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Editor ial  
 

Since Helen Fieldingôs Bridget Jonesôs Diary (1996) became the mid-nineties phenomenon that 

spawned the chicklit boom, rumours of its death have been regularly circulated, but always greatly 

exaggerated.  While articles denigrating chicklitôs limitations, shallowness and power to corrupt the 

female mind continue to be printed, so does chicklit itself, in huge numbers. In fact, the genre appears 

to be flourishing like the green bay tree; sales continue to be buoyant, and even now form a staple of 

publishing profits.  Moreover, the mutations of the genre (some of which are examined in this journal 

issue) demonstrate its irritatingly rude health and ability to adapt to the needs of the market.  Other 

critics argue that it acts as a weed stifling the growth of less packaged and formulaic fictions by and for 

young women, with publishers eager to squash all new fictions into the chicklit mould.  

For researchers concerned with the popular, this is not something to be dismissed lightly. 

Academic attention to chicklit is often couched in terms of analysing its shortcomings in relation to 

feminism. The most important question I have always felt should be asked about chicklit is: why is 

chicklit considered such a threat to society and culture as we know it? This in itself makes it a worthy 

object of cultural study. When this is coupled with the claims made for its representation of 

sociological truths about womenôs lives today; for its status as an honest expression of the anxieties of 

the contemporary woman ï then the consistent rubbishing of chicklit becomes a phenomenon in itself 

that invites an attempt at explanation.   

The chicklit formula is often more varied than it might appear.  However, I will offer a 

working outline of the usual chicklit framework.  Chicklit commonly focuses on a young woman (letôs 

say under 40) who is prone to some form of relationship angst, steeped in consumer culture, and is 

seeking fulfilment in life, often in the shape of consumer or romantic gratification and preferably both. 

The genre is indebted to popular romance, bildungsroman, and comedy, and engages uneasily with 

enlightenment and knowledge (the chick usually seeks the former but is wary, self-deprecating and 

paranoid about the latter).  Variations on plot detail can be found aplenty, but the essential structure of 

a female protagonist seeking personal fulfilment in a romance-consumer-comedic vein internally 

defines this type of narrative.  Externally, they can be identified by their market positioning, packaging 

and publishing contexts. The genre might seem to be very hierarchically defined - constructed by 

firstly, young female writers merging the literary romance, comedy and bildung; and secondly, by the 

work of the publishing industry to install this combination as a cornerstone of the popular fiction 

market. However contrived the appeal of chicklit is deemed to be, the strength of that appeal is 

undeniable.  As a result, the backlash against this hierarchy is perpetuated largely by the media itself. 

Even the use of the chicklit label implies a value judgement: the UK celebrity magazine Heat will, for 

example, frequently show approval in reviews by referring to a book as ónot the usual chicklit frothô. 

óGoodô chicklit, then, is fiction which has thematic and generic considerations in common, but which is 

struggling to escape from the label.  Meanwhile, chicklit readers, the third corner of the triangle, 

remain committed to buying chicklit, and to buoying up the chicklit market.  

Chicklit can be aligned with a range of fictions, from nineteenth-century novels to Mills and 

Boon popular mass-market romances, to be attacked for their unhealthy effect on female readers. 

Interestingly, though, these attacks on chicklit come predominantly from female critics, who seem to 

see chicklit as letting down the sisterhood; Scarlett Thomas and Beryl Bainbridge have launched 

notable indictments of chicklit as a sinister and deliberate dumbing down exercise.  Defence of chicklit 

is sparse, and usually from within the ranks; Helen Fieldingôs approach is to identify herself as a 

comedy writer rather than the self-appointed spokesperson for a generation, while Jenny Colgan, cites 

class as a factor in the hostility of chicklitôs reception, and this seems to me to be a key factor in this 

positioning of chicklit.  I would argue that chicklit represents a revival of the middlebrow, and that the 

perceived danger of chicklit lies in it being fiction read by those who should be reading something else; 

the guilty pleasure of the middle-class, partly-educated female reader who is too hip for Mills and Boon 

and too dumb for Virginia Woolf.  This throwback to nineteenth-century arguments about the dangers 

of novel-reading operates in reverse: now, instead of distracting women from their proper sphere of 

childbearing and housekeeping, the contemporary fictional opiate that is chicklit distracts women from 

forming feminist analyses of Thelma and Louise while running an international bank all day without 

smudging her mascaraô (in the style of the woman Bridget Jones feels she should be) which, in the 

twenty-first century, is not only their right but quite possibly their feminist duty. Anxieties about the 

role of women, their burdens and choices, are thus an inherent part of chicklit criticism as well as the 

fictions themselves, demonstrating the complex relationship between chicklit and its critics, supporters 

and denigrators. 

In February 2003, ARPF held a colloquium on chicklit.  The open, questioning atmosphere 

was refreshing. Media and academic discussions of chicklit often tend to become consumed by the 
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question of how chicklit can be stopped in its tracks, rather than looking at what it actually does, and 

how.  The colloquium didnôt provide all the answers; rather, it provided a list of questions from which 

to start work. Some of that progress has been collected here in this special journal issue.  The aim is to 

provide a much-needed and timely examination of the development of chicklit as a cultural force; the 

edition appears long enough after the emergence of chicklit to provide some historical and cultural 

perspective, but is nevertheless still one of a very small number of critical works on the topic.  My 

work in this area has made me aware that research on chicklit is being carried out around the globe, and 

that it is time resources on the topic were brought together.  Diegesis provides a forum where the 

longevity or otherwise of chicklit does not have to be justified as a pre-requisite to analysing it as a 

cultural symbol.  Its significance as part of a particular moment in the cultural landscape and the 

popular fiction market can be acknowledged without negotiating its canonical value.  

The essays here examine, analyse and question chicklitôs properties, trends and 

representations, to see what those might mean at the turn of the twenty-first century.  Imelda 

Whelehanôs essay formed the plenary at the colloquium, and investigates the antecedents of chicklit in 

writings about the ósingle girlô and the uneasy relationship between chicklit and feminism.  Kate 

Dorney explores a well-documented facet of chicklit, its preoccupation with products, designers and 

branding, while Kristyn Gortonôs essay examines chicklit sensibilities in various texts claiming status 

as feminist tracts.  Louise Craddock and Claire Horrocks explore the generic developments and debts 

to chicklit in related branches of contemporary womenôs fiction ï the Red Dress Ink series from 

Harlequin, and the Tart Noir genre respectively.  Nickianne Moodyôs essay examines the voice of the 

chick in another aspect of the chicklit cultural package, soundtracks to óchick flicksô, while Katarina 

Smyczynska investigates the positioning of the supposedly all-important figure of the male other in 

chicklit texts.  My own essay explores the material and referential side of the chicklit genre and its 

approach to geographical and economic context.  

