures of the temperance crusade in England such as Margaret
Bright Lucas and Lady Henry Somerset, who were both acting presidents of the British
Women’s Temperance Association (B.W.T.A.) founded in 1876, were also active in the
women’s suffrage movement and a number of other women’s groups campaigning for
equality (Lender, 1981). Such leaders, in addition, encouraged members of their
societies to also become active in a wide variety of social causes, including women’s
suffrage (Shiman, 1988), and so érganisations such as the B.W.T.A. and the Women’s
Christian Temperance Union (W.C.T.U.) founded in 1874 had a wide scope of social
concerns which stretched beyond anti-drink matters (Giele, 1995). As shall be
discussed, women had good reason to fear and loathe alcohol, or rather the
consequences of drinking, and many of the problems encountered were exacerbated by
the social inequalities which these women fought against. In addition, women’s
opposition towards alcohol, according to those such as Plant (1997), legitimised the
female participation in national political life which those such as Margaret Bright Lucas
and Lady Henry Somerset sought because, for example, defence of the home and family
(against alcohol) was primarily consideredk a female duty. As such, feminism was one

- movement amongst others (e.g. anti-slavery and liberationism) with which the



temperance crusade became lesely allied, and indeed, the very act of joining a teetotal
society, according to the historian Brian Harrison (1971) ‘involved a modest form of
Sfeminism’ (p. 175). The association between the women’s movement and temperance is
an important and significant one in history, because, as argued by those such as Giele
(1995), the two movements together accomplished more than either one could have

done alone.

As already indicated, the social well being of children and families was a major concern
of the women’s movement and those women campaigning for temperance (Giele,
1995). Harrison (1971) describes how on pay days in the nineteenth century, drinking
establishments would be besieged by anxious women looking for their husbands,
attempting to prevent them from speﬁding the housekeeping money on beer. In addition,
alcohol was heavily implicated in domestic violence. For instance, Musto (1996)
" describes how alcohol at this time was ‘efficiently separating men from their
paycheques and turning them into drunken menaces to their families’ (p. 67). As such,
women at the time were seen as victims of the excesses of their husbands and fathers,
the realities of which were all too often encountered by temperance women in the
course of their missionary work (Walton, 2001). It is therefore understandable why
women of the time had an ambivalent relationship with alcohol and their interests in
supporting the temperance cause are all too apparent. For example, temperance women
were determined to expose and deal with sensitive issues such as domestic violence and
the consequenceé of men’s drinking on family life and domestic e;:onomy, a common
belief being that resources should be diverted away from male pleasures to expenditure |

which could benefit the whole family (Mattingly & Doern, 2000). This situation was



" aggravated by women’s lack of power and their legal, social and economic dependency

on their husbands (Mattingly & Doern, 2000).

However, female intemperance and it’s link with immoral and undesirable practices
such as prostitution was also a major concern of the temperance crusaders, as
exemplified by texts of the era such as ‘Female Virtue: It’s Enemies and Friends’
(Edgar, 1841). The link between drinking and sexual promiscuity or ‘depravity’ is one
Which features throughout the ages. For example, public drinking establishments have
been clearly identified as the places to find women working in the sex industry since
Roman times (Purcell, 1994) and in Victorian England, prostitutes were often found
congregating in public houses (Harrison, 1971). It was believed by temperance
refofmers that these women could only endure such a ‘depraved’ existence by drugging
their ‘moral sense’ with drink, and so the first glass of alcohol was regarded as the
respectable woman’s first step towards the brothels of London (Harrison, 1971). As
such, the concern here was not so much with the sexual exploitation of women, as with
the decaying morality of Victorian England which such fallen women were being partly
held responsible for, the ‘cult of respectability’ being a central creed of the temperance

reformers (Harrison, 1971).

Yet, increasing drunkenness amongst women in nineteenth century England was not just
confined to certain groups in society such as sex workers and those from the ‘lower
classes’. For example, Rev. David Macrae described in his ‘Temperance Catechism’
how in one asylum for the victims of drink, more than 2000 of the applicants were ‘rich
men’s daughters’ (1877: 9). One major reason for increasing drunkenness amongst

women was the issuing of licences to grocers from 1861 onwards which permitted them



to sell alcohol. This was originally intended as a way of reducing men’s attendance at
public houses - often used as venues for working men’s debating societies and trade
uﬁion meetings - promoting instead the individualism and privacy of family life which
temperance reformers held dear and thus discouraging men from articulating their
grievances against social conditions in a public forum (Harrison, 1977). In addition, it
was hoped that drinkers would substitute the potent beer on sale at licensed premises for
the light French wines believed to be less intoxicating which could now be obtainedA‘at
the grocer’s store (Shiman, 1988). As well as leading to domestic upset and violence,
drunkenness amongst working men also decreased their efficiency in industrialised
Britain causing absenteeism and unreliability, and so drunkenness was inconducive to
the capitalist model of the new individual (Shiman, 1988). Yet, there was an unintended
consequence. Up until the sixteenth century, men and women both enjoyed considerable
freedom as to where they might ‘consum.e alcohol (Wamer, 1997). However, many
public drinking establishments (particularly pubs) had become masculine domains, ones
in- which men (particularly those from the working classes) could escape the
impoverished and depressing surroundings of the home. As such, many women who
had never entered a licensed premise as a patron could now purchase alcohol easily and
discreetly, thus encouraging many women to begin their (often concealed) cirinking
careers (Shiman, 1988). For example, it was now possible for women to disguise a
purchase of alcohol amongst a host of other grocery items, having this billed as such
and thus going undetected by their husbands. This marks an important step towards the
emergence of what Warner (1997) argues became two distinct and separate drinking
cultures: one centred in the homé and exclusive of men and one situated outside the

home and exclusive of women. Indeed, Harrison describes how in the nineteenth



century, husbands occasionally came home to find that their wives ‘had drunk away the

Sfurniture’ (1971: 47).

Although temperance efforts were directed at both men and women, Warner (1997)
argues that men’s right to drink was never really challenged to the same degree as
women’s. In support of Warner’s argument, Walton (2001) describes how tﬁe Habitual
Inebriates Act of 1898 was used disproportionately against women, such double
standards in the legal treatment of men and women outraging members of the women’s
" movement and women’s temperance organisations such as the W.C.T.U. One example
is the law on prostitution which provided for penalties against women that were not
equitably applied to their male customers (Walton, 2001). There are a number of
possible reasons why drinking women suffered harsher penalties, perhaps the central
oﬁe being that temperance was essentially regarded as a ‘feminine’ virtue, one which
was a necessity more than a choice for women (Warner, 1997). In addition, women"
were regardéd as b;aing more susceptible to physical dependency because this was
believed to be the result of wills weakened by nervous debilities (what was known as
‘neurasthenia’j, something which women, who were presumed genetically weak-willed
to begin with, were more likely to be inflicted with (Valverde, 1998). As such, the
descent into ruin and decay was believed to occur more quickly where women were
concerned. Then there were the ‘domestic responsibilities of women’, this constituting a
major theme of temperance speeches delivered in the nineteenth century (Mattingley &
Doern, 2000). Women who indulged were often categorised as neglectful mothers — that
is, neglectful of their children or the duty to bear children for the propagation of the
Empire - under the 1898 Act. Waltqn (2001) describes how a popular image of the

