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This supplementary edition of the 
Graduate Journal of Social Science 
was inspired by two events held in 
North East England in 2011/2012, 
both of which brought researchers 
from across the Arts, Humanities and 
Social Sciences together to explore 
and debate current issues in the field 
of Gender Studies. The first of these 
interdisciplinary events was hosted 
by the Durham Gender and Sexu-
alities Research Network (GASRN) 
at Durham University in September 
2011, under the title ‘Gender, Sex 
and Sexualities: A Day of Provo-
cations’. A range of researchers, 
both post-graduate and academic, 
presented short and pithy ‘provoca-
tions’ outlining an area of their work, 
which then led to broader interdisci-
plinary discussions with an aim that 
contributors would feel energised, 
emboldened and empowered in 
their work.  Dr Sylvie Gambaudo 
– event co-organiser and Deputy 
Director of the Centre for Sex, Gen-
der and Sexualities at Durham Uni-
versity – explained that the event 
‘felt like a celebration of all research 
gendered and sexualised… it was a 
pleasure to see so much vitality and 
joyfulness shared during the day’ 
(Gambaudo 2011).  Dr Gambaudo 
went on to outline her hopes for the 

Centre, and for current research in 
the field of gender:

We announced our current proj-
ect to have a Research Centre for 
Sex, Gender and Sexuality, here 
at Durham, a Centre that would 
allow us to organise more events 
like this one, focused on gender, 
sexuality, feminism, diversity, 
equality. I was personally very-
moved by what came out of our 
‘What next?’ session, the many 
requests that, whether Network 
or Centre, the project should be 
about ‘people’. Yes, there is the 
Research Excellence Frame-
work, there is prestige, funding, 
competition, promotion, but these 
should not overshadow the fact 
that our work is about real people, 
fully fleshed human beings who 
want to do the research they do 
and hope to find support on the 
way (Gambaudo 2011).

The second event, ‘Gendered 
Subjects’, held at Northumbria Uni-
versity in June 2012, was largely 
inspired by the first and sought to 
build on its success – offering a 
platform to post-graduate students 
from across the North East to pres-
ent a ‘snapshot’ of their current re-
search.  The event was initiated by 

Editorial: Gendered Subjects
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Dr Rosie White, Senior Lecturer in 
Contemporary Literature, Theory 
and Popular Culture at Northum-
bria University, who recognises how 
post-graduate research in gender 
‘expands the boundaries of the aca-
demic world by engaging with local 
and international groups to make 
new contacts and foster new col-
laborations’ (White 2012: 4), and felt 
the event was a timely contribution 
to current work in the field.  

This supplementary edition was 
born through these events, both of 
which demonstrated the high-qual-
ity research and discussions tak-
ing place at institutions across the 
North East in relation to gender.  
The ‘Gendered Subjects’ theme 
from the Northumbria University 
event has been retained for this is-
sue, which connects with the focus 
Dr Gambaudo outlined, that gender 
research is about real people – gen-
dered subjects – and as such has 
relevance and depth for both us as 
researchers, and also those who 
are the subject of our work.  The 
format of ‘snapshots’ has also been 
chosen for this issue, so the papers 
presented here are shorter than a 
regular GJSS article yet seek to cap-
ture the essence of each individual’s 
research and, together, present an 
overview of current research being 
conducted and discussed across 
the North East.  

The snapshots in this edition suc-
cessfully illustrate the interdisciplin-
ary nature of Gender Studies, with 
analyses of gendered representa-

tions in literature, film and art sitting 
alongside empirical social science 
research into the actual lived expe-
riences of men and women in con-
temporary societies.  Emily Nich-
olls’ snapshot ‘Risky pleasure?  
To what extent are the boundar-
ies of contemporary understand-
ings of (in)appropriate feminini-
ties shaped by young women’s 
negotiations of risk within the 
Night Time Economy?’ provides a 
convincing rationale for the need to 
reconceptualise contemporary femi-
ninities in the Night Time Economy.  
With a sociological focus on the ev-
eryday practices of young women 
who occupy the bars and clubs of 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne,  Nicholls 
proposes a re-examination of tradi-
tional notions of femininity as based 
on responsibility and risk manage-
ment, against contemporary post-
modern and postfeminist readings 
of femininity as based on women’s 
liberation, empowerment and sexual 
freedom. This discussion is comple-
mented by Amy Burns’ snapshot 
‘The postfeminist flâneuse: the 
literary value of contemporary 
chick lit’, which questions how con-
temporary popular fiction for women 
could be re-constructing the long-
standing literary figure of the flâneur 
– an individual who is free to explore 
the city on their own terms.  Ques-
tions of gender have long-haunted 
this traditionally male figure, so 
Burns examines the possibility that 
postfeminist culture, and the poten-
tial freedom and liberation it offers, 
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might be paving the way for women 
to take on this role.  

Nicole Shephard’s snapshot 
‘Queer migrations and straight 
subjects’ grapples with the method-
ological dilemmas of studying sub-
ject formation within hybrid transna-
tional social spaces.  In an attempt 
to challenge conventional disciplin-
ary boundaries and overcome the 
heteronormativity often associated 
with feminist transnational migration 
scholarship, Shephard proposes a 
methodological approach that incor-
porates intersectionality theory and 
queer theory in an effort to expose 
the complex relationship between 
gender, sexuality and other axes 
of social difference within the Brit-
ish South Asian transnational social 
space.  While gender is indeed the 
centre of scholarly analysis in this 
edition, Shephard, along with many 
other contributors, engages with 
the complex ways in which gen-
der intersects with race, ethnicity, 
age, class, sexuality and national-
ity to condition women’s and men’s 
day-to-day lives. This understand-
ing that gendered experiences are 
shaped at the intersection of various 
dimensions of identity is further ex-
plored in Clare Wiper’s snapshot 
‘Responding to violence against 
South Asian women in the British 
domestic violence movement’.  
Wiper demonstrates how gender 
intersects with race, ethnicity and 
culture in ways that not only exac-
erbate violence against South Asian 
women, but also complicate domes-

tic violence activists’ abilities to re-
spond effectively and fairly to this 
violence. 

Exploring the intersection of gen-
der and sexuality, Ebtihal Maha-
deen’s snapshot ‘Reflecting on 
media texts as platforms for sex-
uality research in Arab countries:  
the case of Jordan’ exposes both 
the importance and the complexities 
of conducting research on the topic 
of sexuality in Jordan; a country that 
arguably requires urgent sexuality-
related education and health care 
for young people but seemingly 
rejects the topic of sexuality as of-
fensive and subsequently off-limits. 
Mahadeen proposes that an analy-
sis of Jordanian online media texts 
and readers’ comments presents 
the most effective way of accessing 
young Jordanian people’s attitudes 
towards sexuality.  Amy MacMillan 
contributes further to this discus-
sion of gender and sexuality with 
a snapshot entitled ‘Young adults’ 
lesbian, gay and bisexual iden-
tity construction within schools: 
a post-Section 28 climate’.  Since 
the repeal of Section 28 in 2003 
which discouraged the promo-
tion of homosexuality within Brit-
ish schools, MacMillan recognises 
the importance of researching its 
legacy and the impact it has had on 
young adults’ constructions of their 
lesbian, gay and bisexual identities 
within the contemporary school en-
vironment.  

Continuing the theme of identity 
construction, but with a focus on 
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the ‘confessional’ art work of Tracy 
Emin, Rachel Robson’s snapshot 
‘For real: Tracey Emin and the 
problem of authenticity’ prob-
lematises readings of Emin’s work 
as authentic and autobiographic.  
Robson suggests that Emin’s work 
creatively examines the ‘self’ by 
drawing upon women’s real life feel-
ings and the challenging and harm-
ful issues that they experience, 
such as abortion, rape and abuse.  
Jeannette Silva Flores’ snapshot 
‘Feminist academics: killjoys, un-
happy, dissident?  An approach 
to the notion of the feminist in 
the work of Sara Ahmed’ consid-
ers the implications of identifying 
as a feminist academic.  In partic-
ular, Silva Flores reflects on Sara 
Ahmed’s interpretations of what it 
is to be a feminist within academia, 
and draws upon her own empirical 
data to evidence feminist academ-
ics’ experiences of support and soli-
darity as well as marginalisation and 
prejudice in their day-to-day work. 

Although the field of gender re-
search was largely pioneered by 
feminist scholars who developed a 
predominant focus on women, the 
expansion of Gender Studies in re-
cent decades has brought with it an 
increasing focus on men and mas-
culinities. Contributing to the study 
of young men, Eric Baumgartner’s 
snapshot ‘And then there were the 
men:  masculinity and the Youth 
Justice System in England and 
Wales’ highlights a gap in gender 
scholarship which overlooks both 

the ways in which theoretical con-
ceptualisations of masculinity in-
form professional practice with men 
in the Youth Justice System, and 
the extent to which these practices 
are guided by the actual lived ex-
periences of men.  Baumgartner 
argues that concepts of masculinity 
must be revisited and reconceptu-
alised within the Youth Justice Sys-
tem to inform policy and practice.  
Focusing on masculinity within a 
different setting, Sarah Campbell’s 
snapshot ‘A close shave: mascu-
linity and bodywork in dementia 
care’ argues for a gendered analy-
sis of the experiences of people liv-
ing in dementia care settings.  In 
particular, Campbell considers the 
relationship between male shav-
ing and constructions of masculin-
ity amongst men with dementia and 
uses field-note extracts to provide 
an original insight into men’s gen-
dered and sensory experiences of 
this everyday care activity.    

Mani Sharpe and Rachel 
Thwaites draw attention to the struc-
tures of inequality and power that 
govern gender relations between 
men and women. Sharpe’s snap-
shot ‘Questioning female subjec-
tivity in Alain Resnais’s Muriel’ 
questions whether the French film 
Muriel truly diverges from the tra-
ditional patriarchal patterns associ-
ated with 1960s Hollywood cinema 
as some critics have suggested, or 
whether the female protagonist con-
tinues to embody the silence and 
passivity associated with the female 
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characters of this era. Thwaites’ 
snapshot ‘Women, marriage and 
selfhood – why change names?’ 
considers the reasons behind 
women’s decisions to change their 
surnames to their husbands’ after 
marriage, and the implications this 
may have for a woman’s sense of 
identity and her experiences of gen-
der inequality. Thwaites presents 
the main explanations that emerged 
from her empirical research with 
married women, including love, feel-
ings of ‘oneness’, and the desire to 
conform to tradition and societal ex-
pectations.  

The culminating snapshot of this 
edition features the thoughts of six 
academics working in the field of 
Gender Studies within North East 
institutions. Responding to a set of 
questions, the academics highlight 
what they consider to be important 
developments in this field, from Dr 
Rachel Carroll’s interest in the 
representation of disability with re-
gards to reproductive sexuality, to 
Dr Tracey Jensen’s appreciation of 
the recent advancements of inter-
sectionality theory in exposing gen-
der as but one form of privilege and 
oppression among many.  Dr Ruth 
Lewis expresses the increasing 
need to bridge the divide between 
feminists inside and outside of the 
academy because, as Dr Angela 
Smith also effectively explains, is-
sues of gender are resurfacing as 
political in response to the current 
financial crisis and its dispropor-
tionate impact on women and the 

poor. While Professor Gabriele 
Griffin is sceptical about whether 
a feminist resurgence is actually 
taking place, she is keen to see a 
stronger feminist public presence as 
women attempt to address issues 
that threaten their future.  Dr Julie 
Scanlon hopes this resurgence will 
result in consciousness-raising and 
that increasing visibility will encour-
age younger generations of men 
and women to re-engage in feminist 
organising.  All of the academics 
acknowledge interdisciplinary post-
graduate research as essential to 
the future of Gender Studies.  
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It is widely recognised that only 
certain manifestations of femininity 
are deemed appropriate. However, 
the literature on gendered subjects 
has long identified various tensions 
and contradictions within young 
women’s performances of appropri-
ate femininity. These may have be-

come particularly salient in recent 
years, where supposed ‘new’ femi-
ninities advocating agency and em-
powerment (see McRobbie 2007) 
may continue to sit awkwardly 
alongside more traditional notions of 
femininity (Griffin 2004). As a result, 
contemporary femininity can be the-

Risky pleasures? To what extent are 
the boundaries of contemporary 
understandings of (in)appropriate 
femininities shaped by young 
women’s negotiation of risk within 
the Night Time Economy?

Emily Nicholls

This snapshot will offer a summary of my current research project on 
how the boundaries of appropriate femininities might be policed and 
managed through women’s everyday practices within the Night Time 
Economy (NTE) in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, North East England. Through 
focus groups and semi-structured interviews with young women, my 
research will explore the embodied practices of alcohol consumption, 
presentation of the body and patterns of use of the NTE, facilitating 
a greater understanding of the extent to which notions of risk and re-
spectability might continue (or otherwise) to regulate young women’s 
behaviour, and providing an insight into how particular classed and 
sexualised (in)appropriately feminine identities are conceptualised and 
performed.

Keywords: Femininities, Night Time Economy, Risk, Identity
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orised as a space for hedonism and 
fun, yet also regulation and insecuri-
ty (Skeggs 1997, 116). For this rea-
son, further research into the ways 
in which the boundaries of feminin-
ity might be negotiated remains per-
tinent and important. Drawing upon 
a symbolic interactionist framework, 
a study of the everyday practices 
of young women within the Night 
Time Economy (NTE) will provide 
an opportunity to explore in more 
detail the ways in which these con-
flicting conceptualisations of (in)ap-
propriateness might be negotiated 
and lived, and the ways in which 
the potentially complex and shifting 
boundaries of acceptability might be 
managed.

The performance of ‘appropriate’ 
femininity has long been bound up 
with ideas of risk and respectability 
(Campbell 2005). This project will 
examine how far negotiations of risk 
to safety and respectability within 
the NTE might shape individual and 
collective understandings of classed 
and sexualised (in)appropriate femi-
ninities. Traditional femininity is tied 
to the management of physical risks 
and the performance of effective 
‘safekeeping’ strategies (Campbell 
2005) as women are charged with 
taking responsibility for their own 
safety and may be subjected to 
blame or alienation if they are seen 
to have made themselves ‘vulner-
able’ to risky situations through fail-
ing to adhere to standards of appro-
priate feminine behaviour (Brooks 
2008). Traditional femininity is also 

bound up with notions of respect-
ability and reputation. This is fre-
quently linked to the ‘othering’ of 
less respectable, more ‘risky’ bodies 
(see Cowie and Lees 1981; Green 
and Singleton 2006). These appar-
ently constraining and ‘victim-blam-
ing’ discourses – which also clearly 
deny an active female sexuality 
– need to be re-examined against 
the supposed ‘new’ femininities of 
liberation and sexual empowerment 
(see McRobbie 2007; Waitt, Jessop, 
and Gorman-Murray 2011). 

Whilst there has been a consid-
erable amount of useful research 
on risk and safekeeping within the 
NTE, this often focuses on manage-
ment of physical risks to safety such 
as drink-spiking (Burgess, Dono-
van, and Moore 2009), rather than 
combining this with a broader under-
standing of risk to reputation or ex-
ploring how risk might be negotiated 
through more subtle means such as 
clothing and appearance. Further-
more, existing research in this area 
often fails to draw upon the ways in 
which the dimensions of class and 
sexuality might impact on under-
standings of risk, the boundaries of 
(in)appropriate femininities and the 
creation of different identities (Hay-
dock 2009). William Haydock ar-
gues that research on the NTE fre-
quently fails to focus on how young 
people themselves negotiate drink-
ing, and calls for future research to 
explore the way in which practices 
within the NTE actively construct –
rather than simply reflect – gender 
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(Haydock 2009, 20). 
In addition, Jo Lindsay argues 

that little research on risk has 
been carried out with young work-
ing populations (Lindsay 2003, 3). 
Whilst this comment was made al-
most ten years ago, little research 
since then has addressed this is-
sue. For example, Oona Brooks 
(2011) researched predominantly 
heterosexual students only, and – 
as Haydock (2009, 137) and Jan S. 
Gill et al (2007, 27) argue – a large 
amount of other research also fo-
cuses primarily on easily accessible 
student populations (although see 
Laura Sheard (2011) for a notable 
exception). This is recognised as 
a problem as students are often in 
quite different circumstances to their 
peers who are not in higher educa-
tion (Haydock 2009, 137). 

The Night Time Economy
The complexity of these dis-

courses around risk and respect-
ability is epitomised within the of-
ten highly gendered and (hetero)
sexualised spaces of the NTE (see 
Laurie et al 1999; Skeggs 2001; 
Valentine 2001), the site of a num-
ber of contradictory and competing 
scripts surrounding the participa-
tion and presentation of women’s 
bodies (Cullen 2011). The NTE has 
been conceptualised both as a site 
of female pleasure, empowerment, 
sexual agency, independence and 
bonding (Skeggs 1997; Leyshon 
2008) and also as a key site of 
regulation in which women are ex-

pected to conform in appearance 
and behaviour to certain modes of 
heterosexual femininity (Waitt, Jes-
sop, and Gorman-Murray 2011) and 
manage risk in spaces that carry 
the threat of male violence (Brooks 
2011; Sheard 2011). Furthermore, 
whilst prior research demonstrates 
that young women report that they 
engage in ‘an extensive range of 
safety behaviours’ (Brooks 2011, 
639) within the NTE (often simply 
accepting them as ‘commonsense’ 
gender-specific measures), further 
research into this area is important 
in order to understand whether this 
might be changing in light of argu-
ments around the ‘feminisation’ of 
the NTE (Day, Gough, and McFad-
den 2004).

Such contradictions mean the 
NTE is an ideal site within which to 
examine the embodied practices of 
young women. The context of the 
study within the ‘party city’ (Nayak 
2003) of Newcastle-upon-Tyne is 
also important and relevant. There 
has been prior, illuminating research 
within the city (Chatterton and Hol-
lands 2003), which will act as a use-
ful foundation upon which to build, 
whilst sufficient time has elapsed 
that further research is timely. Much 
research has also focused on post-
industrial masculinities within New-
castle (Nayak 2003) and it will be 
interesting to explore this from a dif-
ferent angle by looking at contem-
porary femininities and how these 
are negotiated within spaces that 
may ‘remain highly masculinised 
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in terms of the male domination of 
space and the policing of compulso-
ry heterosexuality’ (Chatterton and 
Hollands 2003, 148).

Three key themes will be ex-
plored through the research:

Drinking practices
Women’s alcohol consumption 

has been popularly portrayed as 
a threat to safety, health and – ul-
timately – femininity (Day, Gough, 
and McFadden 2004; Meyer 2010), 
with research on the embodied 
drinking practices of young women 
suggesting that they ‘show self-po-
licing and self-restraint in terms of 
intoxication in order to stay within 
the boundaries of traditional femi-
ninity’ (Measham 2002, 358), both 
to avoid being seen as sexually pro-
miscuous and to ensure their own 
safety. The respectability of young 
women in relation to drinking prac-
tices may be maintained by eschew-
ing or ‘othering’ excessively drunk-
en girls (Cullen 2011, 131). This is 
often described as a classed and 
sexualised process, with the female 
binge drinker ‘generally marked as 
white, working class and heterosex-
ual’ (Griffin et al 2009, 458).

 However, alternative con-
ceptualisations see alcohol con-
sumption as empowering and a key 
component of female socialising. Al-
cohol consumption has been linked 
to the negotiation of pleasure, rela-
tionships and group identity and to 
conceptualisations of femininity as 
assertive and sexually empowered 

(Sheehan and Ridge 2001). With 
drinking now portrayed as a means 
‘for women to accomplish a range of 
both traditional and non-traditional 
femininities’ (Measham 2002, 362) 
in this way, the clear need for further 
research in this area in order to un-
tangle this complex and sometimes 
contradictory interplay of factors is 
further highlighted. 

Bodily presentation, appearance 
and dress

Management of bodily presen-
tation (through strategies such as 
grooming, make-up and dress) is a 
key element of the performativity of 
appropriate femininity (Nayak and 
Kehily 2006). The NTE is a space in 
which the ‘rules’ regarding appropri-
ate dress may be different to other 
everyday settings – a space for the 
visual display of ‘hyper-sexualised 
femininities’ through clothes that 
are glamorous, revealing and erotic 
(Buckley and Fawcett 2002, 132).

However, dress and appear-
ance is another area that may be 
defined by complex contradictions, 
with Beverley Skeggs reporting that 
‘appearance is simultaneously and 
across time a site for pleasure and 
strength but also a site of anxiety, 
regulation and surveillance’ (Skeg-
gs 1997, 107; Buckley and Fawcett 
2002). Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott 
summarise these tensions neatly; 
‘young women remain concerned 
with maintaining appropriately femi-
nine sexual respectability while rep-
resenting themselves as sexually 
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desirable’ (Jackson and Scott 2010, 
96).

Gordon Waitt, Loretta Jessop 
and Andrew Gorman-Murray found 
in their study of young women’s 
engagements with the NTE that 
dress and appearance could be 
harnessed as a perceived source 
of confidence-boosting ‘power’ over 
men (Waitt et al 2011, 264). Sev-
eral participants were ‘emotion-
ally invested in ‘‘doing’’ a femininity 
that best approximated normative 
understandings of feminine and 
‘‘sexy’’’ and commented that they 
enjoyed flirting with men and receiv-
ing attention, suggesting a sense of 
individual empowerment (Waitt et al 
2011, 265). Yet even as some par-
ticipants embraced this sexualised 
femininity through their clothing and 
appearance, others read these ap-
pearances as performative of a kind 
of unrespectable and promiscuous 
femininity (Waitt et al 2011, 265), 
with other contemporary research 
also suggesting that some women 
can continue to be scathing of a 
perceived ‘overdone’ performance 
of femininity (see Haydock 2009, 
211). There is a clear classed ele-
ment to this, with Skeggs referring 
to the ‘devalued class signifiers of 
excess (big hair, short skirts, lots 
of make-up)’ (Skeggs 2001, 302). 
This is supported by Cheryl Buckley 
and Hilary Fawcett’s argument that 
overtly sexualised performances of 
hyper-femininity are strongly linked 
to traditional working-class identities 
(Buckley and Fawcett 2002, 138). 

Patterns of use of venues and 
space

Finally, the ways in which the 
bodies of young women physically 
engage with – and move through – 
the spaces and venues of the NTE 
will be explored. Numerous studies 
outline the risk management strate-
gies young women might take within 
the spaces of the NTE; these may 
include regarding certain spaces or 
venues as ‘off-limits’ or arranging 
transport home in advance (Shee-
han and Ridge 2001; Montemurro 
and McClure 2005). This is sup-
ported by a vast body of work on 
the positioning of women in public 
space, which argues that the physi-
cal movements of women through 
space are informally policed and 
curtailed by the threat of violence 
(Green, Hebron, and Woodward 
1987), thus severely impacting on 
women’s freedom and their ability 
to engage with social, political and 
work opportunities (Radford 1987). 

Sexuality and class may also 
be important dimensions shaping 
young women’s use of space. For 
example, different venues may ap-
peal to different groups of clientele, 
with some prohibiting certain groups 
through exclusionary pricing or dress 
codes or an environment where 
only heterosexuality is perceived as 
welcome. Non-heterosexual women 
may be required to take additional 
measures to manage different kinds 
of risk in public space, for example 
by self-policing the more visible in-
dicators of their sexuality in order to 
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limit the risk of homophobic violence 
(Corteen 2002).