The next steps in chicklit research should be exciting ones.  Without a Radway-style 

examination of the readers of these fictions, it remains difficult to comprehensively evaluate the way 

these fictions fit into, distort or influence womenôs everyday lives, conceptions of culture and views of 

feminism.  I am confident, however, that more work on analysing chicklitôs readers, markets and 

generic developments will appear in the coming years, and hope that this collection forms a useful 

starting point for debate.  The ephemerality of the genre will, I am sure, continue to be proclaimed; 

however, investigations of the continuing media debate about these representations of contemporary 

female experience ï its authenticity, anxiety and sociological reality ï need not be thought of as trivial 

concerns any longer. 

 

 

Joanne Knowles 

The Chicklit Forum 

www.chicklit.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk  
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Early in 2003, Radio 4ôs literary quiz The Write Stuff  (19/02/03) concluded with a round where the 

contestants were asked to perform a pastiche of Virginia Woolf writing chicklit.  Although not 

regarded as óliteraryô, chicklit has arrived on the mainstream cultural scene to the extent that itôs 

difficult to avoid references to it, even on the more óseriousô BBC channels and in the broadsheets.  

This particular mention was fascinating because the contestants clearly knew the chicklit  formula well 

enough to fuse the Woolfian sentence with a depiction of the chicklittersô world as one populated by 

things: the audience was able to recognise these trademark tropes and the listener perhaps felt that there 

was some virtue in knowing the basics of the chicklit genre.  The combination of Woolf with chicklit 

prompts speculation about what Woolf would have made of this particular brand of popular fiction, 

which is seen to best represent the contemporary post-feminist universe.  Woolf, so important in the 

emergence of a feminist literary critical voice, was also alive to the social and material changes needed 

to allow women the time and resources to write - as outlined most famously in A Room of Oneôs Own 

(1929).  I doubt whether Woolf would feel that Shakespeareôs sister had risen from the ashes in the 

form of a chicklit writer, but these are the women who are achieving what is still virtually impossible ï 

making a living out of writing and speaking to the needs and anxieties of a rapt audience.  In A Room 

of Oneôs Own Woolf concludes her lecture by envisioning that a century on women might ñhave the 

habit of freedom and the courage to write exactly what we thinkò (Woolf 1977: 108) and interestingly 

it is the habit of freedom which seems to be sitting uneasily on the shoulders of todayôs chicklitters. 

One of the problems for the critic trying to get to grips with what chicklit actually  says about 

women and feminism today, is risking the accusation of taking this all too seriously.  Yet despite 

popular pronouncements of its demise, chicklit seems to be maintaining a sizeable chunk of the popular 

fiction market: it may well be ófrothô to some, but even the highbrow media canôt quite ignore it, and 

itôs a dry week indeed when a Bridget Jones analogy isnôt made somewhere in the media.
1
  Helen 

Fielding herself has often-times refused to discuss the wider implications of her novel or the critiques 

that it launched, dismissing such critics as having foolishly lost their sense of irony.  But at other times 

she has offered a more reflective evaluation of Bridget Jonesôs Diary (1996): ñthese are complicated 

times for women. Bridget is groping through the complexities of dealing with relationships in a morass 

of shifting roles, and a bombardment of idealised images of modern womanhood.  It seems sheôs not 

the only one whoôs confusedò.
2
  Others, too, have alluded to this sense that todayôs young women are 

burdened by the freedoms won by feminism and are, in fact, looking for a sense of order or some 

órulesô that at least might bring some logic to their romantic lives.  

One of the things which emerges most strongly from all chicklit is the conviction that womenôs 

lives are motivated by needs and desires quite different from men.  What is not so clear is whether this 

is regarded as an effect of millennia of sharply differentiated social roles or whether itôs a biological 

imperative.  This question may not actively exercise the average chicklit heroine, but in common with 

their authors it seems the texts themselves are imbued with a consciousness of the achievements of 

second wave feminism, even when they most vigorously seem to be denying the validity of a feminist 

perspective.  Most obviously in Bridget Jonesôs Diary this emerges early Men are from Mars Women 

are from Venus on when Bridget claims to Mark Darcy to be reading Backlash while she was really 

reading.   If you pit these two books against each other there is an explicit tension between them. 

Backlash explores the means by which the popular tide has turned against feminism to the point where 

feminism is blamed for womenôs contemporary ills; whereas John Gray is offering to expose the truth 

about relationships in order that women can pragmatically take responsibility for negotiating the 

minefields of relationship politics.  The latter points to individual salvation, whereas the former is an 

all too bleak reminder of the forces which operate against gender equality.  Instead, sexual politics in 

the chicklit novel becomes an acceptance of the naturalness and pleasurableness of sex wars - the trick 

being strategy and subterfuge ï but this doesnôt mean that feminism is utterly rejected here.  What 

becomes apparent the more works of chicklit one reads is that even in the happiest of endings there is a 

sense of frustration with the centrality of male needs and agendas ï yet this is always coupled with real 

anxiety about the cost of rejecting patriarchal givens and possibly losing any identity which this status 

quo still confers on women ï through marriage and motherhood.  Needless to say, marriage (and often 

motherhood) arrive on the scene as the books reach their denouement, but at times their emergence 

appears more a narrative effect than anything else ï like Austen before them, these writers know that 

their conclusions are the least interesting things about their works. 

Itôs not really surprising that chicklit expresses such a high level of ambivalence about feminism 

when the popular image of feminismôs second wave is of dour, preachy women unable to enjoy 

                                                           
1
 This was how Beryl Bainbridge characterised the genre in 2001, prompting many responses from 

other chicklit and more óseriousô writers alike. See, for example, Colgan 2001. 
2
 Bookworm BBC Radio 4 http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/archive/bookworm/tran4.html. 
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themselves, or understand the needs of the average heterosexual woman.  Even so-called new feminists 

seem to have difficulties with the óoldô ones and the populist feminism evident in books like Naomi 

Wolfôs Fire with Fire and Natasha Walterôs (1998) The New Feminism, acknowledges how far 

feminism still has to go in terms of achieving material changes in womenôs lives, while remaining 

entirely uncomfortable about its recent legacy.  Walter regurgitates one of the most powerful images of 

Second Wave feminism: 

 
Young women today are unlikely to want lectures from feminists about their private 

lives. They have learnt to question the precepts of their parents, their teachers, their 

politicians and their employers in their search for new identities.  However young women 

dress, however they make love, however they flirt, they can be feminists.  They do not 

want to learn a set of personal attitudes before being admitted into the club.  The search 

for political equality today must go on alongside the acceptance of personal freedom 

(Walter 1998:5). 

