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Cultures of femininity: Romance Revisited

Why do“most'young working class women mové into a narrow raﬁge of low paid,
low status 'women's' jobs - when they can get work? Why do the majority of young
women in contemporary Britain get married before they are 25? (Leonard, 1980).

I am concerned with these questions from a femiﬁisf commitment to change, and in
this paper I want to consider ways of understanding young women's pdgitioh*from a
- cultural perspective.(l) Ihié will involve taking another look af ‘romance' in
relation to dominant ideologiéé'of adolescent femininity, and to young women's

experiences and feminine cultures of-'leisure; and the schoolo(z)

I want to begin with a brief consideraﬁion of sexism and racism in social
science and cultural studies. There have been a number of feminist critiques of
work in the sociology of youth and of education, in relation.to its minimal consider-
ation of the pogition of girls and women (e.g. Deemn, 1978; Spender and Sarah, 1980;
McRobbié and Garber, 1975). Feminist critigques of YOuth‘subpultures work have dis-
cussed the prevalent 'male left identification with young male working'blass youth
groups' (McRobbie, 1980, p.40). This identification has algo been racist
and white male researchers have tended to reproduce without‘quegfion their white

'subjects' views of girls and women.

Dick Hebdige (1979) has pointed out }he neglect of 'race' and racism in
youth éﬁbcultures work, although he seeméiﬁnaware of the 'equal neglect of sexuality
and se;ism' (McRobbie, 1980;;p.42). Thg.concentration on yoﬁﬁg white ‘working ¢lass
men's éultures has meant fﬁaf‘the racism and sexism which forq ah”integral part of

those cultures are ignored, or, at best, given a marginal place in the analysis.

Despite comprehensiGe'criticisms, some aspects of this work remain potentially
valuable to feminists; héfably the approach developed in cultural studies: cultural
analysis. The chief point here is the ldfter's stress on the importance of 'lived
experience', which would mean taking young women seriously, starting from their
position, and making them visible and vocal. Cultural analysis éﬁphasises the
collective nat;ré of 'the cultural' as: 'fhe~miligg_of everyday existence, and
its commonp;acé span of shared concerns, activities and>§truggles' (Wﬁl;jg, 1981,
P.3, my emphasis). So many women are isolated from’othef women at all lé;éis that
the collective nature of feminine cultures cannot be seen to7corresp0ﬁd to masculine

cultures in any straightforward manner (cf. Hobson, 1978; Spender, 1980). 4An



important asbect of'pafriarchal social centrol is the way in which momen are
divided and isolated from one another at the psychological, cultural and structural
levels. This process operates in different ways for different groups of women

and varies across historical periods (see Faderman, 1981) In one sense, strong
feminine cultures and space for women to be together at whatever level pose a

potential threat to male power and social control by their very exlstence. _

Angela McRobble and Jenny Garber s article (1975) on ’Glrls and Subcultures' %_h
was an early attempt to. pr0v1de a cultural: analysis: of young whlte worknng classi:.-
women's p031t1on. They suggested that these young swomen. were in a structurally
different and subordlnate p031t1on to that of their male peers¢ They looked at il
a specifically fem1n1ne 'teeny bop' culture based in the. hone around all female
friendship: groups. 'Romance' was seén -as central to such fen1n1ne 'fan' cultures,
but not in the seme‘way as the dominant notions of adolescent femlninity.fgund

in girls' magazines would lead one to assume (cf. McRobbie, 1978a)q

In a later - paﬁer; Ahgela McRobbie (1978b)_developed this analysis ef the role

of 'romance'yln fem1n1ne cultures° She argued that: ‘class and sex 1mpose on |
the g1r1s 1nvsuch a way as to force ‘them into contradictory p091t10ns...they are
both saved by, and locked within “the culture of femininity' (McRobble, p.108). She
suggested that these young women resist their .class-based 'fallure' in ‘school- via .,
an assertion of femininity. This is not the dominant wh;te, m1dd}e class 1mage '
of the 'nice girl', but a series of expressions of a 'more feminine, even sexual"
identity in and out of school (McRobbie, 1978b, p.104, her eﬁphasis):"Fbr Angela
McRobbie, the underlying.dynamie of this phenomenon seems to be capitaiist social
relations, although sex/gender relations are seen to be sepafefely structuring young
women's position to 5 limited extent. . 'Race' and racism are absent as soc1al forces
vwhich might shape these young women's cultures. .I want to develop some of these

ideas via a re-examination of dominant. notiong of 'ronance' in relation to specific

feminine culturese

'Romance' and Cultures of Femininity.

“ ¥

The social construction 6f idealised romantic heterosexual 'love' has its'f
own histery aﬁd eontempdrary notions of 'romance' must be seen in this context.
Roberta Hamiltbn'(1978) has discussed shifts in dominant patriarchal ideologies

of feminimity from the 17th Centufy to the present in the West. ' She has concentrated
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on the transition from feudalism to capitalism, and corresponding shifts in
family structuwes, and on the ideological changes which accompanied the trans-
ition from dominant Catholic to Protestant religious practices and ideologies.
_.She tends to see the capitalist economy as structurally determining and concen-
. trates on dominant ‘patriarchal ideologies, rather than material aspects of
women's positicn; However, her analysis does provide some background to the
historical development of contemporary 'common sense' about marfiage-and family
forms. Of_perticuler relevance to the West are Protestant notions of romantic
hete;osexuaiA%ove'es a precursor to courtship, monogamous compqnionate marriage,

-and the supposed;y'ideal white, middle class nuclear femilyb(See Leonard, 1980).