nineteenth century was that of the contemptible scullery-maid whose babe in arms was



innocently suckling the polluted milk of a beer-swilling mother. A final and closely
related reason is that of forbidden female pleasures. Ideological portrayals of women as
self-denying and nurturing of men and offspring (Abbott & Sapsford, 1987; Kaplan,
1992; Smart, 1992) clearly conflict with notions of independent self-indulgence (Curlee,
1970). Berridge and Edwards (1981) note that historically, social concern about
potentially addictive and harmful substances has increased when these have been used
specifically for the purpose of female pleasure. Many temperance reformers
distinguished between the use of alcohol as a recreational beverage and the use of this
for medicinal purposes (Barr, 1995) and intefestingly; alcohol was more likely to be
prescribed for ailments and forms of suffering which were seen as particularly ‘female’,
such as hysteria and labour pains (Plant, 1997; Abel, 1981). This acted as a loophole to
some temperance organisations. For example, in Birmingham in 1836, one female
temperance society stated that it agreed to abstain from all intoxicating liquors, except

for medicinal purposes and in religious ordinances (Roberts, 1984).

Despite the temperance crusaders’ failure to establish an ‘England free from drink’,
many concerns regarding alcohol and it’s effects on society which troubled reformers in
the 1800s continued into the next century. For example, during the First World War, the
issue of drunkenness amongst women was again noted, although a certain degree of
leniency (for example, on the part of the police) is argued to have been shown,
particularly towards the drunken wives of servicemen, because of the troubled times and
because a conviction for drunkenness might imperil a women’s separation allowance
(Carter, 1919). However, times and attitudes changed. As more and more women were
entering into the labour market (7.5 million by the mid 1900s), thus female drinking

continued to expand (Harkin et al, 1995). At the same time, there was an increase in
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mortality from alcohol-related causes, and more iniportantly, an increase in infant
mortality which was believed to be the result of ‘maternal drunkenness’ (Plant, 1997).
As such, we can see that this image of the drinking woman being that of one who
neglects and damages her children as she pursues her own selfish gratification (Gutzke,
1984) has been a dominant one throughout the ages. Abel (1986) notes that since 1970,
one topic above all others has dominated the literature on women and alcohol: the
effects of alcohol on pregnancy. The hysteria generated around female drinking and the
effects on unborn children, particularly on the part of the medical professions, seems
strange given that until approximately 20 years ago, alcohol continued to be used for
pain relief during childbirth and for preventing pre-term labour (Waterson, 2000; Abel,
1981). Further, popular obstetric texts have encouraged the use of alcohol in preghancy
until fairly recently (Llewellyn-Jones, 1978). Taking this into account, it appears
necessary to seek explanations for this focus other than professional concern with
physical well-being, which Walton (2001) argues has never been the sole motivation of
campaigns against alcohol, from the temperance crusade up to the present day.
Gomberg (1979) argues that it is no coincidence that the focus upon this was increased
after the rise of the women’s movement in the late 1960s and 1970s on both sides of the
Atlantic, a time when academic literature on women’s drinking began to appear in
eamnest and when there was great mass media concern about female drinking in the U.S.
(Wilsnack & Wilsnack, 1995). As well as being an irresponsible mother, other images
of the drinking woman which were pervasive at this time (e.g. in the academic
literature) were that she was likely to be divorced or separated, depressed, sexually
depraved and had a poorer prognosis than the drinking man (Waterson, 2000).
According to Gomberg (1979), this had become a locus of expression of projective rage

and disapprobation towards women in North America and Britain, . reflecting
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predominantly male anxieties and uncertainties about changing female roles and
identities, and hence, their own identity and place in contemporary society (Curlee,
1969). In short, increased female drinking and the negative consequences of this became

reflected back to women as the price of their emancipation (Waterson, 2000).

In contemporary times, as illustrated by the thesis, immoderate consumption of alcohol
on the part of women and issues surrounding female drinking continue to be of public
concern, as chapter six in particular notes in relation to recent media reportage on
women and alcohol demonstrates. For example, recent evidence has indicated a rise in
the amount of alcohol consumed by British women (e.g. 1994 British General
Household Survey). What is interesting is that if we examine women and alcohol over
the ages, it is apparent that a number of themes ére recurring, not least, that of the

problematisation of women’s drinking and the image of the ‘fallen woman’:

‘When angels fall, they fall disturbingly far...A woman known to be abusing alcohol is
seen as degraded and is regarded as an irrésponsible woman. Such a woman brings
shame not only on herself, but on her entire family, so much so that children will at all
times carry this shame into adulthood and will be stigmatised as being “children of an

2

irresponsible woman”.

(Mphi, 1994: 946).

As the above comments demonstrate, femininity continues to measured by and equated
with motherhood, despite the efforts of feminist scholars and the women’s movement to
dilute this notion (Abbott & Wallace, 1996). Such constructions of femininity are a

central reason why women’s drinking has been subject to scrutiny and moral panic over
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the ages. Other interrelated recurring themes include double standards surrounding the
drinking of men and women; the link between drinking and political movements and
agendas (both for and against women); alcohol and domestic violence; and drinking,

sexual abandonment, exploitation and abuse (the boundaries around which are blurred).

1.3 Aims of the Research.

In discussing the aims of the research project, it seems useful to clarify what the
research does ot aim to achieve. The research does not aim to “uncover’ the causes of
alcohol abuse or misuse amongst women or measure rates of consumption amongst
women in Britain. Hands et al (1995) argue that there is a need to fill the present gap
between clinical literature on the one hand and large scale population surveys on the
other in the field of alcohol studies, an invitation which is being taken up by the current
research project. Nor is the intention of the thesis to warn women about the risks of
drinI;ing or make them feel guilty for doing this. Rather, the aims of the research are as

follows:

e The identification of contemporary discourses around femininity and alcohol in
Britain at the turn of the century; |

e To consider the ideological functions of these, for example, the subject positions
that these créate fqr women and how these are situated within unequal relations of
power, and the forms of social action that are invited and discouraged by the
discourses identified;

e To examine how these discourses are reproduced, negotiated and subverted by

women during social interaction;
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e To examine how these discourses inform the construction and negotiation of
feminine identities in the current socio-cultural and historical context;

e To create what Code (1995) calls a ‘rhetorical space’ for women’s voices which
have often been ignored or distorted;

e To explore alcohol consumption as a site of women’s resistance.

For example, major questions which the research intends to address are: “What interests
are discourses around femininity and alcohol serving?’ ‘What are the ideological and
practical implications and consequences of these for women?’ ‘What meanings do
women themselves attribute to their drinking and how do these differ from dominant
and institutionalised discourses?’ and ‘What are the implications for official and
interyentionary responses?’ It is anticipated that by exploring such issues, the thesis will
make a contribution to the existing academic literature on women and alcohol by
approaching this in a way which has largely not been done to date. The following

section of the chapter represents a guide to the content of the thesis chapters.