 

Second Wave feminism is framed as a force which attempted to interfere in womenôs private lives ï a 

common characterisation, but also a shocking betrayal of the real legacy of feminism today.  That some 

women still believe in equality and empowerment is more apparent in the Third Wave feminist take on 

Second Wave.  Third Wave feminism, a movement very much about young women finding their own 

political voices, is more aware and comfortable with the legacy of the second wave at the same time as 

it asserts that womenôs lives have changed to the extent that new viewpoints and approaches are 

needed.  The influences upon the Third Wave feminist are more likely to be found in popular culture, 

the media and the internet, and their feminism is more likely to be expressed in these terms.  As I have 

mentioned elsewhere: 

 

[é] being part of feminismôs Third Wave means realising oneôs own politics through the 

mass media and popular culture ï this is diametrically opposed to the ambitions of Second 

Wave feminism to keep its óauthenticityô by generally shunning the blandishments of the 

media for fear of being absorbed by patriarchal power structures.  Despite the marginal and 

maverick status of Riot Grrrl performers, there is more generally an investment in women 

who have made success in a manôs world, using all the usual ñpatriarchalò indicators of 

success, such as money, fame, media savvy.  The sources for Third Wave inspiration 

reflect this cultural multi-lingualism, so that a Third Wave feminist is as likely to read 

Mary Wollstonecraft as she is to pick up Elizabeth Wurtzelôs Bitch (1999) or settle down 

to watch the latest episode of Buffy. (Whelehan and Pilcher: forthcoming) 

 

Third Wave activists are still a relative minority and the sentiments expressed in chicklit seem closer to 

those of Walter et al. ï namely, that women will not tolerate the intense scrutiny of óstridentô feminists: 

their private lives must no longer be political, but left to the integrity of the individual to negotiate as 

best they can. 

 It is interesting to see how this disavowal of personal politics is echoed in the strivings of each 

chicklit heroine to give herself a relationship makeover.  One way or another the central character is a 

loner or feels herself be outside the norm in some way ï either because she is too fat (Jemima J.), 

single (Bridget Jones), underachieving at work (Colgan) or in the case of one of Marian Keyesô recent 

heroines, because ñI sometimes felt Iôd been born without lifeôs rule bookò (Keyes 2003: 378).  Of 

course for the sake of the narrative dynamics of each novel, it is crucial that the heroine be individuated 

in a number of ways: in order to achieve this it is also the case that a number of other characters will 

remain two-dimensional types made easy to recognise by the reader ï the blonde bombshell, the 

feckless ex, and so forth.  The repetition of these formulae across the chicklit genre give the lie to the 

idea that weôre dealing with the quirky exploits of one crazy gal who went wrong somewhere.  What is 

underlined, and what, presumably explains the success of chicklit, is that the chicklit heroine is in a 

constant state of anxiety ï about her appearance, about her lack of direction, about her relationships or 

lack of them, about her parents and siblings. 

 This uncomfortable feeling that something has gone awry in the life of the heroine, and that it 

may all be too late, is a central motif in the fiction.  What has consistently irritated commentators is that 

if these women reflect a world where feminism has achieved massive leaps for all women, then they 

seem hardly worth all the effort. Characteristically they are self-absorbed and when not totally 

immersed in their own problems, their interests scarcely seem to move beyond, clothing, food and 

socialising.  Just as critics are torn between dismissing chicklit as pure comedy, or as fiction which tells 

truths about womenôs lives today, so its readers may be similarly torn between a celebration of its 
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disposability and the pleasures of knowing the genre will deliver the goods, set against a nagging 

feeling that something else reverberates within the huge success of these writings and their inter-textual 

exchanges with chickflicks, TV series and even product placements (for example, there was in 2002 a 

Boots detox advertisement narrated in the style of Bridget Jones).  

For academics it seems natural to take this stuff very seriously indeed and Iôd like to think 

thereôs more to this than mere perversity or a spot of elegant slumming.  When I first wrote about 

Bridget Jonesôs Diary in Overloaded (2000), I emphasised the means by which the celebration of 

Bridget as a character with a shelf-life far beyond the pages of the book, emphasised the power of 

ópost-feministô discourses that situated feminism as the chief oppressor of women. I concluded that 

ñBridget Jones became a bestseller because women recognised within its irony their own experiences 

of popular culture, and especially the tensions between the lure of feminist politics and fear of losing 

oneôs femininity. This perception of the incompatibility of feminism with having a meaningful 

heterosexual relationship has unfortunately been perpetuated beyond reason to its current status as self-

evident ñtruthòò (Whelehan 2000:151).  The confessional tone adopted in so many of these texts offers 

readers the reassurance of fallibility, in that these heroines are lost, lonely, chaotic, yet find salvation in 

their relationships.  What chicklit provides, fundamentally is the post-feminist narrative of heterosex 

and romance for those who feel that theyôre too savvy to be duped by the most conventional romance 

narrative.  The reason Bridget Jonesôs Diary made such a powerful impact in wider cultural terms is 

that it is a book that constantly comments on itself. The diary possesses destabilising meta-narratives 

found in the fact of its appropriation of the Pride & Prejudice plot and the celebration of its misuse of 

the conventions of the fictional diary format.  This simultaneously allows for those who wish to see the 

truth about their lives reflected in Bridget unhampered to do so and for others to sense the unease of 

what óbeing Bridgetô means in broader social terms.  

I am not trying to say that readers who wholeheartedly identify with the character are hapless 

and naïve dupes ï one of the most powerful features of chicklit as a genre is that it seeks that 

identification which doesnôt simply come from empathy with the central female characters, but rather 

in understanding the world they inhabit, and actually accepting that womenôs lives are governed by 

quite different realities. While in the 70s consciousness raising novel (for example The Womenôs 

Room (1978), Fear of Flying (1973)) this realisation allows the reader to assess and critically appraise 

their own lives and perhaps politicise their gendered identity, in chicklit the use of humour suggests 

that an appropriate response is a shoulder shrug of resignation accompanied by the thrill of fantasising 

that romance seeks out those who have given up on it.  Of course, in offering a pastiche of Pride and 

Prejudice Fielding is also paying homage to one of the key source texts for romance fiction and 

following from this all chicklitters foreground the ups and downs of relationships, on the surface often 

stripping away the veneer of the classic romance. Different issues come to the fore, such as the 

possibility of promiscuity, illicit sex, ordinariness, loss of dignity and failure along with all the 

aspirational features ï whether it be clothing, interiors or food ï but the central concern remains with 

the heroine and her domestic and personal life.  The humour is often of a self-deprecating kind ï things 

go wrong for the chief characters, wild coincidences happen, and this mocking or ironic tone maintains 

that that neither the heroine nor the author is taking herself seriously, but whether such a bluff subverts 

the core values of romance or their location in the most traditional of patriarchal settings is 

questionable. 