Summary
The literature explored above 

has offered a snapshot of some of 
the proposed tensions surrounding 
the participation of women in the 
NTE and the ways in which their 
behaviours and practices might be 
shaped by the negotiation of risk to 
both safety and reputation, along-
side current gaps in the literature. 
My study of the actual everyday 
practices of young women will help 
to highlight the extent to which these 
tensions continue to exist and the 
ways in which they might be man-
aged and negotiated to create (in)
appropriately gendered subjects. 
My work will develop understand-
ings of the classed and sexualised 
identities that are enabled through 
young women’s performances of 
appropriately safe and respectable 
(or not) femininities within the NTE. 
This will have real implications in 
terms of contributing to understand-
ings of embodied, contemporary 
femininity.
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Introduction
Since the publication of Bridget 

Jones’s Diary (Fielding 1997), the 
text which is widely credited for trig-
gering the avalanche of novels com-
monly labelled ‘chick lit’, this genre 
of fiction has become one of the 
most popular amongst the contem-
porary female reading public. Chick 
lit has attracted huge attention in 
the academic world, where these 
texts have been debated, criticised 
and analysed at length within the 
concept of ‘postfeminism’ (see for 
example Ferriss and Young 2006b; 
Genz 2009; Genz and Brabon 2009; 

Gill 2007; Harzewski 2011; McRob-
bie 2009; Whelehan 2005) and in 
order to examine representations of 
contemporary femininity and culture 
(see for example Ferriss and Young 
2006a; Fest 2009; Gill and Herdi-
eckerhoff 2006; Smith 2008). Yet 
whilst this work provides a valuable 
commentary on these postfeminist 
cultural texts, it could be said that 
academic analysis thus far has con-
cerned itself with the ‘chick’ of chick 
lit, and the ‘lit’ aspect – that these 
are ‘literary’ texts – has been some-
what overlooked. The one exception 
to this is a common acknowledge-

The postfeminist flâneuse: the literary 
value of contemporary chick lit

Amy Burns

This snapshot outlines the broader area of my research into the liter-
ary ‘status’ and ‘value’ of contemporary chick lit, and then focuses on 
one area of my analysis – how chick lit is contributing to the literary 
debate of the ‘flâneuse’. The potential of a flâneuse – a female version 
of the traditionally male literary figure who observes and experiences 
the city – has been argued for nearly thirty years. Given Gemma Bur-
gess’ use of the term in her 2011 chick lit novel A Girl Like You, could it 
be that it is now possible, in this postfeminist environment, for women 
to embody this role? This snapshot will offer a brief overview of the 
flâneur/flâneuse debate and use Burgess’ novel to consider its current 
relevance – and question whether, finally, a woman can be a flâneuse 
in contemporary culture. 

Keywords: Postfeminism, Flâneur, Chick Lit, Gender, Literary Status
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ment of the intertextual heritage of 
the genre which most often refer-
ences the influence of Jane Austen; 
yet even here it is made clear that 
although Austen may influence the 
genre, ‘chick lit cannot justifiably 
make a claim to comparable literary 
status’ (Ferris and Young 2006a, 4). 

It is this idea of ‘literary status’ 
which directs the focus of my PhD 
research. By this I mean the tradi-
tional, hierarchical understanding of 
‘literature’ as different and somehow 
more important and of greater val-
ue than ‘popular fiction’. Questions 
of gender continually intersect with 
these discussions, as it is very often 
the popular genres of fiction aimed at 
women which are most derided (see 
Gelder 2004; McCracken 1998). My 
research aims to interrogate these 
distinctions, examining how these 
categories are decided and vali-
dated, and use a literary analysis of 
chick lit – not only a genre of popu-
lar fiction, but a genre intentionally 
produced by and for women – to 
seek to destabilise these rigid cat-
egories. In this snapshot I will share 
an aspect of this analysis, offering a 
brief examination of how the chick 
lit novel A Girl Like You by Gemma 
Burgess (2011) engages with the lit-
erary figure of the flâneur. 

The flâneur 
The flâneur was originally tied 

both historically and geographi-
cally to nineteenth century Paris, 
but throughout the last century he 
has wandered in many directions, 

through continued theorisation by 
a number of literary critics. The flâ-
neur figure was first characterised 
by the French poet Charles Baude-
laire, who described him as ‘a pas-
sionate spectator’ of the city and its 
crowds, one who has a ‘capacity of 
seeing’ and an ‘acute and magical 
perceptiveness’ (Baudelaire 1964 
[1863], 9-12). For Baudelaire the 
flâneur was a philosopher, poet and 
artist – an observer of modern ur-
ban life. 

Many critics have continued the-
orising the flâneur and this figure is 
now widely accepted as ‘the secret 
spectator of the spaces and places 
of the city... [whose activity] is es-
sentially about freedom [and] the 
meaning of existence, or the lack 
of a meaning’ (Tester 1994, 7-8). 
The flâneur is free to wander the 
streets in order to experience the 
city – watching, consuming, thinking 
– enjoying the privileged position of 
observer, and yet this figure is not 
without contention. Along with ques-
tions of class, cultural position and 
contemporary relevance, perhaps 
the greatest area of debate is over 
whether the flâneur can ever be fe-
male: can a flâneuse exist, access-
ing and enjoying the same freedom 
and privilege as the traditionally 
male flâneur? 

Baudelaire’s original assertion 
was that a woman could not take on 
this role, predominantly because she 
is part of the male flâneur’s obser-
vation: ‘[woman is] the object of the 
keenest admiration and curiosity... a 
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kind of idol, stupid perhaps, but daz-
zling and bewitching’ (Baudelaire 
1964 [1863], 30). This objectifica-
tion of woman as idol, made silent 
and ‘stupid’, allows no possibility for 
female agency or subjectivity. Janet 
Wolff brought attention to the ‘invis-
ible flâneuse’ in her 1985 article by 
that title, claiming that a female flâ-
neur ‘was rendered impossible by 
the sexual divisions of the 19th cen-
tury’ (Wolff 1985, 45) and this sug-
gestion was subsequently backed 
up by a number of other theorists 
(see Felski 1995; Pollock 1988). 
Yet most of the discussion of the 
flâneuse has been historically situ-
ated, focussing on whether flânerie 
was possible for women in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury, and based on literature from 
that time period. My research has 
led me to question, firstly, whether 
flânerie is a historically defined con-
cept or does the flâneur still mani-
fests himself in the contemporary 
culture of twenty-first century cities? 
If the response to this is yes, then 
could it be that given social changes 
following second-wave feminism, a 
flâneuse could now exist in this con-
temporary postfeminist moment – 
found in the pages of contemporary 
postfeminist novels – finally expe-
riencing the city on her own terms, 
with the freedom and privilege that 
brings?

A Girl Like You
There’s nothing I have to do. 
And nowhere I have to be. With 

no destination, no map, and no 
agenda, I’m free to just wander... 
[Usually] I have a list of errands 
to run, shoes to look for, dates to 
think about, texts to send. Busyb-
usybusy. 

But not today. 

The French have the perfect word 
for it: ‘flâneur’. It means to stroll 
around aimlessly but enjoyably, 
observing life and your surround-
ings. Baudelaire defined a flâneur 
as ‘a person who walks the city in 
order to experience it’. 

As Plum would say: I’m flâneur-
ing like a mother****er (Burgess 
2011, 339-340).

Given Burgess’ reference of not 
only the flâneur but Baudelaire him-
self, a close reading of this novel 
was clearly the most appropriate 
way to begin my literary analysis of 
chick lit. The heroine of the text, Abi-
gail, both embodies and challenges 
the figure of the flâneur throughout 
the novel, and whilst this examina-
tion may raise more questions than 
it answers, I will use this snapshot to 
offer a few examples of her flânerie. 

Abigail is without doubt a woman 
in the city and a woman of the city. 
The text is littered with references to 
areas of London, at times labelling 
specific locations: ‘my new flatshare 
[is] in the delightfully-monikered 
Primrose Hill... my office is just be-
hind Blackfriars... we’re meeting at 
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the Albannach bar, just off Trafal-
gar Square... we start walking back 
up Portobello Road towards Not-
ting Hill Gate... I walk towards Fleet 
Street and then up to Covent Gar-
den’ (Burgess 2011, 9, 20, 49, 97, 
375). Just as the traditional flâneur 
is ‘a living guidebook’ who has ‘at 
his fingertips all the important ad-
dresses’ (Parkhurst Ferguson 1994, 
30-31), Abigail has an extensive 
knowledge of London as locations 
to be navigated geographically, but 
she also has an awareness of the 
city’s contemporary cultural environ-
ments – she doesn’t just know the 
city, she knows how to use the city. 

In many situations Abigail dis-
plays the ‘aloof independence’ and 
‘disdainful individuality’ attributed 
to the flâneur (Gilloch 1996, 153), 
and she has a nostalgia for the ‘old’ 
city in her love of old pubs and cof-
fee shops: ‘we walk to a tiny Ital-
ian coffee shop that I’m pretty sure 
has been here since the 1950s... it 
makes me happy somehow, to be 
here where they’ve been serving cof-
fee for 60 years, rather than at a big 
Pret-A-Costabucks chain’ (Burgess 
2011, 63). This explicit rejection of 
consumer culture seems most ap-
propriate for a flâneur, highlighting 
the ‘necessary distance which char-
acterises the flâneur’s relationship 
to the public sphere’ (Wolff 1995, 
102), and also stressing a desire for 
authenticity and the ‘real’ city. 

Throughout the novel there 
are multiple references to people-
watching and observation and Abi-

gail often sits outside or at windows 
in public places and busy areas so 
that she can see people, fulfilling 
Rob Shields’ claim that ‘the flâneur 
is out to see and be seen, and thus 
requires a crowd to be able to watch 
others and take part of the metro-
politan throng...  observation is the 
raison d’être of the flâneur’ (Shields 
1994, 65). Further, the novel in-
cludes long sections of introspec-
tion, reflecting on what Abigail has 
seen and experienced. Given that 
A Girl Like You is written in the first 
person, Abigail becomes Baude-
laire’s poet, artist, philosopher flâ-
neur in her musings: the ‘‘I’ with an 
insatiable appetite for the ‘non-I’, at 
every instant rendering and explain-
ing it in pictures more living than life 
itself’ (Baudelaire 1964 [1863],  9).

Whilst this snapshot is just a 
glimpse of the full analysis, it is 
hopefully enough to warrant my 
claim that Abigail is indeed a flâneur 
and perhaps postfeminist culture 
has provided a way for the elusive 
flâneuse to finally make her way 
onto the streets of the metropolis 
– her flânerie however, is not with-
out its complexities. One significant 
way in which Abigail challenges the 
traditional figure of the flâneur is 
by her persistent need to engage 
in contemporary cultural social ex-
changes, most particularly by tex-
ting and using Facebook. When she 
is early to meet a friend she decides 
to sit outside in Trafalgar Square, 
seemingly a perfect opportunity to 
engage in detached observation as 
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a flâneur, yet she chooses to use 
the time to text a number of friends, 
expressing agitation when no-one 
immediately responds. Yet perhaps 
this is part of how flânerie must de-
velop in the twenty -first century, 
given the contemporary cultural im-
portance of social media and inter-
action; examination and discussion 
of this issue will be an integral part 
of my future research. 

More significantly, with regards 
to this journal edition’s focus on 
current research within ‘gendered 
subjects’ and chick lit’s position with 
postfeminism, is the way Abigail’s 
romantic relationships further com-
plicate her flânerie; most often her 
relationship with Robert, the hero of 
the novel. Abigail’s enjoyment of the 
city is increased when it is shared 
with Robert, but is severely limited 
by their erratic relationship – when 
they argue she is unable to enjoy 
the city to the same extent: ‘I walk 
back down through Regent’s Park, 
which is far less delightful now that 
I’m alone’ (Burgess 2011, 133). Per-
haps in this area Abigail is not quite 
able to retain the distance from 
self needed to truly observe, con-
sumed as she is within the minuti-
ae of her romantic entanglements. 
Anne Friedberg argues that flânerie 
was not possible for a woman ‘un-
til she was free to roam the city on 
her own’ (Friedberg 1993, 36), and 
whilst Abigail does this physically – 
and often enjoys it – in her mind she 
is never far from Robert or the man 
she is currently dating, even whilst 

she is observing: ‘walking back up 
Portobello road... I just remembered 
something about Adam... I wonder if 
this is what Dave loves about Hong 
Kong, I think involuntarily... The piaz-
za in Covent Garden is so beautiful 
and yet it’s somewhere Londoners 
practically never go, I muse... and 
automatically, my mind goes back 
to Robert’ (Burgess 2011, 97, 341, 
375). This consistent focus on the 
men in her life fulfils Juliette Wells’ 
assertion that ‘every chick lit novel 
centres on a love plot’ (Wells 2006, 
49), but does little to rebuff the argu-
ment against female flâneurs which 
‘stems in large part from [their] pre-
sumed incapacity for self-sufficien-
cy’ (Parkhurst Ferguson 1994, 31). 

Conclusion
Clearly, many questions remain 

regarding the possibility of twenty-
first century flânerie, as well as the 
actuality of postfeminist freedom on 
offer to women, and I will be con-
tinuing to examine these issues. I 
do feel though, that a ‘literary’ read-
ing of chick lit not only allows for 
development in existing theories of 
gender and postfeminist culture, but 
begins to challenge the rigid hierar-
chies of literature. As my research 
progresses I hope to pursue this in-
terrogation, and potentially work to 
disrupt and destabilise this categori-
sation. 
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True to the ‘snapshot’ idea, I be-
gin by briefly outlining the rationale 
for my project, and then narrow 
down the focus to a single question 
relevant to my work. By the means 
of selected examples, I discuss 
how the gaps and overlaps be-
tween scholarship concerned with 
the transnational social space, the 
gendering of migration research, 
and insights from queer migration 
studies lead me to argue for the 
queering of methodologies beyond 
the study of queer subjects.

In short, my research is interest-
ed in how people become transna-
tional subjects. The analysis engag-
es with the notion of transnational 

social space emerging from trans-
national migration studies and theo-
ries of subject formation on the one 
hand, as well as with feminist, post-
colonial and queer interventions into 
transnational migration research on 
the other. Drawing on intersectional 
theories in gender studies and the 
queering of methodologies beyond 
the study of queer subjects, I am 
working towards a queer intersec-
tional approach to subject forma-
tion in transnational social space. 
To illustrate, discuss and critically 
evaluate how a queer intersectional 
approach plays out in an empirical 
context, this emerging approach is 
then adopted in a case study on sub-

Queer migrations and straight 
subjects

Nicole Shephard

Through asking what queer migrations may have to do with straight 
subjects, this snapshot suggests putting scholarship concerned with 
the transnational social space, the gendering of migration research, 
and insights from queer migration studies into productive dialogue with 
one another. After a brief rationale for the wider project on subject for-
mation in transnational social spaces, three examples illustrate how the 
gaps and overlaps between these literatures lead me to argue for the 
queering of social science methodologies to address heteronormative 
assumptions underlying much theorising and research on gender and 
transnational migration.
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ject formation in the British South 
Asian transnational social space. 

The notion of transnational so-
cial space has emerged from the 
study of transnational migration and 
its definition remains contested ter-
rain. Much of the literature empha-
sises simultaneous links between 
migrants’ societies of origin and 
residence (Glick Schiller et al 1992; 
Vertovec 2004; Vertovec 2009), the 
social networks through which eco-
nomic, cultural and social capital is 
organised and transformed, as well 
as regulations and constraints im-
posed by nation-states and institu-
tions (Faist 2000; Levitt and Glick 
Schiller 2004). While some scholars 
have argued for a sounder empiri-
cal delimitation of the phenomenon 
(Portes et al 1999) and meticulous 
definition of the units of reference, 
analysis, and measurement (Pries 
2008), I follow Peter Jackson, Philip 
Crang and Claire Dwyer (2004) in ex-
tending the scope ‘beyond the con-
fines of still-bounded-but-displaced 
‘‘ethnic communities’’ to encompass 
a more multidimensional, materially 
heterogeneous social field, charac-
terized by multiple inhabitations and 
disjunctions’ (Jackson et al 2004, 
15). This allows for a conceptualisa-
tion of space as no longer confined 
to particular ethnically defined com-
munities and their bifocal negotia-
tions of subjectivity between home- 
and host-society, and accounts for 
heterogeneity of relations and expe-
riences within transnational social 
spaces. Based on the idea that not 

everyone participating in transna-
tional social spaces is necessarily a 
migrant (see Mahler 1998; Jackson 
et al 2004; Levitt and Glick Schiller 
2004; Vertovec 2004), this definition 
decouples the transnational social 
space from the act of migration as 
such and extends it to people from 
diverse backgrounds. For example, 
subsequent post-migration genera-
tions who ‘may have residual affini-
ties to the transnational identities of 
earlier migrant generations or emer-
gent identities as a result of their 
own current transnational experi-
ences’ (Jackson et al 2004, 3). 

The transnational social space 
holds the potential for transforming 
and uniting a set of different tempo-
ral and spatial locations in one so-
cial space; ‘by being experienced, 
expressed, and performed, trans-
national spaces transform into dif-
ferent forms of places’ (Sørensen 
1998, 244), that are ‘complex, multi-
dimensional and multiply inhabited’ 
(Jackson et al 2004, 3). While the 
transnational social space is thus 
conceptualised in a rather fluid and 
hybrid manner, I root it in the frame-
work of transnational migration to 
avoid the uncritical use of abstract 
concepts of ‘in-betweenness’ and 
‘deterritorialised’ free-floating iden-
tity formation which Luis Eduardo 
Guarnizo and Michael Peter Smith 
warn against when they note that 
‘transnational practices cannot be 
construed as if they were free from 
the constraints and opportunities 
that contextuality imposes’ (Guarni-
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zo and Smith 1998, 11). Within the 
contextuality of the transnational 
social space, and bearing in mind 
that transnationality is ‘embodied in 
specific social relations established 
between specific people, situated 
in unequivocal localities, at histori-
cally determined times’ (Guarnizo 
and Smith 1998, 11), this project 
explores ways to investigate subject 
formation within such spaces. Ac-
counting for the heterogeneity such 
an understanding of the transna-
tional social space entails, requires 
a theorisation of subject formation 
that challenges any stable and ho-
mogenous notions of identity. Sub-
jects are understood as discursively 
produced in their temporal and spa-
tial units of reference, ambivalent 
and hybrid, as well as always ma-
terial and embodied. Drawing on 
Michel Foucault’s work on the sub-
ject (1979; 1982; 1984; 1988), Ju-
dith Butler’s theory of performativity 
(1990; 1993; 2004), and the notion 
of entanglement (Barad 2007; Kirby 
2011), I theorise the transnational 
subject as a material-discursive en-
tity.

This conceptualisation of the 
transnational social space and of 
the material-discursive production 
of transnational subjects appears to 
contrast with much of the empirical 
research in transnational migration. 
Here, the main focus has been on 
identifying patterns of transnational 
migration, networks across national 
borders and transnational practices 
such as hometown associations and 

remittances (Goldring 2001; Vert-
ovec 2004). How the participants 
in such transnational social spaces 
come to view themselves as trans-
national subjects, and how they ne-
gotiate the multiplicity and hybridity 
such an understanding of transna-
tional social space entails, has been 
neglected. My project takes this gap 
as a starting point to further explore 
how gender and transnational mi-
gration research can benefit from in-
tegrating an open conceptualisation 
of transnational social space and 
the material-discursive production 
of subjects, towards a more com-
plex picture of transnational sub-
jects than has been accounted for 
so far. To that end, I examine how 
the conceptual literatures outlined 
above and empirical work on trans-
national migration (see Goldring 
2001, Levitt 2001; Levitt and Glick 
Schiller 2004), feminist and post-
colonial interventions into transna-
tional migration research (see Bha-
chu 1993; Brah 1996; Mahler 1998; 
Pessar and Mahler 2001, 2003; 
Pratt and Yeoh 2003; Puwar 2003) 
and scholarship on queer migra-
tions (see Luibhéid and Cantu Jr. 
2005; Manalansan IV 2006; Luib-
héid 2008; Cantu Jr. 2009) comple-
ment one another in fruitful ways 
and illustrate one another’s limita-
tions. While they share a concern 
with similar (if not the same) social 
relations, spaces and subjects, they 
have often evolved in parallel rather 
than in dialogue. This snapshot in-
vokes three brief examples to illus-
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trate why I argue for the queering of 
methodologies beyond the study of 
queer subjects. In other words, what 
do queer migrations have to do with 
straight subjects? 

Gender, sexuality and transna-
tionalism

Feminist interventions into trans-
national migration scholarship have 
successfully shown how gender is 
relevant to all aspects and process-
es of migration (see Morokvaśic 
1984; Pedraza 1991; Hondagneu-
Sotelo 2000; Pessar and Mahler 
2001, 2003; Pratt and Yeoh 2003) 
and, as a consequence, gender-
aware analyses of transnational mi-
gration and subjects have become 
widespread. However, the emphasis 
has rarely been on how gender im-
pacts on the production of the trans-
national subject (or transnationality 
on the gendered subject), but on 
disaggregating research by gender 
in terms of a binary variable with the 
attributes male and female. While 
feminist work on migration seems 
to offer a setting for thinking about 
sexualities and migration, that very 
same research often reinscribes 
heteronormative assumptions by 
conflating sexuality with gender 
‘which in turn is often conflated with 
women — a triple erasure mean-
ing that only women have sexuality, 
sexuality is gender, and gender or 
sexuality is normatively heterosexu-
al’ (Luibhéid 2004, 227). Taking an 
intersectional approach, particularly 
the sort Leslie McCall (2005, 1773) 

defines in terms of anticategorical 
complexity, allows for an analysis of 
subject formation that pays close at-
tention to the contextually prevalent 
multiplicity in terms of gender, race, 
ethnicity, class, religion, sexuality or 
other potential axes of difference.  
This approach thus pushes the re-
searcher to take into account the 
messiness Paula-Irene Villa attests 
human beings when she notes how 
‘real-life persons are – compared 
with discursive order – a mess: un-
tidy, complex, fuzzy, multi-layered, 
dynamic’ (Villa 2011,173). Intersec-
tional theory incorporates sexuality 
as one possible avenue for subject 
formation. It thus draws attention to 
the ways in which such axes of dif-
ference intersect and impact on the 
experience of, for instance, a queer 
migrant woman of colour compared 
to, say, a straight man of the same 
cultural and ethnic background. It 
does not, however, provide the re-
searcher with a conceptual tool to 
pay attention to the ways in which 
gender and sexuality normalise so-
cial relations, particularly to hetero-
normativity. 

Queering heterosexuality
In queer migration scholarship, 

on the other hand, sexuality is at the 
forefront of research interest. The 
focus of much research, however, 
quite understandably remains on 
queer subjects engaging in cross-
border mobility in different geo-
political contexts. Queer migration 
studies open the door to complicat-
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ing heteronormative assumptions 
in mainstream migration research. 
A number of scholars (see Valoc-
chi 2005; Manalansan IV 2006; 
Luibhéid 2008) suggest that queer 
methodologies need not be limited 
to the study of queer subjects, but 
used as an instrument to explore 
how heteronormativity and sexuali-
ties play a role in producing not only 
those constructed as queer but also 
those who become normalised by 
those very same discourses. They 
not only exclude non-heterosexual 
subjects, but are deeply entrenched 
in the production of all subjects. 
Heteronormativity on the one hand 
makes the social world intelligible to 
its inhabitants, while, on the other, 
meaning ‘is also negotiated in, and 
emergent from, the mundane social 
interaction through which each of us 
makes sense of our own and others’ 
gendered and sexual lives’ (Jackson 
2006, 112). It not only imposes nor-
mative sexuality and sexual prac-
tice, but also normative ways of life 
and legitimate forms of relationships 
(Jackson 2006, 110). 

