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Introduction

Anna Pilizska

The present volume is an inspiring collection of research papers presented
during the third edition of the ‘Femininities and Masculinities’ held in Prague, in
2013. While the title of the conference — despite the plurals it employs — may
sound somewhat limiting, it encompasses larger, non-binary realms. In truly
interdisciplinary spirit, the authors of the chapters demonstrate that gender
identities are anything but monolithic concepts. Behind ‘femininities’ and
‘masculinities’ lay an entire spectrum of possibilities.

Gender identities cannot be avoided or escaped, even though at times they
might be transparent or ignored as seemingly irrelevant. While there is a certain
resistance to being labeled in contemporary discourses on sexuality — as
manifested, for instance, in the notion of ‘pomosexuality,” i.e. postmodern
sexuality which refuses to be identified and described on the basis of gender
identity and sexual preference — gender identities influence how we interpret the
world and how we function within it. On a daily basis, we exist amongst patterns,
models, and behaviours, as well as among people who virtually demand to be
labeled as one thing or another, because, to them, this forms the basis of a stable
identity. This comes from subscribing to certain premises, or by identifying
themselves with/positioning themselves against others on their quest for self-
knowledge. Identities inevitably differ due to factors such as ethnicity, sexuality,
political environment, rigidity of social norms in a given cultural context, the
number of genders recognised within a given culture, a variety of other identities
which may serve as points of reference, canons of beauty, preconceived notions of
gender roles, or stereotypes functioning within a given community. All these
factors are inextricably linked with one another.

Conferences such as ‘Femininities and Masculinities” remind researchers that
there is more to be discovered outside of their own respective fields of study, even
though working in gender studies is what constitutes the common denominator for
all of them. The richness and variety of topics is a reminder that every single
project explores gender on a micro-scale almost, and they also clearly show that
there is still so much to be done in so many walks of life. As various cultural
perspectives and realities are given voice, we are shocked into awareness that
privileges we might have been taking for granted are unobtainable elsewhere. As
the curtain of one’s own cultural context is lifted, this privilege is — even if for a
moment — no longer invisible.

The following volume is divided into three sections, each focused on a different
perspective of gender identities. In Part One, chapters are dedicated to literary and
filmic representations of femininities and masculinities. In her chapter titled ‘The
Portrait of Three Women, by Woody Allen,” Ana Paula Bianconcini Anjos focuses
on female protagonists in motion pictures directed by Woody Allen, particularly in
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the film Vicky Cristina Barcelona. Anjos discusses the different types of
femininities and masculinities presented in the film, using in her analysis the
concept of the male gaze and paying attention to factors such as the protagonists’
ethnicity and social class. The use of Laura Mulvey’s essay on male gaze links this
chapter with ““You Force Me into a Corner and You Trap Me”: The Crisis of
Hegemonic Masculinity in Steve McQueen’s Shame (2011)’ by Barbara Braid.
Referring to Mulvey’s canonical text as well as to Connell’s discussion of
hegemonic masculinity, the author explores the dangerous dynamics between the
two protagonists of the movie, analysing how female presence acts as an unsettling
force in the life of the male protagonist, ultimately calling the concept of
hegemonic masculinity into question. In the chapter titled ‘Problematic (Male)
Homosociality: Youth, Marriage and “Adulthood” Frank G. Karioris also
discusses a motion picture: Seth MacFarlane’s Ted. The film serves as an
illustration of the homosociality-versus-adulthood dilemma, for which the
theoretical framework is provided in the form of Kimmel’s Guyland and
Bourdieu’s Bachelor’s Ball. Elaine Pigeon’s ‘Too Good to Be True: Virtue
Rewarded in Cinderella’ is an analysis of several versions of Cinderella, linking
them with such texts as a ninth-century Chinese tale ‘The Golden Carp,’
Shakespeare’s King Lear, and Pamela by Samuel Richardson. Drawing a detailed
characteristic of the fairy tale’s eponymous character, Pigeon traces a pattern in the
depiction of Cinderella-based protagonists in various renditions of the storyline. In
‘Femininity and Masculinity in Gail Carriger’s Soulless and Changeless: Victorian
Society Redefined,” Aleksandra Tryniecka discusses gender identities in
steampunk fiction, demonstrating how the balance of power between male and
female characters is negotiated and shifted within the context of the fictional
worlds of Carriger’s two novels. Anna Pilinska discusses female characters in
Bobbie Ann Mason’s short fiction, in the chapter ‘Nurturing or Neutering? Women
in Bobbie Ann Mason’s Shiloh & Other Stories.” Contrasting Mason’s depiction of
women from the American South with the notion of ‘the Southern Lady,” Pilinska
focuses on various aspects of femininity embodied by Mason’s protagonists, and
points to the inevitable impact their choices and decisions ultimately have on male
characters. Miriam Wallraven in ‘Gender in War, Gender at War? Femininities and
Masculinities in Contemporary British War Novels’ chooses a very specific
context of contemporary war prose, offering alternative answers for questions
posed mostly by sociologists. Sociological findings, Wallraven argues, are
reflected, expanded, and challenged in fictional accounts of war. Yomna Saber’s
“I Bear Two Women upon My Back”: Intersectionalist Hybridity in the Poetry of
Audre Lorde’ discusses the phenomena of intersectionality and hybridity, both
linked to Third-Wave feminism. Audre Lorde, as a black, non-heteronormative
woman, actively resists dominant, hegemonic discourses through her artistic
creations. Finally, Karlis VeérdinS and Janis OzolinS offer a queer-oriented
contribution to this part. In the chapter titled ‘Unreal People: Queer Narratives in
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Contemporary Latvian Short Fiction,” the authors discuss the appearance of queer
themes in Latvian fiction across a few generations of writers, pointing to how non-
normative characters would receive similar treatment in postmodern Russian
literature.

The common thread running through the second section of this volume is the
performance of gender identities across art forms and canons. It opens with Alexa
Athelstan’s piece on ‘Orientating Queer Femininities: Theorising the Impact of
Positionalities on the Performative Embodiment of Queer Feminine Subjectivities.’
The author presents results of her research on performing queer femininity.
Athelstan, parting from the theories of Pierre Bourdieu, Judith Butler, and Sarah
Ahmed, analyses how gender identity is conceived and projected using various
points of reference, focusing especially on the issue of positionality. In ‘Croatian
Tales of Long Ago: Ivana Brli¢c-Mazurani¢’s Covert Autobiography,” Vivijana
Radman presents the silhouette of a canonical Croatian author of fairy tales and
children’s books. This strategic choice of genre allowed Brli¢-MaZzurani¢ to
express her creativity despite the constrictions imposed on her by societal
understanding of gender roles — there is, Radman argues, a hidden emancipatory
agenda behind her literary world of fairy tales. The chapter titled ‘Crafting a
Semiosphere of Femininity: Women Impersonators on the Parsi Stage’ by
Harmony Siganporia offers insights into the lived reality of female impersonators
in late-nineteenth-century Parsi theatre, and how the modern Indian woman of the
nationalist imagination was an entity crafted in full upon the body of male
performers, despite the presence and availability of female actors for the stage.
Performance is also the core of the chapter titled ‘Subversive Bodies: Anti-
Aesthetic Gender Images in Contemporary Flamenco’ by Idit Suslik. The author
demonstrates how very specific and highly codified gender roles are inextricable
from this particular form of artistic expression, and how, at the same time,
contemporary flamenco artists attempt to alter or distort the notion of physical,
bodily ‘beauty’ in flamenco performance while mastering and showing their skills
as dancers. From the fusion of flamenco with contemporary dance techniques, a
new, subversive body emerges. Ladislav Zikmund-Lender’s ‘Cruising for a
Bruising: Heterosexual Male-Artists Creating Queer Art’ is a presentation of Czech
heterosexual artists from different domains producing queer — or queered — art. The
creations Zikmund-Lender discusses were not conceived with a queer reading in
mind, but were eventually interpreted as queer by their audiences.

The focus of the chapters within the volume’s last section is ‘the personal.” In
two chapters, authors draw on personal experiences to address a more general
issue. In “Mrs. Private Property,” Hande Cayir describes her struggles and concerns
connected with the change of surname, providing the cultural context for this
particular practice. Cayir’s research evolved into a multimedia project, as she made
a documentary film encapsulating the experience and process of changing one’s
last name in the Turkish socio-political context. Gemma Anne Yarwood’s initial
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research into parenting in the UK resulted in an additional, very personal project on
the relationship between the researcher and the researched, which is the focus of
the chapter titled ‘Embodying Womanhood?: Doing Pregnancy, Doing Research.’
As a pregnant researcher, the author was involuntarily involved in particular
discourse practices, but her discomfort seemed irrelevant to her interlocutors, as
her pregnancy experience was now a common denominator between her and her
participants. Conversely, fatherhood is problematised in ‘Contemporary Maternity:
Independent Reproduction with Assisted Technology’ by Carla Almeida, Carla
Valesini, and Jonia Valesini. In this chapter, the authors present results of research
focusing on assisted reproduction in Latin America. The figure of a biological
father is thus absent from the onset of the procedure. The authors signal that the
growing popularity of assisted reproduction is not without impact on gender
dynamics: the family as an institution, and the notion of motherhood as a much
more individualistic project. Family relations are also the focus of three other
chapters, by Sabrina Zerar, Tahir Latifi, and Elife Krasniqi. Zerar’s ‘The
Representation of lIdeal Femininities and Masculinities in Kabyle Folklore’
revolves around codified gender relations within the Kabyle community, and the
author analyses Kabyle-Algerian folklore as a potential source of representation for
myriad gender identities. In ‘Gender and Family Relations: The Question of Social
Security in Kosovo,” Latifi presents the outcome of a research project conducted in
Kosovo, exploring changes in family and gender relations, and the importance of
applied legal solutions in this very specific geopolitical context. The author
emphasises the power of customary law over public laws, and elaborates on the
condition of patriarchy in this postwar reality. Krasnigi’s chapter, ‘Women in
Search for Social Security: Hostages of Family, Tradition and State,’ is in dialogue
with Latifi’s findings. Discussing the same temporal and spatial reality of postwar
Kosovo, Krasnigi focuses on the condition of women as a marginalised and
dependent group. In the chapter titled ‘Civil Society Discourses of Kemalist
Women’s Organisations in Turkey: Engendering Civil Society?” Asuman Ozgiir
Keysan focuses on two women’s organisations functioning in Turkey in order to
demonstrate how female voices are commonly marginalised within the confines of
what is termed ‘civil society,” and analyses whether the actions of the discussed
groups perpetuate, contribute to, or constitute a challenge to patriarchal discourse.
Cemile Gizem Dincer’s ‘Women’s Conscientious Objection: Is It Enough to Be
Side Simply (Not to Battle) on the Side of Peace?’ presents a peculiar perspective
on women’s entanglement and involvement in militaristic discourse, by discussing
the phenomenon of female conscientious objectors in Turkey. War discourse and
national discourse, Dincer argues, cannot exist without women, for they are the
subordinate subjects against whom the remaining elements of the puzzle can
identify themselves as dominant and powerful. ‘Being Muslim, Diasporic and
Male: The Emergency of the “Perfect Muslim” in the European Context’ by
Valentina Fedele contributes to a newly-emerging discourse on Muslim
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masculinities, focusing specifically on the Muslim diaspora in Europe, and with a
particular emphasis on the role of religion in the construction and performance of
gender identities. Bih-Er Chou’s ‘Femininity under Globalisation: Doing Gender in
Transnational Space’ investigates the representations of female gender identities in
the globalised world. While gender identities of women from lower social strata
have generally received more attention since they are considered to be the ones
most impacted by globalisation, Chou offers an analysis of the other end of the
feminine spectrum, within the context of Taiwan and China. Sofia Aboim and
Pedro Vasconcelos discuss constructions of diasporic gender identities and power
struggles of immigrant men in Lisbon, in ‘Displacement and Subalternity:
Masculinities, Racialisation and the Feminisation of Other.” The authors mention
factors such as the immigrants’ country of origin, ethnicity, or stereotypes
functioning within the binary male-female division, while describing the subjects
of their study attempting to participate in the category of hegemonic masculinity.
In “The Construction of Sexuality Knowledge in Human Sexuality Textbooks,’
Monika Stelzl and Brittany Stairs focus on how the contents of several twenty-
first-century textbooks on human sexuality are constructed on the basis of
biological determinism, disregarding the social, political, and cultural factors in
shaping sexuality. The authors argue that the audience of these textbooks does not
receive a complete and exhaustive picture of what human sexuality is, but they
may treat it as such, associating a textbook with the voice of authority.