To take the argument further, we have to look at the values implicitly endorsed by many of the 

books, their echoes in contemporary popular culture, and think about the patterns over the whole genre, 

just as critics have done with other kinds of mass market romance.  I said earlier that even though the 

women who people these novels seem to have discarded any feminist sense of themselves ï the books 

are predicated on the celebration of womenôs difference to the point of ludicrous over-exaggeration.  

This celebration suggests some limited refashioning of the script of femininity, not least in setting the 

blonde bombshell against the more óordinaryô central character who eventually triumphs.  These 

heroines seemed have taken the mantras of ónewô feminism to heart - that the best form of 

empowerment is individual success ï just as the heroines of new feminism are those women who can 

measure success by the purchasing power if gives them, and whose power is so often visibly written on 

the body (Madonna, Geri Halliwell, Rene Zellweger). 

New feminism and chicklit have other roots which pre-date feminismôs second wave in the form of 

Helen Gurley Brownôs best-selling self-help manual, Sex and the Single Girl (1962), which celebrated 

womenôs empowerment along material and sexual lines.  Shocking in its day for a celebration of 

womenôs single life and its framing of what would be the image of the ócareer womanô once Brown 

took over editorship of Cosmopolitan in 1965, this book urged women to pursue their dreams ï even 

though a good marriage was deemed to be a part of that dream.  Reissued in 2003 as a ócult classicô it is 

easy to see how this book might become the perfect chicklit accessory (complete with advice on 
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dieting, beauty regimes, recipes and interior design ideas); but one must remember that it emerged at a 

time before the rhetoric of equal opportunities or the later effects of such legislation.  This was a 

survival guide at a time when few women grasped success: it is essentially the story of one womanôs 

victory over poverty and obscurity; and Brown in telling it like it is offers a pragmatic vision of 

womenôs lives, suggesting that empowerment comes through the celebration and exaggeration of 

classic feminine attributes, rather than an eschewal of them.  Chicklit, post Brown, feminism and equal 

opportunities, celebrates femininity too, and there seems to be some nostalgia for the woman of a 

bygone age, but the foregrounding of failure and disappointment seem to reflect a very real sense of 

inadequacy in face of the rhetoric of unlimited choice.  The popular reading of second wave feminism, 

via new feminists, is that feminism demands success at the expense of valuing the personal or 

emotional ï the response seems to be to evacuate the workplace to a small corner of the narrative in 

favour of long descriptions of our heroineôs failure to do her laundry, boil an egg or stick to a fitness 

regime, as to underscore the felt need of each single woman for the stability of an identity afforded by a 

long-term heterosexual relationship. 

In part chicklitôs focus on the ordinary, the quotidian, reminds us of early feminist criticism which 

sought authentic images of women and implied that women writers had a duty to produce them.  These 

images in chicklit appear authentic because the response to them is deemed to be one of recognition, 

but unfortunately this may be an illusion and weôre actually órecognisingô the images, trends, valued 

behaviours which we are accustomed to prizing. The aspirational elements of these novels exposes 

their perhaps limited commitment to realism, and the constant episodes of anxiety, embarrassment or 

failure display a reluctance to represent women achieving effortlessly as if all success is an aphrodisiac. 

Underlying the failures are the stories of transformation ï most notably where the fat girl achieves 

happiness by losing weight - for example Jemima J. by Jane Green or the character Daisy in Louise 

Bagshaweôs The Devil You Know: ñShe started to lose more weight, without noticing it. She was too 

busy to think about eating and quite often sheôd grab a Boots Shapers sandwich for lunch, not because 

it was lo-cal, but just because it was there.  And fast.  The last few pounds of puppy fat were melting 

from her thighs[é] As she dropped the weight and started to like herself a little, Daisy found she was 

making more moneyò (Bagshawe 2003:203).  Thereôs a cynicism about the narration, an awareness of 

the injustice that pretty girls make more money waitressing, but the novel itself affirms these values in 

that she can only gain romantic rewards when sheôs thin and the path to weight loss, when taken, is 

smooth and effortless.   

The endings themselves turn against the more eccentric features of the novels by seeming to 

endorse the most conventional moral values.  To a seasoned chicklit reader, these conclusions come as 

no surprise, but very often they are accompanied by an affirmation of the most retrograde of longings.  

At the end of Marian  Keyesôs Sushi for Beginners, Lisa the classic career woman has to learn to return 

to her working class roots, value her family and remarry her ex-husband ñNo sneaking away to Vegas 

this time ï no, they do it properlyò (562); Ashling the ñordinaryò one is rewarded by the love of her 

charismatic boss ï he encourages her to cast off all her anxieties by tossing her handbag into the sea 

(after removing her credit cards and on his promise heôd buy her a new one because this one was ñold 

and mankò); Clodagh the beautiful perfect married mother loses her husband after she has an affair 

with Ashlingôs boyfriend and ends up with neither friend nor husband in punishment for disobeying the 

órulesô.  At the end of Babyville, meanwhile, one of the main characters, Julia, announces her 

pregnancy to Samantha who then agrees to be ñthe best godmother the world has ever seen!ò (Green 

2001:456); Mel in Colganôs Amandaôs Wedding gets her man on the verge of his wedding to her 

controlling friend Amanda.  Weddings, birthings and returns to the bosom of the family are all too 

often the close of such novels, even when the implication is that for young women with means and 

style there is an infinite number of possibilities.  

Defenders of the genre ï not least some of the writers themselves, such as Jenny Colgan and 

Marian Keyes ï draw attention to the wider concerns at the heart of the novels, whether it be gender 

politics in the workplace, female rivalry/friendship/ homelessness, poverty, eating disorders, mental 

illness.  These are painted as part of the trials of everyday life and something for the individual to take 

in hand, just as all manner of relationship, family and emotional dysfunction are paraded in front of us 

on daytime TV. Whereas Second Wave feminist writers might use such travails to show how much 

women share common setbacks which may be as more to do with the society they inhabit and its core 

values rather than their own shortfalls, it is left for the serial reader of chicklit to recognise that these 

are the ills of a generation. 