Queering transnationality
Both transnational and queer 

migration scholarship can be read 
as interventions into mainstream 
migration scholarship to compli-
cate the latter by shifting the focus 
to ‘contradictions, relationality, and 
borders as contact zones, and the 
construction of identities, communi-
ties, practices, hegemonies and al-
ternatives linked to local, national, 

and transnational circuits’ (Luibhéid 
2008, 173). Both are thus invested in 
similar moves away from theorising 
migration as rational choice within 
push and pull frameworks towards 
a more holistic ‘understanding that 
overlapping, palimpsestic histories 
of imperialism, invasion, invest-
ment, trade, and political influence’ 
(Luibhéid 2008, 173) form the basis 
of migratory movements as well as 
transnational circuits. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, the insights from queer 
migration scholarship have not yet 
found their way into transnational 
migration research practice. In most 
migration research, ‘sexuality and 
heteronormativity remain ignored, 
trivialized, derided, or conflated with 
gender’ (Luibhéid 2004, 233).

In conclusion, I believe that queer 
migrations have a great deal to do 
with straight subjects. It is scholar-
ship on queer migrations that invites 
us to complicate heteronormative 
assumptions underlying much theo-
rising and research on gender and 
transnational migration. From the 
margins of the sociology of migra-
tion, queer migrations serve as a 
focal point from which to re-exam-
ine the ways in which transnation-
al subjects, straight or otherwise, 
have been approached in the past. 
Queer migration scholarship thus 
encourages us to put valuable in-
sights from transnational migration 
studies, gender studies, and queer 
theory into productive dialogue with 
one another. An important concern 
driving my project is taking seriously 
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this call for the queering of social 
research, ‘to bring [queer theory’s] 
conceptual and theoretical appara-
tus to the study of heterosexuality 
and heterosexuality’s relationship 
to gender and other axes of social 
difference such as class, ethnic-
ity, and race’ (Valocchi 2005, 762). 
Pairing an intersectional lens with 
queer methodologies acknowledg-
es heteronormative discourses as 
part of the social space within which 
transnational subjects are produced 
and performed, and draws attention 
to the relationship between gender 
and sexualities and the (non-)nor-
mative alignments across those and 
other axes. 
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Introduction
Issues of racial exclusion and 

discrimination have long haunted 
the domestic violence movement.  
Substantial evidence suggests that 
racially exclusive practices have af-
fected movement membership and 
corrupted domestic violence work 

for decades, particularly in rela-
tion to outreach and support efforts 
in black, Asian and minority ethnic 
(BAME) communities (Mama 1989; 
Bent-Goodley 2005).  Indeed, dur-
ing the earlier stages of the move-
ment white radical feminists stra-
tegically situated gender inequality 
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as the sole determining factor of 
violence against women in order to 
demonstrate that all women, irre-
spective of age, class or race, were 
its potential victims (Russell 1975; 
Martin 1976; Barry 1979), yet in 
doing so largely failed to represent 
the diverse experiences and needs 
of abused poor and BAME women 
across Britain (Carby 1982; Hill Col-
lins 1990).  However, while recent 
studies have highlighted the endur-
ing ethnocentricity of the domes-
tic violence movement as a ‘white 
woman’s movement’ (Lehrner and 
Allen 2009, 13; see also Macy et al 
2010), my research intends to draw 
attention to rather the opposite oc-
currence, whereby the increasingly 
problematic race-focused and Euro-
centric gaze of the British domestic 
violence movement is facilitating a 
disproportionate amount of atten-
tion to violence against South Asian 
women.  It appears that issues of 
difference and diversity are resur-
facing as main challenges for the 
movement, both in relation to frag-
mentation between specialist iden-
tity groups and organisations (Bent-
Goodley 2005), and with regards to 
responding effectively to the diverse 
needs of abused women situated 
at the intersections of race, ethnic-
ity and culture (Sokoloff and Dupont 
2005; Motta et al 2011).  

This snapshot therefore estab-
lishes the importance of empirically 
examining the extent to which do-
mestic violence activists and organi-
sations in North East England feel 

they are responding effectively to 
all forms of violence against South 
Asian women.  This is especially 
important to explore in the cur-
rent climate, which several feminist 
scholars and activists have argued 
is characterised by essentialist con-
ceptualisations that tend to link this 
abuse solely to South Asian cultural 
practice and traditions, or to notions 
of ‘honour’ and ‘shame’ (Meetoo & 
Mirza 2007).  However, while exam-
ples of inadequate state responses 
to this violence are plentiful (see 
Gupta 2005 in particular), there is 
currently very little, if any, empirical 
research to evidence the challenges 
and strategies that the domestic vio-
lence movement – and in particular 
activists from non-BAME led organi-
sations – has established when re-
sponding to violence against women 
from different cultures and ethnici-
ties to their own.  Considering that 
domestic violence organisations 
are usually the first point of con-
tact for victims of domestic abuse, 
it seems significant to study their 
understandings of, and responses 
to, this violence and the implications 
this might have for the safety and 
rights of abused South Asian wom-
en.  I explore these issues through-
out this snapshot, and conclude by 
considering the practicality of in-
tersectionality theory for domestic 
violence movement praxis:  might 
this positioning help domestic vio-
lence activists address the multiple 
and intersecting factors that condi-
tion the experiences and needs of 
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abused South Asian women, rather 
than making purely race-focused 
enquiries that reproduce racism and 
cultural essentialism?

From ethnocentricity to Eurocen-
tricity 

During the 1970s and 1980s 
the voices of BAME women were 
largely missing from the domestic 
violence movement (Naples 1998), 
but over the last two decades BAME 
feminists have provided invaluable 
theoretical contributions that have 
undeniably transformed feminism 
as a whole (Crenshaw 1991; Bryson 
2003). Making a stand against the 
ethnocentric (white) interests of the 
movement, they demonstrated that 
the power structures which assem-
ble around race and ethnicity inter-
act with patriarchy to condition ex-
periences of violence that reflect the 
power relations and cultural norms 
within specific communities and 
societies (Mama 1989; Hill Collins 
1990; Wilson 2006). The importance 
of claiming a space within the British 
domestic violence movement was 
increasingly recognised by South 
Asian women who were responding 
to patriarchal gender relations both 
within South Asia and the South 
Asian diaspora in the UK during this 
period (Gupta 2004; Wilson 2006).  
In particular, South Asian feminists 
and activists focused on concepts 
of ‘honour’ and ‘shame’, explaining 
that the sexual purity of South Asian 
women is often strictly controlled by 
South Asian men, meaning that ex-

tra-marital relationships, refusal to 
marry a man chosen by her father, or 
becoming too ‘westernised’, might 
bring ‘shame’ upon the family and 
community, which is often enough 
to justify punishment (Johal 2003; 
Gill 2004).  Today this punishment is 
often referred to as ‘honour’-based 
violence, which can include physi-
cal, emotional, psychological and 
financial abuse, confinement or im-
prisonment, being forced into mar-
riage, female genital mutilation and 
murder (Meetoo and Mirza 2007).  
Yet before this time, honour-based 
violence was relatively unheard of in 
Britain.  

However, it appears the ethno-
centric gaze of the British domes-
tic violence movement is no longer 
the main concern of South Asian 
women, as the global context in 
which feminists and activists are re-
sponding to violence against wom-
en in South Asian communities has 
seemingly changed over the last 
decade, particularly following the 
events of September 11.  Initially a 
triumph, the efforts of South Asian 
feminists to get honour-based vio-
lence recognised at a political level 
has resulted in a dangerous preoc-
cupation with these crimes, which 
have become synonymous with 
South Asian culture despite the oc-
currence of this violence in the Mid-
dle East, Africa, Europe and the UK, 
and throughout different cultures 
and religions (Welchman & Hossain 
2005).   Scholars have argued that 
the current climate is characterised 
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by heightened societal and insti-
tutional racism against the South 
Asian diaspora (Burman et al 2004; 
Gill 2004; Patel 2008), essentialist 
and homogenised conceptualisa-
tions of South Asian culture (Volpp 
2000, 2003; Wilson 2006) and Is-
lamophobia-fuelled moral panics 
about the Muslim population (War-
rier 2008; Khan 2010), all of which 
have made it more difficult for South 
Asian women attempting to chal-
lenge violence occurring within their 
communities. Indeed, there is sub-
stantial evidence to suggest that 
Western responses to forms of vio-
lence against South Asian women 
have been informed by stereotypes 
and misconceptions of South Asian 
culture as ‘more’ violent and male-
controlled than Western cultures 
(Gupta 2003; Gill 2006; Khan 2010) 
and of South Asian women as ho-
mogenous, passive victims waiting 
to be rescued by the more civilised 
Western world (Volpp 2003; Sang-
hera 2009).  Sujata Warrier (2008) 
argues that South Asian women 
have become hyper-visible in public 
consciousness due to the discours-
es of fear and risk that have been 
imposed on these supposedly alien 
and backward ‘others’ in recent 
years.  Similarly, Purna Sen con-
tends that the West’s colonial en-
counters with ‘other’ cultural prac-
tices, such as the dowry, the burka, 
honour killings and forced marriag-
es, have reinforced within British 
feminism the ‘assumed moral supe-
riority of the West over the rest’ (Sen 

2005, 43), hence the disproportion-
ate attention being given to forms of 
honour-based violence.  

The complexities of difference
The position of South Asian 

scholars and activists within the 
British domestic violence movement 
has thus largely shifted from their 
challenging of the ethnocentrism 
inherent in white feminists’ concep-
tualisations of domestic violence 
which situated gender inequality as 
the sole cause of violence against 
women, to a critique of the increas-
ingly problematic Eurocentric and 
race-focused interests of the move-
ment which has facilitated a dis-
proportionate amount of scholarly 
and political attraction to violence 
against South Asian women.   South 
Asian feminists have expressed 
concern about the overemphasis on 
cultural difference and its implica-
tions for practice, particularly with 
regards to the domestic violence 
movement ‘disempowering [South 
Asian] women still further by rein-
forcing negative stereotypes’ (Thi-
ara & Gill 2010, 48).  In their book 
From Homebreakers to Jailbreakers 
(Gupta 2003), South Asian-led do-
mestic violence organisation South-
all Black Sisters have stressed the 
dangers of the cultural relativist as-
sumption that all forms of violence 
against women from South Asian 
communities are related to their 
cultural codes and practices (i.e. to 
honour codes).  Such outlooks have 
rendered activists and state agen-
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cies reluctant to intervene due to 
respect for multiculturalism (Mee-
too & Mirza 2007), and has also 
enabled them to overlook poverty, 
racism, language barriers, insecure 
immigration statuses, childcare re-
sponsibilities, unawareness of UK 
laws, fear of the police and fear of 
further violence as common factors 
that exacerbate or prolong violence 
against South Asian women (Bur-
man et al 2004; Gill 2004; Sokoloff 
2008).  In order to effectively re-
spond to this violence, the domestic 
violence movement as a whole must 
acknowledge these issues.  

As such, my research aims to un-
cover how domestic violence activ-
ists in the North East are articulat-
ing and responding to the needs of 
abused South Asian women in the 
midst of problematic conceptualisa-
tions of this violence.  In particular, 
I am interested in examining how 
activists might frame this violence 
in a way that enables them to over-
come the prejudice or assumptions 
that hinder their attempts to effec-
tively support and empower abused 
South Asian women. The problem, 
it seems, is that domestic violence 
activists are currently trapped be-
tween two essentialist discourses.  
To focus too much on the differenc-
es between women could lead to 
stereotyping and ‘othering’ women 
and cultures, as well as creating a 
lack of common ground between 
movement activists and organisa-
tions that represent different so-
cial groups, but to focus solely on 

gender and patriarchy often means 
overlooking the ways in which gen-
der intersects with race, ethnicity, 
culture, religion and other axes of 
identity to condition diverse expe-
riences of violence.  Furthermore, 
focusing solely on sameness might 
encourage activists to overlook 
structural factors, such as racist and 
classist social policies, and the im-
pact this can have on women’s ex-
periences of violence and barriers to 
justice.  It is for these reasons that 
my research will argue that activists’ 
framings of domestic violence could 
be advanced by drawing upon inter-
sectionality theory.  

Recognising intersecting oppres-
sions

With regards to what constitutes 
an effective response to violence 
against South Asian women, schol-
ars, activists and several South Asian 
women’s organisations have high-
lighted the importance of intersec-
tionality theory to movement praxis 
(Hill Collins 1990; Crenshaw 1991; 
McCall 2005), and feminist academ-
ics Ravi Thiara and Aisha Gill have 
positioned intersectionality as ‘the 
best hope for a nuanced approach 
to [violence against women]’ (Thiara 
and Gill 2010, 48).  Intersectional-
ity theory advocates recognition of 
‘how a woman’s culture of origin, 
her place within the social, political 
and economic world, and within the 
society’s dominant culture, can af-
fect her experience of violence and 
the options available to her’ (Lock-
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hart and Danis 2010, xxiii).  From 
this outlook, South Asian women 
are not viewed as a homogenous 
group that share the same cultural 
experiences of violence, but instead 
transcend this essentialist binary 
construction to exist as subjective 
individuals who are affected to dif-
ferent extents by intersecting forms 
of domination and oppression. 

 For example, the Western as-
sumption that South Asian women 
are passive victims of cultural vio-
lence is highly problematic because 
it renders invisible policies that have 
undeniably made leaving violent 
relationships significantly more dif-
ficult for women from BAME com-
munities in the UK (see Burman and 
Chantler 2005).  State policies and 
practices, particularly those associ-
ated with immigration control, po-
licing and surveillance, multicultur-
alism and multi-faithism agendas, 
English Language (ESOL) provision 
and housing benefits, continue to 
condition BAME women’s experi-
ences of domestic violence in nu-
merous ways.  While there is not 
sufficient space to engage with all of 
these issues here, a pertinent prob-
lem that numerous Black and South 
Asian-led organisations have been 
keen to address is the discrimina-
tion evident within British immigra-
tion legislation, particularly with re-
gards to the Two Year Rule which 
advocates the deportation of any 
immigrant with a spousal visa who 
leaves their partner within two years 
of marriage.  Substantial evidence 

has highlighted that BAME women 
experiencing domestic violence 
within this probationary period are 
unlikely to report abuse due to fear 
of deportation (Gupta 2003).  The 
‘no recourse to public funds’ clause 
attached to the Two Year Rule also 
increases the likelihood that an im-
migrant women will remain in a vio-
lent relationship because, as a non-
British citizen, she does not have 
access to state funding to pay for 
housing and refuge needs, or to buy 
food and pay for transport (Wilson 
2006). Recognising forms of ‘struc-
tural intersectionality’ (Crenshaw 
1991) is thus essential to under-
standing violence against diverse 
groups of women.  

Conclusion: unanswered ques-
tions

While intersectionality theory has 
certainly enhanced the study of do-
mestic violence within the academy, 
there is little knowledge of how this 
highly complex holistic approach 
might be, or has been, translated 
into practice. What strategies have 
domestic violence activists and or-
ganisations in the North East cre-
ated for themselves, outside of the 
academy, in order to avoid essen-
tialist and relativist responses to vio-
lence against women from diverse 
cultures, ethnicities and religions? Is 
a holistic, intersectional approach to 
violence against women even pos-
sible at a practical level?  Indeed, 
that all violence should be explored 
in relation to wider social, politi-
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cal and economic forces that inter-
sect to shape inequalities, heighten 
the conditions for violence against 
women, and create barriers for jus-
tice, is arguably a rather ambitious 
goal for domestic violence organisa-
tions, especially in the face of recent 
cuts to domestic violence sector 
funding, organisation closures and 
burn-out (Towers and Walby 2012).  
Furthermore, might too much atten-
tion to difference pose a challenge 
to alliance-building strategies and 
collective movement identity?  Is 
this already the case?  With the aim 
of producing research of relevance 
to the domestic violence movement, 
I seek answers to such questions.  
After all, while analyses of the theo-
retical dimensions of cultural and 
ethnic difference have been en-
hanced by the concept of intersec-
tionality in the academy, it is integral 
that we don’t overlook the method-
ology of the movement.

References
Barry, Kathleen. 1979. Female Sexual 

Slavery.  Saddle River, NJ: Pren-
tice-Hall.

Bent-Goodley, Tricia. 2005. Culture 
and Domestic Violence: Trans-
forming Knowledge Development.  
Journal of Interpersonal Violence 
20 (2): 195-203.

Bryson, Valerie. 2003. Feminist Politi-
cal Theory: An Introduction.  Pal-
grave Macmillan: Hampshire.

Burman, Erica, Sophie Smailes and 
Khatidja Chantler. 2004. ‘Culture’ 
as a Barrier to Service Provision 
and Delivery: Domestic Violence 
Services for Minoritized Women.  
Critical Social Policy 24 (3): 332-
57.

Carby, Hazel. 1982. White Woman 
Listen! Black Feminism and the 
Boundaries of Sisterhood.  Chi-
cago, IL: University Of Chicago 
Press.

Crenshaw, Kimberle. 1991. Map-
ping the Margins: Intersectional-
ity, Identity Politics and Violence 
against Women of Color.  Stanford 
Law Review 43 (6): 1214-99.

Dejong, Christina, Amanda Burgess-
Proctor and Lori Elis. 2008. Police 
Officer Perceptions of Intimate 
Partner Violence: An Analysis of 
Observational Data.  Violence and 
Victims 23 (6):683-96.  

Dobash, R. Emerson and Russell P. 
Dobash. 1992. Women, Violence 
and Social Change. Taylor and 
Francis: Routledge.

Gill, Aisha. 2004. Voicing the Violent 
Fear: South Asian Women’s Ex-
periences of Domestic Violence.  
The Howard Journal 43 (5):465-
483.

Gupta, Rahila. 2003. From Home-
breakers to Jailbreakers. London: 
Zed Books Ltd.

Hill Collins, Patricia. 1990. Black Femi-
nist Thought: Knowledge, Con-



Wiper: Responding to violence against South Asian women      45

sciousness, and the Politics of 
Empowerment. London: Rout-
ledge.

hooks, bell. 1981. Ain’t I a Woman?  
Pluto Press.

Johal, Anita. 2003. Struggle not Sub-
mission: Domestic Violence in the 
1990s. In Rahila Gupta ed. From 
Homebreakers to Jailbreakers.  
London: Zed Books Ltd.

Kelly, Liz. 1988. Surviving Sexual Vio-
lence.  University of Minnesota 
Press.

Khan, Mishal. 2010. Globalization and 
the Politicization of Muslim Wom-
en: Consequences for Domestic 
Violence in the Netherlands and 
the United States. Macalester In-
ternational  25 (9), n. pag.

Lehrner, Amy and Nicole Allen. 2009. 
Still a Movement After All These 
Years? Current Tensions in the 
Domestic Violence Movement.  
Violence Against Women 15 (6): 
656-67.

Lockhart, Letti and Fran Danis. 2010. 
Domestic Violence: Intersectional-
ity and Culturally Competent Prac-
tice.  Columbia University Press: 
New York.

Macy, Rebecca, Mary Giattina, Susan 
Parish and Carmen Crosby. 2010. 
Domestic Violence and Sexual 
Assault Services: Historical Con-
cerns and Contemporary Chal-
lenges.  Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence 25 (3): 3-31.

Mama, Amina. 1989. The Hidden Strug-
gle: Statutory and Voluntary Sec-
tor Responses to Violence Against 
Black Women in the Home.  Rus-
sell Press: Nottingham

Martin, Del. 1976. Battered Wives.  San 
Francisco: Glide Publications

McCall, Leslie. 2005. The Complexity 
of Intersectionality. Signs: Journal 
of Women in Culture and Society 
30 (3): 1771-1800.

Meetoo, Veena and Heidi Mirza. 2007. 
There is Nothing Honourable 
about Honour Killings: Gender, Vi-
olence and the Limits of Multicul-
turalism. Women’s Studies Inter-
national Forum 30 (3): 187-200.

Motta, Sara., Cristina Fominaya., Cath-
erine Eschle and Laurence Cox. 
2011. Feminism, Women’s Move-
ments and Women in Movement.  
Interface 3 (2): 1-32.

Nixon, Jennifer and Cathy Humphreys. 
2010. Marshalling the Evidence: 
Using Intersectionality in the Do-
mestic Violence Frame. Social 
Politics 17 (2): 137-58.

Richie, Beth. 2005. A Black Feminist 
Reflection on the Antiviolence 
Movement. In Natalie Sokoloff 
and Christina Pratt eds. Domestic 
Violence at the Margins: Readings 
on Race, Class, Gender and Cul-
ture. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press

Russell, Diana. 1975. The Politics of 
Rape: The Victim’s Perspective. 
New York: Madison Books.



 46 GJSS Vol 9, Issue 3

Sanghera, Jasvinder. 2009. Daughters 
of Shame.  Hodder Paperbacks.  

Sen, Purna. 2005. Crimes of Hon-
our, Value and Meaning.  In Lynn 
Welchman and Sara Hossain eds. 
Honour: Crimes, Paradigms and 
Violence Against Women. Lon-
don: Zed Books Ltd.

Siddiqui, Hannah. 2003. It was Written 
in her Kismet: Forced Marriage. 
In Rahila Gupta ed. From Home-
breakers to Jailbreakers. London: 
Zed Books Ltd.

Sokoloff, Natalie. 2008. Domestic Vio-
lence at the Margins: Readings on 
Race, Class, Gender, and Culture.  
Rutgers University Press.

Sokoloff, Natalie and Ida Dupont. 2005. 
Domestic Violence at the Intersec-
tions of Race, Class and Gender: 
Challenges and Contributions to 
Understanding Violence Against 
Marginalised Women in Diverse 
Communities. Violence Against 
Women 11 (1): 38-64.

Thiara Ravi and Aisha Gill. 2010. Vio-
lence Against Women in South 
Asian Communities: Issues for 
Policy and Practice.  London: Jes-
sica Kingsley Publishers.

Towers, Jude and Sylvia Walby. 2012. 
Measuring the Impact of Cuts in 
Public Expenditure on the Provi-
sion of Services to Prevent Vio-
lence against Women and Girls. 
Trust for London and Northern 
Rock Foundation.

Volpp, Leti. 2003. On Culture, Differ-
ence and Domestic Violence.  
Gender, Social Policy and Law 10: 
393-99.

Volpp, Leti. 2000. Blaming Culture for 
Bad Behaviour.  Yale Journal of 
Law and the Humanities 12: 89-
116.  

Wilson, Amrit. 2006. Dreams, Ques-
tions, Struggles: South Asian 
Women in Britain. Pluto Press.

Warrier, Sujata. 2008. ‘It’s in Their Cul-
ture’: Fairness and Cultural Con-
siderations in Domestic Violence.  
Family Court Review 46 (3): 537-
42.

Welchman, Lynn and Sara Hossain. 
2005. Honour: Crimes, Paradigms 
and Violence Against Women.  
London: Zed Books Ltd.



Graduate Journal of Social Science November 2012, Vol. 9, Issue 3
© 2012 by Graduate Journal of Social Science. All Rights Reserved. ISSN: 1572-3763

Sexuality continues to be a taboo 
subject across the Arab world. This 
collective silence poses consider-
able challenges to young people’s 
access to sexuality-related informa-
tion and healthcare, and poses a 
significant challenge for research-
ers attempting to explore topics re-
lated to sexuality. This snapshot ar-
gues for the potential of media texts 
– particularly online media texts – 
to provide a platform for research-
ers attempting to access data on 
attitudes towards, and perceptions 
of, sexuality in order to address the 
current lack of information on sexu-
ality more generally. This proposal 
is premised on the rising rates of 

internet penetration in the region as 
well as the unprecedented broach-
ing of previously-taboo sexual top-
ics in Arab media, such as hymen 
reconstruction surgeries and fake 
hymens. To this end, my own ap-
proach to researching the represen-
tation of virginity in Jordanian online 
media is presented as a case study. 