The following volume is a result of an extremely fruitful, inspiring, eye-
opening, and horizon-expanding event. The chapters cover an impressive range of
subjects, from fictional representations of gender, through political and social
contexts, to very personal experience. The multiplicity of perspectives and
approaches to gender identities demonstrates how vital these are in our everyday
lives. Femininities and masculinities are not abstract, fictional concepts floating
around in a vacuum. They are both personal and political, permeating and shaping
our lived reality in numerous ways.






Part 1

Truth Is Stranger Than Fiction:
Femininities and Masculinities in Literature
and Film






The Portrait of Three Women, by Woody Allen

Ana Paula Bianconcini Anjos

Abstract

In the work of Woody Allen, the subject of women is at the core of the analysis.
The representation of women in Allen’s films follows a voyeuristic or fetishistic
male gaze in narrative film. The ideology of the patriarchal order and of the
illusionistic narrative film, as shown in Allen’s work, is constrained by the point of
view of a male character. In this sense, the traditional dialogue shot reverse shot
montage as presented in classic Hollywood narrative films shrinks and goes toward
the ‘inner monologue’ to reveal the inner struggle, ‘the feverish train of thought,’
as Eisenstein states, of a male perspective. Focusing on Vicky Cristina Barcelona
(2008), this chapter aims to depict the portrait of three women as: a) reflections of
the third person voiceover narrator; b) projections of the male / voyeuristic /
patriarchal perspective represented by the character Juan Antonio and his mates; c)
the implied author’s reflections on the European ‘structure of feeling.” In this
regard, Vicky and Cristina represent the wealthy American tourists of the 21
century, while Maria Elena figures as a Spaniard alternative constantly suppressed
by her male companion. In this film, Allen constructs a metaphor for European
integration and sketches a portrait of the beneficiaries of the process, represented
by the executives of transnational corporations and artists. The mingling between
them is the focus of Allen’s critique. The description of wealthy American women
intertwined with the world of international tourism bears similarities with the work
of Henry James at the turn of the 19" and into the 20™ century, especially in the
novel The Portrait of a Lady (1881).

Key Words: Woody Allen, Henry James, fetishism, feminism and film.

*kkhkk

1. The Female Voyeuristic Gaze

This chapter proposes an analysis of Vicky Cristina Barcelona (VCB) starting
with Laura Mulvey’s seminal article on visual pleasure and narrative cinema.
Secondly, it examines Henry James’s novel The Portrait of a Lady as a description
of female psychology under patriarchy, and finally, it explores the idea of the
‘international theme’ and European decline as essential both to James’s and
Allen’s work. The film discusses the possibility of a union that was suspended. It
also poses the question of unfulfilled desires. In VCB, the American desire of a
European alternative is centred on the characters Juan Antonio (Javier Bardem)
and Maria Elena (Penélope Cruz). The Spanish couple Cruz and Bardem are
globally known as beauty icons in the star system. Through the use of the
subjective camera, Juan Antonio is presented as an object of desire from the point
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of view of female American tourists, and he stands as if he was a product on
exhibition: his first appearance on the screen is “‘coded for strong visual and erotic
impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.’* Vicky, Cristina
and Judy chat about him and gaze at the Catalan painter as if he was an exotic
commodity. In an art gallery, these wealth American executives mingle with some
local artists and ‘a number of collectors.”? After chattering about the purchase of
some paintings for Mark’s office’s walls, they focus their attention on ‘the
gentleman in red shirt.”®> According to Judy, he is an eccentric painter whose ‘hot
divorce’® with a beautiful woman was in all the newspapers. The conservative
American couple, Judy and Mark, ‘don’t move in those bohemian circles,”® but
they appreciate the rupture of the couple, described by them as a social column
gossip: a ‘big thing in the art world.”® The tragic and violent denouement of Juan
Antonio and Maria Elena’s marriage is seen as an exotic spectacle for affluent
American executives and art collectors. In VCB the gaze of the spectator joins that
of the female characters: the male character is also displayed as a sexual object and
target of the erotic spectacle. However, this mere change of perspective does not
mean an emancipation of either the spectator or the characters: on the contrary, it
sustains the same patriarchal order and maintains a voyeuristic gaze. Functioning
in the same repressive system but in inverted terms, the presentation of Juan
Antonio works on two levels: ‘As erotic object for the characters within the screen
story, and as erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium, with a shifting
tension between the looks on either side of the screen.”’

The second appearance of Juan Antonio reaffirms the same idea from the point
of view of the male character. In a local Catalan restaurant, Juan Antonio Gonzalo
presents himself to his admirers as a passionate and wealthy painter, a male
conqueror similar to a contemporary and aristocratic Don Juan, who invites them
for a weekend in Oviedo to visit a sculpture that is very inspiring to him. Although,
he claims that he does not want to ‘negotiate it like a contract,”® he stresses the
aspect of trade, as if his invitation was part of a commercial transaction: ‘I came
over here with no subterfuge and presented my best offer. And now | hope you’ll
discuss it and give me the pleasure to take you with me to Oviedo.”*

The character Maria Elena is also presented as an object of desire. She is first
described, by Mark and Judy as a ‘beautiful woman that was nuts’*® who tried to
kill her husband. Then, in front of the sculpture of Christ crucified, inside San
Julian de los Prados’s church in Oviedo, the idea of suffering related to Maria
Elena reappears as Juan Antonio describes her as ‘the most incredible woman’*!
who in the end ‘put a knife into him.”*? Hence, Maria Elena’s description is
twofold: she first symbolises a magnificent beauty and secondly, a female threat.
As a woman in a patriarchal society, she crystallises this paradox of being
pleasurable in form and threatening in content. Her first appearance on the screen
reaffirms this tendency: she returns to Juan Antonio because she tried to kill
herself. According to him, she’s fragile and dependent on him, a menace to
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Cristina, but her beauty takes Juan Antonio’s and the spectator’s breath away.
Maria Elena enters her own house as a guest, an outsider in the middle of the night;
her entrance as an alien presence strengthens her beauty and freezes the flow of
action: ‘the female image as castration threat constantly endangers the unity of the
diegesis and bursts through the world of illusion as an intrusive, static, one-
dimensional fetish.”*3

In the meantime, Maria Elena becomes an element of Cristina’s observation.
And the American tourist is a constant target of Maria Elena’s siege. As they
become friends, Cristina discovers her own artistic expression by taking
photographs of Maria Elena. It is also important to stress that Maria Elena imitates
the gestures of the prostitutes in El Raval and that the same neighbourhood
reappears throughout the film. Maria Elena becomes a subject of artistic
interpretation, a source of inspiration. In a flashback, Cristina tells her American
friends about her experience with Maria Elena: “We were down in the dark room
and | was just working on some of my photographs, things that | wouldn’t have
done if she hadn’t inspired me.”** While Cristina narrates her relationship with
Maria Elena to Doug and Vicky, the spectator accompanies Cristina’s flashback: in
the dark room, most of the photographs taken by Cristina are portraits of Maria
Elena. The latter admires her own self as a photographic object; in a certain way
the characters fall in love with their own reflected images as erotic icons. Cristina’s
flashback is also accompanied by extradiegetic music, the song ‘Big Brother,’
which corroborates to this idea of images under siege. In the restricted space of the
dark room, both actresses represent beauty patterns in the star system and they
share the same passion for their images reflected as objects of contemplation. In
VCB, the venal aspect of love is intensified, and in this sense, it is possible to
recapture Marx’s famous definition of fetishism in which a social relation between
men assumes the fantastic form of a relation between things.

2. Fetishism

In this case, as always, fetishism hides the social labour that is necessary to
maintain the mystified veil of culture. In his analysis of Henry James’s works,
Terry Eagleton stresses that culture is the ‘element’ that unites Americans and
Europeans: ‘For James, the real affinity between the earnest Americans and the
elegant Europeans lies in the pact that it takes the disciplined work of the former to
produce the culture consumed by the latter.”*> During lunchtime, the Americans in
VCB discuss the role of labour in their lives. It is important to notice that labour is
intertwined with culture. The voiceover narrator says that lunch was served after
Judy’s hushand Mark got back from his golf course, and although the narrator is
describing the actions of the wealthy Americans, the camera focuses on the
housemaid. On one hand, Mark asks his guests about their occupations: Cristina
made a twelve-minute film ‘about why love is so hard to define’*® and Vicky is
getting her Master’s degree in Catalan identity; and on the other hand, Judy
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predicts Vicky’s future: “You don’t have to do something, you know... She’s
marrying this wonderful man in the fall and all of her conflicts will be resolved
when he makes her pregnant.’'” For the wealthy Americans, the sphere of
production is a mystery, a minor detail in comparison to culture. However, the
entrance of the maid reveals that ‘for this decorous civilization to survive, a less
decorous truth must be repressed: the fact that it is parasitic on the sweated labour
of anonymous millions of men and women, who are excluded from the very
‘civility” they help to create.”*®

While James’s fiction is ‘much preoccupied with voids, absences [...], one of
the most ineffable secrets of all is the hard labour which makes all of this civilized
elegance possible in the first place. It is a world of which James is well aware,
though he allows us no direct vision of it.”*® Woody Allen reiterates scenes in El
Raval, portraying the work of the prostitutes in Barcelona: the neighbourhood is
Juan Antonio’s favourite part of the city and he ‘was friendly with all the whores
and thought that they would make wonderful subjects’® for Cristina’s work as a
photographer. On one hand, the portraits taken by Cristina represent her own
tourist/artistic development and aesthetic; on the other, the film inserts some
elements, such as the housemaid, prostitutes, and the pictures of immigrant
children, to represent low wage work and immigrant labour in Spain. In this sense,
it is crucial to stress that the private and exclusive luxury of those wealthy families
represented in the film is sustained by the precarious conditions of work in Spain.

There is also another important aspect that is similar in Henry James and
Woody Allen: their portraits of wealthy American entrepreneurs in Europe present
a ‘perpetual deferment of pleasure.”?* The puritanical self-repression in American
society prevents the characters from revelling in end-products.?? This repression
and secrecy can be illustrated by the denouement of the plot, in which the
voiceover narrator concludes that

Vicky went home to have her grand wedding to Doug, to the
house they both finally settle down, and to live the life she has
envisioned for herself before the summer in Barcelona. Cristina
continued searching, certain only of what she didn’t want.?

This circular train of thought, presented by the narrator (he starts his description
with Vicky and Cristina’s arrival in Barcelona and ends with their departure)
reiterates the same circle of repression: back to New York, the American ladies
‘will perform in perpetuity the circular rituals of ownership and objectification,
freedom and imprisonment, aggression and submission.’® By contrast, the
European couple violently discusses their relationship and artistic works in the
middle of El Raval, amongst the prostitutes, without even noticing them: ‘If you
have an excess of material wealth, you can create a culture which seems
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autonomous of that wealth, averts its eyes disdainfully from it, and can be savoured
as an end in itself.”®
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“You Force Me into the Corner and You Trap Me’: The Crisis of
Hegemonic Masculinity in Steve McQueen’s Shame (2011)

Barbara Braid

Abstract

Since its premiere in September 2011 at Venice Film Festival, Shame (dir. Steve
McQueen) has been interpreted as a cinematographic illustration of sexual
addiction. Set in contemporary New York, it presents Brandon Sullivan, a
professional in his early thirties, as he indulges in sexual excess and pornography.
The arrival of his sister Sissy, a needy and neurotic artist, shakes his carefully
constructed routine and forces him to face his compulsions. But a much more
subversive aspect of this film is provided by the problematic relationship between
Brandon (Michael Fassbender) and Sissy (Carey Mulligan); it has become the
subject of a heated debate among the film’s viewers, who ponder on the possible
traumatic source of the characters’ mental disturbances as well as a conceivable
past and/or present incestuous desire. However, their corresponding first names
(Brandon/brother and Sissy/ sister) would suggest a possibility of a more symbolic
nature of the conflict between the siblings, one which would posit these characters
as metaphorical representations of a heteronormative masculinity and femininity
immersed in the concrete jungle of the patriarchal context. Brandon’s
objectification of females through his male gaze and avoidance of all intimacy
correspond to R. W. Connolly’s concept of hegemonic masculinity, a preferred
gender performance for males in a patriarchal society. Sissy, on the other hand,
represents femininity, understood as those aspects of one’s identity which are
externalised and rejected by hegemonic masculinity. Together, Brandon and Sissy
represent two binaries, doppelgéngers at war with each other. Brandon’s
instantaneous attraction and repulsion toward Sissy may symbolically signify the
crisis in which hegemonic masculinity (Brandon) finds itself, threatened and
engendered by femininity (Sissy). Only when Brandon engages in an extreme
sexual objectification of himself is he able to accommodate the female
vulnerability into his identity. The objectification of the male body this film seems
to practice by an extensive display of Michael Fassbender’s full frontal nudity
underlines the message that once masculinity incorporates a possibility of ‘female’
elements in its identity performance, it will be able to free itself from the demands
of patriarchy.