Ultimately chick lit is a celebration of stasis on the grounds that for each of their heroines óthings 

can only get betterô, and indeed they do.  As singletons they rail against the politics in dating etiquette, 

but end up paired off in a constant re-enactment of the myth that true love seeks you out.  Chicklit, it is 

true, is much harder than it used be to characterize in terms of chaotic confessional heroines, sex, 
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drunkenness and social gaffes, virtue rewarded, burnt offerings at dinners, flatshares and friendships, 

domestic incompetence, but it is also never far away from the traditional romance. Small wonder than 

that Mills & Boon launched their own imprint ï Red Dress Ink ï in attempt to claw back what they 

may regard as their rightful market.  

Beyond the wrangling about the post-feminist or otherwise content of the novel, chicklit is also the 

ultimate true confession story and teases the reader with the life-art tension.   Nearly all its writers 

produce through their own bestselling texts a compelling rags-to-riches narrative which is their own 

life.  True, most are university educated and firmly middle-class, but their success is the most 

compelling story at all ï the dream of getting rich by simply writing their story.  Just as it was said of 

Catherine Cookson and her ilk that the key attraction of her work is that it allows readers to nurture the 

illusion that they could write such a book with just their lives as raw material ï a thought both 

comforting as it is unchallenging.  This illusion seems to be part of the dynamism of the texts and it is 

not surprising that as their authors grow older then so must the themes with which they deal (most 

obviously the growth of ómumlitô).  This ómaturingô of the genre was a subject indirectly touched upon 

in the Guardian (21/02/03) earlier this year.  In an article on the TV adaptation of Sex and the City 

(another chicklit ur-text, since as a column Bushnellôs work predated Bridget Jones) the impact of 

Mirandaôs recent transformation to mother was discussed and felt to be welcomed by all mothers of 

young children whose friends feel that they are not the person they were.  It applauds the realism with 

which these issues are dealt with (whilst noting that the vein-covered breasts she offers to her baby on 

screen are prosthetic ones) and again suggests that chicklit, for all its frothiness, teaches us about life.  

Chicklit seems to fall between the life/art and life/trash continuum -  the sense that good literature 

teaches us something and the popular cultural passion for putting ólifeô on display with the promise that 

for the lucky few it will change forever, mainly because of large sums of money.  Itôs a genre that 

perhaps isnôt so carefree as its exponents sometimes want to suggest, but rather seems anxious about 

itself, as if constantly checking itself in the mirror.  For some, such as Jenny Colgan such fiction is part 

of the democratization of culture: ñNow, no longer do you have to have been to the right university, or 

be the right personôs daughter [é] popular novels reflect, and are part of, popular culture, so to expect 

young women to tell their stories without mentioning the pressures of magazines, TV, thinness, media 

celebrity and love that surround us would be extraordinaryò (Colgan Guardian 26/03/02).  It is true that 

one of the distinctive features of chicklit is the power of its observational humour, but what if weôre 

only ñtapping a well of long-extant stereotypes, fears and assumptions about single women and selling 

them back to ourselves at a bargain priceò? (Zeisler 1999)  

Many critics are, I suspect, unsettled by chicklit not because it means nothing, but that they might 

mean something altogether disturbing.  Chicklit has refashioned the classic romance narrative in its 

own image whilst wanting to dispense with the sugary illusions of the Mills & Boon oeuvre.  This 

reimagining of the contemporary romance relies on humour, product placement, and a heroine more 

hapless than her reader.  Yet many chicklit authors know that their tales of modern romance have 

prompted new debates about what post-feminism, if it does exist, can mean.  Marian Keyes, a writer 

who claims her novels are darker than the average work of chicklit, is hopeful that the next generation 

will start getting angry about the injustices of the workplace and such issues as body image.
3
  While it 

is intriguing that such writers see a greater future connection between chicklit and feminism, it is 

telling that this moment of political engagement must be deferred, like a diet long overdue, a new 

lifestyle, or even that weddingé Even if the chicklitters are ógrowing upô and mumlit is becoming 

more evident, the longings expressed in the novels seem to be those of the adolescent celebrating the 

heady days before life choices need to be made.  There is a recognition, albeit subtextually, that 

feminism did not solve the problem of how to conduct heterosexual relationships in the framework of 

notional equality, and chick litôs ósisterhoodô continually teeters between the potential empowerment of 

narratives which tell it as it is, and the longing for the comfort and nurturance embodied in the classic 

romance. 
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This article examines the way in which chicklit and ladlit interpellate readers as sophisticated 

consumers of cultural and/or material artefacts.  It draws on the stylistic method of analysing the way 

information is presented as new or given to highlight this process of hailing, demonstrates how this 

information is used to construct an implied readership, and how semiotics can give us a vocabulary to 

identify the cultural valency inherent in these commodities and cultural artefacts.   I focus on two 

recent examples of the chicklit genre, India Knightôs My Life on A Plate (2000) and Sophie Kinsellaôs 

Shopaholic Abroad (2001) and compare them to Helen Fieldingôs Bridget Jonesôs Diary (1996) and 

Nick Hornbyôs High Fidelity (1995).  Fielding and Hornby represent the beginning of the chicklit and 

ladlit genres; Knight and Kinsella represent a particular exaggeration of the typical chicklit features, to 

be described in more detail below.  Shopaholic Abroad (Shopaholic) is not discussed in any great 

depth, simply because there is very little depth associated with brand referencing in the text, brands 

function solely as a means of demonstrating the protagonistôs shopaholic nature, rather than conveying 

anything about her tastes.  In particular, the article compares Knight and Kinsellaôs keyword 

presentation of accumulating and consuming beauty products and fashion (ógivenô in stylistic terms) 

with Hornbyôs account of accumulating and consuming cultural credibility through music (presented as 

ónewô), in which the products in question are justified, constructing us as wannabes rather then experts.  

My theoretical framework for understanding this process of construction is based on two 

reformulations of Marxôs observation that the exercise of ideological power is best understood as: 

ñthey know not what they do, but still they are doing itò (Karl Marx in Capital, quoted in Zizek  

1989:29).  The Althusserian articulation seeks to explain why óthey know not what they doô, 

contending that they/we are hailed or interpellated into an ideological framework because it appears to 

be the ócommonsenseô position.  Zizek suggests that in these óenlightenedô times a more sophisticated 

formula best describes the process: óñthey know very well what they are doing, but still they are doing 

itò (1989:29) .  Subjects find reasons to retain this mask of ignorance to avoid facing their own 

complicity with ideological structures. This seems a useful formulation for explaining our response to 

what is effectively product placement in chick/ladlit texts.  We recognise blatant name-dropping when 

we see it, but we continue to read in the same way, accepting that branding is an essential component 

of this particular reading experience, and that, having acknowledged the ideological purpose, we will 

be immune to the effects. 