A number of studies have found 
that access to sexual health servic-
es and information is heavily restrict-
ed in the Arab world (Almasarweh 
2003; DeJong et al 2005; Khalaf et 
al 2010).  Farzaneh Roudi-Fahimi 
and Shereen El Feki’s (2011) de-
tailed study of young people’s sexu-
ality and reproductive health in Arab 

Reflecting on media texts as platforms 
for sexuality research in Arab coun-
tries: the case of Jordan
Ebtihal Mahadeen

Sexuality continues to be an under-researched and overall taboo sub-
ject in the Arab world. In this snapshot I propose that media texts, par-
ticularly interactive online media texts, offer important platforms for 
sexuality research, enabling researchers to maneuver the restrictions 
placed on this kind of inquiry in other settings. Based on my doctoral 
project, I discuss the potential that critical and Foucauldian discourse 
analyses hold for this type of media-and-sexuality research and offer a 
few findings from my empirical study as examples of the methodologi-
cal and theoretical promise of this type of analysis.
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countries demonstrated that youths 
are ill-informed, and lack knowledge 
and access to services.  It also re-
vealed that there is a gender gap 
in sexual knowledge as men are 
implicitly allowed to pursue sexual 
adventures while women are strictly 
prohibited from doing so.  DeJong et 
al had previously reached the same 
conclusions in 2005: young Arabs 
lack information on sexual matters, 
the family unit compounds their ig-
norance through its excessive pro-
tectiveness, and health providers do 
not recognise the needs of young 
people and do not welcome them, 
particularly if they are unmarried.  As 
DeJong et al put it, ‘within the pub-
lic domain, an overt recognition that 
young people have sexual needs 
and desires and may be sexually 
active before marriage, and that 
married couples experience sexual 
and reproductive health problems 
is deeply problematic’ (DeJong et al 
2005, 52).

Taking a closer look at Jordan, 
the case study at hand, the same 
sensitivity surrounding sexuality ex-
ists. Several scholars shed light on 
the problems created by public pol-
icy silence on matters pertaining to 
sexuality (Almasarweh 2003; Khalaf 
et al 2010; Al-Shdayfat and Green 
2012). In fact, these researchers 
have agreed that there is a glaring 
absence in sexuality research in the 
country due to social and official re-
strictions placed on conducting such 
research. Because of entrenched 
taboos, this type of research contin-

ues to face tremendous challenges, 
especially if it aims to focus on the 
sexual lives of unmarried people.  
Researchers have thus found it very 
challenging to conduct research on 
premarital or extramarital sexual 
practices in Jordan.   Al-Shdayfat 
and Green’s testimony about the 
difficulties they faced while conduct-
ing research on Jordanian Bedouin 
women’s sexuality is expressive of 
the deep-seated prohibitions placed 
on the subject: 

Talking about sexuality is so ta-
boo in Jordan that in this study 
it proved impossible to ask any 
questions to married and unmar-
ried Jordanian Bedouin young 
women about pre-marital or extra-
marital sexual behaviour. Neither 
was permission obtained to ask 
participants their attitudes about 
sex outside marriage (Al-Shday-
fat and Green 2012: 107) 

Clearly, the collective silence on 
sexuality in Jordan not only restricts 
young people’s access to informa-
tion and health services, but also 
researchers’ ambitions and abili-
ties to access information, analyse 
it, and gain knowledge in order to 
inform sexuality-focused policy and 
practice. From where do young Jor-
danians receive sexual information?  
And how can researchers obtain in-
formation on sexuality in light of the 
social and official censorship cur-
rently in place?

The lack of information on sex in 
the Arab region is somewhat offset 
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by Jordanian and Arab youths’ avid 
consumption of the media. This con-
sumption has been identified as a 
potential way for youths to overcome 
public censorship of sexual matters 
(Almasarweh 2003; Roudi-Fahimi 
and El Feki 2011; Al-Shdayfat and 
Green 2012). The media, therefore, 
can play a vital role in addressing 
this gap in knowledge, even if only a 
partial one. While the media cannot 
compensate for access to sexual 
and reproductive health services, it 
could perhaps be used to educate 
and bring to Jordanian youths’ at-
tention issues which they might be 
unaware of, such as protection and 
safe sex.  However, it is worth noting 
that the types of media Jordanian 
youth consume remain unidentified 
and it is therefore difficult to assess 
their advantages and disadvan-
tages as sources of sexual educa-
tion. What little information is avail-
able points to high consumption of 
pornography among Arab youth in 
general (Roudi-Fahimi and El Feki 
2011), which poses many questions 
about the quality and the type of sex 
education youths are being exposed 
to in the absence of  more balanced 
and healthy alternatives.  This in-
dicator also calls for more in-depth 
studies to gauge the true nature of 
media consumption in the region 
and its potential for providing posi-
tive sex information in a manner that 
overcomes the lack of such informa-
tion in other settings. 

In addition to the media acting as 
a potential source of sexual informa-

tion, media texts on sexual subjects 
can serve as sources of rich data on 
sexual norms and practices. In Jor-
dan, for example, topics that were 
traditionally taboo have surfaced in 
media coverage in recent years. Is-
sues such as virginity tests, hymen 
reconstruction surgeries, and fake 
hymens appeared in Jordanian me-
dia texts both offline (in print news-
papers) and online (in independent 
news websites and the websites 
of newspapers). The emergence 
of this type of coverage is in itself 
a phenomenon worth investigating, 
as it may indicate a shift in the social 
perception of these issues as unap-
proachable. It may also point to na-
scent liberal attitudes to sexuality in 
society at large – a hypothesis which 
still needs testing through targeted 
studies. Either way, this coverage 
affords researchers a window of op-
portunity that was not available be-
fore: a plethora of texts (news items, 
investigative reports, and opinion 
columns) that now openly tackle 
sexual issues, offering a wealth of 
data to tap into. More importantly, 
as I will discuss below, these texts 
invite readers’ input, adding another 
layer of complexity to their make-up.

My own doctoral research takes 
advantage of this recent develop-
ment by investigating how virginity 
is represented in Jordanian online 
media and what this might tell us 
about gender, power, and sexuality 
in Jordanian society.  My project re-
lies on a marriage between critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) and Fou-
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cauldian discourse analysis (FDA) 
(1972, 1980, 1984, 1996) as a ba-
sis for its theoretical and analytical 
framework. CDA in particular is a 
useful lens through which to conduct 
this type of research. The works of 
Ruth Wodak (2001), Wodak and 
Michael Meyer (2001), Teun A. Van 
Dijk (2001) and Norman Fairclough 
(1995, 2001a, 2001b) provide an 
extensive framework for this analyti-
cal approach. CDA is a kind of dis-
sident discourse-analytical research 
that concerns itself with the study 
of the relationship between semio-
sis (ways of making meaning) and 
power. Michel Foucault’s work on 
the relationship between discourse, 
power and knowledge had a strong 
influence in CDA.  Foucault main-
tained that discourses play a crucial 
role not just in constraining partici-
pation through their determination 
of subject positions within social 
life, but also in constructing objects 
through the use of particular vocab-
ularies (Foucault 1984). These two 
effects of discourse, in turn, have 
a normalising role and a regulatory 
orientation (Carabine 2001; Woof-
fitt 2005). In other words, Foucault 
asserts that discourse is the site of 
knowledge and power, and it is the 
location where they are expressed 
through a number of statements 
which come together to build a rep-
resentation of an issue (Foucault 
1984). Discourse is thus produc-
tive in the sense that it produces 
the objects it speaks of and it has 
power outcomes such as defining 

what is normal or ‘true’ at any given 
moment in history, and what is not 
(Carabine 2001). The most impor-
tant implication of this theoretical 
framework was the grounding of my 
findings in both texts and context. 
Moreover, the use of CDA and FDA 
in my project has been instrumental 
in shaping my understanding of the 
discourse of virginity propagated in 
Jordanian media through the use of 
several sub-discourses: medial, reli-
gious, legal/state-control, and social 
discourses which all reinforce this 
dominant discourse and lend it le-
gitimacy.  

Yet the true potential of media 
texts for sexuality research lies, as 
I have found, in their participatory 
and interactive capacity. This is es-
pecially true since online Jordanian 
media have taken a step towards 
interactivity by offering readers the 
opportunity to express their views in 
comments. These comments, while 
subject to moderation policies, of-
fer a wealth of data. In fact, I argue 
that the interactivity of online Jorda-
nian media enables researchers to 
access both the original texts and 
reader-contributed texts as well, 
thus allowing them to identify the 
dominant discourses present in both 
levels and any attempts to challenge 
them. This renders media texts (and 
by media texts I mean both the origi-
nal media items and readers’ com-
ments) into a rich and multi-layered 
resource that grants researchers 
access to aspects of attitudes to-
wards sexuality that are difficult to 
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reach otherwise.  Readers’ ability to 
post comments anonymously with-
out fear of being identified enhances 
the chances of genuine self-expres-
sion, as opposed to respondents’ 
reluctance to speak on premarital 
and extramarital sex in personal in-
terviews – a difficulty encountered 
in traditional qualitative studies such 
as Al-Shdayfat and Green’s (2012).  
In my own study and, given the chal-
lenges facing sexuality research in 
Jordan, it would have been prohibi-
tively difficult to collect data about 
readers’ reactions to media topics 
relating to virginity in Jordan in any 
other way. My position as an unmar-
ried Jordanian woman would have 
complicated this quest even further 
due to the enduring sensitivity of the 
topic. Therefore, I relied on readers’ 
comments to gauge their respons-
es to and attitudes towards media 
stories. One of the key findings of 
my study was the active role read-
ers played in supporting or resisting 
the discourses used in the original 
texts on virginity. Readers actively 
engaged with the texts, interpreted 
them, and wielded considerable 
power over channelling the discus-
sion towards certain discourses at 
the expense of others. 

Despite its versatility, the theoret-
ical and methodological approach I 
chose for my project is merely one 
strategy to capitalise on online me-
dia in order to conduct sexuality 
research in the Arab world. If any-
thing, internet research methods 
are varied and versatile enough to 

be tailored to the specific conditions 
of sexuality research in the region. 
Targeted online questionnaires, 
email interviews, and other methods 
made possible by the internet are all 
promising approaches that can aid 
researchers in their quest for data 
on both sexual practices and atti-
tudes to sexuality in Arab countries. 
The rising levels of internet access 
across the region provide a solid 
grounding for this type of research, 
anchoring it in increasingly larger 
sample sizes. 

Conclusion
This snapshot has demonstrated 

that while the challenges of con-
ducting sexuality research in Arab 
countries are tremendous, media 
texts, and in particular interactive 
online media texts, can be useful 
to academic researchers eager to 
access data on sexuality in these 
countries. This, alongside their po-
tential for addressing the gap in sex 
education in these societies, makes 
them useful on more than one lev-
el. I have argued for the promise of 
online media texts to sexuality re-
search, grounding this argument in 
the theoretical and methodological 
approaches I used in my doctoral 
study whilst emphasising the flex-
ibility of online research methods. 
Finally, as I have tried to illustrate in 
this snapshot, the intersection be-
tween media and sexuality studies 
in the region remains vastly under-
explored and, as this snapshot has 
argued, merits academic attention.
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Introduction
This snapshot outlines my PhD 

thesis: ‘Young Adults’ Lesbian, Gay 
and Bisexual Identity Construction 
― A Post-Section 28 Environment’.  
The project is currently in its early 
stages; therefore I will not be mak-
ing any solid conclusions in this 
snapshot, but will instead use this 
opportunity to highlight the need 
for my research. I outline what I 
intend to research and why; what 
I envisage my central research 
questions will be; and I indicate my 
initial thoughts on how I intend to 
conduct this research, all of which 

are subject to change as I continue 
reviewing literature and developing 
my theoretical framework and meth-
odology. This snapshot aims to give 
a taste of my work and encourage 
dialogue and debate within and be-
yond the field of gender studies in 
which my research is situated.

Research overview 
Section 28 (S28) was introduced 

in 1989 and stated that local authori-
ties should not ‘intentionally promote 
homosexuality or publish material 
with the intention of promoting ho-
mosexuality’ (Local Government Act 

Young adults’ lesbian, gay and 
bisexual identity construction within 
schools: a post-Section 28 climate

Amy MacMillan

My PhD research works within a socio-legal framework and engages 
with youth, sexuality and identity studies in seeking to discover how 
young adults within post-Section 28 school environments construct and 
understand their lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) identities. Analysing 
educational and social policy relating to sexualities and engaging with 
queer theory and notions of performativity, I attempt to understand how 
young people negotiate LGB identities through social practices and cul-
tural discourses. This snapshot demonstrates why this work is neces-
sary, outlining my intended research design and objectives and setting 
out my central research questions.
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1988: s28(1) 2A. (1) (a)), nor should 
they ‘promote the teaching in any 
maintained school of the acceptabil-
ity of homosexuality as a pretend 
family relationship’ (s28 2A. (1) (b)). 
It was repealed in 2003. The prima-
ry purpose of my research is to dis-
cover how young adults within post-
S28 school environments construct 
and understand their lesbian, gay 
and bisexual (LGB) identities. This 
will be achieved primarily through 
speaking to LGB young people, 
aged approximately 16-25, who 
have attended state school since 
the repeal of S28. I propose that not 
only are young people affected by 
the legacy of S28, but additionally, 
the heteronormative environment of 
schools can negatively affect LGB 
young people.

Why this research?
Government funded research 

(Hunt and Jensen 2007; Guasp 
2012) into the experiences of 
school pupils who identify as LGB 
highlights that homophobia in UK 
schools continues to be a major 
problem. This research identifies 
many of the complex issues around 
homophobic bullying and LGB iden-
tities, for example: prevalence of 
physical and verbal violence; gaps 
in knowledge about LGB identities; 
and lack of support and training for 
teachers. However, although policy 
has been developed (for example 
DCSF 2007a) and numerous rec-
ommendations for action to chal-
lenge homophobia in schools have 

been made (for example DCSF 
2007a, 2009a; Guasp 2009; Jennet 
et al. 2004; Warwick et al. 2004), no 
recommendations or policies are 
statutory.  At best they only address 
the specific issue of bullying, but not 
wider problems such as the hetero-
normative environment of schools, 
or the ignorance on which much 
bullying is based. Furthermore, re-
search on the implementation of 
these recommended actions and of 
the wider effects of homophobia and 
heteronormativity upon young peo-
ple (see for example Rivers 2000, 
2004, 2011; Warwick et al 2001) 
suggests that the effects of bullying 
and heteronormativity in school can 
be negative and have far-reaching 
implications. However, such re-
search does not fully address these 
implications, nor has it been picked 
up and used productively in govern-
ment policy or guidance. 

My research aims to address 
these neglected areas by focusing 
on the lived experiences of young 
people who identified, or were be-
ginning to identity, as LGB at school, 
and attempting to understand their 
identity negotiations within school 
environments. The research seeks 
to discover how LGB identities 
are developed and lived out within 
schools, and how experiences at 
school have affected LGB young 
adults in their wider lives. I will anal-
yse educational and social policy 
relating to sexualities and exam-
ine how sexual identities are con-
structed at an experiential level in 
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relation to these policies in order 
to understand the current climate 
for LGB young people in schools. 
My research also aims to enhance 
the effectiveness of existing policy 
to combat homophobia in schools, 
and to contribute to policy debates 
around young people and sexuality. 

On the surface, equality and di-
versity, including LGB rights, were 
high on the previous government’s 
agenda and remain so within the 
current Coalition government, de-
spite the change in fundamental 
political stances from left to right.  
For example, as well as the repeal 
of S28, Labour oversaw a range of 
education specific policies reflecting 
liberalising attitudes towards LGB 
identities (such as DCFS 2007a, 
2007b; DfEE 2000a, 2000b; DfES 
2003, 2004, 2006; Jennet et al. 
2004; Miginiuolo 2007). Further, 
there are currently a number of 
campaigns specifically targeting ho-
mophobia in schools, and research, 
guidance and resources produced 
by NGOs, voluntary organisations 
and Unions, for example: Education 
Champions Programme (Stonewall 
2010a); Education for All (Stonewall 
2010b); FIT (Beadle-Blair 2010); 
The Homophobia Project (Orbaum 
2010); National Healthy Schools 
Programme (DCSF 2009b); Prev-
alence of Homophobia Surveys 
(Oldham NUT 2008, 2010; Black-
pool NUT 2009; Lancashire NUT 
2009; Liverpool NUT 2010; Salford 
NUT 2010); and the ongoing work 
of the NSPCC, Schools Out, Diver-

sity Role Models and Educate and 
Celebrate1. However, the Govern-
ment’s own research, both Labour 
and Coalition (Hunt and Jensen 
2007; Guasp 2012), highlights the 
significant gap between both admin-
istrations’ stated aims and what is 
actually happening on a day-to-day 
basis for LGB young people.

Additionally, Labour’s commit-
ment to equality and diversity was 
not always met with support. This 
was particularly reflected by the tur-
bulent ascent of the Single Equality 
Bill (2009-2010)2 during their last 
Parliamentary session in govern-
ment and a failure to implement the 
Act fully before the dissolution of 
Parliament. Indeed, since the Con-
servative-Liberal Democrat Coali-
tion took office in May 2010 there 
have been questions over whether 
the Equality Act (2010) will remain 
in its present format, or in fact at all. 
There have also been specific de-
bates about if and how it relates to 
education, for example, Education 
Secretary Michael Gove has stated 
that: 

The education provisions of the 
Equality Act 2010 which prohibit 
discrimination against individuals 
based on their protected charac-
teristics (including sexual orienta-
tion) do not extend to the content 
of the curriculum. Any materials 
used in sex and relationship edu-
cation lessons, therefore, will not 
be subject to the discrimination 
provisions of the act (Gove 2012, 
1). 
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The current political climate 
raises questions about the govern-
ment’s future commitment to equali-
ty issues, and specifically, questions 
ensue about commitment to the 
Equality Act (2010) and the devel-
opment of progressive work on LGB 
rights in education and further afield.  
As such, my research comes at an 
essential time, when the agenda of 
sexualities equality and diversity is 
fragile. 

Key objectives and central re-
search questions

Having reviewed a significant 
amount of literature both around the 
specific issues of young people, ed-
ucation and non-normative sexual-
ity (for example Ellis and High 2004; 
Epstein 1994, 2000; Harris 1990; 
Harris 1997; Jones and Mahony 
1989; Rivers 1995, 2000, 2001, 
2004, 2011; Trenchard and Warren 
1984; Vicars 2006) and wider litera-
ture on non-normative sexualities, 
historically and in contemporary 
society (for example, Brickell 2006; 
Durham 1991; Foucault 1990; Rich-
ardson and Monro 2012; Sedgwick 
2008; Weeks 2007), I have identi-
fied four key objectives which I aim 
to address in my thesis:  

1) Explore the legacies of S28 
and how these impact on young 
people in schools

2) Evaluate current practice re-
garding sexual identities within 

schools in relation to existing policy

3) Examine how LGB young peo-
ple understand their sexual iden-
tity development in relation to their 
school experiences 

4) Understand how young people 
negotiate their sexuality within the 
school environment

5) The research objectives will 
be met through the theoretical and 
methodological frameworks out-
lined below, and through the follow-
ing central research questions:

-What has the repeal of S28 meant 
for LGB identities in schools – in 
theory and in practice? (Objec-
tives 1 and 2) 

-How have LGB young people at-
tending secondary school since 
S28’s repeal experienced their 
sexuality? (Objectives 3 and 4)

-What impact does explicit ho-
mophobia in schools have on 
LGB young people, particularly in 
relation to their identity construc-
tion?  (Objectives 3 and 4)

-What are the effects of hetero-
normativity in schools on sexual 
identity development of LGB 
young people?  (Objectives 3 and 
4)    

-Why are schools particu-
larly homophobic environ-
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ments? (Objectives 1 and 2)                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                 
Together these five questions 

merge into one major research 
question, which is: How does the 
post-S28 school environment affect 
LGB young people’s identity devel-
opment? 

Theoretical framework
Whilst remaining firmly grounded 

in sociology and social policy, my 
work engages with youth, sexual-
ity and identity studies (for example 
Savin-Williams 1990; Unks 1995; 
Owens 1998; Miceli 2002; D’Augelli 
and Patterson 2001; Mac an Ghaill 
1994) and with educational theories 
and frameworks relating to sexuality 
(such as Ali et al 2004; Epstein and 
Johnson 1998; Kehily 2002; Mac an 
Ghaill 1994; Rasmussen et al 2004; 
Rasmussen 2006; Rofes 2005).  In 
order to better understand LGB so-
cial and cultural positions and young 
people’s sexual identity develop-
ment, my research will also engage 
with queer theory and notions of 
performativity, using, for example, 
Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble 
(2006). Here, concepts from Michel 
Foucault’s The History of Sexual-
ity (1990) and Eve K. Sedgwick’s 
Epistemology of the Closet (2008) 
will also be employed to explore the 
extent to which young people are 
able to negotiate non-heterosexual 
identities through competing social 
discourses. 

My work views schools as insti-
tutions that discursively encourage 

normative sexuality and thus as are-
nas where LGB identity construc-
tions are problematic (see Thorne 
1993; Owens 1998). Although my 
work focuses on the experiences 
of secondary school age youth, it 
seeks to explore how these young 
people arrived at their understand-
ings of sexualities prior to their teen-
age years. These understandings 
will have inevitably been influenced 
by primary school experiences. As 
such I also engage with work on 
sexualities in primary schools (for 
example, Blaise 2005; DePalma 
and Atkinson 2008, 2009, 2010; Re-
nold 2002) and will draw on the re-
cent Economic and Social Research 
Council funded work - No Outsid-
ers (see Allan et al 2008; Atkinson 
and DePalma 2009; DePalmer and 
Atkinson 2008, 2009, 2010; DePal-
ma and Jennet 2010; No Outsiders 
Project Team 2010).

Methodology 
My research will be undertaken 

through a combination of policy 
analysis, qualitative interviews and 
focus groups. The policy analysis 
will focus on S28 and policies that 
aim to protect LGB people (see 
above). Textual analysis is ideally 
suited to deconstructing assump-
tions within policy documents and 
will thus be employed in order to ex-
amine the ways in which sexuality is 
understood within, and constructed 
by, policy. While textual analysis will 
be used to address research ob-
jectives 1 and 2, in order to better 
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understand individual experiences, 
understandings and processes of 
negotiation (research objectives 3 
and 4), qualitative research will be 
undertaken in the form of one-to-
one interviews with approximately 
25 LGB young people from across 
the UK and 2 focus groups of be-
tween 5-9 LGB young people. The 
interviews and focus groups will 
be used to elicit accounts of expe-
riences and emotions. The identi-
fied methodologies ―policy analy-
sis, qualitative interviews and focus 
groups― will complement each 
other to allow exploration of policy 
and subjective meanings, and of the 
similarities and differences between 
these. 

Conclusions
This snapshot has highlighted 

the need for my research, the gaps 
that it will fill and the contributions 
it will make across the UK. In sum-
mary, my main contributions will be 
to engage with and extend exist-
ing research on LGB issues, youth 
and education work; enhance the 
impact of existing educational and 
social policy in relation to LGB iden-
tities and young people; engage 
with policy development, crucial in 
this new political era; and, perhaps 
most importantly, make a real dif-
ference to young people’s lives, 
particularly (but not limited to) LGB 
young people. In investigating the 
impact of discriminatory cultural cli-
mates on LGB young people, and 
identifying gaps in policy provision, 

my work will explore how policy and 
social and cultural understandings 
of sexuality more broadly, can be 
formulated in ways which challenge 
discrimination. The proposed socio-
legal focus of this research is thus 
timely, original and has significant 
possibilities for impact.  