Key Words: Shame, Steve McQueen, hegemonic masculinity, the gaze,
homosociality, full frontal nudity.
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1. Introduction

Since its premiere in September 2011 at Venice Film Festival, Shame (dir.
Steve McQueen) has been interpreted as a cinematographic illustration of sexual
addiction. Set in contemporary New York, it presents Brandon Sullivan (Michael
Fassbender), a professional in his early thirties, as he indulges in sexual excess and
pornography. The arrival of his sister Sissy (Carey Mulligan), a needy and neurotic
singer, shakes his carefully constructed routine and forces him to face his
compulsions. But a much more subversive aspect of this film is provided by the
problematic relationship between Brandon and Sissy; it has become the subject of a
heated debate among the film’s viewers, who ponder on the possible traumatic
source of the characters’ mental disturbances as well as a conceivable past and/or
present incestuous desire. Tempting as such readings seem, they might actually
simplify a much more complex reality of elaborate gender performances played out
by both characters, more importantly by Brandon, whose behaviour, | argue,
represents a desperate attempt to comply to the requirements of hegemonic
masculinity. | would therefore suggest a reading of McQueen’s film which
analyses this work as a possible critique of hegemonic masculinity performed in
the concrete jungle of the 21%-century patriarchal society.

2. Hegemonic Masculinity

It was R. W. Connell who first used the term ‘hegemonic masculinity” in her
early work, in which she followed the idea of ‘hegemony’ introduced by Gramsci
to signify social relations characterised by domination. This should not be
understood as pure brutality, aggression or violence, although this more abstract
ascendancy is often sustained by a threat or realisation of physical force." It is,
however, a more subtle and sophisticated ‘play of forces.”? In her next book on
masculinities, Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as a ‘configuration of gender
practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the
legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant
position of men and the subordination of women.”® According to Connell,
hegemonic masculinity is not an object, or often not an actual realisation of
masculinity by men in power,* but instead ‘processes and relationships through
which men and women conduct gendered lives;’ it is ‘a place in gender relations,
the practices through which men and women engage that place in gender, and the
effect of these practices in bodily experience, personality and culture.”® What
transpires from this description is the fact that hegemonic masculinity cannot be
defined otherwise but by putting it in relation to femininity and other, non-
hegemonic performances of masculinity; this relation is always one of
subordination of those gender realisations to hegemonic masculinity.

Consequently, hegemonic masculinity should not be perceived as a total gender
practice which eradicates all others; it rather dominates them (as in the case of
women or homosexual men) or compels them to compliance,® as in the case of
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heterosexual, non-hegemonic men, who might not fulfil the hegemonic ideal
themselves, but support it, as it helps to sustain ‘the practices that institutionalize
men’s dominance over women.”’ The core of hegemony is therefore the rejection
of femininity, either in the form of misogyny or homophobia, as it is male
homosexuality which is seen as most threatening to hegemonic masculinity:
‘[g]layness, in patriarchal ideology, is a repository of whatever is symbolically
expelled from hegemonic masculinity’ and it is ‘easily assimilated to femininity.”®
It would be a mistake, however, to see hegemonic masculinity as a character type
or a concrete group of people; most visible hegemonic men, Connell claims, are
fantasy figures or unattainable ideals, like celebrities.’ Neither are they always the
most powerful men.'® Yet, even though the majority of men might not practice the
hegemonic ideal accurately, most men benefit from hegemonic masculinity as a
prevailing social force for the upholding of patriarchal subordination of women.
Therefore, even if they do not consider themselves hegemonic men, in a patriarchal
context, they comply with the hegemonic project.™

3. Male Full Frontal Nudity and the Gaze

Before | proceed to discuss Brandon as a representative of hegemonic
masculinity, | would like to touch upon one of the opening scenes, the one which
caused some controversy due to the full frontal nudity of the main character. This
scene is important for my argument both from an intra-diegetic and meta-diegetic
perspective. To start with the latter, | would like to refer to the theory of the male
gaze, proposed by Laura Mulvey in her 1975 essay ‘Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema.” Mulvey defines this prevalent practice in cinema of classic Hollywood
era as scopophilia, the pleasure of looking at a female erotic object, mixed with
narcissism of the viewer’s identification with the male hero.* The male gaze
works on several levels: it is the one of the filmmaker, as well as of the male
character in the film; but it also reflects the male gaze of the spectator.”® In this
undoubtedly dichotomic and essentialist understanding of the dynamics of looking
in cinema, masculinity is associated with activity, control and domination, while
the female object is the passive embodiment of ‘to-be-looked-at-ness.”** Moreover,
Mulvey asserts that the masculine ‘cannot bear the burden of sexual
objectification.”*®

This last statement has attracted most criticism, as contemporary visual art, film
and popular culture provide innumerable examples of men being the object of the
gaze. Steve Neale in ‘Masculinity as Spectacle’ (1982), for example, discusses the
problematics of feminisation of the male object of gaze, who potentially becomes
an object of homosexual desire.’® A more detailed discussion of a possibility of a
male subject and female gaze is discussed by Kenneth MacKinnon in his book
Representing Men (2003). He notes that in the cinema of the 1980s, male bodies of
actors such as Sylvester Stallone or Arnold Schwarzenegger were presented often
naked, thus potentially subject to an erotic gaze, either the female or the
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homosexual one, but they are at the same time shown while performing herculean
tasks, thus preserving their hegemonic masculinity in spite of this possibility of a
feminised position. This possibility is not even acknowledged by the camera’s gaze
or by intra-diegetic gaze; we might be witnessing a disavowal, MacKinnon claims,
of something which is obviously happening, but is described as not happening at
all.'” The narrative protects the male spectator from the responsibility of male
spectacle by a ‘common sense scenario,” where the hero might take his shirt off not
to be eroticised, but because the script offers a plausible excuse for his nakedness,
thus providing an ‘alibi’ for the (female) gaze.'® MacKinnon notes an interesting
contrast between a male and female gaze:

The erotic look at the female star is without alibi, overt and even
blatant, because the more the female is objectified, the more
masculinity seems to be guaranteed to the hero — and thus, to
follow Mulvey’s logic, to the male spectator. The look at the
male star is heavily alibied, covert, confusing, its erotic qualities
projected on to females and, occasionally, gay males. (...)
However, this protection is extremely simple when compared to
the inventive range of protection it gives to its male spectators in
particular for looking at the male in a sexual or erotic manner.
Masculinity is shored up, and all threat of homoeroticism and
feminization kept at bay.*®

A similar problem is noted by Richard Dyer (1989) in his discussion of men as
subjects of the erotic gaze displaying a passivity of being looked at which
undermines their masculinity and invites the look of the female, also hinting at a
possibility of the repressed homosexuality of the spectator. That implies gender
inversion: an active female spectator is in contrast with the expected gender
performance. Therefore, mechanisms are used to eradicate the passivity of the male
object; they may include a taunting pose, the muscularity of the model or implied
active male roles, referring to sports, typically masculine jobs, or usage of
uniforms.”® It may be concluded, therefore, that according to these analyses of
cultural representations, masculinity still associates with power, domination and
activity, even if it is the object and not the perpetrator of the gaze.

In this context, the opening scene of full frontal nudity in Shame offers a crucial
and paradoxical comment. On the one hand, Brandon’s nakedness after a night of
casual sex may be read as a symbolic representation of his hegemonic need to
dominate and control his life and his relationships with his penis, or in other words,
with his masculinity. By extension, Brandon’s sexual obsessions may be perceived
as a desperate attempt to subordinate others to his need to control — an
interpretation which | shall develop in more detail below. However, on an extra-
textual level this scene is an even more interesting commentary on the role of the
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male in the dynamics of cinematic voyeurism. This is obviously not the first case
of male full frontal nudity in cinema, but it would be perhaps true that it is one of
few examples of male nudity scenes in mainstream cinema which resist
MacKinnon’s description of ‘alibied, covert, confusing’® representations.
Brandon’s genital area is not glimpsed as if by accident, somewhere between the
sheets or the folds of clothes, and the scene lasts comparatively longer than an
average shot of this kind. In spite of McQueen’s claims that the purpose of the
scene was purely to create a realistic representation of a morning of a sex addict,
the scene is slightly taunting, the camera is positioned on a level of Brandon’s
genitalia, and its gaze is not averted. Such an unabashed depiction of male
nakedness in the context of the male gaze perhaps explains the disproportional
alarm this film raised in the Hollywood establishment, earning NC-17 rating. This
is disquieting to the hegemonic male gaze for two reasons: on the one hand, a
pleasure which might result from watching a male nude results in a homophobic
panic; on the other, the identification with the male character, which Mulvey
recognised as a part of the cinematic gaze, puts the male spectator in a position of
an object of the gaze, thus feminising both the character and the spectator.
Therefore, such a scene unhinges hegemonic masculinity of the spectator via its
two main taboos: femininity and homosexuality. It could be concluded then, than
even though on an intra-diegetic level Brandon’s full frontal nakedness
symbolically embodies his hegemonic masculinity, on a meta-diegetic level it is its
ironic criticism and intimidation.

4. Brandon’s Hegemonic Masculinity

As it has been mentioned before, Shame is generally perceived as a film
discussing the issue of sexual addiction. Usually the viewers and the critics look
for possible psychological explanations of Brandon’s state of mind and his
unrestrained compulsions. The script, however, offers little explanation in terms of
the character’s background which could have explained the source of Brandon’s
problem. It is rarely, however, that the film is analysed from the point of view of
gender problematics, and it is from this perspective that Brandon’s unrequited need
to engage in casual sex and masturbation rituals can be explained. Interestingly,
and perhaps significantly, Michael S. Kimmel’s well-known 1994 article on
hegemonic masculinity is subtitled ‘Fear, Shame and Silence in the Construction of
Gender Identity,”* as he claims shame is an unavoidable element of patriarchal
masculinity in the life-long attempt to attain the unattainable hegemonic standard,
which results in repudiation of femininity, the need to prove one’s manhood in a
homosocial environment, homophobia, heterosexual promiscuity and possibly
violence.? | would like to focus, therefore, on Brandon’s relationships with other
men and with women, especially his sister Sissy, to analyse his compulsion to fulfil
the hegemonic ideal and where this leads him in the end of the story.
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The only men surrounding Brandon in this film are his boss and his colleagues
from work. They seem to build a homosocial environment, in which business
expertise and sexual prowess are the sole requirements of manhood. The
relationships between these men are based on proving oneself in those fields.
Brandon wins the friendship of his boss, David, because he is proficient at both —
he manages to win the company a big contract, and during their outing that night to
celebrate the achievement, he proves to be effortlessly successful with the ladies,
something David himself cannot accomplish. However, Brandon seems to despise
David; he does not approve of his married boss seducing his sister Sissy; perhaps
what Brandon really loathes is his own hegemonic masculinity reflected in David’s
behaviour. With other men, Brandon’s relationship is based on rivalry and an
attempt to dominate — his colleague from the office is constantly ridiculed for
being a faithful husband, and Brandon also calls him a ‘dick’ and jokes about
sleeping with his wife to tease him. Brandon’s colleague represents the ‘weaker’
masculinity Brandon feels he can easily dominate.

Brandon’s relationship with almost all of the women in his life, on the other
hand, is purely sexual. He engages in casual sex with women he meets in bars or
prostitutes. He also uses pornography and practices cyber sex and masturbation.
That such a life style represents sexual objectification of women is an obvious
conclusion. But | would also suggest that there are two equally important drives in
his sexual practice as well: the need to subordinate women and the need to control.
The first argument may be illustrated by the subway scene which constitutes a
narrative frame of the film. On his way to work, Brandon notices a young, pretty
woman sitting opposite him in a subway car. Immediately his look becomes
seductive; it is the gaze of a man on a sexual hunt. At first she is flattered, she even
invites his look by revealing a little more of her thigh under her skirt. But soon she
refuses to play the seduction game; the viewer notices a wedding ring on her
finger. Brandon nevertheless follows her once she steps out of the car, insatiable in
his desire to posses her. Hiring a prostitute is of course another practice which aims
at subordination and control. It seems that Brandon performs a ritual when inviting
a sex worker to his flat; he controls the act and gives orders. More significantly, the
scenes of masturbation also serve the purpose of regaining control. This time,
however, they are aimed at himself. The instances of masturbation presented in the
film correspond to those moments when Brandon feels he loses control: when his
sister calls him, which causes distress as he does not want to talk to her; when his
computer at his work station is collected by IT technicians, together with its
incriminating porn material on the hard drive; and finally, when his boss invites
himself into Brandon’s outing with his sister. In all these situations, when Brandon
feels he cannot make the people around him subordinate to his will, he resorts to
one thing over which he has control — his sexuality.