Alternatlves to this 'ideal' family form are seen as dev1ant, abnormal or
patholog1ca1 ‘and treated acoordingly by the social services, educators and the medical
:professxon. This 1ncludes alternatives to an cbligatory hettroxexuallty, such
" as women 11'1ng alon )’ ;or with other women, 'unattached' to a man, cellpate and
lesbian wome) (eee Fadvrman, 1981). Alterratives to the nuclear femily are seen

as'deviant' along ?ace and class specific lines. .This includes 'large' (i.e.
more than two chilirén) working class and Catholic families; extended.working

class family stnwnures (see Donzelot, 1977); Afro-Caribbean and Asian family

- structures whlch ae seen as 'problems' because they do not fit the dominant

" white model, (Bren,CHC, 1981; Wilson, 1978; Race and Politics Group, in press).
Contemporary socid(scientists have studied the family as a monolithic institution,
and have generally reinforced dominant assumptions about companicnate, monogamous

marriage, 'normal' leterosexuality, and the 'ideal' vhite middle class nuclear

family form (e.g. Yung and Wilmott, 1975)..

This papef is noi intended to provide a comprehensive aﬁaiysis of the hist-

_orical constructlonbf 'romance', but it is important to stress that dominant

notxons of romantlc ‘ove relate tothe system of compulsory heteroxexual;ty,

which serves to poli:e the transition to marrlage/notherhood° What Adrienne

Rlch (1980) and Gayls Rubin (1975) have called 'compilsory beterosexuelity'

refers to a cruc1a1 agpect of patriarchal ‘social rclatloﬁs, to social construct-

_ions of sexuallty, a1d to the powerful institutions of heteros exuality and

marriage which operamain differen’: ways for different groups of women. 'Com-

pulsory heterOSexualz.y' is not used in the bioclogical sense, but refers to the

social Construct101 of heterosnxaallty as *he 'normal' erre5510ﬂ of male and

female sexuality, thereby rendering all alternatives 'deviant', 'ev11' 'abnormal’

or simply non-existent. “The operztion of this process has varied considerably



througﬁ different historical periods {sec Faderman, -1981), affecting discourses
and practiées afound female and male'sexuality through a’hugg.range of mérriage

forms and kinship systems (Rubin, 1975).

Ahgéln McRobbie's. (1978a) comprehensive semiological analysis of Jaékie'”3
(a magaalnc for young women) suggests that 'romance' is. central torfhe ideolbgiés'
of adolescent femininity vhich Jackie constructuo ‘Girls' and 'fellas' arc
seen as obsessed with heterosexual pairing-off, but this process, énd therefore:
‘romance' is seen as particularly important to the young women. It is ycung
iégﬁéﬁ“who appear as the mest isolated, divided against cach other in competition
for a 'fella'.  This serves to undermine young vomen's friendships, énd their
cultural autonomy from the dominant male groups in school, clubs and on the
street-corner. As Angela McRobbie peints out: 'it is a world occupiedﬁalmost
solely by young (vhite, secemingly classless) adults on the brink of pairing up )
couples...A happy ending means a happy couple, a sad one - a single girl...
Having €liminated the poééibility of strong supportive relatiocnships between
girlsfthemselves,.and befwééﬁ peeple of different ages, Jackic stories must
:“IGVate to-dizzy heights thc suprenacy of the heterosexual ronantlc partnership’

(19782, p.19-70, my addition). (3)

~'Romance’ and Feminine Cultures in ‘Leisure’.

'Leisure' for young whike workihg class women, as-a-‘site'_wﬁich is »
outside of school and/or waged work, ﬁéntres arcund spending time withwélﬁésf“
Q{flffiénd or group of girlfriends, and the transition to going out %ith boys,
'gbinébsteédY' in a heterovexﬁa’.rﬂ ple. This shift might move through gettlng
etern1tlsed or engaged, and culmlnate in marrlage/ﬁotherhbod for the maJorlty
of theue young wonmen (Leonard 1980) ' "Leisure' is - -the nrlnary snhere through
vhlch vtrong supportive feminine cultures are syctemat1cally fraomentpdu Once
a young .woman starts to go out with boys, and partlcularly after uhe has left
schoel, feminine cultures based on suﬁpbffive frlendshlpg begln 2 gradual
brdcess'cf breaking up. ’Thé"laés4,zhowéver, continue to seeAthvlr male"
friends in the pub, at the football match, and these'mascpiine:éﬁlfurés are,
if anything; strengthened (Lecnard, 1980; Griffin et _al, 19?050-.Thi§'tfans—
ition operates at the cultural level through the fragﬂentatién of“femihiﬂé
cultures and friendships, and I want to consider the relevancb of 'romance' to

this cultural transition.



-'Deffing Out',

CG: "Who do you go around with now then?'

.

Jenny: "I used to see Mary almost every night, you know, she'd come
over here or I'd go and see her. But lately she's been seeing
this fella and she won't see me will she? He has to come first.
She promised - we both did - that we'd never deff each other
out if we went out with anyone. So much for that {(sigh). I
suppose-it'd be 0K if I was geing out with someone but but even .
then there are some things gyou.can't talk to blokes about.

It's not the same. It must be serious though, she's been going
"out with him for two monthsg." .

Michelle:"We': (Michzlle and Tracey) used to see Eileen a lot - she'd
come round after school and we'd play records and gossip about
the teachers and have a laugh. She started going out with this
boy though and we never see her now. It%s a shame - it used to
~be a right crack."