Bridget Jonesôs Diary (Bridget) introduced us to a particular representation of 25-35 year old 

women, and a particular kind of lifestyle: an attractive, professional woman living in London enslaved 

to the ideology of womenôs magazines (the óglossiesô, rather than Bella and Woman) and self-help 

books, and supported by an extended network of friends.  Bridget even provided us with vocabulary to 

describe such a network: the ósingletonô family versus their ósmug-marriedô contemporaries, óinner-

poiseô versus óemotional fuckwittageô.
4
  The traditional ideology of the nuclear family is challenged  by  

a new formula for urban living: 

 

óIôm not married because Iôm a Singleton, you smug, prematurely ageing, narrow-minded 

morons,ô Shazzer ranted.   óAnd because thereôs more than one bloody way to live: one in 

four households are single, most of the royal family are single, men have been proved by 

surveys to be completely unmarriageable, and as a result thereôs a whole generation of 

single girls like me with their own incomes and homesô (Fielding 1996:42). 

 

Bridget spawned a stream of books in which the (female) narrator lacks self-esteem despite possessing 

all the attributes deemed desirable in, or for, the modern woman, and in spite of paying lip-service to 

feminism.  The comic twist is that in her miasma of self-analysis, absorption and obsession, the 

protagonist is incapable of seeing her own worth until validated by a man.  She may have the family of 

singleton friends to provide support and affirmation, as well as an exhaustive knowledge of relationship 

self-help literature, but this particular type of chick-lit protagonist (also exemplified in Arabella Weirôs 

Does My Bum Look Big in This? and Jessica Adamsô Single White Email) never realises her own 

worth until she is flat on her back on a mini-break.  She looks for love everywhere but under her own 

nose, bemoans the difficulty of finding a man, any man and obsesses constantly about her own 

appearance and personality, while acknowledging that such behaviour is reductive and self-defeating.  

As Bridget remarks when preparing for her date with Daniel (1996:519): 

 

                                                           
4
 (Fielding 1996) page numbers denote first mention: óSmug Marriedô, p.39, óSingletonô, p.42, óInner 

Poiseô, p.89, óEmotional Fuckwittageô, p.20 
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Wise people would say that Daniel should like me just as I am, but I am a child of 

Cosmopolitan culture, have been traumatised by supermodels and too many quizzes and 

know that neither my own personality nor my body is up to it if left to my own devices. 

 

And so she shaves, waxes, plucks and moisturises in an attempt to make her body conform to 

the mythical beauty ideal, as Zizek describes, Bridget realises she is being hailed, but find reasons to 

ignore it.  Bridget is no longer the typical chicklit protagonist however; in this age of weight-related 

anxiety and media furore about the mediaôs responsibility for this anxiety it is no longer acceptable to 

depict women worrying about their weighting more than 9 stone.
5
  The shift from these weight and 

commitment related obsessions is reflected in both My Life on a Plate (My Life) and Shopaholic.  

Where Bridget obsessively lists her consumption of food, drink and fags the heroines of My Life and 

Shopaholic do not so much list their consumption of products, as describe their life in terms of 

products.  Products do not flesh out character as in Bridget, they are the means by which we make 

sense of the character (compare width and depth of brand referencing in Bridget with that of My Life 

and Shopaholic, see appendix).   

My Life advertises its ónew generationô chicklit status through a series of references to the 

way in which it subverts the conventions of Bridget.  Clara Hutt has, by her own admission, already 

ógot the man, the house and the childrenô  ï despite being a óripe size 16ô ï  not to mention a  job as a 

magazine writer and a healthy sense of self-awareness (Knight 2000, 1).  She has clearly consumed 

chicklit as avidly as she has accumulated brand names (see appendix), drawing the readerôs attention to 

those points in her own story that conform to or deviate from the old style chicklit myth that twig-like 

beauty secures the perfect style-supplement lifestyle: óIn the current climate you probably want to 

know how I Got My Man.  I do feel quite pleased with myself sometimes, actually.  I look at my friend 

Tamsin, thirty-four, single and desperate, and feel a warm glow of intense smuggery (Knight 2000, 2).  

óSmuggeryô is surely a deliberate reference here; single and desperate is old hat, the afflicted Tamsin is 

relegated to the background while the óSmug Marriedsô take centre stage.  The central motif of My Life 

(and other ónew generationô work such as Sabine Durrantôs Having It and Eating It) is that despite 

appearing to have it all (on a plate), life is not as rosy as it seems.  The Shopaholic trilogy (The Secret 

Dreamworld of a Shopaholic, Shopaholic Abroad and Shopaholic Ties the Knot) bucks this trend even 

further.  Becky Bloomwood occasionally worries about her career and her relationship with boyfriend 

Luke (she never worries about her weight, or whether she is attractive), but the motivating impulse in 

her life is (as the title suggests), shopping ï her thought processes are perpetually itemising past and 

future purchases, or reflecting on how she can earn enough money to pay for them.  Despite the fact 

that every novel sees Becky at financial and emotional crisis point because of her compulsion, her need 

to accumulate is seen as an essentially endearing character trait.  The trilogy represents chicklit ôliteô at 

its lowest ebb of self-reflexive irony.   

Clara and Becky lack Bridgetôs neuroses, but all three books exemplify ólifestyleô fiction.  