An even more significant scene illustrating this issue is the failed attempt
Brandon makes at dating Marianne. Their shared intimacy in the hotel room is a
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situation Brandon cannot control, even though he is the one who initiates the
rendezvous. Marianne, however, is not like the woman he is used to, he cannot
give her orders; instead, she is equally engaging and passionate in the sexual act.
The experience is so intimate and emotional that Brandon fails to perform; curling
on the edge of the bath in shame for his failed masculinity. He lets Marianne go,
only to be shown in the next scene performing an intense casual sex-act with a
random woman or a prostitute, pressed against the window. It seems that his
masculinity needs constant reaffirmation via sexual domination.

5. Brandon and Sissy: Masculinity and Femininity

Sissy’s arrival to New York disrupts Brandon’s lifestyle and shakes his identity
to the core. His sister is, to some extent, his opposite: while he implodes, with his
emotional restraint and the need for self-control, she explodes with extreme
craving for emotional attachment. The marks on her arms suggest she has tried
suicide before, so her involvement in casual relationships like the one with David
makes her even more exposed. This vulnerability infuriates Brandon, who
perceives it as weakness and is afraid of the emotional bond his sister’s presence
seems to create. 1 would like to suggest a reading, however, in which the
relationship between the siblings goes beyond an emotional power struggle
between the need to love and a fear of love. The names of the characters seem
symbolic: Brandon-brother, Sissy-sister, and put them in a realm of universal
figures representing the male and female elements in gender dynamics.

Thus, Brandon’s resistance to Sissy’s need to love and her desire to unite with
him may perhaps be read as Brandon’s rejection of the female vulnerability that he
both desires and discards. His hegemonic need to dominate and control does not
offer him emotional security, intimacy or any true companionship in his life. Yet,
even though he yearns for it, he does not allow himself to be vulnerable, as that
would diminish his masculinity. The climax of the film, the conversation in which
Brandon rejects Sissy’s love, could be read also as an expression of self-hatred and
anger. When he says ‘you force me into a corner and you trap me,” he is
exasperatedly trying to avoid the incorporation of those ‘feminine’ traits —
vulnerability, emotionality, the need for intimacy, submissiveness — which do not
correspond with the expectations of the hegemonic masculinity he has so
desperately tried to fulfil. Sissy says ‘I am trying to help you,” which Brandon does
not understand; he does not want to accept the necessity to incorporate femininity
into his identity, represented metaphorically by Sissy. The final scenes of
Brandon’s sexcapade, which include provoking a man in a bar into beating him up,
involving oral sex in a gay club, and engaging in a threesome with two prostitutes,
chronologically corresponds to Sissy’s suicide attempt. Brandon’s journey into the
New York night, both literal and metaphorical, constitutes both a trial and ultimate
humiliation of his masculinity. Metaphorically, once he rejects Sissy from his life,
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he is ‘killing’ her, or killing the femininity inside him, through violence and
extreme sex.

6. Conclusion

Still, in the end, Brandon realises the need to reunite with Sissy for full
happiness. The scene of Brandon’s emotional breakdown on the parking lot of the
hospital in which Sissy is recovering represents his moment of realisation, that so
far he has been sacrificing his life at the altar of hegemonic masculinity, through a
repeated ritual of self-control and rejection of intimacy. The message Sissy leaves
on Brandon’s phone — “We’re not bad people, we just come from a bad place’ -
corresponds to the idea that hegemonic masculinity is not necessarily an actual
realisation of masculinity, but rather an abstract ideal the patriarchal ‘place’
(society) burdens men with. Brandon realises that this kind of masculinity
performance brings ‘fear, shame and (emotional) silence.”®* Paradoxically, the film
ends with the reversal of the gaze: the girl from the subway appears again, this time
better dressed and obviously flirtatious. She looks at Brandon seductively, but this
time her gaze is returned with reluctance: Brandon’s eyes are tired and pained.
Whether he gets involved in the game and follows the subway girl, the audience
cannot know. Perhaps he understands that there is a possibility of a new
masculinity, without fear and shame.
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Problematic (Male) Homosociality: Youth, Marriage
and ‘Adulthood’

Frank G. Karioris

Abstract

This chapter will seek to begin an investigation of the meaning of male
homosociality. More specifically, it will re-analyse some of the discourse that
currently exists and makes claims about what male homosociality is. It therefore
means to not only examine the ‘negative’ version of homosociality, but seeks to
begin a conversation in moving the concept of homosociality forward towards a
more complicated vision of what it entails. It will do this by looking at the link that
is made between homosociality and youth; using the, in many ways contrasting,
examples of Michael Kimmel’s book Guyland and Pierre Bourdieu’s Bachelor’s
Ball. This comparison will be augmented through a reading of the recent movie
Ted, which presents a good example of how these connections are portrayed and
seen as playing out, and a reading of a history of American Manhood by E.
Anthony Rotundo. Kimmel’s ideas about the relation between youth, marriage,
adulthood and male homosocial relations will be compared with Bourdieu’s, who
sees the connections between these notions drastically differently. Through both
Guyland and Ted, homosociality is posed as an opposition to adulthood, often in
the guise of marriage. In creating this opposition, it not only creates a normative
idea about what marriage is, but also one that heterosexual men must marry. Most
important for this chapter though, is the normative relating to what homosocial
relations are and that they must be, by virtue of this norm, opposed to heterosexual
relations. The chapter seeks then to re-imagine homosocial relationships, and to
challenge the understanding of its perceived connections to youth and adulthood.

Key Words: Homosociality, masculinity, youth, marriage, men, men’s relations,
Michael Kimmel.

*kkkk

1. Introduction

In this topsy-turvy, Peter-Pan mindset, young men shirk the responsibilities of
adulthood and remain fixated on the trappings of boyhood, while the boys they still
are struggle heroically to prove that they are real men despite all evidence to the
contrary.*

It is in this way that Kimmel opens his recent book Guyland. The title is meant
to signify the fact that this is a land where men set the rules and which they
dominate. The man-boy has been reified as not only a category and state of being,
but, in Kimmel, has begun to take shape as a discursive concept. This idea of the
man-boy has been intricately linked to the idea of homosociality.? In this way,
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homosociality is the concept which can be shown as the cause and reason for the
man-boy.

This chapter will begin by investigating the perceived connection between
youth and homosociality in these men’s (supposed) opposition to adulthood —
manifested in the idea of marriage. In doing this, it will start a critique of both the
connection that is made as well as the way that homosociality is conceived. The
main points of argumentation will come from Kimmel’s Guyland, which will be
given extra depth through a reviewing of the 2012 movie Ted. The movie will be
critically analysed, seeing it as a continuation of the connection between
homosociality and youth, and escape from adulthood. This will be briefly
compared to Pierre Bourdieu’s book The Bachelor’s Ball which seeks to examine
the transition into adulthood in a village in the South of France, and the
impossibility of this for many of the men in the village due to circumstances
outside their control.

By comparing these pieces, it will begin a reconstruction of the notion of
homosociality, seeing it as separated strictly from youth or adulthood, and thusly to
break from this oppositional structuring that poises homosociality not merely as
opposite from adulthood, but as something which impedes and negates it.

2. Kimmel’s Guyland

Michael Kimmel’s recent book, Guyland, aims to inspect the world young men
create in a university setting.® As the quotation at the beginning of the chapter
states, guyland for Kimmel is a place beyond reality, beyond responsibility. It is,
through his own imagery, associated with boyhood in its most archetypal form:
Peter Pan.* It is a very apt beginning to understand how Kimmel sees guyland and
the men (or boys as he sees them) that inhabit this Neverland.’

In exploring this neverland, Kimmel sees its ‘lost boys’ stagnating in a state of
boyhood bliss. He says that:

It’s the “boyhood” side of the continuum they’re so reluctant to
leave. It’s drinking, sex, and video games. It’s watching sports,
reading about sports, listening to sports on the radio. It’s
television — cartoons, reality shows, music videos, shoot-em-up
movies, sports, and porn — pizza, and beer. It’s all the behavior
that makes the real grownups in their lives roll their eyes and
wonder, “When will he grow up?!”®

This quote adequately gets across not just his point, but gives a list of things that he
attributes to boys and youth. In putting it more bluntly he says that “*Laddism” —
the anomic, free-floating, unattached and often boorish behavior of young males’’
is what most frequently defines and determines the actions of men in guyland.
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In a way, Kimmel points to the changing paradigms for these men and the
changes that have occurred, without necessarily assessing the reasonings. He says
that unlike prior generations of men who rushed ‘headlong into work and family
lives, as children did in earlier societies, adolescence slows down the process to
allow young people to accomplish certain identity tasks.’® It is these markers of
adulthood (and, seemingly, manhood) which men in guyland try to escape from. In
fact, Kimmel says that this purposeful escape from manhood is guyland’s
definition of freedom.®

This “freedom’ gains corporeal form in the running from responsibility. On the
other side of the fence dividing guyland from the rest of the world, ‘women
demand responsibility and respectability, the antithesis of Guyland.”*° It is here in
this oppositionality which the shape of guyland takes hold. Guyland is a ‘social
space as well as a time zone — a pure, homosocial Eden, uncorrupted by the sober
responsibilities of adulthood.”™ In this way the clear link between adulthood and
responsibility is shown, especially the oppositionality of homosociality. These
statements make clear the link between homosociality and youth, the case of the
first statement as also against women. Interestingly, he says that:

Just about every guy knows this — knows that his “brothers” are
his real soul mates, his real life-partners. To them he swears
allegiance and will take their secrets to his grave. And guys do
not live in Guyland all the time. They take temporary vacations —
when they are alone with their girlfriends or even a female
friend, or when they are with their parents, teachers, or
coaches.*?

It becomes clear that guyland is not merely a state of mind or period of one’s life,
but a place one can enter and leave. Though Kimmel sees the possibility of leaving
guyland temporarily, for him that there is no reason for these men to leave
permanently. ‘With no family to support, no responsibilities to anyone other than
themselves, and young women who appear to be as sexually active and playful as
they could possibly ever fantasize, they’re free to postpone adulthood almost
indefinitely.”** Continuing, he says there is ‘no reason for marriage, or even a
serious relationship, if sex is really all you want. Why should they grow up, they
wonder?’*

It seems inescapably clear that for Kimmel homosociality is linked with youth,
lack of responsibility, and an avoidance of ‘mature’ relationships with women.™
These statements seem to be forming a very heteronormative idea of what it means
to be an adult and what a relationship entails. This is further shown in the abundant
rhetoric which makes it seem that the only way to have a ‘mature’ relationship is
through marriage. For him, people today ‘become adults when they feel like adults.
They experience a “situational maturity.””*® Beyond this, he sees the markers
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which once established one as a man now are the markers of adulthood for both
sexes.'” In this world devoid of markers of adulthood, boys must find their own
paths to manhood, often turning to each other for their initiation.'® Masculinity is,
for Kimmel, something which is a largely homosocial experience,”® which is
escapism from the reality of heterosexual relations with women.

3. Ted as Embodied Homosociality

While male homosocial behaviour is the unspoken subject of many films, the
recent film Ted® tackles this topic head-on. The movie is premised on the story of
a young boy John who wishes for his teddy bear to be brought to life. His wish
granted, Ted (short for Teddy) becomes John’s best friend. Their relationship
remains constant through childhood, adolescence, till John is thirty-five. Ted is a
heavy-drinking, pot-smoking ‘adult’ who exists in a state of perpetual adolescence
outside the realm of work or responsibility. He is the embodiment of Kimmel’s
homosocial boy who refuses to accept the onset of maturity and the role of
adulthood. Ted represents the way that male friendship(s) play a strong role in the
creation of men and the condition of masculine approval. John, following his
friend, seeks to try and bridge ‘adulthood’ — in this case, a long term, committed
relationship and a job — with his relation with Ted. The resultant situation, while
providing humour, is not positive.