Endnotes
1  See www.nspcc.org.uk; www.
schools-out.org.uk; www.diversityrol-
emodels.org.uk; www.ellybarnes.com  
for information on the work of these 
organisations.
2  The Single Equality Bill (2009-2010) 
received royal accent on 8th April 2010 
and became The Equality Act (2010). It 
aims to bring together different strands 
of equality law and thus make the law 
more transparent. The provisions of 
the Act came into force in October 
2010 with a graduated timescale for 
implementation. However, the change 
in administration has meant changes 
to the implementation and timescale.
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In this research snapshot I ex-
amine the work of British artist Trac-
ey Emin and aim to consider why, 
through an examination of theories 
of confessional literature and femi-
nist notions of the body, readings of 
her work as directly authentic and 
autobiographical are problematic 
and require interrogation. I suggest 
that rather than directly produced 
from life, Emin’s art works with real 
life feelings and experiences in a 
creative process of examining the 
self.  Further, I seek to examine 
why Emin’s production of ‘the real’ 
provokes such apparent discomfort 
in her audience through a consid-
eration of notions of autobiography 
and the abject.

In 2011, The Hayward Gallery 
in London showed Emin’s major 
retrospective Love is What You 
Want, and her new exhibition She 
Lay Down Deep Beneath the Sea 
opened in 2012, housed in the 
new Turner Contemporary Gallery 
in Emin’s home town of Margate. 
These recent shows provoke a new 
response which makes academic 
consideration of Emin’s oeuvre as 
relevant as ever. Tracey Emin’s art 
work frequently deals with challeng-
ing issues of female experience: 
sex and excess, abortion, rape and 
abuse, much of which is drawn from 
her own lived experience. Her work 
is consistently described by the 
press and art critics as both ‘con-

For real: Tracey Emin and the problem 
of authenticity
Rachel Robson

This snapshot examines the visual and textual art of Tracey Emin and 
the response it generates. It asks why, in a climate of celebrity wor-
ship and reality television, her self-revelatory work still provokes such 
heated debate and demands for authenticity. Creative work which is 
apparently ‘confessional’ has long been the site of controversy, and 
this snapshot draws on feminist thinking about confessional poetry to 
discuss some of the difficulties in reading Emin’s work as directly auto-
biographical and further, to interrogate why her subject matter seems 
to create such discomfort amongst her audience.

Keywords: Confession, Art, Feminism, Tracey Emin, Autobiography
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fessional’ and ‘controversial’ and 
Emin herself says that her work is 
always ‘based on some real event, 
something that happened’ (Brown 
1998, 33) and has stated that her 
creative career ‘started on the day 
she was born’ (Lauson 2011, 16). 
Art critic Daniel Barnes describes 
Love is What You Want as ‘a seem-
ingly relentless barrage of despera-
tion, loneliness and outright an-
guish’ (Barnes 2011). Emin’s use of 
personal and found objects in her 
work and of the ephemera of ev-
eryday life, including letters and di-
ary entries which reference her ex-
periments in self-chronicling further 
lend her work a direct ‘realness’ that 
simultaneously attracts and repels 
her audience. Commentators are 
fascinated by Emin’s intimate sub-
ject matter and her frank display of 
embodied experience, whilst others 
criticise her for cynically employing 
her own misery in order to make 
money. Phillipe Lejeune famously 
suggests that there exists in life-
writing an unspoken ‘autobiographi-
cal pact’ that allows the audience to 
safely assume that what they are 
reading references the author’s true 
lived experience (Lejeune 1989). 
Similarly, Michel Foucault describes 
confession as the production of truth 
(Foucault 1978). I would suggest 
that the formal mode of confession 
normally located in and associated 
with a courtroom, church or medi-
cal establishment implies an admis-
sion of guilt, misdemeanour or at 
the very least an error of judgement 

which lends a negative tone to per-
ceptions of confessional art work. 
Whilst Emin consistently identifies 
her own work as confessional or au-
tobiographical, such a direct read-
ing of her work is undeniably prob-
lematic. Theorists of confessional 
poetry such as Elizabeth Gregory 
suggest that there is a tendency 
amongst readers to look down upon 
confessional work by women as an 
unmediated outpouring of emotion, 
disparaged as ‘too feminine… trivial 
and self-indulgent’ (Gregory 2005, 
33).

Emin’s bold, hurried strokes, fre-
quent misspellings and letter rever-
sal caused by her mono-printing 
technique lend her work a sense 
of immediacy and unbridled emo-
tion which emphasises its appar-
ent authenticity. However, this is 
contradicted when the same state-
ments are transformed into neon or 
painstakingly embroidered onto fab-
ric in a time-consuming and medi-
tative process. Gregory notes that 
the ‘shock value’ of confessional 
work can obscure the artistry inher-
ent in it (Gregory 2005, 34). Emin’s 
work draws attention to this tension 
by transforming quickly rendered 
sketches into meticulous tapestries 
of the same words and image, or 
into neons which accurately repro-
duce her style of handwriting, with-
out first editing or sanitising them. 
Here, I would suggest, Emin produc-
es a facsimile of the original piece 
which illuminates how her works 
are themselves reproductions of 
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her experiences. The neon She Lay 
Down Deep Beneath The Sea is 
inspired by her father’s death. She 
says; ‘I just wrote the words, ‘‘She 
lay down deep beneath the sea’’, 
and it’s about having weight and im-
mensity of everything on top of you, 
pressing down’ (Emin 2012). Recre-
ated in neon, the work can be seen 
as a meditation on this experience 
and on the temporal and evolving 
experience of grief, rather than the 
original outpouring of emotion which 
inspired it. 

The repetition and reproduction 
common in Emin’s work might be 
further illuminated by feminist un-
derstandings of selfhood as a pro-
cess rather than an experiential cer-
tainty. In her work on Sylvia Plath, 
Susan Van Dyne states:

We need to resist the unexamined 
assumption (and often in biogra-
phies of women what amounts 
to the misogynist practice) that 
a woman can only write out of or 
about what she has actually lived. 
Such a premise disallows the 
transformative power of a wom-
an’s art as epistemology, as an al-
ternative, equally self-constituting 
form of knowing and being (Van 
Dyne 2006, 17).

I would suggest that the artist 
Tracey Emin is continually engaged 
in a creative exploration of what it 
means to be ‘Tracy Emin’ the sub-
ject, which draws upon, re-imagines 
and re-interprets her personal truth.  
However, Emin’s particular produc-

tion of ‘the real’ is one that I also 
argue provokes a sense of unease 
and discomfort amongst her audi-
ence. The now infamous installation 
piece, My Bed, is made up of Emin’s 
own real bed and the detritus which 
surrounded it in her bedroom, includ-
ing knickers, used condoms and the 
stains of bodily fluids, which are me-
ticulously transported to and recre-
ated in the formal ‘white cube’ of the 
gallery as an installation. The work 
exemplifies Emin’s self-conscious 
play with the boundary between art 
and life; what Gregory calls a ‘reality 
trope’ in which the viewer assumes 
that the subject and artist are one 
(Gregory 2005, 32). In bringing her 
own bed into the gallery Emin might 
be seen to be suggesting that this, 
genuinely, is the bed that she sleeps 
in. However an unsettling blurring 
of boundaries is at play. My Bed 
is immediately transformed by be-
ing relocated to the gallery and the 
domestic nature of it is troubled by 
its chaos. Here, as in other exam-
ples of her work, Emin juxtaposes 
comforting images of domesticity – 
beds, blankets and pillows and craft 
techniques which might be seen as 
traditionally female art forms – with 
objects which destabilise this famil-
iarity and create a sense of disorder. 
Emin’s bed is the site of pain, loss 
and loneliness, not one of comfort 
and nurture. Her work also chal-
lenges notions of feminine decorum, 
insisting on talking about things that 
women shouldn’t talk about. More-
over, I suggest, Emin blurs boundar-
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ies of class and decorum by invad-
ing refined bourgeois art space with 
noisy, messy, working-class reality. 
As Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson 
neatly put it: ‘Nice girls, well brought 
up girls, simply do not rehearse their 
intimate lives in public, let alone dis-
play the sordid leavings of them’ 
(Smith and Watson 2011, 11). 

Rosemary Betterton notes that 
Emin ‘frequently uses images, ob-
jects, and materials from her life to 
address such dangerous subjects 
for women as female desire, sex-
ual acts and abortion, consciously 
mobilizing her life story as a set of 
narratives and performances’ (Bet-
terton 2006, 84).  Emin’s figurative 
art frequently employs the abject, 
disrupting the idea of stable bodily 
norms and boundaries and can be 
seen to embody primal fears and 
cultural anxieties about the female 
body, particularly the productive and 
fertile female body, and of female 
sexual excess.  Emin presents her 
audience with what makes us most 
anxious about our corporeality; her 
bodies are unreliable and uncon-
tained, blood, tears, semen and ex-
crement spill out of them onto the 
surfaces of her art. Betterton argues, 
however, that the abjection in Em-
in’s work can be ‘more specifically 
situated in the loss that it repeatedly 
enacts’ (Betterton 2006, 91). Emin is 
a ‘failed maternal subject’ (Betterton 
2006, 92) and her mourning is re-
enacted in her work.  Emin’s body is 
not just an abject, maternal one; it is 
also one in pain, and her audience 

is not permitted to avoid or deny this 
fact. I would argue that, in addition to 
fears of female productivity, Emin’s 
art also addresses, head-on, fears 
about maternal lack and want; of 
the non-productive, barren or failed 
maternal body which might be seen 
as particularly uncomfortable in a 
cultural climate which some critics 
have suggested seems determined 
to react against feminism and rein-
state women into the role of domes-
tic child bearer (Cochrane 2005).

Emin’s particular brand of truth 
and her privileging of uncomfortable 
and particularly female subject mat-
ter may be one that is all too easy for 
her audience to relate to. To some 
extent her issues are universal ones 
and her destabilising of gendered 
norms of behaviour and decorum 
threaten patriarchal order. It is for 
this reason I argue that criticisms 
of Emin’s work might in some ways 
be seen as an attempt to situate the 
artist and her work as abject and 
‘other’ in a process of defining the 
self. Emin’s audience resists her de-
piction of disorder in order to create 
a sense of order within themselves.

Emin’s newer exhibitions see 
critics attempting to return to famil-
iar ground in their interpretation of 
Emin’s methods. It is notable that 
commentators appear to struggle to 
locate and therefore criticise Emin’s 
signature unmediated confession in 
what is more subtle work that Emin 
says is about love. Emin as a char-
acter is transformed, and so is her 
confessional mode. In a recent in-
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terview Emin said:
I still have all those subject mat-
ters that I work with and I still work 
with them, but maybe in a different 
kind of way or in a more in depth 
way… the screaming adolescent 
girl hasn’t got any more energy 
left, now I’ve got to sit down and 
think what have I got, what can I 
work with (Sakur 2012).

 In considering her newer work, 
which, as ever, is a meditation on 
her experiences, Emin’s audience 
must remember that it is drawn from 
an older, wiser Emin who is reflect-
ing on new experiences and consid-
ering older ones anew and with a 
wry humour.  
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Introduction
I am interested in analysing the 

experiences of feminist academ-
ics in the UK since they have been 
crucial actors in the development 
of critical ways of knowing (such as 
those based on people’s experienc-
es), more access to education for 
women, particularly higher educa-
tion – one of the most relevant femi-
nist demands during the last three 
decades - and insightful critiques 
of the gendered, classed and ra-
cialised division of society (see An-
thias and Yuval Davis 1992; Skeg-
gs 1997; and Reay 1998, amongst 

others).
This snapshot is based on my 

current research in which academia 
is understood as a gendered so-
cial reality, and both my current re-
search and this snapshot attempt 
to understand how this gendered 
social reality affects feminist aca-
demics’ experiences. The focus 
is on their experiences, since ‘ex-
perience’ is not only one of the 
key concepts in feminist theory 
and research (Hughes 2002), but 
it has also been a crucial concept 
for feminist critiques of knowledge 
production, particularly against the 

Feminist academics: killjoys, unhap-
py, dissident? An approach to the no-
tion of the feminist in the work of Sara 
Ahmed
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notions of objectivity and neutral-
ity; the position of knower and what 
can be known (Harding 1987, 1991; 
Haraway, 1988; Maynard and Pur-
vis 1994). In this snapshot I draw 
attention to the work done by Sara 
Ahmed (2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 
2010d) who proposes that ‘feminist’ 
is understood as a difficult catego-
ry, with the subject perceived to be 
stubborn and ‘unhappy’. In addition, 
empirical evidence from my current 
research is presented in order to il-
lustrate the line of argument of this 
piece of work.

Conditions of new governance, 
managerialism, inspection and ac-
countability (Lucas 2006; Deem et 
al 2007; Lambert et al 2007) togeth-
er with structural transformation, 
changes in resource allocation and 
conditions of service for academ-
ics (Blaxter et al 1998; Black 2005), 
and the recently announced higher 
education cuts - which are politi-
cal decisions influenced by global 
neoliberal trends (Olssen and Pe-
ters 2005) - characterise the current 
academic context in the UK. That is 
why to place this paper in this par-
ticular context of marketisation of 
higher education in the UK (Neary 
and Winn 2000; Furedi 2011) makes 
it interesting, challenging and perti-
nent.

Feminist academics: towards a 
definition

In Britain there was an abun-
dance of writing about feminists, 
and particularly feminist academ-

ics, during the late 1980s and the 
1990s; however there has been a 
decline in this debate from the late 
1990s to the present day.  Nonethe-
less, some interesting ideas have 
emerged recently.  In one of the 
most contemporary and thought-
provoking approaches to the notion 
of being a feminist, Ahmed propos-
es that: 

A feminist story can be a begin-
ning … we can make sense of the 
complexity of feminism as an ac-
tivist space if we can give an ac-
count of how feminism becomes 
an object of feeling, as something 
we invest in, as a way of relat-
ing to the world, a way of mak-
ing sense of how we relate to the 
world (Ahmed 2010a, 1).

According to Ahmed, her story, 
and to some extent our own femi-
nist stories, begins with a table, ‘the 
happy table’. However, because it 
is difficult to preserve the order of 
happiness, tense and problematic 
conversations are inevitable, there 
are moments when one becomes 
‘the problem’ – the object of shared 
disapproval, the cause of distortion 
- and therefore one becomes alien-
ated. In that sense, being a feminist 
implies a process of alienation from 
happiness (Ahmed 2010a, 1-2).

By discussing the relation-
ship between objects, affects and 
causality, Ahmed (2010a, 2010b) 
shows how to deconstruct the way 
in which these objects are bound up 
with affects. She places the figure 
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of ‘the feminist killjoy’ in the context 
of a feminist critique of happiness, 
particularly, of how happiness is un-
derstood as a justification of social 
norms as social goods. In this lib-
erating act for which she claims the 
right to be orientated towards un-
happiness, she finds a way of being 
feminist, which means to be scepti-
cal of those things, objects and af-
fects that are taken for granted in 
our societies:

The feminist is an affect alien, 
estranged by happiness… Femi-
nists… are already read as destroy-
ing something that is thought of by 
others not only as being good but as 
the cause of happiness. The femi-
nist killjoy spoils the happiness of 
others; she is a spoilsport because 
she refuses or to meet up over hap-
piness… feminists are thus attrib-
uted as the origin of bad feeling… 
(Ahmed 2010b, 581-2).

The feminist is usually seen as the 
one who is ‘causing the argument’ 
and disturbing the fragility of peace 
(Ahmed 2010d, 65). According to 
Ahmed, feminists - including those 
who define themselves as feminist 
academics - can be conceived as 
‘sitting at their own tables’, creating 
their own emotional spaces to share 
experiences and struggles. Ahmed 
also argues that feminists are hav-
ing their own conversations, being 
creative by doing the ‘wrong’ things, 
wanting what they are asked to give 
up (for example, desire, imagina-
tion and curiosity) and creating life 

worlds around these desires.  In 
doing so, they are developing a po-
litical consciousness against what 
has been taken for granted, they 
are ‘out of place’ trying to secure a 
place that is not already given; they 
become dissidents (Ahmed 2010a, 
2010b, 2010c).

Feminist academics and their ex-
periences

My experience of being a feminist 
has taught me much about rolling 
eyes
(Ahmed 2010d, 65).

Ahmed indicates that feminists 
are seen as sources of bad feelings, 
‘as the ones who ruin the atmo-
sphere’, ‘as grumpy and humour-
less’, ‘as killjoy(s)’ and troublemak-
ers. In her view, being a feminist 
seems to be an obstinate subject 
(Ahmed 2010d, 65).  Participants in 
my research have had similar expe-
riences:

… In some Universities, [we as] 
feminists are regarded as mar-
ginal or as troublemakers or as 
second rate… [Louise].

I used to watch their eyes roll, 
used like as if to say ‘here she 
goes again’, you know… [Mary].

Elizabeth Bird describes the ex-
perience of being a feminist aca-
demic during the 1970s and the 
1980s as one in which:

…the experience of being a wom-
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an in ‘a man’s world’… is now re-
membered as one in which every-
day life, both within and outside 
the academy, was carried out in 
the context of the sexual politics 
of the period when men were con-
sidered to be regarded as ‘the en-
emy’ (Bird 2004, 52). 

Following Bird, being a feminist 
academic within the patriarchal con-
text of the academy was a huge 
struggle and a label that provoked 
hostility, disrespect and derision 
from male colleagues (Bird 2002, 
2004). In the context of my current 
research, participants have ex-
pressed their experiences as fol-
lows:

Feminism allows men the oppor-
tunity to smirk for what you en-
gage with… [Ruth].

Louise Morley and Val Walsh 
point out that feminist academics 
‘are in the need’ of articulating cre-
atively feelings and ideas in con-
texts of disembodiment, and to pro-
duce knowledge with authority and 
excellence within these particular 
organisational and social conditions 
of academia that disempower them 
materially and psychologically (Mor-
ley and Walsh 1995, 1-2). Today, 
feminist academics articulate their 
struggles as follows:

Because it is seen as old-fash-
ioned stuff you have to work very 
hard, show people the very best… 
[Rose].

In addition, feminist academics 
have explained that there is a risk 
of being marginalised and stigma-
tised as opportunities to publish and 
access research funding become 
more difficult:

I think it’s hard to get our work 
published… it’s hard to get re-
search funding… if you’re known 
to be a feminist, anything you say 
is automatic, they can automati-
cally be dismissed. Oh well she’s 
got a bias [Pauline].

Feminist academics and their 
characteristics

In the study I am conducting, par-
ticipants have referred to the main 
characteristics of being a feminist 
academic. Even though their defi-
nitions may vary, they have certain 
aspects in common, such as the 
content and form of their teaching 
practices, research topics, content 
and type of publications and their 
critical approaches to gendered ac-
ademia and society:

I would say they do always bring 
a critical gender analysis to what-
ever their specialism is… they 
would be able to articulate for you 
and everybody else why it was 
important to discuss, overtly bring 
gender, the gender features of 
whatever the topic was… There’s 
a gender dimension that we need 
to look at. So I think that for me 
constitutes the core of being a 
feminist academic… [Ruby].
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They are also categorised as tal-
ented and critical female thinkers 
with a sense of humour and irony for 
facing the intricacies of gendered 
academia:

[Feminist academics are] Gener-
ally women… who laugh at what 
stupid men are doing… So yeah 
humorous and funny and clever, 
lots of very clever women… [Pau-
line].

These academics are women 
able to criticise the current state of 
higher education but still have the 
ability to laugh, as stated by The 
FAAB Collective1:

A humourless audit will no doubt 
assess us and declares us merely 
feminist jesters. There’s no RAE 
outputs but we’ll be all be fine if 
we can raise a grin in these per-
formative times (The FAAB Col-
lective 2007, 5).

In the same line of argument, 
Ahmed understands the ‘feminist 
killjoy’ as a subject of joyful criticism 
and solidarity:

In order to get along, you have to 
participate in certain forms of soli-
darity: you have to laugh at the 
right points (Ahmed 2010d, 65).

In addition, the sharing of values, 
thoughts and spaces provide femi-
nist academics with a sense of com-
munity and belonging: 

You can meet like-minded peo-
ple… You can create ways of 
getting together, speaking togeth-

er… And it’s great because… it’s 
the forum for women who have 
feminist views to meet up and dis-
cuss work and to carry on thinking 
about how this shapes our work… 
[Jo].

They are creating spaces for col-
laboration; they are sitting at their 
own tables of support, creativity and 
reflective work:

…We had a great time. Yeah, be-
cause we all had something in 
common which is that we were 
all doing feminist research from a 
feminist perspective and we were 
all openly feminist. And everyone 
was saying how nice it is to spend 
an entire day with seventy femi-
nists… [Pauline].

Final Words

I think also as a feminist, people 
know that you’re challenging the 
gender hierarchy and not every-
one wants you to do that [Pau-
line].

First of all, it can be said that be-
ing a feminist academic is a specific 
way of being part of this world that 
highlights the critical way in which 
one relates to the world, the country, 
the society and community one is 
living in. Secondly, the figure of the 
feminist as killjoy is understood as 
someone who relates to the world 
differently, who always brings a spe-
cific critical analysis to those things 
that are taken for granted (for exam-



Silva Flores: Feminist academics     76

ple, what education is for) and who 
is both ironic and sceptical. This is 
particularly challenging within the 
current academic context in the UK. 
Thirdly, this snapshot has revealed 
feminist academics’ experiences of 
being feminists, which has included 
experiences of joy, collaboration, 
support, recognition, solidarity, in-
teresting research topics and in-
novative teaching practices as well 
as misrecognition, marginalisation, 
prejudices and dismissal.  Fourthly, 
by criticising the idea of happiness, 
Ahmed has put into question fun-
damental aspects of the gendered 
and racialised division of society 
and, to a large extent, of gendered 
academia. In addition, Ahmed is not 
only providing a feminist critique of 
happiness but is also contributing to 
articulate a feminist critique of the 
current neoliberal trend within higher 
education in the UK.  Finally, being a 
feminist whilst ‘doing academia’ in-
vites one to think deeply about the 
complexities of the academic world. 
Being a feminist killjoy may be chal-
lenging and may imply the risk of 
being stigmatised and marginalised, 
nonetheless, it is a meaningful way 
of resisting dominant discourses in 
the academy and creating alterna-
tive worlds without becoming dog-
matic.

References
Ahmed, Sara. 2010a. Feminist Killjoys 

(and Other Willful Subjects). The 
Scholar and  Feminist Online, 

8(3): 1-11. Available at: http://
www.barnard.edu/sfonline/poly-
phonic/print_ahmed.htm. (ac-
cessed 7 March 2011).

Ahmed, Sara. 2010b. Killing Joy: Femi-
nism and the History of Happi-
ness. SIGNS, 35(3): 571-94. 

Ahmed, Sara. 2010c. Orientations Mat-
ter. In Diane Coole and Samantha 
Frost eds. New Materialism. On-
tology, Agency, and Politics. Dur-
ham & London: Duke University 
Press.

Ahmed, Sara. 2010d. The Promise of 
Happiness. Durham and London: 
Duke University Press.

Anthias, Floya and Nira Yuval-Davis. 
1992. Racialised Boundaries. 
London: Routledge.

Bird, Elizabeth. 2004. The Sexual Poli-
tics of Introducing Women’s Stud-
ies: Memories and Reflections 
from North America and the Unit-
ed Kingdom 1965-1995. Gender 
and Education, 16 (1): 51-64.

Bird, Elizabeth. 2002. The Academic 
Arm of The Women’s Libera-
tion Movement: Women’s Stud-
ies 1969–1999 in North America 
and the United Kingdom. Wom-
en’s Studies International Forum, 
25(1): 139-49.

Black, Paula. 2005. Class Matters in 
UK Higher Education. Women´s 
Studies International Forum, 28: 
127-38.

Blaxter, Lorraine, Christina Hughes 

http://http://www.barnard.edu/sfonline/polyphonic/print_ahmed.htm.
http://http://www.barnard.edu/sfonline/polyphonic/print_ahmed.htm.
http://http://www.barnard.edu/sfonline/polyphonic/print_ahmed.htm.