1.4 Content of the Thesis

The thesis is divided into ni’ne chapters. The following three chapters review a range of
literature (particularly psychological and feminist) on gender, femininity and alcohol
use. In particular, the early chapters pitch the theoretical approach of the thesis against a
range of alternatives (e.g. mainstream approaches), highlighting the problems with and
limitations of these and justifying the approach adopted. For example, chapter two
critically reviews approaches which draw upon biological and essentialist discourse
(e.g. bio-psychological and socio-biological) in their understandings of gender’ and

alcohol use. This chapter highlights a range of problems with this literature, exposing it
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(despite it’s claims of objectivity) as politically interested and problematic for women.
The third chapter has a similar approach, but turns it’s attentions to arguably more
socially-based analyses of gender which have been produced by sociologists and social
psychologists (e.g.. sex role theories and social cognitive perspectives), and how
concepts such as ‘sex roles’ and ‘sex role orientation’ have been applied to analyses of
women and alcohol. However, as is explored in this chapter, the extent to which these
approaches can be regarded as a significant turn away from reductionist biological
explanation, and the extent to which these can be read as more ‘genuinely’ social, is
debatable. Further, the chapter discusses how analyses of power, conﬂict, investment
and multiplicity are largely omitted from vsuch traditional sociological and social
psychological accounts, this leading into a discussion of approaches which arguably do
address such issues, in chapter four. This chapter discusses feminist approaches,
presenting an overview of key feminist theories that inform the research and examining
work on femininity and sexuality, gender and class and sexual violence. The chapter
then moves on to discuss contemporary feminist social psychology, with particular
reference to feminist poststructuralism, outlining what the potential beneﬁté of such an
approach to understanding gender are for an analysis of women and alcohol, as well as
identifying some tensions in the field and potential limitations. Following ﬁom this,
chapter five then moves on to discuss the methodological approach of the research, for
example, one which is characterised as qualitative, reflexive and discursive. In
particular, this chapter introduces the reader to the methodological decisions taken with
regards to the research studies and the reasoning behind these. Additionally, this chapter
provides details pertaining to the analytic approach and procedure adopted, that is, one
which predominantly uses a poststructuralist or Foucauldian style of discourse analysis

set within a feminist framework (e.g. Willott & Griffin, 1997). The following three

15



chapters are then based upon the two research studies conducted. The first, a media text
study which examines diécourses around women and alcohol in the British national
press (January 1998 — December 2000), is the focus of chapter six. This begins by
providing further detail pertaining to the methodological procedures involved in this-
study (e.g. sampling decisions, collection of texts, problems encountered, reading of the
texts) and then moves into a discussion of the research findings. This is based around a
number of developed themes (informed by the original in-vivo themes identified during
analysis) including the feminisation of space; male violence; sex; shifting meanings
surrounding gender and drinking and shifting focuses surrounding class and alcohol
consumption. The following two chapters (chapters seven aﬁd eight) are then based
upon the second research study, which involved the conduction of focus group
discussions with women frbm South and West Yorkshire. Two chapters are devoted to
this study due to the sheer volume of data collected and richness of the analysis. Chapter
seven, once again, begins by detailing the methodological processes involved (e.g.
collection of preliminary data, identification of participants, recruitment of participants
and information pertaining to the worhen who took part in the study). The discussion of
findings in this chapter focuses upon the participants’ negotiated experiences and
understandings of drinking and space, and again is structured around a number of
themes, which include public patriarchy; the pathologisation of women’s alcohol
consumption; sex and aggression and violence. Chapter eight then focuses more closely
upon identity and investment, deconstructing the category ‘women’ as a unitary and
coherent one by examining femininities as multiple, multi-faceted and contradictory. In
particular, this chapter examines investments in different forms of femininity (e.g.
‘traditional’ versus ‘contemporary’) and femininities as mediated by social class,

examining how meanings’ surrounding femininity and drinking feed into these. Finally,
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chapter nine presents a summary of the fhesis’s main findings, focusing mostly upon the
major findings of the research studies, but also including discussion of recurring
discourses identified in the existing literature around women and alcohol. The chapter
then embarks on a reflexive journey into the entire research story, by further examining
‘motivations for conducting the research, exploring the methodological processes
involved in this (‘functional reflexivity’ — Wilkinson, 1988), for example, what could
have been done differently, and critically considering possible consequences of the
readings presented. This chapter draws to a close by reviewing the key discourses on

femininity, women and alcohol identified in the research analysis.
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CHAPTER 2 - BIO-PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SOCIO-BIOLOGICAL

DISCOURSE AROUND GENDER, FEMININITY AND ALCOHOL USE

Introduction

This chapter presents a critical review of traditional and mainstream psychological
approaches to understanding gender which draw upon biological and essentialist
discourse. It includes discussion of analyses of gender and alcohol which can be pitched
within these areas of work such as bio-medical research, the bulk of psychological

literature around this topic appearing to emanate from this perspective.

The chapter begins by examining the wave of sex-difference research which has a long-
standing history in psychology, then explores feminist critiques of this work. Supposed
psychological and behavioural differences between men and women have been located
in a number of sources (e.g. sex roles, psychic structures), which are explored by the
thesis in it’s earlier chapters. However, a particular focus is placed here upon those
accounts which have located such differences in the different biological make-up of
men and women. The discussion then moves on to focus more closely upon two
‘gendered’ behaviours which have and still are often linked with alcohol consumption:
aggression and sexual ‘promiscuity’. As shall be argued, the link between alcohol
consumption and such ‘masculine’ behaviours can be understood as a major reason why
historically, women’s drinking has been problematised, and the discussion considers
what the implications and consequences of biological understandings are for drinking

women, given this link. The chapter concludes that much of this work, as well as failing
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to consider femininity and women’s alcohol use within a wider historical and socio-
cultural framework, is often deeply problematic for women and detrimental to feminist

struggles.

2.1 Sex Difference and Bio-Psychological Research

There is a long-standing tradition of research within psychology which is based on the
essentialist premise that men and women represent two fundamentally distinct
categories of personhood. This wave of ‘sex difference’ research, which has been
conducted by scientific investigators since the late 1890s, has set out to measure and
investigate the extent to which men and women differ on a variety of skills, behaviours,
traits, attitudes and characteristics. For example, supposed differences between men and
women which have been investigated quite extensively include: dependency-related
traits, social orientation, emotionality, self-concept, verbal skills, mathematical skill‘s,
spatial skills, cognitive styles and so on. Such research has investigated the beliefs that
women are more passive, dependent and more easily influenced than men (e.g.
Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974), are more socially orientated than men (e.g. Oetzel, 1966),
aré more emotional than men (e.g. Bronson, 1970), have less self-confidence than men
(e.g. Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974), have superior verbal skills to men (e.g. Maccoby,
1966), have poorer mathematical skills (e.g. Oetzel, 1966), spatial skills (Tyler, 1965)
and that the two sexes generally have different cognitive styles. A theme running
through this sex-difference research appears to be that women are generally cast as
inferior, thus reproducing ‘plus male minus female’ discourse (Spender, 1982). Where
women are theorised as having superior skills to men, it appears that these are consistent

with their roles in society as carers and mothers (e.g. women as more socially orientated
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than men). As such, it is perhaps not surprising that feminist psychologists are among
those who have produced some of the most powerfﬁl critiques of sex-difference
research (e.g. Crawford, 1989; Bleier, 1987; Crawford & Marecek, 1989; Wilkinson,
1996). This first sub-section of the chapter focuses in on some particularly popular and
controversial areas of sex-difference research, examining the implications,

consequences and feminist critiques of such work.