The antagonism in the movie stems from the fixity of this life, with John’s
girlfriend getting tired of John’s lack of drive and motivation. John asks Ted to
move out into his own apartment, in an effort by John to try and separate his
‘childhood’ life from his ‘adulthood’ life — in a move motivated by the hope of
maintaining his relationship with his girlfriend.?* His girlfriend tells him that ‘I
need a man, not a little boy with a teddy bear.” After failing to eliminate Ted from
his life, his girlfriend makes him move out of their apartment and breaks up with
him. John separates himself from Ted to try and figure his life out. A physical
confrontation occurs between Ted and John — and a metaphorical one between
adulthood and youth. John says that Ted has ‘always seen Laurie [John’s
girlfriend] as a threat to our friendship.’

Ted ends up going to Laurie and telling her that he will leave forever so that
she can have John. In this second try at separating youth from adulthood, it is Ted
(youth) who leaves John, forcing him to become an adult. As Ted is dying, he tells
John that Laurie is the most important part of John’s life now. It is the physical
manifestation of the death of youth played out.

All of this leaves the impression of male homosocial relations as ones tied
tightly to constructions of childhood forever in opposition to adult heterosexual
sexual relations. In this way, it is the film version of what Kimmel seeks to portray.
Homosocial relations between men are seen as a singular and uncomplicated bond
which is premised on the escapism of men avoiding the ‘real” world. The
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homosocial man is shown as an overgrown child who is outside of the adult world
of responsibility.

4. Bourdieu in Response

The Bachelor’s Ball sees Bourdieu examining the gender dynamics at play
surrounding the traditional Christmas Ball, which is intended for young men and
women to come together and meet in the hopes of finding a suitable partner for
marriage. The subject of the study though is not the ball itself, but the men who
attend: bachelors beyond the marrying age, who have thereby become eternal
bachelors.?” ‘By what paradox can [these] men’s failure to marry appear to those
men themselves...”*

For these ‘unmarriageable’ men, their bachelorhood is something which stems
from a host of causes, most out of their control. In this society, the logic of
marriages is dominated by ‘one essential objective, the safeguard of the
patrimony... [which is characterized by] the opposition between the eldest son and
the younger brother... and the logic of relations between the sexes...”?* The
system discourages men from marrying women of higher social standing, ‘whereas
the opposite is in accordance with the deep-rooted values of the society.”® Due to
this, these men are unmarriageable.

In this way, they are bachelors not out of choice, but circumstantial and
circumscribed inability. For these men, marriage, as a marker of adulthood, is out
of their reach. Their homosocial relations take on greater importance as their
marital chances darken and they resign themselves to the life of a bachelor. ‘I was
often depressed and spent what free time | had drinking with the fellows, most of
whom were in the same situation.”® Another bachelor says, ‘We would spend
whole nights in the cafe... We would mostly talk about women; of course we said
the worst things about them.”?” Through this we can see the complicated nature of
these homosocial relations. They are used as a way of distancing themselves from
the women who they cannot marry, while simultaneously being the sole social
space — outside of their families — for these men.

Through this lens, one can begin to see a very different version of ‘guyland’
appearing. Unlike the guyland Kimmel portrays, these men are excluded from the
marker of marriage, and thus in some ways, are excluded from adulthood. For
these men, homosocial relations become a defining feature of their lives. It is not
something tied to youth or avoidance of marriage, but is a byproduct of their
inability to marry.

5. A Historical Perspective

E. Anthony Rotundo gives a more historical approach to this topic, and in so
doing, presents a very different picture of what male homosocial relations entail,
and the ways that they were seen — by men themselves, and the wider society.
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Rotundo’s work focuses on the ‘white, middle-class, Yankee Northerners’ in
the 19" century.?® So, while focusing on a distinctly different time period, the
focus on the white, middle-class (and in many ways, heterosexual) male is not so
different from Kimmel’s. It is also in this way that it works as a good counter
statement to that of Kimmel.

Studying the letters and diaries of men, Rotundo puts forward a portrait of
men’s relations that is far more ‘intimate.” For Rotundo, these friendships ‘inverted
familiar patterns of male behavior — they were intimate attachments that verged on
romance.”® As such, these relationships took on a role of supreme importance for
these men. ‘Advocates of homosocial love... declared that their love was
“wonderful, passing the love of women.””% In this, there is a statement not merely
about the importance of homosocial relations, but also of its loving nature.

Though Rotundo paints a very different image of male homosocial relations, he
states that ‘the intimacy of male friendship was largely limited to the years
between boyhood and manhood.”®* This is, in part, caused by the ‘distinctive
conditions of youth — vague social expectations, uncertain career plans, restless
wandering, the transitional nature of youth as a phase in life — all created the
conditions...” for more intense homosocial relations.*

This speaks not to homosociality being necessarily opposed to ‘adult’
relationships as is shown in Kimmel, but as something which the social conditions
make more conducive to this period of time. These relations were also a rehearsal
for marriage, allowing men to ‘play-act the trials and the possibilities of marriage,
to test their feelings about adult intimacy in a setting where lifelong commitment
was not at stake.”®

This, for these men, was an apt way of viewing these friendships, for out of all
the men that he studied, none of the relationships lasted after they were married.*
It is in this sense that one gains a feeling of the societal pressure to distance these
relations, in exactly the way that Kimmel sees that they must be, from the ‘adult’
relationships of heterosexual marriage. By claiming, as Kimmel does, that
homosocial relations are oppositional to heterosexual marriage, he is continuing an
old trend. So while Kimmel presents a rowdy, reckless guyland, he forgoes
analysing why societal norms seek to eliminate homosocial bonding by posing it as
contrary to heterosexual relations, which find their foundation in a heteronormative
construction of marriage.

6. Contestations and Conclusions

This chapter has aimed to do something very simple, which is to redress the
image and impressions given and received in relation to masculine homosocial
relations. While Kimmel paints one picture of this, Rotundo opens up the dialogue
in new directions which challenge and contravene Kimmel, and Bourdieu
simultaneously examines a rather different case-study confirming the plethora of
ways to envision these relations.
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While it has sought to present the narratives of these stories, in relation to
homosociality and youth, it is necessary also to engage with the concept of
homosociality itself. For Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, homosociality is a complex term
with a number of loaded connotations: beginning from a basic description of
‘social bonds between persons of the same sex,” forward to its initial posing in
opposition to homosexuality.* This oppositional posing to homosexuality comes
in part from Jean Lipman-Blumen, who sees homosociality as ‘seeking enjoyment,
and/or preference for the company of the same sex.”* Adding to this, Sharon Bird
says that homosociality provides for distinctions between hegemonic masculinities
and nonhegemonic masculinities through the segregation of social groups.*’
Sedgwick believes this bonding must be paired with ‘desire,” forming a continuum
between homosocial and homosexual — the entire spectrum being labelled ‘male
homosocial desire.”*®

To add to these, it is crucial to see homosocial behaviour as that conducted not
merely by people of the same sex (or gender), but to also dissociate it from
friendships, and understand it as part of the process of group dynamics and group
formation. In this way it, as Bird rightly points out, is part of the process of men’s
divisional genesis which, in part, sets the tone for their relations as a whole.

It is in this reformulation of the concept of homosociality that further study and
theorising is required. Kimmel’s assessment of homosociality as a means of escape
from adulthood and marriage speaks to a truncated notion which is not only limited
in its utility, but is deceptive in its relation to the true situation of how homosocial
relations and bonds work. This is not to say that what he points out does not occur,
but it is to see this as merely a singular formation of homosocial relations rather
than the entire possible range. Bourdieu provides a necessary counterpoint to the
‘guyland’ Kimmel envisions, seeing these men’s relations as part of a broader
spectrum of gendered social relations. For Kimmel, the men of guyland set the
rules of all social relations between men and women, while Bourdieu sees these
relations as part of wider social structures and forces.

Homosociality is not something which should be solely linked with youth or a
distancing from adulthood or responsibility; nor should it necessarily be seen in
opposition to marriage. It is crucial to see that homosociality is something which
works as part of all relations between men.*® This chapter hopes to reopen the
conversation on homosociality and challenge simplistic linkages with youth,
marriage, and the escape from adulthood. In this, it should be seen as a tentative
first approach towards a re-understanding of masculine homosociality. It sees these
relations as crucial for our greater understanding of masculinity, gender, and
therefore the broader context in which these relations exist and simultaneously
create.
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Notes

! Michael S. Kimmel, Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men
(New York: HarperCollins, 2009), 4.

% For the purposes of this chapter, the concept, and definition, of ‘homosociality’
will be kept relatively stable and in line with the uses that the authors make of it.
This does not, though, amount to an agreement with them on the terms of what
homosociality is, as this author believes the concept is in need of clarification and,
in some ways, a redefining entirely.

% It is not necessarily this setting which this paper would like to address, but
through this backdrop to investigate the way that Kimmel poses and portrays male
homosociality in relation to youth and to, specifically, an avoidance of adulthood,
posed, for Kimmel, in the guise of marriage.

* For fuller investigation of Peter Pan, see: Krystal Lynn Hawkins, ‘Masculine
Uncertainty and Male Homosociality in J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan Stories’ (2008),
Open Access Dissertations and Theses, Paper 4680.
http://digitalcommons.mcmaster.ca/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=5702&context=0p
endissertations.

® In an interesting turn, in the 2003 version of Peter Pan, the same actor plays Hook
and Mr. Darling (a stand-in father figure), signaling the fight not merely against
aging, but of growing up and assuming the role of a man — as well as a seemingly
clear Oedipal conflict.

® Kimmel, Guyland, 9.

" Ibid., 13.

® Ibid., 29.

? Ibid., 117.

¥ Ibid., 13.

1 Ipid.

12 |bid.

"3 Ibid. 31.

“ Ibid., 31-32.

15 Beyond homosociality being linked strongly with youth, Kimmel also relates it
(not fully groundlessly) to homophobic attitudes, saying that it is clear that guys
love girls in guyland, ‘all that homosociality might become suspect if they didn’t’.
Ibid., 13.

18 Ibid., 41. There is a sense here that Kimmel is pushing towards a position which
views rites of passage as not merely positive, but, in some ways, necessary. The
investigation of rites of passage in America requires further consideration, but is
outside of the scope of this chapter.

Y Ibid., 42.

'8 Ibid., 19 and 43.
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9 Ibid., 47.
2 Ted (2012): http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1637725/. Also see: Henry Barnes,
‘The 10 Best Films of 2012, No 2: Ted’, The Guardian, 13 December 2012,
accessed 18 December 2012,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/film/filmblog/2012/dec/13/best-films-ted-seth-macfarla
ne.
2! John tells Ted, ‘I just don’t know what to do here. I mean, | know it sucks, but
otherwise I’m going to lose her.” Her response to him having Ted move out is: ‘To
step up and change such a huge part of your life just to make your girlfriend
happier. | don’t know, I guess most guys wouldn’t do that.”
22 pierre Bourdieu, The Bachelor’s Ball (London: University of Chicago Press,
2008), i.
% bid., 9.
2 Ibid., 18. It is added later, that another cause of this issue today is that of
geographical space, where the rate of bachelorhood for those in the countryside has
doubled in the last generation. Ibid., 39-43.
* bid., 22.
% bid., 32.
" bid., 34.
8 E. Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from
gge Revolution to the Modern Era (New York: BasicBooks, 1993), ix.