Ihe_shift.from evenings and veekends spent together, to ‘going steady’, héans
that the regular material basis for this home-based feminine culture is
gradually eroded. = This progcess could be seen as structured by the tran51t10n
from school to work. . Although leaving schoal does affect this cultural shift
for young womgn,;it_is thg_dgyeloping primacy of the heterosexual couple,
whether it océurs before or after leaving school, whichvis the determiping

factor (cf. Griffin et al, 1980).
Jackie and similar teenage magazines present the 'deffing out' process as
unsurprising given the basically untrustworthy nature of girlfriends, and

'natural’ in the context of romantic heterosexual love and living for a_'fella °

Most young women are well aware of the threat posed by 'deffing out' to female

friendshipsvand.cultures in 'leisure' and the school. They do plan to stay

'faithful'.to their girlfriends, but the force of ideological and cultural

pressures towards heterosexuality are con51derablea Far from the dominant

'CommonwgenseY-assumpt1on that young women are jealous of each other, or of
anything .or anyone who tries to come between them and their 'fella', it is the
young men who will often put pressure on young women to break with all but

their immediate family, once a relationship is seen as serious.

Feminine cultures based around close personal friendships are very different

to the masculine cultures of vhite working class 'lads'. The latter tend to

centre on demonstrations of macho bravado and competence, the establishment

and maintainence of heirarchies (who's the hardest), and aggressive forms of
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,faciém-and sexiSm-(Willis,'1977§ ‘Hall ap@’{efferson, 1975). Young white
" women are also racist, but their racism takes different forms, often in
cbﬁﬁlex relation to sexualityj;and 'the family',, Rather than concentrating
on the position of black people, work on 'race' should begin to look at the

source of the 'problem': 1white racism in dominant ideologies, cultures and

institutions.

The fragmentation of collective feminine cultures and friendships undermines
a YitalAsource of female support, and sets the foundations for future psychological
and ‘cultural isolation (Hobson, 1978; Davies, 1979). Such female support net-
works provide women with a space to moan about ‘the lads', to discuss and compare
strategies of resistance. After adolescence such feminine cultures, female
friendships and women-only spaces are seen in relation to marriage/motherhood
| and fam11y life. They begin to be viewed and treated as 'unnatural'. whereas

mascullne cultures and friendshipsy and men-only spaces, are condoned and en-

. couraged. One has only to compare, for example, the representatiocn of the cormmon

theme of male friendship in film, TV. and other media,'withrfhe rare coverage

of suppoftive female friendships. Thig is not to suggest that after adolescence,
female friendships, women-only spaces and feminine cultures do not exist. They
do exist, often in the face of considerable opposition, but their forms are con-
."stralned within the structures of family life and heterosecuallty, which are

seen as 'ncrmal'

L111an Faderman (1981) has discussed these processes: in a hlstorlcal analysis
of fhe varylng social constructions of friendships between women from the
Renalssance to the present in the west. She suggests that since the 'first
wave' of 20th C. feminism, when women demanded male perlleges and threatened
'the bases of male power, women's friendships have been seen as evil and
‘aeviant.A Lesbianism came to be seen as a particular threéfvaETﬁormal‘ female
sexuality in the 1920's and 130s, after the first World War, the struggle for
women's suffrage, and panics at the growing numbers of 'surplus women' who
chose not to marry. In the context of the 'second wave"cf}éofh C. western
feminiém, the ideoclogical and cultural pressures on'yduﬁg women f&wards hetero-
I sexual1ty and marrlage, and against supportive female frlendshlns and cocllective

;femlnlne cultures have retained their intensity.

-‘Romance'.

Wendy: "Tracey's great. We have a great laugh. I tell her everything.
I love her (hugs and kisses Tracey).



Julie: "I get this letter from Andy to-day, he's in Highficlds
(the local remand centre). I dunno vhy he wrote it, I've
only been out with him twice. All this about love! He's
a stupid bugger, ain't he? Vhat a sucker, I don't even like
him much',

Julie had shown the letter gp#eral times to all her friends, until it was
on the point of falling aparto_:ghe ﬁéllingly showed it to me, and it was an
apparent expression of undying, ldve: ‘‘Dear Julie,...l think of you all the
time...Will you wait for me?...& vill love you forever". It cnded with a
series of initialled ,{nﬁsgé.rwé: HOLLAND (or Hope Our Love Lasts And Never Dies),
SWALK (Sealed “ith A_; L’%gmg Kigs), and RADIO (Rape And Destruction I Offer You).

Moé; of the young women with whom I talked 'saw through' the dominant present-
‘gtiun of true love as the source of their salvation. They had a low opinion of
’their male peers, and a pragmatic apprcach tc the role of romance in heterosexual
relationships. Heterosexuality and 'getting a man' were not crperienced as

choices, but seen as inevitable and 'natural'’.

'Romance! as it is related to close friendships with other young women is
of courge very different tc the association between 'romance' and heterosexual
relationships. In the latter case, the experience is double-edged. The anticip-
ation, comparing notes with ycur mates, the pleasure of dressing up and putting
on make-up, are all part of thc pogitive side of going out with boys. This is
undercut by its foundation in the institution of heterosexuality, in vhich women
are seen, and treated as objects for petential male sexual censumption (Barry,
1979)., 1In order to cope vith, and resist, male demands for scx, many young vomen
adopt specific cultural strategies, although questioning the inevitability of those

demands, and of their own presumed heterosexuality was taboo.