Aggression

Of all the supposed sex differences which have been discussed by psychologists and
other social scientists (e.g. visual-spatial skills, intelligence, verbal skills), by far the
strongest evidence appears to surround the notion that men are significantly more
aggressive than women (Frieze et al, 1978). For example, this is an argument which has
long been presented by those working within socio-biological and evoiutionary fields
(as shall be discussed in further detail in the next section of the chapter) and over the
years, various studies conducted from other quarters have reported to have found
support for this notion (e.g. Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Rohner, 1976;‘Whifing &
Edwards, 1973; Ember, 1981). In more recént years, a controversial claim has been
made that scientists have identified the gene responsibie for aggression (as well as
homosexuality and shyness), therefore specifically advocating a biological basis to this

behaviour or trait (e.g. Morel, 1993).

Pointing to biological structures such as genes, as explanations for certain kinds of
social behaviour, is severely limited. For one, the aggression gene was located as a
defect which is so rare, the value of this explanation in accounting for or attempting to

understand ‘everyday’ aggression is extremely questionable (Carey, 1993). The
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determinism inherent in such accounts, for example, the assumption that a person is
either aggressive or they are not, and that a particular situation can only serve to trigger
an existing pre-disposition, also severely underplays the complexity of human
behaviour, reducing us down to machines who simply respond thoughtlessly (see
Stainton-Rogers et al, 1995). Consequently, such theories deny the possibility for
personal change (there can be no such thing as a reformed character) and so in this sense
presents a pessimistic view of human behaviour. There are also a number of
inconsistencies in such genetic explanations. For example, if aggression were a trait
located in men more often than women, then it would seem logical that the aggression
gene must be carried on the Y chromosome. Yet, geneticists have argued that this is
unlikely as this carries few functional genes, and so it is more likely that this is carried
on the X chromosome. Further, there is an assumption here is that there is a
straightforward one-to-one relationship between a specific gene and a specific form of
social behaviour, despite the fact that geneticists have found that some of the most
simple physical features such as eye and hair colour are determined by a number of

genes.

However, despite such flaws, the link which has been drawn between ‘male’ aggression
and genetic make-up appears to have been assigned credibility. Edley and Wetherell
(1995) argue that the idea of an aggression gene is appealing for three reasons. Firstly, it
is a sjmple straightforward notion that is easy to grasp (it does not contain tﬁe
complexities of certain social explanations). Secondly, tﬁis theory can explain why
some families are more aggressive than others. For example, the gene was supposedly
discovered as a result of a study which involved a family with a history of violent men

folk (Morel, 1993). Finally (and most mischievously), as the aggression gene may be
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carried on the X chromosome given to men by their mothers, then this theory sees the
problem of male aggression as ‘given’ by women, thus detracting responsibility and

blame away from men.

This leads on to next point here, which is that it is not just the inconsistencies and the
limitations of such explanations which have concerned critics of such research — such
accounts also have problematic political implications and consequences. For example,
the assertion that men are more aggressive thaﬁ women has been used in order to justify
asymmetrical power relations between men and women in society. Goldberg (1973)
proposed that men’s ‘in built’ aggressiveness or ‘dominance tendency’ leads to the
inevitability of patriarchal societies. For instance, it is proposed that such male
characteristics render men more suited to roles and domains of life imbued with power,
where ‘traits’ such as competitiveness and assertiveness (traits associated with
aggression) are valued (see Wilkinson, 1996). In contrast, the non-aggressive, caring
nature of women is believed to render them more haturally suited to caring roles (é. g. as
wives and mothers), positioning them within domestic spheres, whilst excluding them
(and at the same justifying their exclusion) from public domains (Bjorkqvist & Niemela,
1992; Richardson, et al 1979). As such, it is clear to how such ‘knowledge’ is often

used to strengthen or support political motives and maintain the status quo.
The chapter shall return to a discussion of the masculinisation of aggression in the

following sub-section of the chapter. However, this shall now address another

particularly controversial area of sex-difference research: intelligence.
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Intelligence

In the nineteenth century, some anthropologists were concerned with differences in the
size and structure of men and women’s brains, and consequently, their intellectual
capacities, as a close link here was assumed (see Rose et al, 1984, for a literature
review). It was argued that men have larger (and as such), more powerful brains and
superior mental abilities to women. For example, Allan (1869) compared the female
skull to that of children and moreover, the ‘lower races’. It is not difficult to imagine the
‘lower races’ that are being referred to here — in short, it is very likely that these were
non-white. Indeed, much experimental work around this time set out to investigate
similar hypotheses, generally finding that women’s brains were on average, 142g (50z)

lighter than those of men (Rose et al, 1984).

As with ‘evidence’ showing that aggression was a male trait, these findings were drawn
upon to support arguments that men naturally represent the superior sex. For example,
feminist writers such as Bohan (1992) and Wilkinson (1996) argue that such work,
conceptualising women has having inferior mental abilitiés to men, was used to support
the arguments of early psychologists drawing on evolutionary science, that women
should be excluded from high academic rank and professional organisations. It was only
until some time later that attention was brought to the fact that these findings were due
to overall body size — those of women being smaller, and so we can see the naivety of
such early gender research. However, discrimination against women in the professions
today is still justified sometimes with reference to psychological ‘ﬁndings’ and scare.
quotes around ‘male’ hormones. For example, Wilson (1994) argued that the reason
why the vast majority of high status professional positioﬁs are occupied by men (e.g.

company director, university professor) is because, once again, men are inherently more
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competitive and dominant (a characteristic determined by male hormones accordihg to
Wilson). As such, we can see a pattern emerging here in that such discourse is often
drawn upon in order to justify asymmetrical power relations between genders and races,

by presenting this as the ‘natural’ order of things.

Alcohol Consumption

Indeed, much research into gender and alcohol has continued in this ‘sex difference’
tradition by focusing on cross-gender difference (i.e. assuming that men and women’s
drinking patterns, behaviours and motivations will differ) and/or by drawing upon sex
difference discourse. For example, surveys universally indicate that females are more
likely to abstain from drinking than males, and when they do drink, they generally
consume less than males (for a literature review see Plant, 1997). Wilsnack and
Wilsnack (1995) have also summarised a considerable body of evidence in this field.
Amongst their conclusions were that the two strongest predictors of drinking behaviour
are gender and age, that men consistently drink more than women, that women are less
likely than men to drink, to drink frequently or heavily and to report drink-related
problems. Further, researchers have drawn upon ideés such as that women are more
proficient at communicating their emotions than men, in their accounts of gender and
alcohol use. For example Moir & Jessell (1989) explained this gender difference, again,
through reference to the differences in men and women’s brains. They argued that the
male brain is more compartmentalised than the female brain, thus making it more
difficult for the various parts of the male brain to communicate with one another. Thus,
if the emotion and language centres could communicate more efficiently, men would be
able to ‘open up’ more. The authors suggest that this could happen through the usage of

alcohol. Similarly, Burda & Vaux (1987) found that men are more communicative with
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other men when drinking socially. As such, there is a suggestion in this literature that

men may use alcohol in order to compensate for this gendered characteristic.