Ibid., 75.
%0 |bid., 83. There is, it seems, an echo of a biblical theme here.
*! Ibid., 85.
% bid., 86.
% Ibid.
* Ibid., 88.
¥ Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male
Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 1.
® Jean Lipman-Blumen, ‘Towards a Homosocial Theory of Sex Roles: An
Exploration of the Sex Segregation of Social Institutions’, Signs 1, No. 3 (1976):
16. Furthermore, for Lipman-Blumen, homosociality promotes distinctions
between men and women through segregating social institutions.
¥ Sharon R. Bird, ‘Welcome to the Men’s Club: Homosociality and the
Maintenance of Hegemonic Masculinity’, Gender & Society 10, No. 2 (1996): 121.
% Sedgwick, Between Men, 1-2.
% Or between women, though in uniquely different ways.
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Too Good to Be True: Virtue Rewarded in Cinderella

Elaine Pigeon

Abstract

In what follows, | will consider various adaptations of the ever popular fairy-tale
‘Cinderella,” beginning with the best known version by the French author Charles
Perrault, as this is the version Walt Disney drew upon for his 1950 animated film.
Perrault’s late seventeenth-century adaptation is probably the most ‘feminine’ of
all the Cinderellas, for it is in his version that Cinderella’s fairy godmother
provides her with a pair of glass slippers, symbolic of Cinderella’s transparent
virtue. Even more important than the requisite beauty, according to the laws of
primogeniture, a female’s virginity was absolutely essential in order to form a
successful alliance. Of course, in all versions Cinderella is defined by her essential
goodness — in particular, her gentle submissiveness, as she never protests against
her unjust treatment at the hands of her wicked stepmother or stepsisters. However,
in the English tale ‘Cap 0’ Rushes,’ it is the father who mistreats his daughter, as
he is not satisfied with her display of daughterly devotion. This tale can be traced
back to the twelfth century and may have been the source of inspiration for
Shakespeare’s King Lear. Nevertheless, the moral value of the Cinderella tale is
that it provides an enchanting model of goodness rewarded, somewhat along the
lines of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, who begins as a lowly servant and
successfully resists the relentless advances of her master in order to finally marry
him. In all of the tales and its variations, the female’s reward is an advantageous
marriage, yet in the oldest known version of Cinderella, the Chinese tale of ‘The
Golden Carp,” which dates back to the ninth century, the female protagonist does
not get to live happily ever after, but comes to realise just how unhappy her life
will be with the greedy King when she loses her magical powers.

Key Words: Cinderella, fairy tales, adaptations, virtue, primogeniture, femininity,
abuse, Walt Disney, Shakespeare’s King Lear, fathers, incest, Samuel Richardson’s
Pamela, marriage, middle-class, social mobility, magical powers, happy endings.
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1. Introduction

Of all the fairy tales, ‘Cinderella’ is undoubtedly the most popular. Cinderella’s
story, which has undergone literally hundreds of adaptations, has enchanted both
children and grown-ups for centuries. According to Raymond E. Jones and Jon C.
Stott, the editors of A World of Stories: Traditional Tales for Children, the figure
of
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Cinderella embodies the very essence of romance: as a girl, she
endures neglect, abuse, and obscurity; as a woman, she gains
recognition, power, and love. Because it traces her rise through
tribulations to triumph, her story exerts a strong appeal for all
children and adults who have felt that their true identities are
unappreciated.”

For Jones and Stott, Cinderella is ‘a character whose maturation holds out the
promise that one can overcome one’s environment and develop a meaningful and
satisfying identity’? — at least, | would add, within the confines of a patriarchal
society, since the tale reinforces traditional binary gender codes that objectify the
female by focusing on her appearance and subjugating her to the gaze of the
privileged male. Evidently, these two scholars are not feminists. Following Freud,
they conclude that Cinderella is ‘a potent symbol of wish fulfilment.”® For the
dreams of the lowly but hardworking and virtuous ash girl come true when she is
swept up the social ladder and marries a prince. Of all the variations, the best
known version of Cinderella is the one by the French author Charles Perrault, the
version Walt Disney drew upon for his magical 1950s animated film, which still
airs regularly on TV, so this image of Cinderella is firmly implanted in the popular
imaginary. Of course, Cinderella resonates well with the American dream; in fact,
in Horatio Alger’s Ragged Dick, the quintessential American rags to riches tale
published in 1868, soon after the Civil War, Dick, a lowly but hardworking
shoeshine boy on the rise, actually refers to himself as a male Cinderella when he
is given a suit of relatively new clothes by the son of a wealthy businessman* and,
as a result, finds his life transformed. For both males and females, | would argue
that to be under Cinderella’s spell is not an innocent seduction. The tale requires
serious reflection, as each adaptation reflects the dominant ideology and values of
a particular culture and time. Who, we should ask, ultimately benefits from the
belief that virtue will be rewarded.

One could say that Perrault’s late seventeenth-century adaptation is the most
feminine of all the Cinderellas; not only is the French Cendrillon thoroughly
submissive, but it is in this version that Cinderella’s fairy godmother provides her
with a pair of glass slippers, hence the English title, ‘Cinderella, or The Little Glass
Slipper.” As Jane Garry and Hasan EI-Shamy point out, ‘Two of the unique
properties of glass are its transparency (purity) and its fragility, thus making it an
appropriate symbol of virginity, as exemplified, for instance, in the bridegroom’s
breaking of a glass at a traditional Jewish wedding.”® In addition, Jones and Stott
note that, symbolically, ‘shoes have connections to sexuality and fertility, a point
made apparent by the fact that people still tie shoes to the bumper of a newlywed
couple’s vehicle.”® Women’s shoes are suggestive of the female sexual organ, or
vagina, thus making it clear that Cinderella’s glass slippers are symbolic of her
transparent virtue. Even more important than the requisite beauty, according to the
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laws of primogeniture, a female’s virginity was considered absolutely essential in
order to form a successful alliance. Moreover, in all versions Cinderella is defined
by her essential virtue or goodness — in particular, her passivity or gentle
submissiveness, as she never protests against her unjust treatment at the hands of
her wicked stepmother and stepsisters. In fact, when the tearful Cinderella — who
has not been permitted to articulate what it is she wants — admits to her fairy
godmother that she wished to go to the ball, her godmother assures her, ‘be but a
good girl, and I will see that you go.”” At the end of Perrault’s tale, Cinderella’s
essential goodness is reemphasised. When her two sisters realise that Cinderella
was the beautiful young woman they had seen at the ball, ‘they threw themselves at
her feet to beg her pardon for all their ill treatment of her.” Not only does she
forgive them, but after marrying the prince, ‘Cinderella, who was as good as she
was beautiful, gave her two sisters a home in the palace, and ... married them to
two great lords of the Court.’® Cinderella, we learn, is the personification of
goodness, a paragon for little girls to emulate.

In the later, well known early nineteenth-century German version by the
Brothers Grimm, Cinderella’s devotion to the memory of her mother is
highlighted. There are some other noteworthy differences in the telling of the tale,
suggesting a more religious reading. For instance, they suggest that it is the spirit
of the dead birth mother and not simply a fairy godmother who watches over
Cinderella. On her deathbed, Cinderella’s mother assures her, ‘Dear child, be good
and pious, and then the good God will always protect thee, and | will look down on
thee from heaven and be near thee.”® Cinderella soon plants a hazel twig on her
mother’s grave. This rapidly grows into a tree, under which Cinderella wept and
prayed three times a day. A hazel nut tree is symbolic of divination or divine
communication, so it is not surprising to learn that a little white bird, evidently the
spirit of her dead mother, always appeared and granted Cinderella her wishes. Like
the French Cinderella, the German Aschenputtel silently suffers the abuse of her
stepsisters, who in the Grimm’s brother’s version are even crueller: not only must
Cinderella give her stepsisters all her fine clothes and sleep on the hearth among
the ashes, but she must perform impossible tasks such as picking lentils out of the
ashes. To demonstrate that the unbecoming feminine behaviour of the stepsisters
will be severely unpunished, ‘Wilhelm Grimm altered the text published in 1812,
adding the incident [at the end] in which the birds peck out the eyes of the
stepsisters.”*® Thus the tale concludes, “for their wickedness and falsehood, they
were punished with blindness as long as they lived.”* As in the French version, it
is a maternal spirit that watches over Cinderella, although in this version, she is
frighteningly vengeful; however, in both versions Cinderella’s father turns a blind
eye and is not punished for his neglect.

In the English version of the tale known as ‘Cap o’ Rushes,” the mother is
entirely absent; it is the rich father who mistreats his daughter when he is not
satisfied with her display of daughterly devotion. When he asks his three daughters
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how much they love him, Cap o’ Rushes says that she loves him ‘as fresh meat
loves salt.”*? Convinced that she does not love him, he orders her to leave his
home. This tale can be traced back to the twelfth century and may very well have
been the source of inspiration for Shakespeare’s King Lear. The aging King Lear
determines to divide his domain between his three daughters. His plan is to give
the largest piece of his kingdom to the child who professes to love him the most,
certain that his favourite daughter, Cordelia, will win the challenge. Whereas her
sisters exaggerate their professions of daughterly love, Cordelia is sincere in her
love and simply says she loves him the way a daughter should love her father.
Outraged, Lear disinherits her, only to find that his other two daughters treat him
miserably when he goes to stay with them. Realising the true nature of these
daughters, who are conspiring against him, Lear is driven mad with grief.
Following the requisite wars, the tragedy ends in a bloodbath, with Lear dying of
sorrow over the body of his loving Cordelia. In contrast, ‘Cap 0’ Rushes’ ends
happily. After gathering some rushes and making them into a cloak to cover her
fine clothes, Cap 0’ Rushes find refuge in a great house where she offers to do any
sort of work in exchange for a place to stay. Shortly thereafter, Cap 0’ Rushes
secretly attends the nearby ball, where the Master’s son falls in love with her and
soon marries her. Because he lives nearby, Cap o’ Rushes’ father is invited to the
wedding. While preparing the feast, Cap o’ Rushes gives the cook strict orders not
to add any salt to the food, which ends up being so tasteless that no one will eat
anything. Cap o’ Rushes’ father is reminded of his daughter and finally realizes
how much she loved him, so in this tale the two are happily reunited. However, it
is worth noting that aside from what she says about the necessity of salt, the father
never actually recognises his daughter, suggesting that her individual identity is not
important. Equally significant is that except for being identified by her disguise,
Cap o’ Rushes remains nameless, which underscores how her value and identity
are determined by men. Furthermore, that the father only realises how much his
daughter truly loves him once her marriage has taken place, neatly avoids the issue
of incest, which can be found in other variations. Marriage remains the focal point,
but in this permutation of the tale, the prince more clearly becomes a substitute for
the father. According to Freud, for the female ‘in a male-dominant society, the
father-daughter relationship remains the paradigm for her adult relationships with
men.’"® ‘Cap o’ Rushes’ clearly adheres to this heterosexual model, with the
devoted daughter dutifully transferring her desire for the father to an acceptable
male.

In viewing the development of English literature, we can also find aspects of
Cinderella in Samuel Richardson’s early epistolary novel, Pamela, or Virtue
Rewarded, which was published in England in 1740 and became one of the most
popular novels of the eighteenth century. In this novel, Pamela has left her humble
home to work as a servant for a wealthy household. Her story begins with the death
of her mistress, so that Pamela is left at the mercy of the son, Mr B. Most of the
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story concerns his outrageous attempts to seduce Pamela, which would more aptly
be described as attempts at rape, and include abducting Pamela to his country
estate. Through all this, Pamela rigorously maintains her virtue. The reader learns
of Pamela’s quintessential virtuousness by being presented with the letters she
writes to her parents, letters that Mr B. intercepts and reads. Eventually won over
by her goodness, Mr B., who replaces the prince, marries her. That he remains very
much the dominant patriarch is emphasized when, at the altar, Pamela accepts the
ring from her master with a curtsy and a ‘Thank you, sir.”** As in all the versions
of Cinderella, Pamela is rewarded for her virtuous behaviour. In addition, Pamela
became representative of the ‘new woman’ in that she succeeded in rising above
her lowly beginnings and ascending to the middle-class, a factor which
undoubtedly contributed to the novel’s popularity. More specifically, Richardson
wanted his female readers to learn ‘not only the ‘requisite style and forms to be
observed in familiar letters,” but also ‘how to think and act justly and prudently in
the common concerns of life.”*> Thus Richardson’s novel functions much like an
eighteenth-century conduct book and underscores the lesson Cinderella is meant to
impart to her young female audience: under patriarchy virtue will be rewarded by a
socially advantageous marriage — even if the hushand proves unworthy. Of course
Richardson hoped that Mr B. would be reformed by Pamela’s exemplary goodness,
although such a transformation seemed unlikely.