 77 GJSS Vol 9, Issue 3

and Malcolm Tight. 1998. Writing 
on Academic Careers. Studies in 
Higher Education, 23(3): 281-95.

Deem, Rosemarie, Sam Hillyard and 
Michael Reed. 2007. Knowledge, 
Higher Education and the New 
Managerialism: The Changing 
Management of UK Universities. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Furedi, Frank. 2011. Introduction to the 
Marketisation of Higher Education 
and the student as consumer. In 
Mike Molesworth, Richard Scul-
lion and Elizabeth Nixon eds. The 
Marketisation of Higher Education 
and the Student as Consumer. 
Oxon and New York: Routledge. 

Haraway, Donna. 1988. Situated 
Knowledges: The Science Ques-
tion in Feminism and the Privilege 
of Partial Perspective. Feminist 
Studies, 14(3): 575-99.

Harding, Sandra. 1991. Whose Sci-
ence? Whose Knowledge? Think-
ing from Women’s Lives. USA: 
Cornell University Press.

Harding, Sandra. 1987. Introduction: Is 
there a Feminist Method? In San-
dra Harding ed. Feminism and 
Methodology: Social Sciences Is-
sues. Bloomington and Indianap-
olis: Indiana University Press.

Hughes, Christina. 2002. Key Concepts 
in Feminist Theory and Research. 
London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Lambert, Catherine, Andrew Parker 
and Mike Neary, M. 2007. Entre-
preneurialism and Critical Peda-
gogy: Reinventing the Higher Ed-

ucation Curriculum. Teaching in 
Higher Education, 12(4): 525-37.

Lucas, Lisa. 2006. The Research 
Game in Academic Life. London: 
McGraw-Hill Education & Open 
University Press.

Maynard, Mary and June Purvis eds. 
1994. Researching Women’s 
Lives from a Feminist Perspec-
tive. London: Taylor & Francis Ltd.

Morley, Louise and Val Walsh eds. 
1995. Feminist Academics. Cre-
ative Agents for Change. UK: Tay-
lor & Francis Ltd.

Neary, Mike and Joss Winn. 2000. Stu-
dent as Producer: Reinventing 
the Student Experience. In Les 
Bell, Howard Stevenson and Mike 
Neary eds. The Future of Higher 
Education: Pedagogy, Policy and 
the Student Experience. London: 
Continuum. 126-138.

Olssen, Mark and Michael A. Peters. 
2005. Neoliberalism, Higher Edu-
cation and the Knowledge Econ-
omy: From the Free Market to 
Knowledge Capitalism. Journal of 
Education Policy, 20(3): 313-45.

Reay, Diane. 1998. Rethinking Social 
Class: Qualitative Perspectives 
on Gender and Social Class. So-
ciology 32(2): 259-75.

Skeggs, Beverly. 1997. Formations of 
Class and Gender. London: Sage.

The FAAB Collective. 2007. The Per-
sonal and Political Tensions of 



Silva Flores: Feminist academics       78

Doing Feminisms in the Academy: 
From Licensed Jesters to Radi-
cal Cheerleaders? Work in prog-
ress and performance presented 
at GEA Conference, Dublin, April 
2007.



Graduate Journal of Social Science November 2012, Vol. 9, Issue 3
© 2012 by Graduate Journal of Social Science. All Rights Reserved. ISSN: 1572-3763

The absence of masculinity 

‘Why the heck do we bother 
asking about their gender, if we 
then go on to do absolutely noth-
ing with it?!’ (Senior Practitioner, 
YJS, 2011) 

Recent feminist and queer lit-
erature has offered us many an 
explanation as to the workings of 
masculinity and male identity (Con-
nell 1987; Butler 1990; Ingraham 
2002; Wittig 2002). The pendulum 
of theories of masculinity and male 
identity, however, appears to swing 
between hegemonic masculinity 
(Connell 2005) and hypermascu-
linity (Broude 1990) without offer-

ing practical advice on how these 
theoretical constructs can inform 
and be applied to professional prac-
tices when working with men. Con-
sequently, the absence of explicit 
discussion of masculinity in social, 
health and crime policies is not par-
ticularly surprising (Hearn 2010). 
This ESRC-funded PhD research 
project aims to explore the ‘forma-
tion’ of masculinity and male identity 
on the level of individual agency as 
service recipients and the potential 
gendering of men by service pro-
viders in the public sector (Hearn 
2010). It investigates which role, if 
any, concepts of masculinity do or 
can play in Youth Justice Policy and 
will consider the wider implications 

And then there were the men: 
masculinity and the Youth Justice 
System in England and Wales
Eric Baumgartner

This snapshot of my ESRC-funded research project summarises how 
the absence of men in the discussion of social policy, in effect, contrib-
utes to the gendering of men as men. It highlights, on the example of 
the Youth Justice System in England and Wales, how an incorporation 
of concepts of masculinity can inform practice when working with men 
and stresses the need for the inclusion of lived experiences of men in 
the conceptualisation of masculinity. 
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of the findings in relation to social 
policy. The overall objective is to put 
men back into the research and the-
ory on masculinity and male identity 
(Hearn 2010).

Masculinity and crime

‘Crime […] is a male occupation’ 
(Coote 1993).

This research is motivated by 
some of the academic literature on 
masculinity and offending, which 
makes strong connections between 
criminal behaviour and codes of 
masculinity (Hobbs 1994; Jeffer-
son 1994), the way masculinity has 
been socially defined (Hatty 2000), 
and the theoretical link between 
male gendered identity and crime 
(Collier 1998; Winlow 2002). Par-
ticular attention here is paid to ‘the 
bottom of the social hierarchy’, 
where men utilise their gendered 
behaviour and coping strategies to 
achieve their aims (Holter 2005), 
especially if ‘access to male identity 
as moral and economic categories 
is denied’ (Morgan 2005: 169). The-
oretically embedded in ideas of ‘het-
ero-normativity’ (Ingraham 2002; 
Wittig 2002) in relation to the forma-
tion of gendered identities, the as-
sumption is that learned gendered 
behaviours lay the foundations of 
future responses to non-conforming 
and discrepant experiences (Boen-
isch and Winter 1993), and ‘socially 
conditioned ideas of entitlement 
and aggression’ (Hatty 2000: 70) 

become determining factors when 
choosing ‘deviant coping strategies’ 
(Lui and Kapland 2004). The under-
lying assumption is that the experi-
ence of violence, physical, sexual 
and psychological abuse (Malamuth 
and Thornhill 1994), learned cop-
ing strategies, the function of male 
role models (Harris 1995) and 
the absence of alternative coping 
mechanisms (Spatz Widom 1994; 
Hatty 2000) potentially generate 
delinquent behaviour, ‘which is not 
wholly different from the dominant 
male adult culture’ (Hobbs 1994; 
Winlow 2002: 40). Despite theoreti-
cal links between masculinity and 
criminal behaviour made in the lit-
erature, little research has explored 
whether, and if so, how male identity 
is linked to the offending behaviour 
of boys and men, thereby ignoring 
long-standing calls for gender-fo-
cused approaches and understand-
ings of masculinity in the work with 
boys and men and crime prevention 
and intervention (Dominelli 1992; 
Buckley 1996; Scourfield 1998).

The setting 
How, then, can theories of mas-

culinity inform research with and on 
young males and why should this 
research take place in the arena of 
youth justice and crime? Approxi-
mately 80% of young people in con-
tact with the Youth Justice System 
(YJS) are male and 85% of those 
males are ‘white British’ (Youth Jus-
tice Board (hereafter YJB) 2009). 
Although the ‘gender gap’ in pros-
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ecution of crimes is shifting towards 
a more equal treatment (Steffenmei-
er and Schwartz 2009), boys and 
girls are still treated differently by 
the YJS (Feizler and Hood 2004). 
Whereas boys’ criminal behaviour 
is commonly viewed as normative 
and is central to cultural codes of 
masculinity and male toughness 
(Muncie 1999), girls are not sanc-
tioned simply for the crime commit-
ted, but also for the ‘social crime of 
contravening normative expecta-
tions of appropriate female conduct’ 
(Ashford et al 1997: 9). If the epit-
ome of masculinity, in particular for 
males situated at the lower end of 
the social hierarchy (Holter 2005), 
is the expression of aggression 
and violence accessed when other 
subject categories as males are de-
nied, then the demographic data of 
young people in the YJS lends itself 
to an appropriate research area to 
explore masculinity and the forma-
tion of male identity. As highlighted 
earlier, the contemporary literature 
on masculinities, and the develop-
ment of male identity in itself, pro-
vides sufficient evidence for steer-
ing youth justice practices in a more 
gendered direction, accommodating 
theories of how male socialisation 
heavily influences the way a young 
person develops personal relation-
ships, his lifestyle, physical health, 
emotional and mental health, and 
his perception of self and others. 
However, since the reformation of 
the YJS by New Labour in 1998, no 
attempt has been made to enquire 

into masculinity and offending, or in-
deed explore gendered approaches 
in relation to men in order to inform 
crime prevention and intervention, 
although the most obvious com-
mon denominator of young people 
in the YJS is their gender. Linking 
masculinity and offending behaviour 
back to the literature and justifying 
the YJS as a research setting to ex-
plore masculinity, Oystein G. Holter 
(2005) suggests that men at the bot-
tom of the social hierarchy in partic-
ular utilise their gendered behaviour 
and coping strategies to achieve 
their aims, especially ‘if access to 
male identity as a moral and an eco-
nomical category is denied’ (Morgan 
2005: 169) The child’s experience of 
its gendered socialisation lays the 
foundation for future strategies to 
responses and behaviour (Boenisch 
and Winter 1993). Role expectations 
and structural inequalities add to the 
determining factors when choosing 
deviant coping strategies (Lui and 
Kapland 2004), which are tied to 
the socio-structural disadvantaged 
and ‘generally enacted or inflicted 
upon the more marginalised groups 
of society’ (Hatty 2000:6). This ap-
plies particularly if the subject in 
question has experienced physical 
and psychological abuse during his 
childhood (Egeland 1993; Spatz Wi-
dom 1994), which is the case for a 
high number of adult male prison-
ers (Morgan 2002). Hence, it ap-
pears entirely reasonable to under-
stand men’s higher involvement in 
the arena of criminal offences as 



Baumgartner: Masculinity and the youth justice system       82

a product of socially learned and 
validated expressions of masculin-
ity, internalised as legitimate parts 
of male identity and coupled with 
the absence of alternative coping 
strategies or models of behaviour 
(De Keseredy and Schwartz 2005). 
The literature highlights that lower 
income male youth are more likely 
to be ‘pushed towards delinquency’ 
(Hobbs 1994; Winlow 2002: 38), 
which justifies the YJS as the cho-
sen research setting. Lastly, the 
YJS and the Criminal Justice Sys-
tem have repeatedly been accused 
of being designed around the needs 
of male offenders (Caulfield 2010) 
and on the basis of male values (Li-
ebling 2004), so it lends itself as the 
ideal research setting for research 
on masculinity and young males.

Issues with current debates on 
masculinity 

However, there are several con-
ceptual issues with theories on mas-
culinity in general and masculinity in 
the context of the YJS. Prominent 
ideas of masculinity are strongly 
embedded in feminist theory of pa-
triarchy and analysed as relations 
of power and control, on one hand, 
and consequently, as oppression 
and dependency on the other (Con-
nell 1987, 2005; Hearn 2010). The-
oretically speaking, this approach 
generates polarised constructs of 
‘the masculine’ and ‘the feminine’ 
and thereby paves the way for the 
rather ominous concept of ‘hege-
monic masculinity’ (Demekratis 

2001; Connell 2005). This concept, 
in turn, is utilised to explain, re-
search, and understand masculinity 
and logically reinforces its roots in 
the conceptual framework of the pa-
triarchy (Fuss 1990). Therefore, the 
very dichotomy at the foundation of 
theories of the patriarchy allows no 
other conceptual understanding of 
masculinity and femininity than their 
contrariety to one another (Acker 
1989). Although theories of the pa-
triarchy lend themselves to perhaps 
understanding gender structurally, 
they assist little in comprehending 
the formation of gender identity on 
the level of agency and in any spe-
cific cultural and social context (Ack-
er 1989).  Furthermore, while queer 
theory (Ingraham 2002; Wittig 2002) 
underlines how concepts of mascu-
linity (and femininity) are strongly 
tied into heteronormative subject 
positions of male and female and 
do not translate into terminology 
beyond this dichotomy, it does not 
offer any comprehensive theoreti-
cal framework to understanding the 
formation of male identity. Instead, 
the coherent and comprehensible 
concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ 
has been distraught into an almost 
in-cohesive and fragmented ‘male 
identity’ with its main feature being 
that it is different.   At best, however, 
this approach to masculinity offers 
explanations for any expression and 
formation of male identity which is 
essentially deviant to ‘hegemonic’ 
masculinity, and thereby is equally 
‘relational’ in terms of its position 
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within a theoretical dichotomy, but 
also assists little in establishing a 
more rounded idea of the formation 
of masculinity. In addition to these 
conceptual issues, there is a distinct 
lack of the actual lived experience of 
men in the research and theory on 
the formation of male identity and 
masculinity (Seidler 2006). While 
they embark on a theoretical ex-
ploration of masculinity and the for-
mation of male identity on a mainly 
structural level, the actual perfor-
mance of gender and the practical 
negotiation of masculinity as active 
agents are absent from the debate. 
Here, Judith Butler (1990) and Bev-
erley Skeggs (1997) offer some very 
useful insights into how masculinity 
(and femininity) unfold in the actu-
al social agent, but remain distant 
from research on masculinity, which 
includes men and their actual lived 
experiences as men. Lastly, a shift 
from masculinity to its plural, mascu-
linities, to grant space to some het-
erogeneity within the discourse on 
masculinity does not fill the rifts con-
ceptual issues of theories on mas-
culinity have left, and again leave 
actual men out of the research and 
theory on masculinity (Fuss 1990).

Men – essentially speaking 
Acknowledging conceptual is-

sues of theories on masculinity, for 
the purpose of the research it ap-
pears necessary in order to conduct 
research on men to return to an es-
sentialist understanding of gender 
to identify research subjects and 

participants as ‘male’ and ‘female’ 
(Fuss 1990). The research itself has 
been designed to accommodate not 
only the lived experience of (young) 
men themselves, but also practitio-
ners’ ideas around masculinity in the 
YJS, on the Practice Level, and the 
incorporation of assessment forms 
of young males to explore how, if 
at all, masculinity does or can play 
a role in youth justice policy, on the 
Policy Level. The overall research 
question formulated in order to meet 
those objectives is: What, if any, role 
does masculinity play in the context 
of the Youth Justice System? Spe-
cific focus will be on potential links 
which can be made between con-
cepts of masculinity and male youth 
offending, the experience of mascu-
linity of young men themselves in the 
YJS, how the assessment of young 
males in the YJS is influenced, or 
not, by concepts of masculinity, and 
how, if at all, Youth Justice Policy 
incorporates concepts of masculin-
ity. Research methods employed to 
investigate the role of concepts of 
masculinity in the YJS, or indeed 
their absence, are entirely qualita-
tive and consist of focus groups 
and interviews with staff and young 
people, ethnographic fieldwork and 
participant observation as well as 
secondary analysis of assessment 
documents of the young people. This 
multi-methods approach aims to en-
compass not only the experience of 
the young males themselves, but 
also ideas of masculinity of the staff, 
and the relevance of such, as well 
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as an analysis of whether, and if so 
how, documents designed for the 
purpose of assessing young men in 
the YJS bear any notion of concepts 
of masculinity.

 
The boy turn in Youth Justice 

As such, the research aims to 
not only provoke a ‘boy turn’ (High-
tower 2004) in Youth Justice Policy, 
but also hopes to be able to draw 
more far-reaching conclusions for 
social policy in general by uncover-
ing how the absence of the discus-
sion of men and masculinity itself 
is part of men’s gendering (Hearn 
2010). Its objective is to put men 
and boys back into the research and 
conceptualisation of masculinity by 
including their lived experiences of 
masculinity. Further, by highlight-
ing its absence, this project under-
lines the lack of lived experience 
of women in policy also (Caulfield 
2010), and aims to uncover the con-
tribution social, crime, political and 
economic policies make to the gen-
dering of individuals by conforming 
to ‘hegemonic’(Connell 2005) and 
‘hetero-normative’ (Ingraham 2002) 
ideas of men and women without 
taking lived experiences into ac-
count (Seidler 2006). 
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Introduction
This snapshot relates to an eth-

nographic study exploring mascu-
linity, embodiment and bodywork in 
dementia care with a specific focus 
on the relationship between appear-
ance and personal identity for peo-
ple with dementia.  This snapshot 
highlights the significant gender gap 
in dementia research, and argues 
that everyday care activities such as 
bodywork may be important inves-
tigative topics to explore the gen-
dered experiences of people with 
dementia living in dementia care 
settings. 

 
Dementia and gender

Tom Kitwood’s (1997) seminal 

work ‘Dementia Reconsidered: The 
Person Comes First’ reconceptu-
alised dementia and influenced re-
search, policy and practice in the 
UK and internationally.  Instead of 
a deficit-based model focussing on 
the person-with-DEMENTIA, Kit-
wood promoted a more individu-
alised and self-deterministic ap-
proach with an emphasis on the 
PERSON-with-dementia (Kitwood 
1997, 7). To augment his thinking, 
Kitwood developed the concept of 
‘personhood’ as:  

a standing or status that is be-
stowed upon one human being by 
others in the context of relation-
ship and social being.  It implies 
recognition, respect and trust (Kit-

A close shave: masculinity and 
bodywork in dementia care
Sarah Campbell

This snapshot focuses on a doctoral study at the University of Man-
chester which is situated within a larger ESRC funded study, ‘The Hair 
and Care Project’, which seeks to explore the relationship between ap-
pearance and personal identity for people with dementia.  The doc-
toral study accesses data from this wider study (http://www.esrc.ac.uk/
my-esrc/grants/RES-061-25-0484/read).  The snapshot presents male 
shaving as a case example of bodywork in dementia care and argues 
that male shaving could be a revealing lens through which to explore 
masculinity and embodiment in dementia care.    
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ment.
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wood 1997, 8). 

Although this made a major con-
tribution to thinking on dementia, ac-
ademic discourses continue to cen-
tre on ‘the person’ and de-gender 
the experiences of those living with 
the condition.  Even within psycho-
social reviews of the literature on 
dementia, concepts of identity and 
social difference have been largely 
overlooked (Downs 1997; Innes et 
al 2004; Hulko 2009; O’Connor et 
al 2009).  The literature that does 
exist explores formal and informal 
care giving roles and whether or 
not gender is a salient issue within 
them (Miller & Cafasso 1992; Fish-
er 1994; Ford et al 1997; Bywater 
& Harris 1998; Lindesay and Skea 
1997).  Whilst these studies provide 
some focus on gendered subjects, 
they are not grounded in the per-
spective of the person with demen-
tia; therefore an understanding of 
the gendered experiences of people 
with dementia is missing.  

When men are considered in de-
mentia research and practice it is 
often through the lens of a ‘problem’ 
and connected to challenging be-
haviours, such as ‘sexually inappro-
priate behaviours’ (Archibald 1998; 
Ward et al 2005).  There is little in 
the dementia literature related to 
either male or female gendered ex-
periences of receiving care.  For in-
stance, a recent systematic review 
of the impact of dementia on self-
image by L. Caddell and L. Clare 
(2010) made no mention of gender, 

despite long-standing recognition in 
feminist gerontology that gender is 
central to self and identity through-
out the lifecourse (Arber and Ginn 
1995; Calasanti 2004).

There are significant gaps in gen-
der research in wider gerontology, 
particularly in terms of exploring 
masculinity for older men, men with 
disability and embodied masculinity 
in later life.  A. A. Fleming has ar-
gued that there is a lack of work ex-
ploring masculinity in later life and 
male embodiment despite the focus 
on male bodies in defining ‘mas-
culinity’ (Fleming 1999).   Sara Ar-
ber and Jay Ginn (2005) state that 
where there was a ‘feminisation of 
older age’ this is less the case be-
cause the ratio of women to men in 
later life is decreasing.  They argue 
that it is important to explore ‘the 
maintenance of masculinity and au-
tonomy among men in later life’ (Ar-
ber et al 2003, 5).  Hence there are 
a growing number of gerontological 
feminist commentators focusing on 
gender, with some exploring mascu-
linity in particular.   

A recent study undertaken by 
Linn Sandberg (2011) suggests a 
rethinking of old age and masculin-
ity. Sandberg’s work explores the 
contradictory discourses of maturity 
and experience pitted against fail-
ing bodies, which is often linked to 
a failing sexual prowess. Sandberg 
argues that ‘bodies are essential 
for understanding both gender and 
age’ (Sandberg 2007, 88).  She re-
affirms the arguments of J. Twigg 
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(2004) that social gerontology has 
abandoned bodies to medicine in 
their struggle against biological de-
terminism, while feminist scholars, 
although paving the way for a soci-
ology of the body, have largely left 
out the ageing body.    Sandberg’s 
work engages with men’s bodies to 
develop a framework of old age that 
challenges simple oppositions of 
successful/positive ageing versus 
negative/declining ageing to cre-
ate the notion of ‘affirmative age-
ing’.  Sandberg explores old men’s 
sexuality and suggests that new 
pleasures are discovered through 
closeness and touch in later life 
(Sandberg 2011).  Sandberg’s study 
explores touch and intimacy and 
suggests there may be useful con-
nections for people with dementia, 
where sensory experiences have 
heightened potency as verbal lan-
guage diminishes (Sandberg 2011, 
267).   Sandberg acknowledges that 
she is exploring touch and intimacy 
in consensual relationships and that 
is very different to understanding 
touch where it may not be wanted 
(Sandberg 2011, 265).  By contrast, 
Twigg’s study of ‘Bathing, body and 
community care’ explores the com-
plex power dynamic in care work, 
stating: 

Clients struggle to resist the dom-
ination of workers and to maintain 
a fragile sense of self in the face 
of the erosions of disability and 
age (Twigg 2000, 179).  

 I wish to argue that this is par-
ticularly interesting in a consider-
ation of body work, masculinity and 
dementia.

Bodywork and dementia
Bodywork is central to health and 

social care and is work carried out 
on the bodies of others (Twigg et al 
2011).  Much of the work in demen-
tia care is non-medical and includes 
bodywork with relation to personal 
care, personal grooming and dress-
ing.  It is a growing area of interest 
in sociology and for social gerontol-
ogy (Wolkowitz 2002).  Bodywork 
is an area where both gender and 
sexuality have great significance for 
both the person receiving care and 
the worker (Archibald 2002; Ward 
et al 2005). Twigg (2000) argues 
‘carework as a form of bodywork’ 
and suggests that it is  more often 
considered ‘women’s work’ because 
of a number of complex concerns 
relating to women being associated 
with their bodies and bodies are con-
nected to the domestic sphere as 
the site of caring work.  Certainly it 
is the case that most paid carework 
is undertaken by low paid, often mi-
grant women (Lee-Treweek 1998; 
Twigg 2000; Twigg et al 2011).  This 
leads to a complex set of power re-
lations when working with men liv-
ing in care including vulnerability for 
the person in receipt of care (Twigg 
2000), an experience that is chal-
lenging to hegemonic concepts of 
masculinity (Connell 1995; Gill et al 
2005).   
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Care settings for people with 
dementia are gendered spaces.  
There are twice as many women as 
men living in residential or nursing 
homes (Arber and Ginn 2005) and 
the majority of the formal care work-
force is also female (Lee-Treweek 
1998; Twigg 2011).  Yet despite this, 
there has been limited research un-
dertaken to explore gender relations 
in these places. R. Ward et al. argue 
that gender has a significant role to 
play in the experience of dementia 
care:

Differences of age, class, gender, 
‘race’ and culture structure so-
cial relations within care settings 
and are negotiated on a day-to-
day basis during the provision of 
care. When drawing upon proxy 
accounts of the conduct and ex-
periences of people with demen-
tia there is a need to recognize 
how such accounts are mediated 
by social difference (Ward et al 
2005, 56). 