This idea of drinking as ‘functional’ has also been applied to women’s alcohol use, but
with a more vigorous and near exclusive focus upon the abnormal or dysfunctional. For
example, despité Wilsnack and Wilsnack’s (1995) conclusion that women are less likely
than men to report drink-related problems, it also appears, from reviewing the literature
in this area, that women are more frequently than men constructed as drinking in order
to relieve or self-medicate some medical or psychological problem. Such problems
include sexual dysfunction (e.g. Wilsnack & Wilsnack, 1995), relationship difficulties
(e.g. Wilsnack, 1984) negative mood (Olenick & Chalmers, 1991; Grover & Thomas,
1993; Rubonis et al, 1994), gynaecological problems such as infertility and the
menopause (e.g. Wilsnack, 1984; Schaefer et al, 1985; Wilsnaék & Wilsnack, 1§95)

and sex-role conflict (Scida & Vannicelli, 1979). Yet, perhaps the strongest link which
has been drawn by such literature is that between alcohol consumption and depressive
symptoms (e.g. Garvey & Beach, 1991; Bedi & Halikas, 1985; Kelley & Hollister,
1985), with some studies claiming that a stronger relationship exists between drinking
and depression for women than for men (e.g. Bedi & Halikas, 1985; Midanik, 1983). In
other words, it is theorised that women who drink are more likely than men to be
drinking to self-medicate depression or related symptoms (Schutte et al, 1997). The use
of alcohol as self-medication is not a new concept, but one which has been a feature
throughout history (Plant, 1997; see chapter one). For instance, when writing about the
experiences of British women living in India in the 1800s, Mrs Ashmore (1840s) wrote

that the ladies drank in an effort, she thought:
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‘To remove the extreme depression and lassitude which are induced by the climate’

(MacMillan, 1988: 88).

However, the recent evidence to support the notion that women drink to self-medicate
depressive symptoms is inconclusive. For one, it has not been clearly identified whether
such so-called depressive symptoms are an antecedent or a consequence of drinking
behaviour, as a primary physiological effect of alcohol is depression of the nervous
system (Helzer & Pryzbeck, 1988). Also, other research has actually found that a more
direct relationship between depression and drinking exists where the drinking behaviour

of men is concerned (Pierce ef al, 1994).

What becomes apparent from reviewing this literature is that a pleasure discourse
surrounding women’s alcohol consumption is largely absent, with the focus been placed
upon women as misusers or abusers' of alcohol who indulge for the ‘wrong’ reasons
(i.e. to self-medicate medical and psychological problems) and a relentless search for
cause. Cooke and Allan (1984) argue that this is because there is a view in our society
that there is a need for ‘special’ explanation of women’s drinking, particularly where
this is viewed as excessive, due to the construction of women as carers and mothers who
should not indulge in such vices. The result is that discourses which construct women as
neurotic are reproduced and women’s drinking is pathologised, thus supporting
arguments presented by feminist psychologists that psychology has a pre-occupation

with feminine abnormality (e.g. Wilkinson, 1996).

! The majority of participants who take part in such studies are “self-confessed” alcoholics who are
seeking or receiving treatment at the time of the investigation.
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Sex Difference and Bio-Psychological Research: A Critical Review

In summary, sex-difference and bio-psychological research, both around gender more
generally, and gender and alcohoi more specifically, is often limited and deeply
problematic. For one, writers have pointed out time and again that sex-difference claims
are largely unsubstantiated or cannot be sustained (Eagly & Steffen, 1986; Frodi et al,
1977, Hyde & Linn, 1986; White, 1983). For example, commentators have noted
evidence there ‘are as many within-group as there are between-group differences in a
range of so-called traits and behaviours such as aggression (e.g. Archer et al, 1988), and
that sex differences have been systematically exaggerated, whilst any similarities
between the two sexes minimised (Segal, 1990). For example, Segal (1990) argues that
no consistent sex differences have been found in traits such as achievement, sociability,
self-esteem and cognitive styles, and only small (yet well established) differences in
verbal (see also Hyde, 1981) and spatial ability, mathematical reasoning and of course
aggression. Segal (1990) speculates that there are a number of reasons why such

differences have been subject to exaggeration.

Firstly, there is a tendency for scientists to publish ‘positive’ results (in other words
where their hypotheses have been supported and when statistical significances have
been found), and also, there is a misconception that a ‘highly statistically significant’
sex difference implies a large universal sex difference. Further, the discourse and
rhetoric of such traditional psychological work gives the findings of such research the
stamp of ‘truth’, and so the researcher’s particular version of events is assigned
credibility, and therefore given voice. As such, the very way in which such research
(including that surrounding women and alcohol) is presented to academic audiences and

the general public can be misleading. However, it has been argued by those such as
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Eagly (1983) in defence of sex difference research, that the conceptual and
methodological problems associéted with this serve not to exaggerate, but largely
conceal differences. She also argues that although it is true that a highly statistically
significant finding may refer only to a small difference, this is not always the case, as
there are a number of examples from research where the sex difference has proved to be
quite substantial (e.g. Eagly & Carli, 1981; Hall, 1984). It is apparent that debates
surrounding the exisfence of psychological and behavioural sex differences and their

origins are still very much in progress and will continue for some time in the future.

The final reason which Segal (1990) cites as one why sex differences have been subject
to exaggeration is underlying political motives, for example, the justification and
maintenance of asymmetrical power relations between men and women (as previously
discussed). Indeed, those such as Woolley (1910) have argued that sex difference
research represents one of the most politically transparent areas of scientific
investigation. Even if one accepts Eagly’s (1983) argument that some said sex-
differences have been proved by research to be quite substantial ones (yet, we must
retain a sense of context here — they have often been demonstrated as such within a
discrete, unnatural experimental condition), it still remains that this research is often
problematic for women. This initial sub-section of the chapter has provided examples
from and discussed some of most politically problemétic areas of sex difference
research, in order to illustrate how supposedly ‘apolitical’ scientific research is in fact
politically loaded. For example, as discussed, this is often based upon and ’is
reproductive of ‘stereotypical’ beliefs about men and women, which have important
implications and consequences for the kinds of tasks and lifestyles men and women aré

perceived to be suited to. As outlined, women are generally believed to be more socially
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oriented, nurturant and emotional (as opposed to rational, aggressive, instrumental etc.),
and therefore are more suited to domains of life which involve caring for others (e.g.
family life) and less suited to roles which involve important decision making (e.g.

management).