There are however more enlightening variations of the tale in the writings of
the new woman that emerged at the end of the nineteenth-century. In ‘Cinderella
and Her Sisters in New Woman Writing,” Galia Ofek reminds us that ‘the
Cinderella tale became increasingly politicised by the labour press of the 1890s, as
child poverty, urban slums and deprivation were discussed in the Cinderella
Supplement and at various Cinderella clubs,”*® which women formed “to address
specific problems associated with children’s welfare in England.”*” Ofek points to
women’s ‘disenchantment with a paragon of femininity defined by suffering,
passivity and salvation through marriage’; in contrast, new woman writers
‘advocated work, independence and sisterly solidarity.”*® For instance, the feminist
writer Olive Schreiner addressed economic issues in her study Women and Labour,
and Christina Rossetti promoted the notion of salvation in sisterly love in her
popular children’s poem, ‘Goblin Market,” in which she concludes ‘there is no
friend like a sister,” suggesting a female friend. In her article, Ofek emphasizes the
writings of Ella Hepworth Dixon, in particular, her novel The Story of a Modern
Woman (1894), in which she reworks ‘favourite fairy-tale plots’ such as marriage;
however, the heroine’s lover proves an ‘unfaithful and mercenary prince’ who,
after years of ‘patient expectation,” promptly drops her “for a richer bride.”*
Dixon’s heroine soon exchanges her Cinderella fantasies for a life of professional
work and independence; in Dixon’s tale, Cinderella’s tiny slipper metamorphoses
into a sturdy boot.? For new woman writers like Dixon, the pen replaced the fairy
godmother’s magic wand. The word rapidly spread.
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By the beginning of the twentieth century, many of these new women became
suffragettes. Following WWI British and American women won the vote, so
women’s agitation subsided and after WWII, women were pushed back into the
traditional role of homemakers. The resulting malaise, called the feminine
mystique by Betty Freidan, gave rise to a second wave of feminism, in which
women gave voice to their discontent and scorned Cinderella’s dream of bourgeois
marriage and living happily ever after. In her poem of that name, Anne Sexton
succinctly sums up the situation:

Cinderella and the prince

lived, they say, happily ever after,

like two dolls in a museum case

never bothered by diapers or dust,

never arguing over the timing of an egg,
never telling the same story twice,

never getting a middle-aged spread,

their darling smiles pasted on for eternity.
Regular Bobbsey Twins.

That story.?

In all of the variations of ‘that story,” Cinderella’s reward for being a good girl is a
socially advantageous marriage and supposedly living happily ever after, yet in the
oldest known version of Cinderella, the Chinese tale of ‘“The Golden Carp,” which
dates back to the ninth century, the female protagonist’s lesson is quite different.

In this tale, the fairy godmother is replaced by a golden carp that befriends the
sad and lonely little orphan Ye Syan, who is mistreated by her jealous stepmother
and cruel stepsister. Like the fairy godmother, the golden carp has magical abilities
and grants Ye Syan her wish to attend the king’s ball, where she loses her tiny
embroidered slipper; however, once the king finds her and marries her, Ye Syan’s
troubles begin. Although her wicked stepmother ate her beloved fish, the bones
retain their wish granting power and the king becomes obsessed with them: ‘the
temptation of the magic fishbones gave the ... king no peace. He demanded that
Ye Syan ask them for more and more precious gifts to fill the coffers of his island
kingdom. Although his wealth increased a hundredfold, his thirst for still greater
riches was never satisfied.”?? Before long the bones grew tired of the greedy king’s
incessant demands and would give no more. Deeply saddened, Ye Syan placed the
bones in a silken pouch and buried them on a remote beach where they were
eventually washed away by the sea.

Thus the original version of Cinderella leaves Ye Syan deeply saddened but
much wiser. Clearly, it does not suggest that married life will be fulfilling for the
female under patriarchal rule. The current and popular incarnation of Cinderella —
which stems from the late seventeenth century — still encourages silent submission,
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the acceptance of menial work and dependence. Is this really what we want our
daughters to believe? Cinderella cries out for serious revision. These are feminist
issues that despite much progress have evidently not been fully resolved.
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Femininity and Masculinity in Gail Carriger’s Soulless and
Changeless: Victorian Society Redefined

Aleksandra Tryniecka

Abstract

Gail Carriger’s Soulless (2009) and Changeless (2010), the first two novels in her
Parasol Protectorate series, not only feature a prominent female character, Alexia
Tarabotti, inspired by a 17"-century feminist, Arcangela Tarabotti, but also
introduce a variety of equally engaging masculine figures. Representing the
steampunk paranormal romance genre, Soulless and Changeless evoke the
Victorian world in an altered and baffling version. While, traditionally, 19™-
century England is identified with the patriarchal principles which ‘undermine
women’s self-confidence and assertiveness (...),”* Carriger’s neo-Victorian novels
offer a new perspective on the Victorian world in which the standards of
‘manhood’ and ‘womanhood’ are redefined by giving prominence to femininity
rather than masculinity. The Woolfian ‘room of one’s own’ acquires the status of a
cherished, private space and the woman, as ‘the second sex,” moves to the very
centre of events. Consequently, the integrity of the patriarchal world is
significantly strained, revealing men’s insecurity and fallibility. In her works, Gail
Carriger questions the validity of the Victorian discourse, offering a vision of 19"-
century London as inhabited by the intelligent, assertive woman and imperfect, but,
at the same time, more humane men. Drawing on the feminist theory and the
critical writings of Virginia Woolf and Simone de Beauvoir, | examine the
construction of Alexia Tarabotti, the main heroine in Carriger’s novels, against the
concept of the Victorian ‘odd woman’ — single/unmarried and thus strange. | also
discuss various textual representations of the masculine characters, including Lord
Conall Maccon, the most prominent of them, with a view to showing the relations
of power in this ‘alternative’ Victorian world.

Key Words: Masculinity and femininity in the Neo-Victorian text, Victorian-
centred novel, ‘odd woman,” steampunk paranormal novel, the new woman, angel
in the house, domestic identity, spinsterhood, bachelorhood, patriarchy.
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1. Victorian Society Re-Defined

The Victorian era has never fallen into oblivion. While deluding ourselves to
have been shaped by modernity, we still glance curiously at the shadows of the
Victorian past. Gail Carriger’s novels: Soulless (2009) and Changeless (2010)
(both belonging to the Parasol Protectorate series) evoke the Victorian world in
the steampunk vein. In the novels, one is introduced to Victorian England
overtaken by science, technology, medicine and modernity. As a result, the literary
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vision appears greatly altered and baffling: the world of fiction includes both a lady
travelling in a carriage and a dirigible floating in the skies. Thus, one is faced with
a world of contrasts — a blend of Victorian artefacts with etiquette connected with
steampunk gadgetry involving such inventions as glassicals or a parasol weapon.
The society presented in the texts exemplifies the most baffling and engaging part
of the overall picture. Essentially, it is built upon a certain hierarchy. In her novels,
Gail Carriger establishes a double-edged gradation: the first is based on the social
status of the individuals, while the other, as indicated by Mike Perschon, rests upon
the hierarchy of soul.? This interesting manoeuvre incorporates into the novel a set
of expressive supernatural characters: werewolves, vampires, and ghosts. While
werewolves’ social circles are based upon ‘pack dynamics,” the vampires are
governed by ‘hive Queens.” Moreover, these extraordinary creatures are endowed
with an excess of soul. However, the bookish England hosts ordinary human
characters as well, who can boast an average ‘quantity’ of soul. Moreover, the
hierarchy includes few preternaturals — individuals who are in a soulless state.

2. Alexia Tarabotti as the New Woman

Alexia Tarabotti, the main heroine of The Parasol Protectorate series, features
a rare ‘preternatural character.” At first, she figures in the social order under the
label of a “spinster.” Being twenty-seven, of Italian origin and with low marriage
prospects, Alexia is considered a family burden. In the course of events, she
eventually marries Lord Conall Maccon — the earl of Woolsey and a well-
prospering werewolf — which leads to various eccentricities in Alexia’s life.
Moreover, Alexia’s appearance considerably opposes the Victorian convention:
she possesses a dark olive complexion and a prominent nose, and is adorned with a
shock of frizzy hair. Even worse for a typical Victorian lady, she treats a library as
a favourite refuge, showing a deep inclination to become a scholar. Worst of all,
she is independent, assertive and pragmatic in her perception of the world. These
characteristics push Alexia to the margin of stereotypical Victorian womanhood.

In Soulless, Alexia figures as an outsider — an odd woman who is single,
unmarried and thus strange. Odd women, a term referring to the uneven number of
single women of marriageable age living in Victorian England, acquired a special
meaning after the publication (1862) of William Rathbone Greg’s essay entitled
‘Why Are Women Redundant?’ In his work, Greg deplores that England possesses
two classes of women, both essentially wretched: the governesses and the old
maids, who, unmarried and left to ‘useless’ occupations, both waste their lives.
Greg describes them in the following words:

As we go a few steps higher in the social scale, we find two
classes of similar abnormal existences; women, more or less well
educated, spending youth and middle life as governesses, living
laboriously, yet perhaps not uncomfortably, but laying by
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nothing, and retiring to a lonely and destitute old age: and old
maids, with just enough income to live upon, but wretched and
deteriorating, their minds narrowing, and their hearts withering,
becau;e they have nothing to do, and none to love, cherish and
obey.

Therefore, Greg implies that women, in order to bestow reason upon their lives,
should undeniably obey men. Moreover, Greg argues that females are naturally
‘attached to others and connected with other existences, which they embellish,
facilitate and serve.”® In the light of this argument, Victorian women seem to be
undeniably connected with men as a decorative and utilitarian commodity of the
patriarchal world. However, Alexia Tarabotti finds an indirect retort to Greg’s
assumptions. In Changeless, Chapter Fourteen, she leads a peculiar conversation
with her husband:

“Just a moment,” he said. “I need a small reminder that you are
here, you are whole, and you are mine.”

“Well, the first two should be patently obvious, and the last one
is always in question,” replied his lady unhelpfully.®

While denying that she is the man’s property, Alexia highlights her personal
integrity. Thus, she gains the status of a physically and mentally distinctive
individual endowed with a liberated mind.

Importantly, the character of Alexia Tarabotti was based on a historical figure,
the protofeminist Arcangela Tarabotti (1604-1652), who, in 1643, brought forth a
monograph entitled Paternal Tyranny, in which she argues against men confining
women to unfounded suffering and solitude. Arcangela Tarabotti, confined in a
convent herself, poured out on paper her bitter reflections concerning the predatory
patriarchal world. ‘Dear Reader,’ she writes,

my heart has never had any personal reason for growing angry
against the male sex, although it cannot bear to recall without
irritation those devious words proffered by the first man when he
blamed the woman given to him by God as a partner (Gn 3:12).°

In her work, Arcangela Tarabotti uses the meaningful word partner. As Oxford
English Reference Dictionary states, partner is ‘a person who shares.”’ Both
partnership and relationship imply equality and mutual understanding. Therefore,
both these terms are incomprehensible for such critics as William Rathbone Greg.
Moreover, partnership as such appears practically unattainable for an average



40  Femininity and Masculinity in Gail Carriger’s Soulless and Changeless

Victorian woman dominated by the narrow-minded patriarchy. This term seems
not to apply in the Victorian reality.

In Soulless and Changeless, Gail Carriger dwells on the issues of marriage and
partnership as well. The authoress pictures the 19" century from a modern
viewpoint. A long-term spinster, Alexia Tarabotti, suddenly marries Lord Conall
Maccon, a werewolf of high social standing. It seems that the match is based on
the social and economic criteria. However, Alexia is not an average Victorian
woman who craves society’s favour. As Gail Carriger states, Alexia marries Lord
Conall Maccon out of annoyance rather than out of love.® As an overly assertive
and pragmatic character, Alexia cannot reconcile herself to the fact that it is Lord
Maccon who occupies the dominant patriarchal place. The statement that ‘behind
every successful man is a great woman’ seems to apply to Alexia, as she enjoys
her share of supremacy and gladly performs the role as her husband’s leader and
adviser. As Mike Perschon aptly indicates, ‘Alexia is effectively a 21" century
woman with a 19" century voice.”® In the person of Lord Maccon she encounters a
definitional partner who matches her strong personality and domineering skills.