Male shaving as a case example 
In my own doctoral study, I am 

carrying out an exploration of shav-
ing as a sensory experience that 
interlinks both an individual’s bodily 
self and gendered self.  There are 
great methodological challenges in 
how to investigate and understand 
someone else’s sensory experience 
(Pink 2012).  However, I wish to ar-
gue that in considering bodywork in 
these settings there is much to be 
gained from an investigation of shav-
ing routines.  G. B. Retallack consid-

ers shaving a ‘persistent and deeply 
rooted reflection of cultural norms 
and symbols’ (Retallack 1994, 4).  
Shaving holds significance in de-
mentia care because it is a complex 
task that may be affected early on 
in the onset of dementia and conse-
quently support may be required to 
help men undertake this grooming 
activity. More often as the condition 
progresses, shaving becomes no 
longer the private ritual undertaken 
by the individual but a ‘task’ under-
taken by a care worker incorporated 
into their daily routines.  Retallack 
argues that shaving is more than 
a grooming activity and that it is a 
‘culturally defined and refined pro-
cess entirely devoted to converting 
the biological “man” into the “social” 
man’ (Retallack 1999, 4).  Therefore 
the notion of being shaved by some-
one else (not out of choice) brings 
into play a complex set of power re-
lations that extend well beyond the 
simple completion of a care task.

Retallack argues that shaving 
is something performed by men 
that is linked to the very making of 
their masculinity (Retallack 1999).  
Therefore I would ask, if this task 
is no longer controlled by the men 
themselves in the midst of grow-
ing levels of dependency associ-
ated with receiving care, could it 
be experienced as a disintegration 
of their masculinity?  It is an activ-
ity where men become visible as 
men and hence often ‘other’ to a 
largely female workforce of carers.  
Furthermore, there are  possible is-
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sues relating to the intercorporeal 
and sensory experience of shaving 
as the sensitivity of skin and the use 
of different types of razors may lead 
to it being an uncomfortable or dis-
tressing experience, perhaps par-
ticularly so for men with dementia 
who may not fully apprehend what 
is being done to them or why. So by 
contrast to the exploration of touch 
and intimacy in Sandberg’s (2011) 
study of ageing masculinities, this is 
a sensory experience that may not 
be pleasurable.  This was substanti-
ated through interviews with health 
and social care staff carried out for 
this study.  Many of whom, like this 
care worker, described shaving as a 
difficult task:

…it [shaving] is very difficult.  I 
think you have to assess what 
kind of mood they are in.  Now it 
is easier to electric shave some-
body with dementia than it is to 
wet shave because the process is 
not as long if you like…. it’s a lot 
less invasive with somebody that 
doesn’t understand. 

However I wish to suggest it is 
also possible that these shaving 
struggles are related to something 
far deeper that is more fundamen-
tal to an embodied experience of 
masculinity.  The question that has 
arisen from my fieldwork is wheth-
er, in the context of dementia care, 
the experience of being shaved 
supports or affirms masculinity or 
whether a gendered sense of self 
is being undermined through such 

everyday appearance-related activi-
ties and the way they are appropri-
ated by the care regime? 

The following extract from my 
field-notes describes a once private 
ritual now being conducted by a 
member of care staff in a care home: 

Brigit puts a towel around Samu-
el’s front and shoulders and then 
sprays the foam which has a 
smooth texture, she rubs it across 
his face.  He has his eyes closed 
and his mouth is open.  …  I ask 
Samuel if he has always been 
clean shaven or if he has ever 
had a moustache or beard and he 
says “oh god no!”.  
Brigit begins to shave, she pulls 
the razor one way and then the 
other.  I ask Samuel if he has al-
ways had wet shaves rather than 
an electric razor and he says “oh 
yes”.  Brigit says she has never 
done a wet shave before and 
Samuel says “now you tell me!”  
Samuel says “don’t chop away” 
and Brigit says “ok I’m trying not 
to” and begins to pull the razor 
for longer sweeps.  Samuel has 
a frown on his face and I ask him 
if his skin is sensitive and he says 
“yes it is”.  For a short time I hear 
the scrapes of the razor across 
the skin and whiskers.  Brigit 
moves around Samuel’s face and 
he keeps his eyes shut.  She is 
on his chin and the strokes are 
shorter, Samuel seems to move 
his face with the razor pulling his 
mouth up to push out his chin.  It 
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is quite fast and Brigit says “I’ve 
done it”.  ….  I ask him how it is 
being shaved by someone else 
and he says “it depends on who 
does it, sometimes it’s chop chop 
chop”…  I ask him what having 
a shave is like and he says “hor-
rible, you want to get it out of the 
way quickly with as little discom-
fort as possible”.  Then he says 
“you often don’t have a lot of time 
before work and then away you 
go”. (29th October 2011 HC05 
field notes -all names have been 
altered).  

The above description is of an 
embodied sensory process with 
many references to the sensory ex-
perience.  Samuel describes the dis-
comfort of shaving ‘don’t chop away’ 
or ‘chop, chop, chop’.  However he 
is also able to biographically locate 
the experience of being shaved to 
a time of day and to a presentation 
of self as a working man when he 
states ‘you don’t often have a lot 
of time before work and then away 
you go’.   He also makes reference 
to a strong sense of his appear-
ance preferences regarding shav-
ing when he states clearly ‘God no!’ 
to the question of whether or not he 
had ever had a beard or moustache 
and to the type of shave he prefers, 
‘a wet shave’.

This extract illustrates the sen-
sory and bodily experiences of a 
man with dementia during an every-
day care practice.  The associations 
with his presentation of self relates 

to Retallacks’s (1999) link between 
shaving and the making of a ‘so-
cial’ man.  The extract presents an 
insight into the connection between 
shaving rituals and aspects of self 
of which masculinity is a significant 
part.  It is noteworthy that Samuel 
links the ritual to his identity as a 
(younger) working man, an aspect 
of self perhaps connected to sta-
tus within a hegemonic masculin-
ity (Connell 1995).   This is deeply 
relevant here amidst the gendered 
relations at play between the care 
worker and man with dementia and 
his new position of dependency.  

Conclusion
This snapshot illustrates the 

value of using an everyday care 
activity as a lens through which to 
explore gender relations and gen-
dered experiences in dementia 
care. Gendered experiences have 
been given scant consideration in 
dementia research and yet they are 
experiences worthy of much closer 
examination. Shaving is an every-
day activity, but it is also a symbol 
that locates a man culturally and 
socially.  It has been argued that 
people with dementia are deeply 
engaged with their bodies in their 
environment as their communica-
tion and other abilities diminish.  So 
what do the processes involved in 
this symbol of masculinity mean for 
men’s gendered identity? Does the 
replacement of the ability to car-
ry out this private ritual with a sce-
nario where individuals’ bodies are 
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worked upon by others negate their 
embodied gender identity? This is 
a question that I intend to pursue 
in my ongoing research. Dementia 
research must explore the every-
day to understand what experienc-
es for people with dementia are like. 
Examining how gender might shape 
these experiences is a vital compo-
nent of that research. 
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Within the history of French cin-
ema, the 1960s have often been 
viewed as a paragon of formal icon-
oclasm and sexual revolution, with 
stars like Brigitte Bardot and Anna 
Karina heralding the advent of a 
new conception of a female identity 
emancipated from the shackles of 
tradition and convention. Neverthe-
less, a number of theorists have re-
cently adopted a more critical stance 
towards the period, with Geneviève 
Sellier (2008) illustrating how many 
of the films exhibit an underlying 
misogyny that draws from Romanti-
cism in its masculine orientated nar-
ration. This snapshot will thus cast 
a retrospective and perhaps com-
paratively critical gaze over one of 
the defining films of this period, that 
is, Alain Resnais’s 1963 work Mu-

riel ou le temps d’un retour/Muriel or 
the Time of a Return, which remains 
insofar untouched by feminist criti-
cism (including Sellier’s own analy-
sis). Drawing from the work of Sellier 
alongside Laura Mulvey (1975) and 
Kristen Ross (1996), this snapshot 
will ultimately argue that that whilst 
the film destabilises traditional mas-
culine viewing patterns associated 
with hegemonic Hollywood cinema 
through formal technique (editing, 
framing and lighting), the film is nev-
ertheless highly conservative in its 
representations of women, portray-
ing its central female protagonist as 
a traumatised sign of national mal-
aise as opposed to an empowered, 
speaking subject.

The narrative itself dramatises 
the metropolitan lives of Hélène 

Questioning female subjectivity in 
Alain Resnais’s Muriel 
Mani Sharpe

This snapshot will analyse Alain Resnais’s 1963 film Muriel ou le temps 
d’un retour/Muriel or the Time of a Return, arguing that whilst decon-
structing masculine patterns of spectatorship associated with hege-
monic Hollywood cinema, the film nevertheless remains bound within 
normative notions of female identity, representing its central protago-
nist as a traumatised sign of national malaise as opposed to a speaking 
subject. 
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Aughain (Delphine Seyrig), a single 
widow, and her ex-lover Alphonse 
Noyard, who attempt to rekindle a 
previous romance during a volatile 
few weeks in the port-town of Bou-
logne-sur-Mer (located in Northern 
France). The film therefore begins 
with Alphonse’s arrival and intro-
duction to Hélène’s stepson, Ber-
nard. Bernard, like Alphonse, has 
just returned from his military duty 
in Algeria, and, although apparently 
preparing to marry his fiancée ‘Mu-
riel’ (to whom the viewer is at no 
point introduced), he remains at first 
uncommunicative and apparently 
disturbed by his experience in the 
colonies. Thus, in line with the sub-
title of the film, ‘the Time of a Re-
turn,’ the basic premise of the narra-
tive concerns the event of a return; 
for Hélène, in Alphonse, it signifies 
the return of an old love interest; for 
Bernard, it represents his recent re-
turn from his time spent in Algeria as 
a French soldier to the highly gen-
dered space of the family’s modern-
ist apartment. 

Deconstructing masculine view-
ing pleasure

In her article ‘Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema’ Laura Mul-
vey famously outlines the gendered 
structures that underpin hegemonic 
Hollywood cinema, describing how 
female protagonists are ‘coded for 
strong visual and erotic impact so 
that they can be said to connote to-
be-looked-at-ness’ (Mulvey 1975, 
837). Furthermore, Mulvey then 

describes how these patterns of 
representation function in order to 
satisfy the unconscious voyeuristic-
scopophilic desire of a heterosexual 
male spectator who is positioned as 
‘transcendental subject’ (Metz 1982, 
49), that is, in a position of scopic-
epistemological and gendered privi-
lege through the formal patterns of 
framing, editing and lighting. In Hol-
lywood cinema, women are thus 
frequently framed in mid-shots or 
close-ups, allowing a (masculine) 
spectator to scrutinise the profile of 
the female figure consistently rep-
resented in the centre of on-screen 
(rather than off-screen) space, 
whilst continuity editing acts in or-
der to construct an illusion of spatial 
coherence propagated through the 
perspectival space of Renaissance 
art and the ‘proscenium space’ of 
early cinema (Burch 1969, 11).  Fi-
nally, classical patterns of lighting 
are often used in order to bathe 
women in a quasi-spiritual (virginal) 
‘white glow,’ standing in direct con-
trast to representations of men, who 
are instead associated with dark-
ness, disorder and desire (Dyer 
1997, 87). In this way, the formal 
patterns of Hollywood cinema act 
both to reinforce a heteronormative 
conception of gendered relations 
and to ossify the gendered binaries 
inherent within patriarchal ideology, 
between an active, masculine spec-
tator and a passive, feminine on-
screen object. 

In direct counterpoint to the for-
mal patterns of Hollywood cinema, 
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Muriel instead draws from trends 
in oppositional (or ‘counterhege-
monic’) cinema, including the work 
of the Soviet director Sergei Eisen-
stein and the Japanese director Ya-
sujiro Ozu. This shift in formal ap-
proach (from realism to modernism) 
is perhaps crystallised in the open-
ing scene of the film, establishing an 
aesthetic paradigm frequently used 
from this point onwards. Set within 
the domestic confines of Hélène’s 
apartment ―which functions simul-
taneously as a showroom and living 
quarters― it dramatises an interac-
tion between Hélène (who we are 
later told is an antiques dealer) and 
a female customer, who enquires 
about buying a ‘chest of drawers’ and 
a ‘Swedish teak table.’ Neverthe-
less, in place of a medium or close-
up shot of either of the women’s 
faces, punctuated by invisible and 
infrequent match cuts and bathed 
in a translucent glow as within the 
classical Hollywood system, the two 
women remain largely within the 
obscure realm of off-screen space. 
Instead, Resnais visualises a diz-
zyingly close montage of domestic 
items located inside the apartment, 
whilst brief multiperspectival shots 
of the women preclude the potential 
for a (masculine) viewing pleasure 
based upon an eroticised female 
image. Furthermore, the use of 
harsh colours can be seen to privi-
lege verisimilitude over a reified and 
abstract notion of feminine identity, 
dispelling the myth of virginity as-
sociated with the body of the arche-

typal Hollywood star. Crucially, the 
whole conversation lasts no more 
than thirty seconds, although com-
prises of over twenty-three cuts (fig-
ures 1-4). During this scene, rather 
than eroticised objects to be seen 
(as in Hollywood cinema), women 
are thus represented as fragmented 
parts of an undisclosed whole. This 
interpretation of the film thus begs 
the question― can Resnais’s narra-
tive be considered first and foremost 
a feminist piece of cinema simply 
through its formal patterns?

Figure 1

Figure 2
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Figures 1-4: Hélène (above) and 
her customer (below) discuss 
a purchase in the initial, highly 
disorientating scene (images 
courtesy of Eureka Entertain-
ment Ltd).

Hélène as a sign of a national 
trauma

This snapshot has insofar argued 
that Resnais’s film potentially repre-
sents a feminist piece of filmmaking 
in that it destabilises masculine pat-
terns of spectatorship associated 
with hegemonic Hollywood cinema. 
Nevertheless, another interpreta-
tion of the narrative is also possible, 
both in relation to Hélène’s behav-
ioural qualities and her semiotic val-
ue within the film. As numerous the-
orists have illustrated, many of the 

Figure 3

Figure 4

characters in the film display signs 
of pathological behaviour, from Ber-
nard’s Lazarian tendencies (Armes 
1985, 115) to Alphonse’s bad faith 
and his mistress Françoise’s fre-
quent bouts of narcissism and ego-
centrism. Yet it is undoubtedly Hé-
lène who appears most affected by 
patterns of behaviour that I will now 
argue find their origins simultane-
ously within Resnais’s longstanding 
interest in psychoanalysis and con-
temporaneous trends in post-war 
European cinema.

Appearing at points anxious, 
nostalgic, unpredictable, capri-
cious, depressed, forgetful, erratic 
and neurotic, Hélène’s behaviour 
in the film certainly bears witness 
to the presence of an underlying 
psychic disturbance, although the 
origins (physical or mental) and/or 
perpetrators(s) of this disturbance 
are at no point made explicit. Yet it 
is perhaps precisely this absence of 
origin that is most revealing about 
Hélène’s symptoms, which certain 
theorists have loosely associated 
with the trauma victim (Greene 
1999, Wilson 2006). The phenom-
enon of trauma has been involved 
in a long and complex history in 
psychoanalytic thought. In particu-
lar, the French neurologist Jean-
Martin Charcot originally claimed 
that psychological trauma was the 
cause of the mental illness known 
as hysteria, a predominantly female 
malady (Showalter 1987), resulting 
in a tendency towards neurosis (de-
lusional or hallucinatory behaviour) 
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and mythomania (compulsive lying). 
These two symptoms are both clear-
ly applicable to Hélène’s character 
and symptomatic of a wider trend in 
patriarchal discourse which equates 
‘female sexual pleasure with death 
in the archetype of the hysterical 
woman’ (Austin 2008, 64). On the 
other hand, Hélène does not display 
the most prominent symptoms as-
sociated with hysteria, that is, spo-
radic attacks of physical contortion, 
posturing and paralysis termed arc-
de-cercle by the psychoanalysts of 
the period due to the arched trajec-
tory of the (mostly female) subjects. 
Rather, Hélène’s behaviour sub-
scribes to a comparatively contem-
porary conception of trauma, that 
is, the possession of a repressed 
memory relived repeatedly in the 
present through nightmarish visions 
and fragmented episodes (see 
Caruth 1995). Hélène is thus fre-
quently dramatised as disorientated 
between bouts of amnesia and an-
amnesis, at one point pictured lying 
on a divan sofa, eyes closed, whilst 
a male protagonist stands behind 
her― a particularly potent reference 
to Freud’s famous blind ‘talking 
cure method’ of curing psychologi-
cal disturbances (figures 5 and 6). 
Furthermore, Resnais’s interest in 
psychoanalysis is also evident in his 
previous film Last Year in Marien-
bad (1961), which casts the central 
female character (again played by 
Delphine Seyrig) as ‘a patient under 
psychoanalysis circling but denying 
some hidden event’ (Prouse 1983, 

30). In both films, I would thus ar-
gue that the central female protago-
nist emerges as a suffering, largely 
silent, and above all, passive victim 
of trauma.   

Nevertheless, the question re-
mains: what exactly is the origin of 
Hélène’s trauma? This question can 
be approached in two ways. On the 
one hand, the spectator can inter-
pret Hélène’s pathological behav-
iour as a result of a private trauma, 
perhaps triggered by a past event or 
person within the diegesis (although 

Figure 5

Figure 6

Figures 5 and 6: Hélène as a 
sign of national trauma (images 
courtesy of Eureka Entertain-
ment Ltd).
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located in off-screen space). In par-
ticular, frequent, although indirect 
references are made within the film 
to Alphonse’s potentially abusive 
tendencies, one scene focusing 
ominously upon his hand gripping 
forcefully around Hélène’s wrist, be-
fore cutting to an imposing modern-
ist monolith― a phallic symbol argu-
ably indicative of (off-screen) sexual 
abuse. Yet another, potentially more 
persuasive reading of the narrative 
is also possible, especially if the fig-
ure of Hélène’s semiotic― or, more 
precisely― synecdochic value is 
considered in relation to the socio-
political and historic context that 
frames the film. In particular, as Kris-
ten Ross (1995) has argued,1960s 
French society was positioned at a 
somewhat fragile juncture, between 
the end of the bloody Algerian War 
of Independence (1954-1962) and 
a dizzying period of modernization, 
producing a sense of ‘emotional 
and spiritual isolation’ (Betz 2009, 
95) and ‘alienation’ (Sellier 2008, 
149) within ‘a traumatised nation’ 
(Greene 1999, 105).  In light of this 
contextualisation, is it not therefore 
possible that the figure of Hélène 
thus functions synecdochically for 
post-colonial France? This inter-
pretation of the film is supported by 
Valerie Orpen’s claim that ‘the late 
1950s and early 1960s seemed to 
be a time in film when female char-
acters were an excellent means of 
conveying a general post-war soci-
etal malaise […] adrift in society and 
detached from their environment 

(Orpen 2007, 60).

Conclusion 
In conclusion, this snapshot has 

illustrated how Muriel can be seen 
as ambivalent and contradictory in 
its representation of female iden-
tity. Thus, whilst the formal patterns 
used by Resnais can certainly be 
interpreted as a critique of the mas-
culine spectatorship associated with 
hegemonic Hollywood cinema, the 
film nevertheless subscribes closely 
to patriarchal codes; depicting its 
central female character as a silent 
and passive sign of a traumatised 
nation rather than a speaking sub-
ject. 
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Name changing remains the 
norm for British women when they 
marry: a European-wide study con-
ducted in 2001 found that 94% of 
British women changed names and 
that 71% of Britons thought this 
was the best option (Valetas 2001).  
Names are a way of organising 
people within a bureaucratic world, 
but also a way of organising people 
into groups within our own minds 
based on societal norms and as-
sumptions.  In this way last names 
can have connotations of class, eth-
nic background, religion, nationality, 
place, and so on, and are important 
markers of identity, social structure, 
and social relations.  They link us 
into the present, marking out our 
immediate family group or those we 

are meant to look to for care, as well 
as linking us into a past via ideas of 
lineage and family tree.  They col-
lect together facets of identity under 
one symbol, masking often ongo-
ing work at maintaining a coherent 
identity.  Women in all four coun-
tries of the United Kingdom have 
been expected to change names 
on marriage since at least the nine-
teenth century thus marking out the 
unequal relationship between hus-
bands and wives and the relations 
of care and protection expected to 
exist within this relationship.

The aim of my wider research is 
to look at name changing and name 
retaining on marriage, divorce, and 
widowhood within the British con-
text and see how these practices 

Women, marriage and selfhood – why 
change names?
Rachel Thwaites

The aim of this snapshot is to consider name changing in Britain and 
what reasons women give for doing so.  Name changing on marriage, 
in particular, is a highly gendered phenomenon as women are the ones 
usually expected to make the change; name changing remains the 
norm within Britain and there is a social expectation that women will 
conform to this norm.  Here I will use the testimony of a small number 
of participants from my wider study on women, naming practices, and 
selfhood to look at four reasons they give for changing names: love, 
‘oneness’, tradition, and societal expectations.

Keywords: Gendered Identity, Marriage, Naming Practices
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impact upon a woman’s sense of 
(gendered) identity. The study uses 
mixed methods, albeit with the qual-
itative element dominating.  I con-
ducted a closed and open question 
survey in which 120 women initially 
showed interest and 102 valid re-
sponses were returned from women 
who can be generally described as 
English and Scottish (thus I focus on 
Scottish and English naming prac-
tices only), with 75 ‘name changers’ 
and 27 ‘name retainers’.  Within this 
snapshot I intend to outline four rea-
sons given to me by participants for 
changing names: love, ‘oneness’, 
tradition, and social messages, as 
well as the importance of exploring 
such taken-for-granted practices.

Love
Within my research, women dis-

cussed name changing in terms of 
showing love and commitment to-
wards their husband and their mar-
riage, for example, ‘I love my hus-
band and am happy to have his 
name’ (P47) and ‘[Name changing 
was] a sign of commitment to my 
husband and marriage’ (P68).  The 
public and obvious symbols of love, 
of which name changing is one, 
were to be taken on by women, and 
participants rarely questioned this 
idea.  It can be seen that ingrained 
within the heterosexual love rela-
tionship is a patriarchal element 
of women giving up a part of their 
personhood for men.  This unequal 
action is masked by the word ‘love’ 
and hence this kind of sacrifice is 

usually not noted, or is naturalised.  
Love is therefore not an egalitarian 
emotion, as it is often taken to be 
(May 2011).  As Arlie Russell Hoch-
schild has said, women work to 
do the ‘emotion work’ (Hochschild 
2003, 165) of marriage, as well as 
what I would like to call ‘conspicu-
ous commitment’ through name 
changing.  In this way, the ‘affirming, 
enhancing, and celebrating’ of men 
rather than women which Hoch-
schild describes in her work (2003, 
165), requires women to deny their 
own self while affirming his (through 
using his name and getting rid of her 
own), enhancing his sense of self-
hood as a husband with a (symboli-
cally at least) dependent wife, and 
celebrating his selfhood by using 
his name and adding a link to his 
lineage and family tree, rather than 
her own.  In doing so she ‘conspicu-
ously commits’ by moving away 
from her own family (symbolically), 
becoming a part of his family, and 
continuing that line.  She must, as 
part of her gendered love work think 
carefully about the feelings of others 
when she comes to marry: changing 
her name is a symbol of love and 
commitment, and a way of ensuring 
her husband and his family feel val-
ued and deferred to over her own.