Even if you are not fortunate enough to live in London, it is possible to recreate the Bridget Jones/Clara 

Hutt lifestyle experience by paying attention to detail.  We know Bridget buys her clothes in Jigsaw, 

shoes in Pied a Terre, and her food, chardonnay and cigarettes in Cullens.  Clara, as we shall see, is a 

more diverse shopper.  The point is, branding is not only conflated with lifestyle, it is a cipher for 

lifestyle; this is not a new concept; Easton Ellis does it in American Psycho to give us a comprehensive 

surface/depth distinction and Barbara Taylor Bradford and Jilly Cooper do it to give us a clear idea 

how wealthy and tasteful their characters are, or have become.  But, as John Mullan (2002:21) pointed 

out in a recent Guardian article on brands in the James Bond series, the motivating forces behind these 

detailed descriptions has changed: 

we are habituated to novelistsô use of brand labels, often lazily, to persuade us of the 

credibility of a character, or a way of life.  Some of it bolsters what I have heard called  

órecognition fictionô: novels whose credibility requires the readers to recognise a lifestyle 

that they share.  Brands are key signifiers here.  But Bondôs brands are different.  They 

constitute a language that would scarcely have been more foreign than it is now.  They are 

calculated to intrigue a British audience that, in 1957 when From Russia with Love was first 

published, had only recently struggled out of postwar austerity.  As the Labour leader Hugh 

                                                           
5
 Although in the curious way life has of imitating art, actress Renee Zwelleger who played Bridget in 

the film of the book was continually in the media bewailing the gorging she had to do in order to 

approximate Bridgetôs 9st frame.  Once she had shed the weight again she was centre-stage once again, 

for being too thin 
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Gaitskell said at the time: óThe combination of sex, violence, and alcohol and ï at intervals 

ï good food is, to one who lives a life as circumscribed as I do, irresistible.ô  

 

Brand referencing has moved from distancing the reader to interpellating them.  And where My Life  

beats Bridget and Shopaholic hands down is in the breadth and specificity of the ways in which it does 

this.  Even as readers, we become consumers, assumptions are being made, relationships are being set 

up and all by virtue of the fact that brand information is continually and exhaustively presented to us as 

given rather than new information.  In stylistic research analysis of the presentation of information as 

given or new explains how readers determine what sort of relationship they are supposed to have with 

the narrator, it also allows us to determine the norms of the fictional universe in which we are 

embroiled.   Katie Wales defines given and new information thus: 

 

As its name suggests, given refers to information stated but already known to the 

participants: pragmatically, either supplied in the co-text; or presupposed from the 

situational context.  It is contrasted with new information, which is not known, or not 

assumed to be known to the addressee; or which is regarded as  particularly ónewsworthyô 

(Wales 1989:208). 

 

In the case of My Life, the prodigious list of brand names Clara offers (see appendix) - 

frequently without any explanation as to what they might be for, where one might buy them, and how 

much they might cost - suggests either she assumes all her readers are glued to fashion and beauty 

magazines, or there is a semiotic system which allows us to recognise the significance of these names, 

namely Barthesô idea of myth, described by Bignell (1998:16) as: 

  

linguistic, visual, and other kinds of sign used not simply to denote something, but also to 

trigger a range of connotations attached to the sign.  Barthes calls this social phenomenon, 

the bringing together of signs and their connotations to shape a particular message, the 

making of ómythô.  

 

In My Life, we are dealing with the making of myths about beauty and fashion, myths that - even in a 

book where the heroineôs husband leaves her to go off and work for French Vogue ï are aimed entirely 

at women, at constructing their femininity. The text interpellates readers as women, the text is focalised 

by a woman who, in the extract below, suggests we share her position.  Here Clara is describing her 

friend, Stella, something of an earth-mother who makes her own food and gives her children wooden 

toys to play with (a woman, the subtext seems to suggest, unlike ourselves).  Stella is: 

beautiful, though in an unkempt bohemian way that owes more to jumble sale finds than to 

shopping at Voyage.  She wears no make-up.  I had an innate suspicion of the bare-faced; 

until I met her, Iôd never been friends with someone who didnôt own a lipstick. [é]  Why 

[é] deny yourself the joy of looking better unless, of course, you have yourself down as a 

total babe in the first place, which I suspect many of these artfully ónaturalô types do.  [é] 

Who would say óNo thanksô when given the option to make their eyes twice their actual 

size?  And why is it that itôs always the plain ones that go about unadorned? (Knight 

2000:53) 

 

The ómythô is turned on its head, implying that suspicion should be directed not at the impenetrably 

macquillaged who are but slaves to media forces, but towards the óplainô who intimidate the cosmetic 

aficionados with their disinterest in órealô womenôs grand passion.  Being a woman, should mean 

performing as a woman as a sexual entity, rather than as a maternal one.  Cosmetics form a major bond 

between Clara and her mother Kate.  Claraôs musings on the arrogance of bare-faced women like Stella 

leads directly into her recollection of her 16
th
 birthday when Kate took her on a trip to Paris to buy 

make-up and skincare products.  Having dealt with skincare at the Clarins counter (Kate herself only 

uses óinfinitely superior Sisley productsô), they move on to the Chanel make-up counter (óyou might as 

well wear decent stuffô): 

 

 Iôll buy you some eyeliner, and some mascara, for partiesô. 

She threw in some translucent powder and, to my astonishment, a scarlet lipstick 

(óRed is classic.  Anything else is common, apart from Vaseline ï although do remember 

that Elizabeth Arden Eight-hour cream makes the best lip salve everô), and it was the 

beginning of a lifelong love affair with the de-luxe end of the cosmetics market.  Apart 

from the fact that make-up makes you look better, I love the glamour of it, of the 
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packaging, of the names (óRouge Coromandelô, óVampô, óSchiapô)  Who wouldnôt?  Well, 

Stella for a start. (Knight 2000:54) 

 

Kate is described as the óuber-matriarchô - bossy and overbearing - but never presented as a maternal 

figure.  She berates Claraôs sisters for their vacuous conversations, and continually criticises Clara for 

being fat.  Their maternal bond seems to be forged entirely through the language of grooming.  Zizek 

suggests that ideology sometimes óveilsô its obviousness, but no such veiling seems apparent in My 

Life, the assumption is simply there, that we recognise the brands and the mythical connotations.  Even 

Claraôs children insult each other via brands: ñóShut up, Jack,ô Charlie says.  óYou moronic toddler.  

You are a Barbie.ôóYou are a Sindyô, Jack bats back without missing a beat.ò(Knight 2000:8)  Jack and 

Charlie already know ï even if we do not ï the toy brand hierarchy, and Sindy has never regained 

supremacy since Barbie appeared in British stores.  The way brands are presented to us in My Life, as 

opposed to Shopaholic (which is written in a more confidingly girlish tone) means that we are 

simultaneously lured in and alienated, e.g. when Robert says to Clara, who is wearing Marks and 

Spencer trousers: ñYou might think about shopping in normal shops.. Paul Smith does a 16 in the 

womenôs range for instanceò (Knight 2000:48).  This instance is much closer to Mullanôs observation 

about branding in Bond.  We recognise the luxury brand but are firmly put back in our quotidian place 

(along with Marks and Spencer), when Clara responds with ñóI donôt take a size 18, Robertôò, rather 

than saying ñI could never afford to shop in Paul Smithòô (Knight 2000:48).   