A further problem with sex-difference research is that this fails to consider femininity
and feminine psychology in it’s own right, positioning women as the (lesser) ‘other’ to
the male ideal/norm, a criticism which has often been levelled at traditional and
mainstream psychological approaches (e.g. Griffin, 1986). Indeed, much psychological
literaturé around gender and alcohol which has continued within the tradition of cross-
gender comparison (as discussed) can also be accused of this, of i;nplying that women’s
drinking is only meaningful in comparison to men’s (see Bernard, 1973). Further than
this, as argued, women’s drinking is more likely to be construed as problematic than

men’s drinking.

In addition, there are a host of problemé associated with the analytic reliance on
biological categéries. Although few people would dispute the obvious physical
differences between men and women, such as different reproductive organs, feminists
and social constructionists have questioned why such physical differences have been
accredited so much importance that whole categories of personhood have been built
upon them (e.g. Burr, 1995). Indeed, there is a certain amount of evidence which
challenges the notion that there are only two, irreducible biological sexes in the first
instance. Returning the subject of genes, we are all said to possess forty-six
chromosomes arranged into pairs (twenty-three pairs). If these take the form XX, then

the biological sex assigned is female, and male if they take the form XY. However,
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there are exceptions to this rule, for example, the arrangements XXX, XYY and X
(sometimes donated XO) have also been known to exist. These are generally regarded
as chromosomal abnormalities (e.g. XO = ‘Turner’s Syndrome’, XXY = ‘Klinefelter’s
Syndrome’). Although such instances are extremely rare, it could be argued that these
represent a third and fourth kind of sex (Edley & Wetherell, 1995). This is certainly a
controversial notion, but nevertheless, one which challengesr the assumptions on which
sex difference research is based, therefore causing it to rock on it’s foundations. Also,
there have been cases where a new-born baby has had all of the external signs of being
female, despite almost every cell in her body featuring XY chromosomes, and so this
raises the question of which of the two sex categories the child will be assigned to. Once
again, this demonstrate;s that sex is not always clear-cut, even in biological terms, and
that not everyone fits neatly and unproblematically into one category or the other (as the

experiences of transsexuals testifies).

Finally, there are a number of problems with level of analysis here. For example, the
individualistic focus on women’s ‘problematic’ alcohol consumption (i.e. the relation of
this to individual problems at a bio-medical level) detracts focus away from a wider
socio-cultural context which may give meaning to problematic drinking patterns
émongst women. This kind of individualism (which is characteristic of many
mainstream psychological approaches) has been criticised heavily by feminist and
critical psychologists (e.g. Wilkinson, 1991, 1996; Weisstein, 1993; Fox &
Prilleltensky, 1997), and once again, this can be argued to serve political interests. For
example, Fox and Prilleltensky (1997) argue that such an individualistic focus serves to
detract attention (and responsibility) away from wider social practices and institutions.

In a similar vein, Kitzinger and Perkins (1993) point to the ways in which such
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psychological knowledge feeds into therapeutic practice, arguing that this often
encourages women to take personal responsiﬁility for their problems rather than placing
blame for their distress where it should often be placed: patriarchal society (this echoes
Foucault’s 1978 contention that there is a strong relationship between politics and
medicine). It is not difficult to see how such arguments can be related to psychological
knowledge surrounding women’s alcohol cdnsumption and related interventory and

therapeutic practices.
The chapter shall now turn to examine an influential school of thought in the social
sciences which has attempted to explain the emergence of some so-called sex-

differences by drawing upon evolutionary scientific discourse: socio-biology.

2.2 Socio-biology: The Biological and Evolutionary Origins of ‘Male’ Aggression and

Sexual Promiscuity

Socio-biology can be understood as the systematic study of the biological bases of
social behaviour (Wilson, 1975). The underlying belief here is that men and women
have evolved different functional ways of thinking and acting in accordance with the
demands of their surrounding environment, treating human beings as basically, just
another species of animal. As we can see, this approach adopts the principles of
Darwin’s theory of evolution, applying these to the study of society (and as such, is
often known as ‘Social Darwinism’). Indeed, many of the founding fathers of
psychology around the turn of the century (e.g. Cattell, Hall, Thorndike, Titchener)
drew on the new science of evolution (Wilkins'on, 1996). In summary, like those sex-

difference accounts previously discussed, this approach views the two sexes as being
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essentially distinct, biologically, behaviourally and psychologically, and attempts to

account for why the two sexes have evolved as such.

It must be noted that socio-biologists range from those who stress biological factors to
the exclusion of all other forms of explanation at one extremity, to those who simply
believe that evolution has a part to play in determining human behaviour, along with
social and cultural factors at the other. As such, socio-biology does not necessarily
represent a unified school of thought, with it’s proponents disagreeing as to how far
social and cultural factors are involved. However, we can see the pervasiveness of
biological discourse within socio-biology and as such, the reasons why it Has been

included in this chapter.

Two of the most prominent behavioural differences which have been discussed by
socio-biologists are, once again, aggression, and also sexual promiscuity, which
according to those such as Wilson (1975) are male traits. Wilson (1975) argued that
aggression and sexual promiscuity have developed as such due to the différential
investments that men and women have in their young. For example, men are said to
adopt a sexual strategy based on infidelity and philandering in contrast to women’s
sexual hesitation, because they are less ‘committed’ to their existing young. He argues
that females know that the young are theirs as they are the ones who have given birth,
whereas the male cannot be so sure. Also, whereas the duty of the female is to nurse her
young, the male is more interested in passing on as many copies of his genes as is
possible in order to ensure the continuation of his species. Similarly, socio-biologists
have argued that men have evolved to develop in-built aggfessive tendencies because in

the past, the aggressive tasks such as hunting have been left to the men, whereas the
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women have been busy caring for the young. Heré, Wilson is drawing on the behaviour
of animals in order to explain the behaviour of humans in a somewhat crude account of

gender-related behaviour.

Similar analyses have been presented in more recent years. For example, in 1992,
Thornhill and Thomhill published an article entitled ‘The evolutionary psychology of
men’s coercive sexuality’, in which they presented the ‘Rape-Adaption Hypothesis’.
According to this, women are more selective about their ‘mates’, and often delay
copulation so that they have time to evaluate whether they would make good fathers for
their children. So in order to gain ‘access’ (have sex with them), men often have to
break through the feminine barriers of hesitation and> resistance, the result being that

men have developed an evolutionary pre-disposition towards rape.