‘Oneness’
Oneness is connected with love, 

in that participants felt that they be-
come a ‘unit’ or a ‘team’ with their 
husband on marriage and through 
name changing.  They wish to share 



 105 GJSS Vol 9, Issue 3

everything with their partners and 
make the boundaries of selfhood 
less distinct: ‘[Sharing a name is] 
part of the process of accepting that 
you are part of a unit and working to-
gether with someone else towards a 
joint future’ (P82).   This wish extends 
further to any (future) children: par-
ticipants spoke of feeling a sense of 
pulling together as a family against 
the world and of children feeling 
secure knowing they belonged and 
had clear roots.  The feeling of be-
longing was strong within these dis-
cussions.  The ontological security 
engendered through the relational 
acts of love and marriage, and the 
symbolic act of name changing and 
sharing, brought peace and happi-
ness to many participants.  They felt 
‘at home’ (May 2011, 7).  

Love and ‘oneness’ have obvi-
ous connections: they are rela-
tional in a supposedly individualis-
tic age.  Ulrich Beck and Elizabeth 
Beck-Gernsheim have argued that 
women are in an in-between posi-
tion between individualism and rela-
tionality (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
2010, 56) and, when considering 
marriage and name changing, this 
would appear to be correct.  Women 
continue to think largely in relational 
terms of what would be best for their 
partner, family members and (possi-
ble) children, often over and above 
themselves and their own feelings.  
Women also situated themselves 
within a wider society, the part they 
play within that, and would go on to 
play as wives; the following two sec-

tions look at this wider social role.

Tradition
The idea of keeping a lineage 

alive in a traditional way was ob-
served by name changing partici-
pants as a positive thing: they were 
happy to continue, and share in, 
their husband’s line.  They referred 
to this action as fitting in with tradi-
tion: ‘all part of the tradition’ (P55).  
Such accounts ground women in 
a wider history and connect them 
with a past and future lineage.  The 
‘tradition’ of name changing is actu-
ally rather different in the four coun-
tries of the UK: for example, Scot-
tish women did not lawfully change 
names, keeping and using their own 
(or both) until the nineteenth century 
(Barclay 2011: 98); English women, 
on the other hand, have changed 
names for centuries (Erickson 2005, 
11).  However, tradition was an idea 
used by participants wherever they 
came from, confirming that today’s 
‘traditions’ come in the main from 
nineteenth-century ideas when vari-
ous traditions were invented (see 
Hobsbawm 1987), and naming 
practices became homogenised.  
Participants who had changed 
names often observed that, at least 
on the point of marrying, they were 
not very controversial people – they 
themselves were ‘traditional’ - and 
to not change names would have 
been unexpected behaviour: ‘I am 
traditional in my belief that the wom-
an should take her husband’s name’ 
(P64).  In this way we can see the 
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messages of society beginning to 
explicitly creep in to women’s ac-
counts, highlighting what is accept-
able and unacceptable.

Social Messages
Here I will discuss only the so-

cial messages explicitly mentioned 
by name changers in my research.  
Reflecting on their decision, some 
name changers questioned the 
need to adapt their identity on mar-
riage and that this might imply a 
social acceptance that they are 
less important than their husband.  
Wendy Langford has noted women 
feel they are lesser than men and 
use marriage and love as a means 
to boost self-esteem and status 
(Langford 1999).  I would argue that 
Langford’s findings can be applied 
to name changing, with the name 
symbolising a woman’s new ac-
cess to her husband’s (male) pres-
tige.  A small number of participants 
mentioned wishing for this sta-
tus through marriage and becom-
ing clearly someone’s wife, via the 
name change: ‘[I] wanted to be mar-
ried and have the status of a married 
woman’ (P61).  Significantly though, 
participants were often shown they 
had achieved a different status via 
the reactions of other people, for 
example, perceiving they received 
more respect at work.  

Further to this, women were of-
ten explicitly told by family, friends, 
and their partners, that not changing 
names would be a snub to the hus-
band-to-be and his family.  Women 

were expected to put these feelings 
first when it came to making a deci-
sion about their name.  A man was 
quite able to refuse to change his 
name and yet insist his wife did so 
for the sake of their ‘unitedness’.  
The gendered nature of naming be-
comes clear in this action: women 
are required to think about the feel-
ings of others and give up this sym-
bol of their selfhood, while men are 
allowed to retain this symbol of self-
hood and to think of themselves as 
the autonomous ‘head’ of the family.  
The reaction of husband’s to wives 
who did not want to change names 
shows the emotive and integral part 
names play in both masculine and 
feminine identity.  For example:

He wanted us to share, but 
wouldn’t take my name....  He also 
said children would be affected... I 
was disrespecting his family, and 
that my mum had been proud to 
change so I should be too, which 
is not true. ...  He didn’t take my 
suggestion to change to my name 
seriously. (P8)

The patriarchal context of name 
changing, both historically and in the 
present day (see Pateman 1988), 
means that there remains a social 
element of status inequality with 
women having to adapt and change 
their selfhoods in a way men do not.

These four reasons given by 
name changers show the many 
complex and overlapping trains 
of thought that are a part of name 
changing - some more conscious 
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than others - and how much work 
women do in situating themselves 
in a relational manner within family 
and wider society, considering what 
will and what will not be acceptable 
to others, often even before them-
selves. 

Conclusion: The (Un)Imaginable
To conclude I wish to reflect brief-

ly on the importance of studying tak-
en-for-granted practices.  As Jenny 
Hockey, Angela Meah, and Victoria 
Robinson argue in their study on het-
erosexuality, dominant categories 
are often not named and are there-
fore more recent objects of study 
(Hockey et al 2007, 1).  It is hard to 
‘see’ these categories because they 
are taken to be the norm: white-
ness, heterosexuality, able-bodied-
ness.  In my study, name chang-
ing is the norm.  Participants could 
find the reasons for name chang-
ing hard to articulate, for example: 
‘I just changed my name because 
I was getting married!’ (P4).  Citing 
tradition and history become useful 
in dealing with this lack of language 
– they are commonly accepted nar-
ratives for explaining name chang-
ing and do not require the woman 
to ask too deeply of herself about 
her personal situation - but prob-
ing questions were required to force 
some participants to really consider 
their decision for the first time. 

The articulation of accepted 
norms and their justifications is hard 
work and is meant to be so: the 
power behind such taken-for-grant-

ed practices is usually strong.  Re-
lations of power in patriarchy place 
women at a disadvantage in being 
able to demand to keep their names 
for their sense of self.  Their sense 
of self is considered less important 
than that of men’s because they are 
women, and as such they are in a 
disadvantaged power position with-
in society (Hochschild  2003, 162).  
What is and is not imaginable is 
therefore very important and atten-
tion should be paid to such practic-
es to understand their social impor-
tance.  In my wider study I hope to 
address the norm of name changing 
and the gendered power imbalance 
involved in it to consider how gen-
dered selfhoods are being created 
through this practice.  As well as this 
I will focus on the smaller group of 
women – smaller both in my study 
and in society at large - who retain 
their original name, and I will con-
sider what this means for these 
women as individuals, as well as 
for gendered societal structures.  In 
this way, another taken-for-granted 
practice will be opened up to study, 
and the gendered everyday realities 
of our lives explored.

References
Barclay, Katie. 2011. Love, Intimacy 

and Power: Marriage and Patri-
archy in Scotland, 1650 – 1850. 
Manchester: Manchester Univer-
sity Press.

Beck, Ulrich and Elizabeth Beck-Gern-
sheim. 2010. Individualization. 



Thwaites: Women, marriage and selfhood      108

London: Sage.

Erickson, Amy Louise. 2005. The Mari-
tal Economy in Comparative Per-
spective. In Maria Ǻgren and Amy 
Louise Erickson eds. The Marital 
Economy in Scandinavia and Brit-
ain 1400 – 1900. Aldershot: Ash-
gate, 2005: 3 - 20

Hobsbawm, Eric. 1987. Mass-Pro-
ducing Traditions: Europe, 1870 
– 1914. In E. Hobsbawm and T. 
Ranger ed. The Invention of Tradi-
tion. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press: 263- 307.

Hochschild, Arlie Russell. 2003. The 
Managed Heart. Berkeley, Califor-
nia: University of California Press.

Hockey, Jenny, Angela Meah, and Vic-
toria Robinson. 2007. Mundane 
Heterosexualities. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave.

Langford, Wendy. 1999. Revolutions of 
the Heart: Gender, Power and the 
Delusions of Love. London: Rout-
ledge.

May, Simon. 2011. Love: A History. New 
Haven: Yale University Press.

Pateman, Carole. 1988. The Sexual 
Contract. Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press.

Valetas, Marie-France. 2001. The Sur-
name of Married Women in the 
European Union. Population and 
Sociétés 367: 1-4.



Graduate Journal of Social Science November 2012, Vol. 9, Issue 3
© 2012 by Graduate Journal of Social Science. All Rights Reserved. ISSN: 1572-3763

Whilst this supplementary edi-
tion of the GJSS has focussed in 
large part on the contributions that 
post-graduate students are mak-
ing to events and debates taking 
place in North East institutions and 
to the field of Gender Studies more 
generally, this culminating snap-
shot explores the on-going work 
of six academic researchers from 
across the region.  The snapshot is 
compiled of selected extracts from 
these researchers’ responses to an 
informal questionnaire.  The ques-
tions given were designed to elicit 
discussion about the significance 
of researching ‘gendered subjects’ 
in the contemporary moment, and 
these six academics provide a valu-
able insight into current research on 
women, feminism, men and mascu-
linities.   

Reflecting on contemporary re-
search in Gender Studies, which 
topics do you deem most im-
portant and relevant to current 
times, and which topics excite 
you the most?

Professor Griffin: There are 
enormous amounts of gender re-
search going on which in itself is 
both exciting and satisfying, espe-
cially for someone who started her 
career when research in this area 
was limited. Work on human-non-
human and human-material inter-
actions continues to interest me, as 
does research around technologies 
(in their myriad forms) and gender.  I 
think there is a real need for a new 
feminist economics that reinvents 
how we think about ‘growth’.  There 
is also need for further research into 
the brutalisation of everyday cul-
ture, and around questions of social 
interactions/structures as functions 
of change in the material and tech-
nological world.

Dr Carroll: I am currently working 
on a paper about representations 
of disability in relation to reproduc-
tive sexuality.  I think that disability 
studies, and the medical humanities 
more broadly, is a very interesting 
field and set to become a crucial 
one in the near future. Its relation-
ship with feminism is fascinating and 

Gender Studies: an academic insight
Compiled by Amy Burns and Clare Wiper 

Contributions from Dr Rachel Carroll (Teesside University), Professor Ga-
briele Griffin (University of York), Dr Tracey Jensen (Newcastle University), 
Dr Ruth Lewis (Northumbria University), Dr Julie Scanlon (Northumbria Uni-
versity) and Dr Angela Smith (Sunderland University).  
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deserving of special attention. I’m 
also very interested in transgender 
studies – this reflects my broader 
interest in frameworks which ques-
tion conventional categories of sex 
and sexuality and which in some 
ways challenge the foundations of 
second-wave feminism.  It is also 
a good antidote to the preoccupa-
tion with normative femininity which 
seems to define much work around 
postfeminism.

Dr Jensen: The gender research 
which excites me the most is that 
which takes gender as but one axis 
of difference and which attends to 
the intersections between gender 
and social class, race, ablebodied-
ness, sexuality, and other forms of 
privilege and oppression. The pow-
er of this intersectional gender re-
search is that it uses gender theory 
as a tool to dismantle the broader, 
complex, knotty webs and networks 
of multiple injustices and oppres-
sions. The challenge is to take this 
difficult research into the broader 
world and show how gender, far 
from being an out-dated, irrelevant 
or niche issue, constitutes a potent 
starting point for disrupting and in-
terrupting the coagulations of mul-
tiple forms of power.

Dr Lewis: Developments in femi-
nist theory excite and dismay me. I 
worry that academic feminism is – 
or is seen to be – too far removed 
from critiques of the gender order in 
people’s lived realities. If academic 
feminism isn’t useful for activists, 
commentators, those challenging 

gender norms and gendered op-
pression, then it loses its value. A 
real strength of the history of femi-
nism is of the dynamic engage-
ments between feminists inside and 
outside the academy. I fear that re-
cent feminist theory, and especially 
that which has got lost in postmod-
ernist post-structuralist mazes, has 
caused a rift between academics 
and activists, which we should seek 
to mend. 

Dr Scanlon: Recently I’ve been 
interested in work that reflects ex-
plicitly upon what we do and how 
we do it when we write criticism 
from feminist perspectives.  This 
reflection at a meta-level helps me 
to think about my own work as part 
of a collective endeavour. I’m par-
ticularly engaged by work that ad-
dresses the operations of gender in 
relation to emerging trends, cultural 
phenomena and new media.

Dr Smith: The changes in femi-
nism over the course of the last 100 
years have only relatively recently 
come to influence performances of 
masculinity and as such, research 
into the dynamics of this is still de-
veloping.  For example, certain 
strands of postfeminism (such as 
is personified by the ‘ladette’) have 
been seen by some feminists as 
being masculinity getting its own 
way with the compliance of women. 
Conversely, it has increasingly been 
seen as being an important part of 
a male politician’s public persona to 
be a ‘family man’ who can appeal to 
female voters through his apparent 
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agreement with the aims of femi-
nism. 

In the context of the current fi-
nancial crisis - in which women 
are disproportionately disadvan-
taged - and in light of the chal-
lenges faced by postfeminism 
and anti-feminist sentiments, 
there appears to be a renewed 
commitment to feminism both 
within and outside the academy 
in recent years.  What do you 
think has caused this resurgence 
of feminism? Where do you hope 
this renewed interest in feminism 
will take us?

Dr Carroll: From my experience 
of teaching university students over 
the years I don’t think feminism has 
ever gone away, as I have always 
found students receptive and enthu-
siastic (both male and female). The 
consciousness-raising and activist 
groups of the second-wave seem 
to have become defining models for 
our idea of what activism is, which 
I think is misleading and perhaps a 
generational blind-spot. The renew-
al of forms of activism which rely on 
collectivity and symbolic gestures in 
the public sphere is very interesting 
and can be put in a broader context 
of new social movements. I don’t 
subscribe to the view that young 
women are not political or feminist 
and I think the feminism of many 
young men is also worth noting and 
celebrating.  

Professor Griffin: I would love 
a renewed interest in feminism, if it 

exists (although I’m not entirely sure 
of this), to lead to strong interven-
tions in the areas that threaten our 
existence at present – of which there 
are many, from the preservation and 
just distribution of resources to the 
re-thinking of how we imagine the 
future.  Feminist organising remains 
fragmented and often hidden or low-
key; it would be great to see much 
stronger public feminist presences 
again.

Dr Jensen: Although I do some-
times despair at the way gender re-
search and feminism continues to 
be (mis)represented in mainstream 
media, I am encouraged by the re-
surgence of interest from young 
women and men in feminism, which 
I saw at its most creative and angry 
peak in the exhilarating Slutwalks 
of 2011. The absolute centrality of 
gender to current anti-cuts move-
ments, which have powerfully doc-
umented the gendered impacts of 
government austerity projects, are 
similarly encouraging. These events 
and movements seem to me to con-
stitute something of a light-bulb mo-
ment for a lot of sex-positive and/or 
socialist-minded people who spoke 
of recognising (in some cases for 
the first time) the damages and 
toxicity of gender tyranny and gen-
dered economic injustices. I am also 
hugely optimistic about the ways 
that gender researchers, activists 
and writers have made new oppor-
tunities in online discussion envi-
ronments, forums, blogs, fanzines, 
journals, digital media spaces and 
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archives. These are great places to 
publish research and develop public 
conversations.

Dr Smith: Following the ‘suc-
cesses’ of second-wave feminism, 
the feminist movement rather lost 
its way and fragmented into special 
interest factions. By the 1990s, the 
dream of equality had been realised 
in some ways but the ‘having it all’ 
agenda was proving impossible. 
The Labour government from 1997 
onwards raised ‘women’s issues’ as 
an institutionally relevant issue with 
a ‘minister for women’ being ap-
pointed and various pieces of legis-
lation passed by Labour raising the 
issue of families and fatherhood too.  
Therefore gender was already insti-
tutionally high profile when the Co-
alition came along in 2010 and start-
ed to dismantle the legislation aimed 
at encouraging equal parenting, and 
then at demolishing the public sec-
tor which traditionally has a high 
number of female employees. So, in 
Britain, issues of gender have resur-
faced as political, and international 
issues of feminism in its wider con-
text - such as the ‘Slutwalks’– have 
gained momentum.  The rights won 
by the mothers and grandmothers 
of today’s young women were taken 
for granted, but are now being seen 
as being under threat and the more 
aware of today’s young women are 
starting to wake up to this.

Dr Scanlon: I hope this resur-
gence will result in some good, old-
fashioned consciousness-raising.  
The majority of students I teach tend 

not to see the relevance of feminism 
to them or to today’s world at all. 
The more commitment and visibility 
there is, both within and beyond the 
academy, the more it will hopefully 
enable them to reflect. I have been 
invigorated by seeing young people 
in the North East recently take up 
the fight and organise events and 
actions.  This gives me hope that 
gender inequality has moved back 
up the agenda, where it belongs.

What are your thoughts on the 
development of research into 
men and masculinities? How 
does this feed into your research 
or your thoughts on wider gender 
issues?

Professor Griffin: Far too few 
men are engaged in research on 
masculinity, particularly critical mas-
culinity. We live in an age of a new 
conservatism in which very conven-
tional hetero-masculinity remains 
absolutely dominant. This must be a 
real concern for feminists.

Dr Carroll: I think the investiga-
tion of masculinity is absolutely es-
sential but I find that some of the 
work badged as ‘masculinity stud-
ies’ is quite poor – although the 
same can be said of some work fly-
ing under the feminist flag of course.  
I think masculinity in all its forms 
needs to be theorised much more 
rigorously and the category of ‘men’ 
interrogated, especially in relation to 
race and sexuality – but I would see 
all work on sex, gender and sexu-
ality as belonging to one spectrum.  
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For me however, queer theory is the 
more essential reference point.

Dr Lewis: I am rather ambivalent. 
I worry about research about men 
and masculinity that doesn’t ad-
dress power and the ways in which 
men and patriarchy have exerted 
power at women’s cost. Research 
that simply reflects on the state of 
masculinity or the experience of 
men, without setting it in the wider 
political context is not part of the 
feminist project, in my view. There 
does seem to be a trend amongst 
students to engage with research 
about masculinity/men in a non-po-
litical way, which is a worrying de-
velopment as it ignores the valuable 
history of feminist thought. 

Why is the interdisciplinary study 
of gender important or signifi-
cant?

Dr Carroll: I think it is essential 
given that the frameworks which we 
use in gender and sexuality studies 
are not discipline specific – some of 
my most important reference points 
have come from books published 
within the social sciences field.

Professor Griffin: Gender as 
an identity category (however con-
tested on both counts) is a category 
of enquiry (as much as a lived ex-
perience or a performance) that is 
not bound by discipline and in its 
complexity and articulation requires 
inter-, multi- and trans-disciplinary 
engagement.  ‘Interdisciplinary’ 
and ‘collaboration’ have become 
research mantras in our age, and 

for very good reasons. Knowledge 
boundaries shift as knowledge 
changes and this also goes for 
knowledge about gender. Hanging 
on to discipline too tightly always 
strikes me as a sign of anxiety since 
it closes down avenues of under-
standing.

Dr Jensen: The debates around 
gender ‘as a discipline’ are complex: 
on the one hand gender should be 
present everywhere throughout the 
academy since it is absolutely funda-
mental to how our world is shaped, 
textured and experienced.  On the 
other hand, being the academic 
who ‘does’ gender (or even the de-
partment that ‘does gender’) often 
permits others to defer all gendered 
questions to you. So should gender 
researchers be arguing for specific 
spaces and centres for the study 
of gender, or for gender research 
to be everywhere? My instinct is 
to argue for the latter; to take gen-
der research on the road, to make 
gendered interruptions, and to be, if 
necessary, the ‘killjoy feminist’. I am 
fortunate enough to be in a depart-
ment which does take gender seri-
ously and which does not impose 
responsibility for that upon female 
colleagues.

Dr Lewis: Gender doesn’t hap-
pen within disciplinary boundaries! 
The disciplines are useful and valu-
able in terms of their approaches 
to developing knowledge (for ex-
ample in conventions about con-
ceptualising problematics, method-
ologies and developing theoretical 
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approaches) but can create limits 
or boundaries to the further devel-
opment of knowledge. The topic – 
gender – is more important than the 
discipline. 

Dr Smith: ‘Gender Studies’ is 
inherently interdisciplinary, with in-
teresting research being carried 
out in media studies, cultural stud-
ies, sociology, literature, linguistics, 
education, psychology, and so on.  
It would be virtually impossible to 
carry out any sort of study of gen-
der without drawing on the work of 
other disciplines to provide a more 
rounded argument.

What role do postgraduate re-
searchers play in the field of Gen-
der Studies?

Professor Griffin: It is impres-
sive to see how much organis-
ing there is among post-graduate 
students in relation to research - 
though this is, of course, also driven 
by the current neoliberal academic 
climate with its impossible demands 
on post-graduate researchers and 
its accountability culture.

Dr Smith: Post-graduates can 
offer new and exciting approaches 
to academic study.  Several of the 
books Dr Claire Nally and I are com-
missioning for the I.B. Tauris series 
are by doctoral students whose 
studies are bringing innovative ap-
proaches to gender to bear.

Dr Lewis: They are the future 
of the endeavour so are vital. Their 
involvement in not only their own 

studies, but also wider activities in 
the field, like this supplementary is-
sue on the theme ‘Gendered Sub-
jects’, is essential to keep Gender 
Studies alive. 

This special edition of GJSS has a 
focus on current research within 
North East institutions – what are 
your feelings on our highlighting 
this?

Dr Carroll: I know there is a lot 
of very interesting work going on in 
universities in this region but I don’t 
really have an overview of it – so it’s 
great that this issue can provide this!

Dr Scanlon: Thanks for doing it is 
perhaps the first thought! There is a 
lot going on in terms of gender in the 
North East and this kind of pooling 
together should happen more often.  
It helps to keep us on the map, geo-
graphically and conceptually – and 
it helps to keep us informed about 
just what is going on across the dif-
ferent institutions.  

Dr Smith: There is a lot of re-
search into gender going on across 
universities in the North East, as 
there is nationally and international-
ly. This field is highly interdisciplinary 
which means that not all research-
ers will be clearly identified, so your 
special edition will bring together in 
one place information about what is 
going on regionally for the first time. 
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Please use the following links to 
view the academic profiles for 
each of these individuals:

Dr Carroll: http://www.tees.ac.uk/
schools/sam/staff_profile_details.
cfm?staffprofileid=U0011005

Professor Griffin: https://www.
york.ac.uk/inst/cws/staff/gabrieleg-
riffin.htm 

Dr Jensen: http://www.ncl.ac.uk/
sacs/staff/profile/tracey.jensen 

Dr Lewis: http://www.northum-
bria.ac.uk/sd/academic/sass/about/
socscience/deptstaff/lewis/ 

Dr Scanlon: http://www.northum-
bria.ac.uk/sd/academic/sass/about/
humanit ies/engl ishhome/staff /
englitstaff/j_scanlon/ 

Dr Smith: http://www.sunderland.
ac.uk/faculties/es/ourfaculty/staff/
culture/angelasmith/ 
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