Friendships with girlfriends arc based on developing trust, sharing secrets,
having a laugh, going everyvherec togcther, and planning ways tc get at boys:

Eileen: "What we do is go do¥n in a big group te the disco-- all girls,
Then a couple of us will get dancing with any likely looking
blokes, know vhat I mean {laughs). We put on that we're Frencch -
or Swedish I was oncel! So we get them to buy us drinks all night
and then vhen they cstart toc get fresh we pretend not to under-
stand and piss off! Every time they fall for it.

Collective feminine culture and female friendships can serve to resist the sexual
demands of the ‘lads‘, undermine their masculinity, protect young women partially

from the tliest of male violence, and provide a source of support.



L1Two-Timing'.

Sheena: "I'm going out with Tom at the moment. I have been for
ages - 3 months. At first I saw him every night but that
got a2 bit much. He only lives down the road so I told
him dead firm that I'd see him at weekends and once in
the week. I said I was too tired after work. That's a

laugh we're dead quiet at the moment. So now I see Mick
on days when I don't see Tom. I met him in the pub at
lunchtime one Friday'i.

Clare: "She's terrible though is Sheena. It'll all catch up with
her. Sometimes it's so complicated that she'll forget who
she's supposed to be seeing. You'll never keep it up.'.

Sheena: "Ch I dunno. Mick knows about Tom, but Tom doesn't know
about Mick. He'd be furious if he found out. Last night
Mick rang me while Tome was there and I had to pretend it
was someone from work. It's exciting though - a laugh -
that's why I enjoy it, I suppose I shouldn't really. It's
awful, ain't it? (laughs)".

Young men are expected to 'two-time', and to have numerous girlfriends,
vhereas young women are supposed to gpend hours worrying about how to keep a
man once they have 'got' him. Writing in 1909, Cicely Hamilton suggested
that since marriage is a financial necessity for most women, they have a more
hard-headed and instrumental approach to romance than men. Diana Leonard (1980)
has recently discussed the ways in which marriage remains a financial necessity
for most 20th C. women. ‘'Two-timing' is one way of keeping the excitement of
the heterosexual relationship, and it gives an illusion of power to be juggling
with vho you will be seeing on which night of the weeck. This sense of power
iﬁ illusory, since it must operate within the limits of 2 system of compulsory

heterosexuality and male/female ‘personal relationships's

For most working class young women, 'leisure' time outside the schocl and
waged work does not offer many sources of 'thrills', with little money, and
housework and childcare responsibilities. The experience of 'romance' can
serve to generate excitement at a number of levels. Day-dreaming about pop
stars and boys passes the time in and out of school; gossiping abocut whe's
going out with whom and 'falling in love' can be a thrill and a source of
shared excitement for these young wcmen. I want to go on to consider the

bPlace of 'Romance'! in specific feminine cultural forms and practices in school.



tRomance' and Feminine Cultures in the School.

This section is not intended tc provide an exhaustive account of young
women's experiences of schooling, but to draw out specific themes as they
relate to feminine cultures in 'leisure' time, and to the parallel processes
of getting a job and getting a man, as they are experienced by young vhite,
working class women. The cultural forms which I shall discuss in this section
do cross-cut with those feminine cultures in 'leisure' time. In the previous
section I looked specifically at those cultural forms and practices which re-
late specifically to 'Romance’ and beginning to go out with boys in 'leisure’
time outside of school and waged work. This section focusses on those aspects
of white working class feminine cultures in the school, and particularly in
the last years of compulsory schooling., It is, however, important to felaté feminine
cultural practices in the school to young women's experiences outside the

sphere of education and pedagcgical relations, in 'leisure', waged work and

family life.

*Non-acadenmic' (i.e. working class, black) young women's experiences of
education, and particularly the final years of compulsory schooling, involve
a constant struggle to aveoid boredom, to get through the tedious monotony of
the day, to have a laugh, and to generate some excitement, (Stanworth, 1980;
Davies, 1979). The form of the schocl curriculum , geared as it is to exam-
inations, and the nature of the authority relation between teacher and
students play a part in these experiences. There is a sense in vwhich they are
common to all those school students who are seen as 'non-academic', but female

students experience these years in gender specific ways as young wemen facing

the transition to acdult femininity.

Most of the relatively small (but expanding) body of work around 'girls
and schooling' in Britain has emphasised the role of the schocl in preparing
young women for their future domestic role (e.g. Delamont, 1980), and/or for
their position in 'women's' waged work (e.g. 4 Poem,1980; Wolpw, 1978).
work has concentrated on the position of young white women, with scant
attention to paid to the dynamics of 'race' and racisms, and the specific
experiences of young black women in school (cf. Fuller, 1975; Sharpe, 1976;
Carby, 1980). Studies of 'academic' white middle class girls have generally
employed a quantitative positivist social science perspective, using question-
naires, surveys, and the 'scientific method', (Kelly, 1978; Byrne, 1978;
although see Lambert, 1976 for an interactionist analysis). Research with

Young vwhite working class women has usually emphasised their structural position,



and official ideologies of schooling for young women (Bland et al, 1978

Wolpe, 197Lk; Drotner, 1980)."' However, some wbrk3has*conside;e;f£he young
women's experiences of schooling, (e.g: Sharpe, 1976; ‘Davies, 1979; 'Spender
"and Sarah, 1980; Stanworth, 1980; Deem, 1978 and 1980). This work has ex-
amined the ways in which gender divisions are reinforced, produced and struggled
over in the classroom, whilst putting this in the context of a broader hist-
orical analysis, (Delamont, 1980; Marks,; 1976). A number of papers have
considered how feminist/socialist teachers might begin te challenge these

prodesses, (Blackstone, 1976; ' Spender and Sarah, 1980; Shaw, 1976; = Johnson,
1980). 5 N, okl i

~Resisting Femininity:  'Bad' Girls.