As one can imagine, such theories have been heavily criticised on a number of different
grounds. One such criticism is that socio-biological theory can be drawn upon to
account for just about any kind of event, in other words, caﬁ just as easily be used to
account for a hypothetical situation (e.g. women are more aggressive than men) as it can
for an ‘actual’ one. But of greater concern here, once again, is the obvious negative
political implications of such literature, and how this can affect the everyday lives of
women, especially as such knowledge often reflects and filters down into everyday
discourse. For example, Hollway (1984) demonstrated how pervasive such discourse is
and how this positions men and women within unequal relations of power. Through
~ interviews with men and women, she uncovered a ‘male-sexual drive’ discourse which
constructs men’s sexuality .as produced by a biological drive which exists to propagate

the species. Women are seen as objects which precipitate men’s natural sexual urges,

33



and so may be perceived as having the power to ‘trap’ men using their sexual attraction.
There are clear similarities here between this discourse and the socio-biological theories
regarding men and women’s sexuality, indicating how widespread such ideas are in our
culture. This is alarming, especially as such discourses may be used to legitimate
behaviour by men in our culture such as infidelity and rape, as these can be constructed,

by drawing upon such discourse, as ‘natural’ male tendencies.

Importantly here, there is a long-established link between these two so-called
behavioural differences (sexual promiscuity and aggression) and alcohol consumption,
which is why these have been highlighted. For example, alcohol consumption has long
been theorised as increasing the likelihood that both kinds of behaviour will be engaged
in or displayed (e.g. Befgman & Brismar, 1994; Spacarelli et al, 1994; Pernanen, 1991;
Turnure & Young, 1994; also see Plant, 1997). These links, as 'Well as the construction
of aggression and sexual promiscuity as male traits, could and have had a number of
important consequences for drinking women and the way in which women’s alcohol

consumption is viewed.

For one, such ideas appear to have fed into discourses which position drinking women
as victims or potential victims of male (sexual) aggression. For example, Burr (1995)
points out how such knowledge can have implications for women who drink alone in
bars, as such women could be seen as placing themselves at risk from men’s ‘natural’
sexual urges. Similarly, note the comments made in a report by the World Health
Organisation (1994) which concluded that women might be at increased risk during

drinking situations because of:
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‘Complex gender and power dynamics at play in social and sexual contacts. Males may -
assume that female intoxication is associated with sexual promiscuity and that drinking

makes females more vulnerable.’ (p. 16)

Moreover, researchers have highlighted evidence suggesting that women who drink
(especially those who drink heavily) are at increased risk from violence (often regarded
as a behavioural manifestatidn of aggression), including sexual assault and abuse (e.g.
Lindqvist, 1991). Although this draws attention to very serious social problems and
dangers, such accounts may concern feminists such as Paglia (1992) and Rophie (1993)
who are concerned to move away from representations of women as victims. Indeed,
one can imagine some of the consequences here. For example, such discourses could
contribute to the climate of fear amongst women that feminists suéh as White and .
Kowalski (1994) have discussed, ‘warning’ women out of public drinking spaces and
thus preserving these as masculinised ones, positioning women back within private

domains.

However, the construction of drinking women as victims here is not an undisturbed one.
For example, the idea that drinking women are placing themselves at unnecessary or
increased risk, as well as constructions of men as naturally (sexually) aggressive (thus
taking this as given), or orientated towards sex, means that responsibility may be
detracted away from men and placed onto women, thus disrupting the positioning of
women as victims. For example, there is a body of research literature which focuses .
upon the sexual practices of drinking women constructing these as ‘irresponsible’.
Graves and Hines (1997) argued that women are less likely than men to practice safe

sex with a casual partner following alcohol consumption, and Piombo and Piles (1996)
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argued that when women ‘binge drink’? they are more likely to engage in ‘risky’ sexual
intercourse, that is, engage in unprotected sex and/or have sex with someone who they
otherwise would not. Those such as Piombo and Piles (1996) and Klassen & Wilsnack
(1986) suggest that women may use alcohol in order to become less inhibited sexually,
but this often results in promiscuous and/or unsafe sex, due to the effects of alcohol,
which Piombo and Piles (1996) point out is metabolised more slowly by women’s

bodies (thus again, we can see a backdrop of biological understanding here).

Once again, although such literature draws attention to important issues surrounding
women’s drinking and their sexual health, this is subject to a number of criticisms and
does raise a number of concerns. For one, such research often begins with hypotheses
which mirror the findings of the study. For instance, one of Piombo and Piles (1996)
main hypotheses was that binge-drinking women are more likely to engage in riskier
sexual behaviours than non-binge drinking women, and so the authors of the study had
(as with many such quantitative studies) seemingly drawn conclusions before the
research had even begun. Further, we can detect a pattern emerging here in that the
literature around women and alcohol tends to cast women’s drinking in a hegative light,
highlighting associated problems, .omitting any kind of pleasure discourse and
contributing to the pathologisation of women’s leisure. The focus of attention on
women’s irresponsibility in situations of ‘risky’ sexual intercourse or casual sex means
that men are let off the hook. After éll, these women don’t have sex on their own. I
would argue here that the scrutinising focus on women’s sexuality (note also comments
made by World Health Organisation above) is not accidental, yet is informed by

discourses which normalise male sexual promiscuity (as discussed), yet construct this as

2 ‘Binge drinking’ is defined by Piombo & Piles (1996) as the consumption of four or more alcohol drinks
in a row.
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deviant female behaviour (see Lees, 1997). For example, note the following comments

made by Ridlon (1988) in a paragraph entitled ‘Sexual promiscuity: the drunken slut’:

‘From the beginning of civilisation, there has been a connection between drinking and
involvement with sex. Wine drinking by women was punishable by death in early Rome
because it was believed to be linked directly with adultery. It was feared that if a woman
"opened herself to one male vice: drinking alcohol, she might open herself to another:

sexual promiscuity.’ (pp. 27-8)

Here we can éee a discourse which not only masculinises sexual promiscuity, but also
alcohol consumption itself, thus supporting arguments pfesented by Cooke and Allan
(1984) that there is a view in our society that women should not indulge in such ‘male’
vices. Such discourses (constructing sexual promiscuity as deviant for women) which
serve to police and control female sexuality (see Lees, 1997) could be one explanation
why, as proposed by Piombo and Piles (1996) and Klassen & Wilsnack (1986), women
may drink to become more free sexually. Yet the authors largely fail to present any
socially meaningful analysis of this, and it would seem that further accounts are needed
which comment on the social significance of the links between drinking and such
practices (see Tomsen, 1997). Although women’s alcohol consumption is no longer
punishable by death, it appears that such discourses are still in circulation and further,
that these still have possible detrimental consequences for drinking women. For
example, George et al, (1988) found evidence that drinking women are often assumed
to be sexually promiscuous. Further than this, it has been found more recently that such
constructions of drinking women have served to bolster ‘rape supportive attitudes’

(these being ones which rationalise or justify rape) in cases where the female victim
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(often presented as a fictional character in vignettes) has been drinking (see Abbey and

Harnish, 1995).

In sum, this section of the chapter has demonstrated how essentialist discourse which
has a backdrop of biological understanding has fed into negative constructions of, and
has negative implications for, women who drink. For example, such discourse may and
has been shown to operate to control and constrain women’s practices, for example,
sexual practices (Lees, 1997). However, it is argued here that these may also regulate
women’s leisure (e.g. drinking), for example, by warning women of the potential
dangers and negative consequences of this, and constructing drinking and related
behavipurs (e.g. sexual practices) as ones which women should not engage in. Further,
as argued, such discourse can serve to ‘warn’ women out of pﬁblic drinking spaces,
positioning them back within domestic and private spheres. Yet more then this, drinking
women who suffer harm may be less likely to receive support because of constructions
of them, for example, as irresponsible and sexually deviant. Once again, this
demonstrates how so-called apolitical scientific research in actual fact has far reaching
political implications and consequences, and so appears to lend itself to feminist

deconstruction.