As a werewolf, Maccon is liable to so-called ‘pack dynamics.” He perceives
himself as the commanding Alpha-male until meeting Alexia. Under the spell of
her unyielding personality, Lord Maccon begins to doubt his own Alpha qualities.
In Changeless, Chapter Fourteen, he emphasises Alexia’s strong inclinations to
govern everything: ‘Someone has to keep you off balance, otherwise you’ll end up
ruling the empire.”*°

Alexia Tarabotti appears to personify the ideal to which Victorian women
could only aspire — she is self-sufficient, assertive and mentally strong. Soulless,
the first novel from the series, opens with a scene where Alexia defeats an impolite
vampire who strives to bite her without employing the proper Victorian etiquette.
‘Manners!,” Miss Tarabotti bravely instructs the unfortunate creature. The vampire
(a potential representative of the patriarchal world) is not prepared to meet a
Victorian lady that can be so self-controlled. After the bloodcurdling adventure,
Alexia does not faint. Nor does she need smelling salts or masculine support. She
appears even displeased when Lord Maccon comes to her belated rescue. ‘Do not
give me instructions in that tone of voice, you (...) puppy,” she informs the earl.™*
In what follows, Alexia straightforwardly criticises the poor quality of service at
the party at which she is a guest: ‘I was promised food at this ball. In case you had
not noticed, no food appears in the residence.’*

3. Alexia and the Masculine World

It seems that Alexia possesses ultimate control over her life. This can be
attributed to her lack of soul, a strange quality which a ‘real’ Victorian lady cannot
acquire. Thus, the lack of soul accounts for Tarabotti’s practicality, which loudly
demonstrates itself at every turn.
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When the heroine becomes Lord Maccon’s wife, she gains the new status of an
‘Alpha-female’ who governs the household inhabited by other werewolves,
including the earl of Woolsey himself. Elevated above the ordinary domestic
routine, she performs the almost military function of an Alpha-leader. In this
sense, Alexia’s social status stands in a sharp contradiction to William R. Greg’s
radical assumptions. However, Lord Maccon is boundlessly proud of his decisive
wife. Moreover, he readily acquaints her with the particularities of his work as a
BUR (Bureau of Unnatural Registry) agent in order to seek her advice. In the
course of events, Alexia receives the post of Queen Victoria’s muhjah, a position
of paramount importance. Thus, in Gail Carriger’s novels, it is Alexia’s
intelligence that gains prominence rather than her feminine vulnerability and
alleged senselessness. This focus on the heroine’s unique qualities positively alters
the traditional perception of females as passive, unintelligent and incapable of
making decisions for themselves. In numerous Victorian novels, intelligence is an
aspect of femininity pushed aside as a gift of secondary importance, hardly ever
receiving enough attention, especially in the Victorian texts written by men.
However, if intelligence is given any notice, it normally figures as a cunning (as in
Thackeray’s Vanity Fair) or as intelligence unemployed, (because the heroine is
bound to lose anyway), as in the case of Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the
d’Urbervilles.

In A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf argues that the 19™-century woman
was ‘snubbed, slapped, lectured and exhorted. Her mind must have been strained
and her vitality lowered (...).”*® What Virginia Woolf appears to imply is the
assumption that the Victorian woman had to be essentially inferior to the man in
order to convince him of his superiority. As Woolf indicates,

we come within range of that very interesting and obscure
masculine complex which has had so much influence upon the
woman’s movement; that deep-seated desire, not so much that
she shall be inferior as that he shall be superior, which plants him
wherever one looks, not only in front of the arts, but barring the
way to politics too (...).**

Interestingly enough, Gail Carriger’s ingenious female character inexhaustibly
paves the way for her political career. Alexia emerges as a semi-contemporary
woman who fulfils herself in the domestic space as well as outside its boundaries.
A professional career stands as a remote wish for an average Victorian lady. As an
example, in Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley, Caroline Helstone untiringly dreams of a
professional occupation. Victorian women, as described in 19"-century texts, seem
to be desperately ensnared by tedious domestic routines so glorified by William R.
Greg. According to Virginia Woolf, this state of compulsory inaction can be
abolished by a woman who possesses ‘money and a room of her own.”*® In the
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case of Alexia Tarabotti, it is definitely her unmatched pragmatism that leads her
on the path to an abundant and differentiated life. However, the seclusion of the
Woolfian room offers the heroine an opportunity to develop as a scholar and an
independent thinker. Alexia delights in solitude, as it allows her to engage in
personal affairs. She particularly enjoys the company of books and of her favourite
cup of tea.

While constructing herself as an Alpha-female and the Queen’s muhjah, Alexia
does not abandon her feminine side. Accordingly, Gail Carriger’s novels are, to a
large extent, occupied with fashion, which serves simultaneously as the expression
of the Victorian decorum and a dangerous weapon. In this sense, Alexia combines
feminine appearance with practical use. For instance, in Changeless, her
omnipresent parasol serves not only as an elegant artefact but also as a disguised
weapon with poisoned darts. Therefore, Carriger’s heroine perfectly combines the
stereotypical Victorian womanhood with typically modern, masculine features. In
this sense, she resembles a 21¥-century woman, blurring the boundaries between
typically feminine and masculine spheres.

Alexia appears to perfectly match Virginia Woolf’s claim that ‘it is fatal to be a
man or woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or man-womanly.”*®
Similarly, in The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir rejects the ‘black and white’
distinction between the two sexes. ‘The terms ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ are used
symmetrically only as a matter of form, as on legal papers’ she indicates.!” Gail
Carriger’s novels prove that one cannot be strictly classified as an ‘ideal male’ or
‘ideal female.” It is rather a unique blend of feminine and masculine features that
compose such fascinating characters as Alexia Tarabotti.

In Soulless and Changeless, Gail Carriger introduces a variety of engaging
masculine figures who, contrasted with Alexia’s inner strength and presence of
mind, appear rather devoid of their unshaken patriarchal reputation. However,
Carriger does not commit the mistake against which one is cautioned in Virginia
Woolf’s work: ‘it is fatal for a woman to lay the least stress on any grievance
(...).”*® Carriger’s masculine characters do not appear as a modern critique of
patriarchal tyranny. Instead, stripped of patriarchal despotism, they inspire deep
sympathy and understanding.

The most prominent male character, Lord Conall Maccon, amuses the reader in
Soulless, where his inapt courtship of Alexia and love perplexities are presented.
Earl of Woolsey is depicted as a big, intelligent and good-natured man of Scottish
origin with ‘tawny brown eyes’ and ‘ridiculously long eyelashes.”*® The
description brings out the ‘feminine’ side of the character and points to Maccon’s
gentler features. What is more, Alexia’s presence brings into prominence Maccon’s
imperfections. Paradoxically, these deficiencies contribute to Conall’s positive
image: he is not a patriarchal monster, but rather an ordinary man with weaknesses
and doubts.
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In Changeless, Alexia often instructs her husband on various issues, while he
eagerly yields to her commands. For instance, Alexia, a straightforward Victorian
lady, lectures Maccon that he should ‘have a shave’ or forcefully leads her husband
out of the room so as to prevent him from further disagreement with another
man.? By the end of the second novel, it is actually Alexia herself who governs
the pack of Scottish werewolves, solves a dangerous mystery and looks after her
injured husband at the same time. Therefore, it comes as no surprise to find Lord
Maccon saying: ‘So speaks my practical Alexia. Now you understand why |
married her 2°%

Maccon’s Beta — Professor Lyall, embodies another interesting male-werewolf
character. He is depicted as a mainstay of wisdom and self-command, and
repeatedly proves to be Alexia’s indispensable adviser.

Apart from Lord Maccon and Lyall, the novel features Alexia’s friend — Lord
Akeldama, a vampire. Due to his obsession with fashion, he appears as a
particularly interesting figure. Faultlessly dressed, the life and soul of the party and
a perfect gentleman, Lord Akeldama charms the modern reader with his refined
manners and kind-heartedness. Lord Akeldama’s eccentricity lies not only in his
obsession with clothes and rich house decorations but also in his habit of
surrounding himself with a circle of handsome male vampires. He is depicted as a
semi-feminine character. However, Akeldama reveals himself as such a warm-
hearted person that regardless of his peculiar lifestyle he inspires deep sympathy.

Both novels offer a glimpse at the figures of male servants as well: Soulless
features Floote, Alexia’s butler, who faithfully keeps his lady’s innermost secrets.
In Changeless, one encounters Maccon’s valet, Tunstell, who falls hopelessly in
love with Alexia’s friend — Ivy Hisselpenny. The marriage appears unfeasible due
to Tunstell’s low social status. Moreover, he is an actor. The reader remains both
amused and deeply moved as he accompanies the valet in his attempts to conquer
Miss Hisselpenny’s heart. Changeless hosts a regiment of male werewolves as well
and it is Alexia’s task to bend the army of males to her single wish, which she
accomplishes successfully.

4. Conclusion

Gail Carriger’s novels vividly re-define the ‘traditional’ textual picture of
Victorian society. What is unique about Soulless and Changeless is the range of
male characters who come from numerous walks of life. Thus, one is capable of
discovering their ‘human side’ and being reassured that the Victorian era may not
have been entirely built on the strict convention of tyrannical manhood and timid
womanhood. In Judith Butler’s study based on Simone de Beaviour’s thesis, she
indicates that ‘gender is the cultural meaning and form that (...) body acquires, the
variable modes of that body’s acculturation.”* In this sense, gender appears to be a
state individually elaborated, blending together one’s personality, appearance and
modes of behaviour. In effect, one is left with such vivid figures as Lord Maccon
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or Lord Akeldama, who had never made their way into Victorian literary canon
before. The female character, Alexia Tarabotti, proves that femininity is not a set
of rigorously imposed features but rather a mix of unique characteristics that result
in a unique persona. In this sense, she abolishes the myth of an ignorant and
helpless Victorian lady. However, it appears to me that giving up one’s gender for
the sake of equality may not be the right path. Rather than that, I am glad to find
Alexia Tarabotti as the Woolfian ‘woman-manly’ figure instead of a creature
deprived of feminine qualities. She is strong, womanly, warm-hearted and
endlessly rational. In this sense, the presumed notion of oddity appears as a faulty
measure applied only by narrow-minded individuals. In Soulless and Changeless,
the alleged female strangeness becomes a celebrated strength to remain
unrestricted and self-conscious in the corrupted world. On the other hand, the
masculine characters are often imperfect and dependent on Alexia’s presence of
mind. Therefore, the society presented is reshaped and stripped of paternal
stereotypes. While examining Alexia’s persona, one must agree with Arcangela
Tarabotti when she writes:

Woman, the compendium of all perfections, was the last to be
created. (...) Mary, a woman like all others, was not obliged to
beg for her existence from a man’s rib! She was born before time
itself (...), woman was created ab eterno.
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Nurturing or Neutering? Women in Bobbie Ann Mason’s
Shiloh & Other Stories

Anna Pilinska

Abstract

The aim of the following chapter is to analyse the construction of female
protagonists in the sixteen stories published in the volume Shiloh & Other Stories
by Bobbie Ann Mason. The female characters of the collection are daughters,
wives and mothers living in the conservative American South. The author
constructs each and every one of them with great care and attention to detail. The
essence of femininity is neither inextricably linked to fertility (some of these
women actually undergo surgical procedures which make them infertile), nor does
it have to entail submissiveness and unconditional nurturing, even though in most
of those stories women are perceived primarily as providers of nourishment.
Mason shows the emancipation and silent empowerment of her female characters
against the background of bland male protagonists, very often reversing the
traditional gender roles and upsetting the dynamics between the insecure men and
the women who are about to abandon them. The women’s progressive rebellion,
albeit not always voiced and not always brought to completion but merely initiated
within the frame of a given story, is clearly visible in Mason’s short narrative
forms. Mason’s female protagonists are analysed both in terms of their physicality
and personality traits. | seek to demonstrate how the characters’ persistent quests
for identity and independence destabilise the ‘traditional’ gender arrangements, and
how disrupting this balance and playing with the concept of gender roles
demasculinises men portrayed in the stories.

Key Words: Bobbie Ann Mason, construction of femininity, female character,
Southern American literature, Southern lady, gender roles, short story.

*kkkk

Throughout the history of the United States, the American South has always
been markedly different, regardless of the presence or absence of an official
conflict with the rest of the country. The Southern identity results from a
combination of factors which may no longer be perceptible or valid today, but
which nevertheless contributed greatly to the creation of ‘Southernness.” The
quality of the phenomenon may be somewhat intangible, but its singular
components can be traced to various moments in history and named; Rubin Jr.
mentions racial attitudes, rural origins and attachment to the land, worse economic
conditions, concrete political affiliations, glorification of the antebellum period and
a certain aversion to technological progress.! The literature of this particular region
is permeated with typically Southern themes even as new generations of writers
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enter the literary scene and approach the same issues with different attitudes.
Especially in the case of women’s writing, a shift of focus can be observed when it
comes to the treatment of Southern history, as they introduce previously unheard
voices. ‘For them,” Pollack writes, ‘history is not the chronicle of great deeds and
greater battles, borders, treaties, and territories, but an account of lives lived on the
margins of official history because, by race, class, or gender, they lacked access to
official power and event.”? They also present to the reader of Southern fiction a
new kind of heroine. As Tate points out, ‘Southern women writers of the 1980s and
1990s are actively redefining what it means to be a woman in the South’® as they
broaden the concept of womanhood and liberate it from the limitations of the
‘Southern la