Several studies haGe'EQEﬁﬁehted teachers' Qender s“eclflc percept1ons of 4
girls as potential troublenakers 1n school (e.g. Stanworth, 1980 Dav1eg, 1979)
Young women's re51stances in’ school are not seen in terms of dlsrunt~ve aggress-
ion, but prlmarlly in relatlcn to thelr presumed dev1ant sexuallty° ' Male
teachers in particular see dl ruptlve glrl as 'common’, conotructlng thelr
sexuality as the problem. 'Boys do not appear to have sluro cast on thelr
morality (in this way); thus 1t may be that glrls suffer a partlcular category
of insult, are reactlng to sllghts spec1flca11y on the1r femlnlne 1dent1ty ’
(Davies, 1979, p.6). Y"ung women themselvcs are well aware of the need to

guard their sexual reputat1ons, and of the 1mp11cat10ns of being labelled a

slag, frigid or a lesbian.

These young women are aluo aware of tne nature of domlnant 1mages of the
nice (i.e. white, n1ddle clasa)aglrl.' Thls '1dea1' schoo‘glrl sits qu1et1y :
through all her lessons, docile and obedient, passes all her exams, gets a good’
job (clerical work or a nursery nurse), and will meke a wonderful {i.e. un-
complaining) wife and mother. For most young women whe are 'non-academic',
conforming to this ideal of feminine passivity and charm is impossible, since
they stand little chance of passing cxams and getting such a job, and it would
Present teoo boring a prospect. Rejecting that image, and resisting parental
and educatlonal pressures to be ‘nice’ 1nvolves a complex range of individual

“ and collectlve cultural practices.

Some young women adopt forms of femlnlnlty whlch involve defying school
They realise that the latter

rules and authority, and centre on anpearance. »
Many

forms the basis for the criteria according to which they will be judged.

male (and female) teachers, youth workers and employers judge a young woman's

age and sexual experience by her level of 'physical development'. Such physical
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ctitéfia would not be usedlto jndge a young man's age or sexual experience
in the same way. These young women's resistances to the ideal form of
femininity in school include ignoring school uniform and wearing tnevlatest
fashions, make-up, jewellry and nail varnish (McRobbie, 1978b; Davies, 1979).
In class it can involve talking ‘cheeking' the teacher, and fighting;

" practices that are usually seen as male forms of troublemaklng, (Stanworth,
-1980). When young uomen behave in this vay, their actlons (&S with their
‘appearance) are Judged in relation to their femlnlnlty und 'dev1ant‘ sexuality.
Forv example, as one deputy headnistress said to ‘e of a 'problem' student:

tshetll be pregnant before the year g out, a lot of them ena up on the streets,

© you know''s, .

-Young wonenfs positive assertions of femininityApertlyvrejeZt the ideal-
ised notions of the 'nice girl' in a very dir rect, manner~‘>undefﬁine images of
the passive, docile young woman waiting for her 'fella' found in teenage maga-
zines and romantic fiction; and sérve‘as a partial attempt to re—abproprlate
femininity by young women, and for young women. It is impqrtant to see such
cultural: forms as active creations of femirninity for these Qoung women, and
not as reactive responses to externally imposed domlnant images of female
adolescence (cf. ! 11115, 1977) As a celebration of assertive femlnlnlty, these
forms. of cultural resistance clearly upset flgures oﬁ authorlty in school -
especlally nale teachers Lynne Davies cuctes one male teacher. "I suppose I
Sfing: it more d1ff1cu1t to deal with girls!': oehav1our —_1t's dlfflcult in that
they tend to know that as a male you're going to have nore problens dealing
with them than a woman would, I think. I mean, I flnd no dlff*culty dealing
with. the boys at all, but with the girls I find, that they tend to play cn the
fact that they're a glrlcooI get the temptation to. strangle themﬂ (1979, p.64-65).
It is hardly surprising that such cultural resistances are more dlsturb1ng to

male teachers, since they are collective assertions of femlninity°

Such positive feappropfiations-cf femininity as cultural resistance pro-
-voke more of a reaction in (and out’ of) scheol partly because they render

young. women more v151b1e and vccal. Dale Spender (1980) has dlscussed the ways
in which women together and‘wonen talking. are Judged accordlng to an ideal of
silence, and being visible only on male terms. The don1nance of male~specific
models of 'deviance' and cultural resistance has meant that assertive forms od

feminine cultural resistance have been seen as the primary (or the only) mode of



resistance for these‘young‘wbﬁen (e;Q. VcRobbie,-1978b' Davles, 1979) I
want to look at specific practlces 1n class which might not fit the model of
active, vocal resistance and dlsruptlon, but vhich must be seen in the context

of teachers' perceptions of girls' role in classroom life.

Modes of Resistance in Class:

silences: the Sullen Stare.

Jill: "Mrs Smith hit me today. ° " She caught me passlng a note
round and she slapped me.round the face, it really hurt.
I just-stared at her, it's better than shouting, it gets
them dead narked'.