2.3 Biological Discourse and Feminism

So far, the chapter has highlighted the problematic implications of biological and
essentialist discourses for women, and further, women who drink. Indeed, feminists
have long challenged the basing of understandings of sexual difference on biology (e.g.

liberal, Marxist and social constructionist feminists) for many of the reasons outlined in
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this chapter, asserting instead the primacy of social factors (such forms of feminism
shall be dealt with in greater depth in forthcoming chapters). Yet, it would be mistaken
to assume that all feminists reject biological understandings, and it is important to

contextualise feminist accounts which do draw upon biological discourse here.

For example, many radical feminists (e.g. Firestone, 1974) argue that it is not society
but rather biology which divides men and Women. There are some points of agreement
between radical feminists and anti-feminist biological determinists, for example, the
argument that malé dominance is the effect of male aggression which is ultimately
determined by male hormones (see Holliday, 1978). However, there are also some
important points of difference;For one, radical feminists link biological ‘facts’ such as
men’s greater capacity for aggression and violence and women’s reproductive capacities
(which confine women to the domestic sphere) as the primary cause of women’s
subordinate status and their oppression (Redstockings, 1969; Millett, 1971; Atkinson,
1970; Holliday, 1978; Firestone, 1979), rather than treating male dominance
unproblematically, as sociobiologists can be seen to do. In addition, this situation is not
one which is regarded as inevitable. For example, some radical feminists have suggested
addressing or even altering such biological facts and/or the problems arising from these
using a variety of techniques and strategies. These include techniques affecting the
biochemistry of aggression, such as biofeedback, living in less polluted environments
and even vegetarianism (Holliday, 1978), and technologies such as artificial
reproduction (Firestone, 1979). In addition, many radical feminists (e.g. Mary Daly)
have drawn upon the essentialist thesis that biology has endowed women with certain
feminine traits in order to celebrate ‘women’s culture’, arguing that these should be

valued equally with, if not more than, men’s specific traits (e.g. Daly, 1978; Dunbar,
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1970). There is some variation as to how far such differences are regarded as resulting
directly from biology. For example, Dubar (1970) argues that women’s capacity for
reproduction has led to women’s dependence on men, but also the development of
certain feminine character traits such as caring for others, whereas Gina (1974) claims
that differences between the sexes are cortically determined (thus again locating such
differences within the brain). Yet, many such commentators are united in their
agreement that greater value should be attached to women’s essential femininity. In
addition, those such Daly argue that if[ is men’s envy of such feminine qualities, for
example, women’s creative abilities and energies (e.g. the ability the have children)

which has led men to control and subordinate women (e.g. Rich, 1977).

However, there are a number of problems with such feminist accounts, and indeed,
many of the criticisms which have been directed towards socio-biology can also be
applied to radical and essentialist forms of feminism. For one, those such as Holliday
(1978) and Firestone (1974) argue that the biological facts of male aggression and
women’s reproductive capacities have determined male dominance and women’s
economic dependency on men from the earliest times. However, there is evidence which
suggests that the earliest forms of social organisation were not based on male
dominance (e.g. Leacock, 1975) and in addition, such biological facts have not always
made women dependent on men and need not do so in future, particularly given changes
to the economy, modes of production and the roles of women (Sayers, 1982). As such,
these analyses are flawed by their lack of historical context and assumptions about the
stability of patterns of male dominance. Secondly, the idea that women’s liberation may
be achieved by placing a higher valuation on essential ‘feminine’ characteristics and

consequently women’s roles (e.g. within the home) is, according to those such as Sayers
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(1982), a utopian and untenable one. As discussed earlier in the chapter, the evidence to
suggest that women do demonstrate many steréqtypically feminine traits is weak and
contentious and such traits continue to-be taken as evidencg of women’s inferiority, as
reviews of the sex difference and socio-biological literature demonstrate. In addition,
even if this vision were to be achieved, this does not necessary mean that there would be
a significant change to the realities of many women’s lives (Mitchell, 1973; Guettel,
1974). For example, this would not challenge the confinement of men and women to
different spheres (women in private, domestic spheres; men in public, employment
spheres), only reinforce this. In addition, it has been argued that such confinement is
largely unworkable and impossible in contemporary society anyway, due to, for

example, economic changes (Sayers, 1982).

Although such forms of radical feminism do have many strengths, for example, by
drawing attention to the link between reproduction and economic dependency on men
(which, despite the criticisms highlighted here, has been a major reason for such
dependence), it is difficult to envisage how an analysis of women’s alcohol
consumption employing sucﬁ a conceptual framework would avoid or challenge many
of the problems highlighted in this chapter. For examplé, despite a celebration of
‘feminine’ traits such as caring and nurtance and normative feminine roles, these are, as
discussed in the present and previous éhapter, regarded as anti-thetical to alcohol
cqnsumption, thus reinforcing the idea that this an essentially unfeminine activity and
pathologising women’s drinking. In addition, a belief in the biological basis of fnen’s
aggression, although this is not presented unproblematically and ways of addressing this
have been suggested (e.g. biofeedback), this may still serve to scare women out of

masculinised public spaces such drinking establishments. Although it is not being
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argued here that feminists do this as such, it is difficult to see how such ideas can lead to
anything else. Finally, as the previous and following chapter demonstrate, it is essential
to locate women’s drinking and their relationship with alcohol in an historical context in
order to develop an understanding of the generation of meanings surrounding this and
how these are related to, for example, the changing roles of women (e.g. the
problematisation of women’s drinking as a backlash response‘to women’s so-called
increased emancipation — see previous chapter). For these reasons, the following
chapters shall turn to arguably more socially-based feminist understandings considering

what these have to offer a contemporary analysis of women and alcohol.

2.3 Final Remarks

A central aim of this final section of the second chapter is to establish a position in
relation to the work which has been reviewed here. Overall, the position adopted here is
one which is critical of traditional psychological and social scientific work which has
drawn heavily upon essentialist and biological discourse, a stance which is shared by
many feminist psychologists (see Wilkinson, 1986). For one, the individualistic focus in
such work has often meant that femininity and women’s alcohol use has not been
understood meaningfully within context, for example, in terms of the discursive
practices and gender relations which give rise to certain forms of knowledge, ways of
being and practices such as alcohol consumption. Also, within such literature, there has
been a common failure to study femininity and women’s alcoh01 consumption in it’s
own right, not just in comparison to men and male ‘norms’, possibly because, as
suggested by Bernard (1973), if comparisons with men are not made, then the research

is regarded as incomplete. Again, this is a criticism which has been made of much
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traditional work in psychology (e.g. Griffin, 1986). It is the intention of the. current
research to address these failings. Further, a trend running through this literature is not
only the construction of masculin