Both male and female pupll experience the EIassroom as a blace
Vhere beys are the focus of..activity and attent=on - partlcularly
in the forms of- 1nter—actlon vhich are initiated by the teacher -
vhile girls areé placed on the margins of classroom lifef’,
(Stanworth, 1980, p.3L, her emphasis).

Young womenfs,assertion of femlnlnxty dlscussed in the prev1ous sectxon
‘—«w‘.—.’- R ) ] Iigl’.

de actlvely resist domlnant 1magee of the docile, hardworklng ochoolglrl, and
can lead to those young women belng labelled as 'slags' by thelr reers,. and/or cid
as troublemakers by teachers. 'Rac1vt and gexist stereotypes o‘ young black '
women lead many white teachers to see them as problems' because they do. -not:

fit race-specific ideals of adolescent femininity. Young Afro—Carlbbean vemen
are often seen as troublemekers,_ane as; too doud or' aggres51ve, and deflneu as

'disruptive’, whereas young A51an women, face. stereotypes of ultra—pas°1v1ty and

Some young women would net wigh (qr_dare).toﬂﬂrawﬁfhe aftention of teachers

through more overt indiviﬂueinor/colleetive resistances in:class, and may adopt
a different strategy. Rather than giving teachers (and their male peers) a
reason for getting annoyed, but still goading teachers' patience, young women
may adopt a suIllen, obviously unco-cperative expression. Drawing the fire of

teachers' sarcasm can be?profoundly unpleasant experience:

BG: "What about the teachers then?"

Eileen: "I think they should be strict - they aren't strict enough
here - they just can't cope with us most of them. Mind you
I can't bear it when they get clever. Mr Jones can be so
cruel, and he makes you feel such a fool. It's a good idea
to keep your head down in his class I can tell you'.
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Several analyses of young women's position in co-educational schooling

have demonstrated the force of ideclcgical and cultural practices vhich silence

young women and place them ‘'on the margins of classroom life" (Davies, 1979 ;
Dale Spender (1980) has called this

Spender and Sarah, 1980; Decm, 1980).
.sgch that "for

process the distinction between 'the dominant and the muted',

those who occupy a muted position in society, there is frequently an inherent

contradiction in being a speaker' p.87). This process clearly operates for

black, working class and young people in specific wvays (see Bernstein, 1977;
Aries, 1962; Race and Polltlcs group, in press), but in this paper I am

primarily ccncerned with the oender d1mens10ns of thls procc

Ly,

Dale Spender has peinted out that "women may have been silent but their s

silence cannot always be construed as agreement, or as absence of contrary i
information” (p.92 198C). We should be aware of the possibility of seelng -
young women's silence as resistances:. voung women s use of 51lence and sullen -
inactivity as a form of re51stunce in scheel is ektremely dlfllcult to fit into

male-specific explunatlonso iowever, it can be a very effectlve way of turnlng

the cultural tables:

Julie: "Mr Slddons was telling me off yesterday and I just said
nothing - it made hlw so mad cos he couldn't hit me “or
nothing - I didn't answer back. -If you don't,k say nothlng
they start to feel stupid, as if they're talklng to: them-

selves. It's great"

Michelle Starworth's work with students and tashers in an academlcally orianted
Sixth" forﬂ college cannot be equated with the experiences of worklng class
students taxlng few (Or no) exams, but she does’ clarlfy some processes whleh ’
operate in similar ways in many classrooms, at Ieast_as far as gender divisions
are concerned. The'pressures on young women to be doeile,'silent”énd obedient,
interact with teachers' criteria for‘distinguishing 'bright' students to favour
boys. "Girls are caught’ in a double bind.. Those who are most guiet in class
are likely to be desplsed by thelr male classmates, wh11e those whor speak out
most confidently may win the grudglng respect of boys but sacrifice the approval
of members of their own sex" (Stanworth, 1980, p,&S,o Silent forms of re51st—
ance in*clas may be used by male and female stuoents, ‘but glven the percelved

~stion of young women in the class, it is they who are 11ke1y to be 1gnored

by teachers and- desplsed by male peers as a result.
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Michelle Stanworth quotes an exchange between herself and a male student:

Male Pupil: A bunch of cackling girls all of them

MS: The ones you Jjust recognised you mean?

Male P; - Yes. They sit at the back of the class and might as vell
be sucking lollipops all day

MS: Doftﬁé?iépéag?ghiwipAélasé 'i?;

Male P: Yeah; but it's usually pretty mundane

MS: Who speaku the least of thls class° v et

Male P: This faceless bunch" (pokl)

Michelle Stanworth's work has demonstrated that girls' quietness (which need not
necessarily take the form of resistance) is seen as evidence of their stupidity
and worthlessness. It alsc makes it easier for male teachers énd'classmates not

to see young women as separate individuals;*bU£ rather as a 'faceless bunbh'u

It is vital to -understand young womén's silencés in class as potenfial :
resistances with respect. tc power relations based on race, age, class and
gender, as they are experienced in the school. ‘Pedagogical relatlcns cf author1ty
place special emphasis on maintaining discipline and control via enforcec 51lence.
Talking and making sound of any disruptive nature thus becoms forms of resist-
ance to educational control (e.g. the whole class dropping penc1ls or desk 11ds
on a given cue). For young women, however, ' gilence plays a partlcular part in

the maintainence of male power{Spender, '’ 1980)°

In the context cf contemporary, mna 1n1y"m1xed—sex educatlon, young women s
silences and participation in class are ‘velevant in a wider sense thaﬁ 91mp1y ;
at the level of classroom interaction. Education has been semn as concerned
with the transmission of particular kinds of 'knowledge’ (Foucault, 1977a

Zducation Group, 1681), and with vhat Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) have Called

‘cultural capital'. -Young wemen's: relative exclusion from the experience Of

'knowledge' as a, potential source of power and access to means of cultural nro—

duction is compounded. by their genderj race and class bositlons. There is a

sense in which these young wemen's position on the edges of the mixed classroom

is a rehearsal for their subsequent position in the naie-déﬁihatéd.world 9:

Waged vork/unemploynent. How, then, “do young women ‘establish and maintain their

own spaces in the mwxed school° ( see Shad, 1976 and 1980, and Spender and Sarah,

1980, for clear d1scu551ons of the issues involved ‘in mixed versus 51ngle-sex

arhnnlina)



All Girls Together: 'Giggling'.

A male student quoted by Michelle Stanworth: YA bunch of cackling
girls all of them” (1980, p.%1).

A male teacher commented to me as we passed a group of laughing,
talking girls in a school corridor: "A group of silly, giggling
girls the lot of them"

It is important to note the distinction between the above examples of dis-
dainful comtempt for young women's behaviour, and the actual cultural pract-

ices and their associated meanings for these ycung women.

It is clear from proceding sections of this paper that women together,
and particularly young 'unattached' women together, pose specific threats to
patriarchal social relations. The source of such potential threats lies in
the manner in which women together are perceived; as vigible and vocal for
themselves, and not as appendages of men; and being seen to ‘'have a laugh
and a good time as women together, :withcut mcn. There is a very powerful ancd
erroneous myth within patriarchal ideclogy that all women hate each other
'naturally' as in competition for men, and therefore cannot enjoy themselves,

or develop cultural practices) ‘in the absence of men.

Girls and women féalise the potential of women together, and of the coll-
ective nature of fém{ﬁihe'cultUnes for unsettling and threatening the bases of
male social control.:”féung>women particularly reéliSe their potential over
male teachers in this respect. They know thét‘the:'deffing'out' process wiil
ultimately result in fhe break-up of female friehdshibs, despite their efforts

tc remain 'faithful'.

Out of school, in 'leisure' time, groups of young women together provide
vital protection from the dangers of malc sexuality. Taking your best friend
on a date is a tried and tested neans of keeping the 'lads' at bay. In school

most young women will mix mainly with each other, rather than with the boys:

CG: "Who do yocu go arcund with in school?®
Tracey: “"Well, we mix with everyone us lot. I mean there's a group

of four of us go arcund together and we live near ecach other
too. Ve do talk to the boys but they're so stupid. They're
0.K. for a joke and that but you couldn't have a serious

talk with them. They're always mucking about.' N s
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CcG: ' "Dq you go around with boys much in school?"

1

Wendy: "What - talk to the boys in this place? You've got to
joking! Have you seen them? (laugh). They're a load of
kids."

Feminine cultures in the mixed scheocl centre around talizing and‘having
a laugh'; which is seen as 'silly giggling' by teachers and male peers. This
behaviour certainly poseé less of a disc¢ipline problem for teachers than other
forms of resistance and 'distption';i These cuitural préctiCes serve to provide
support for young wemen in school; & mode of collective resistance to pedagog-
ical and male forms of social control practised by teachers and male peers.
This is also a specifically feminine form of resistance which is based on
kecping outsiders out of shared feasale cultares and womeh'éhiy.spaées in school.
The girls' toilets and cloakrooms arc valued épaces in scheool; havens away
from teachers and the 'lads' in which to have a talk and a smoke (Griffin et al,
1980). The regular, everyday naturc of séhool life provides a material found-.
ation for these shared feminine cultures and 'best! friendships, base8 in the
talks in the toilets and cldskrooms, geing to and from school together, and the
shared experience 6f schoo® life. It is the shift to going out with boys vhich i
is the determining factor in the gradual transformation and breakdown of these :

feminine” cultures.

Conclugions - -

This ﬁaper hag ;é—éYamiﬁed 'romance' as institution and éﬂ experience, i
in relatlon “to spec1f1c femlnlnc cultures in 'leisure' and in schocl. Ideo—'
logies of adolescent fem1n1n1ty whlcn construct 'romance' as central are linked
to the fragmentation of young women's culturcs and friendships which occurs on
the transltlon to heterovexual ccupledom. The co1lectife nature of 'the cultural'
cannot be taken for—granted 1n relation teo woren s ezperlences, ancd I have looked
at a range of cultural pract1 ces, as they are mediated through th1s process of
cultural tranv1t1on, I huve argued that thv 'transiticn fronm school to waged

work' for young white working class women muvt be understood in terms of the

Parallel transition to heterosekuality and marriage/motherhood.

Young women's proépective ﬁosition in the labour force, as well as their
Position in school,:must b a1 Fe 1 BE IR their probable future position
in ‘the family® a. unpaid workers, emoticnally and sexuaily servicing men, and
in 'leisuret as potential objects of male sexual consumption (see Hamilton
(1909) ang Delphy (1977) for two very d1ffercnt analyses of marriage as a form

of labour contract).
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In this paeper I have concentrated on the specific experiences of young,
white working class women, anc it is important to try to understand the age,

race, class and gender dimensions of their lives. There ares some parallels

with the position of young black and middle class women, but it is also

crucial to understand the ways in which young white women benefit from cultural
ideological and institutional racism; how 'race' and racism affect and are
affected by the experiences.of young Asian and Afro-Caribbean women; and hov
young white middle class woﬁen négotiate their relatively-privileged position
in education and waged work. It would be a profound mistake to assume that
the experiences of young whité working class women arec necessarily equivalent,

or that they correspond dircctly to thosc of young black or middlic clas.srwomen°

Paul Willis's (1977) inﬁluential study: of the transition from school to
work for young, white working class 'lads'! has demonstrated the importance of
the 'lads' counter-school culture in leading them to 'choose ' traditional,

. male, working class manual jobs. White, working class female counter-schocl
,cultures take a different,form; They are partly a form of class-based :

- resistance, as Angela McRobbie has suggested, but, mcre than simply being ex-
pressed in feminine_terms,_fhé& are also a rejection of dominant notions of
femininity, and pressures to be ' 'nice girls'. Previous attempts to_understandA
these feminine counter-school cultures have concentrated on only limited aspects
of their resistances. Those cultural forms which Ahéeia McRobbie has called
"mcre feminine, even sexual” imply that these young women are seen as promiscuous.
too heterosexual. There are also equally vcocal and visible resistances which
involve rejections of 'ideal! femininity, based on being ‘hard’ girls, and gprougl

which young women risk being seen as not heterosexual enough (see Griffin, 1981).

Young working qlaSs women in the fiﬁﬁl years of compulsory schooiingg who.
are likely to get féﬁ (or no) acadenic qualifications, face a depressing
range of 'choices'_invthe British 1ab0uf'ﬁarkcta These "non-academic' young
women are less likely to get waged work than their male peers, and if they do,
it will probably bé’in the lower paid, lowér status sector of 'women's jobs'.
Young black women Haﬁe higher unempléymeht fétes than their white female, and
black male peers, and if they do find work, it is likely to be in the ‘worst paid,
most menial jobs: cleaning, factory work or hogpital auxiliariéé;iﬁ dirty,
noisy ccnditioné. These young wonen fact the institutionalised racism of:..the
British education system, the labour ma}kct, and the 'welfare state', as well
as the personal racism and sexism of tﬂéir white peers, and the dominant whitec

res' three times over: as women, as black,

(o]

society. They are defined as 'fail

and as working class 'problems' in the education system.
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For young working class women in school, therc arc a humber of indivigual
ané collective foptions' which might negotiate the various contradictory
aspects of their present and future positions. They can work haré academic-
ally, and try to escape from their prescribed class position (cf.v.Willis's
tcaroles' ). A4S womeh, and werking class vonen 1t that, they will have to

~face far greater b'zrrlerC than the aspiring- worxlng class male. Even acad-
emic middle classiydung women in prestigicus Sixrth form colleges are scen as
anomalies, and treated with a degree of disdain by malc teachers and peers,
since they drc seen to be failures as women (Stanworth, 1980); ALl young
women, in their different ways, must resolve pressures to 'get a man', and in
this light their ambitions (especially these of young black women) are viewed
as ‘'unrealistic! by toachors, parents ano tho Careers Service. Young vhite
worklng cliss women can take up the thrills apnarently offered by romhnce'
carefully negotiating the drawbacks involived in l*v;ng_fcr a man, def1n1ng
yourself through male éyes;'énd the dangers cf méle sexuality, male viclence,

and the sexual double staﬁaafds

Thege resistances and negotiations can take individual and/ér coilective
forns, and various: strategies can cperate a10n951oe each other, Culfural
analy51s,'1n concentrating on spec1f1c cultural forms, can lecad to a view
of individuals apparently’ locked within particular cultures. I would argue
that a range of cultural férms (e.g- assertiqns of exaggerated form; of
femininity, or rejectiéns éf Tideal’ femininity) operate to«reinforqpi produce
negotiate and to resist particular cultural processes (e.g. the tran§ition fro

- school to work).

This papcr has tried to unravel some of the complex PfOCCSSCS involved

“in negot*qtlng pressures to oo+ a Jjob and to get a man for these young women.

- There is llmlteéfuss in understandlng these processes 1f we cannot see the
roaects for these young

so the

practical and ‘political implications of concrete p
women. Just as cultural analysis begins from pcop{e's exper1ence7
practical implications arising from that analysis must also centre on those
people's needs, as scen from their positicn. We need to be clearer about the
ways in which the contemporary fragmentation of young women's friendships and

feminine cultures can be, and are ;nterrupted both in and out of thevschool.



Footnotes.

1 Young women in Britain have recently begun to organise themselves, to
challenge dominant ideas about acolescent 'girls' both in and outside

of the Women's Liberation Movement. Young women feel that there are

particulér problems and pressurec vhich they face as young women, and
which can best be overcome through the ccllective support of other young
women. They refuse to be callec¢ 'girls' or 'young girls' andé seen as

helpless, undeveloped sub-adults, passing through a transient phase to

which ‘romance'«is supposedly central.

2 This paper is based around my work on a Social Science Research Council
sponsored research project 'Young Women anc Work: With Special Reference
to Gender and the Family'. This has invclved fcllowing a group of young
white working class women from school to waged work - and unemployment.
All the names of the ycung women guotecd in this paper have been changed

to ensure their anonymity.

3 It is important to distinguish between dominant notions of 'romance' as
constructed in Jackie for example, and young women's e¥periences of
romance and love, which need not be confined to heterosexual relationships.
A group of young women who are critical of the way in which such magazines
present romance and attracting boys as suppesedly central to their lives,
have produced a magazine of their owmn; by and for young women: Shocking
Pink.
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