While brands have associations for Clara: luxury, pampering, class and so on, for Becky, it is 

the buying that counts.  A comparison of her relationship to cosmetics with Claraôs reveals it as devoid 

of any significance, make up is just something else to buy.  She does not make a pilgrimage to a make-

up shop as Clara might but because theyôre ñthis huge make-up emporium in SoHo called Sephora is 

running a special promotion today, until four.  Every customer gets a goody bag ï and if you spend 

over $50, you get a free mascara!  There, you see, I feel better already, just thinking about itò (Kinsella 

2001:174).  Where Clara is as captivated by the images the product names suggest , Becky believes 

happiness is literally a credit card swipe away.  She describes the ñlittle bottles of nail polishò in 

Sephora: 

 

labelled things like Cosmic Intelligence and Lucid Dream.  As I gaze at the display I feel 

overcome with emotion.  These bottles are speaking to me.  Theyôre telling me that if I 

just paint my nails with the right colour, everything will instantly make sense and my life 

will f all into place (Kinsella 2001:184). 

  

 She is the ultimate consumer, buying because it brings her pleasure: reading the óSephora promiseô 

that óAll things of beauty bring us together and impart a sweet scent to lifeô prompts her to drunken 

tears.  Clara would never dream of explaining that Sephora is a cosmetics shop ï she wouldnôt need to 

ï it is easy enough to infer what it is from the context.  The world of Shopaholic disregards the 

mythical aspect of branding and leaves us with naked consumerism. 

 

However, órecognition fictionô, as Mullan suggests, extends further than going to the right 

shops and buying the right things, it also describes the appeal of Hornbyôs early work, ñreaders 

recognise a lifestyle they shareò.  Fever Pitch (1992) and High Fidelity (1995) require fairly specialised 

knowledge or excellent close reading skills to pick up the thousands of football and music nuances, but 

the general topic panders to stereotypes about what men, or more accurately, the óladsô created by the 

media like to do: watch football and listen to music.  Mullanôs use of the word ócredibilityô is 

particularly apt in the case of High Fidelity.  Rob and his employees may not be driven by 

accumulating things, but acquiring music facts obsesses them, knowledge, particularly culturally 

prestigious knowledge.  Rob recognises and perpetuates the circulation of cultural prestige in all media: 

What am I?  Average.  A middleweight.  Not the brightest bloke in the world, but certainly 

not the dimmest: I have read books like The Unbearable Lightness of Being and Love in the 

Time of Cholera, and understood them, I think (they were about girls, right?), but I donôt 

like them very much; my all-time favourite books are The Big Sleep by Raymond Chandler, 

Red Dragon by Thomas Harris, Sweet Soul Music by Peter Guralnick, The Hitchikerôs 

Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams and, I donôt know, something by William Gibson, 

or Kurt Vonnengut.  I read the Guardian and the Observer, as well as the NME and music 

glossies; I am not averse to going down Camden to watch subtitle films (top five subtitled 

films: Betty Blue, Subway, Tie Me Up!  Tie Me Down!, The Vanishing, Diva), although on 

the whole I prefer American films.  (Top five American films, and therefore the best films 
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ever made: The Godfather, Godfather Part II, Taxi Driver, Goodfellas and Reservoir 

Dogs). (Hornby 1995:29). 

 

Robôs grasp of cultural prestige is sophisticated, even mildly subversive.  He appreciates that Kundera, 

Marquez and subtitled films carry more cultural capital than Raymond Chandler and Tarantino on the 

dominant plane, but his choices have far more anti-establishment credibility.  These choices also reflect 

his love of lists: both the books he mentions regularly feature in the óbest bookô lists so prevalent since 

the last decade, Rob acknowledges that: 

his [Barryôs] conversation is simply enumeration: if he has seen a good film, he will not 

describe the plot, or how it made him feel, but where it ranks in his best-of-year list, his 

best-of-all-time list, his best-of-the-decade list ï he thinks and talks in tens and fives, and as 

a consequence Dick and I do too. (Hornby 1995:42). 

 

Brands have no place in High Fidelity, even the hardware goes un-namechecked.  Robôs shop 

is anti-commercial, hidden down a sidestreet carefully chosen to be out the way of the chance punter.  

Barry prides himself on  being rude to customers asking for or buying the wrong kind of record.   The 

point of having the shop is not primarily to earn a living, but to spend time with likeminded people.  

People for whom music fulfils as much of a ritual function as cosmetics do for Clara and shopping does 

for Becky: 

Even though we get a lot of people into the shop, only a small percentage of them buy 

anything.  The best customers are the ones who just have to buy a record on a Saturday, 

even if thereôs nothing they really want; unless they go home clutching  flat, square carrier 

bag they feel uncomfortable [é] (these are my people and I understand them better than I 

understand anybody in the world). (Hornby 1995:82) 

 

Money is not the path to enlightenment, knowledge, allied to taste, is power.  Whereas in the chicklit 

examples, everything is specific, in High Fidelity everything is generic, and indefinite: a supermarket, a 

café, rather than Tescos or the caf® selling croissants and lattes, even Robôs beer is nameless.  His 

descriptions are not without image consciousness, but they lack the product placement so beloved of 

our chicklit models: 

Sheôs mid-to-late forties, with a dodgy tan and a suspiciously taut-looking face; and though 

sheôs wearing jeans and a T-shirt, the jeans have the name of an Italian where the name of 

Mr Wrangler or Mr Levi should be, and the T-shirt has a lot of jewellery stuck to the front 

of it, arranged in the shape of the CND sign. (Hornby 1995, 68) 

 

she was always a girl for sensible clothes, but what sheôs wearing tonight ï a big floral 

dress, a beige raincoat ï pushes sensible over the edge towards death.  óWhatôs that cool 

guy in the leather jacket doing with Virginia Bottomleyôs elder sister?ô the audience is 

thinking.  Probably.  (Hornby 1995, 140) 

 

The objects of desire, or even objects worthy of elaborate description are  cultural rather material: 

names of records, bands, record labels, as if these things ï like cool ï cannot be bought.  We never find 

out where Rob goes shopping.  He buys two records during the entire book, one than at a gig and one 

from a house-clearance.  The depth of his brand vocabulary (outside record labels) is Levis or 

Wrangler. Robôs suspicion of anything that doesnôt call a spade a spade is demonstrated by his 

reluctance to call T-Bone (a musician) by his name: 

I hate calling him T-Bone.  It sets my teeth on edge, like when you have to ask for a Big Heap 

Buffalo Burger, when all you want is a quarter-pounder, or a Just Like Momma Used to 

Make, when all you want is a piece of apple pie. (Hornby 1995, 81)  

 

In common with the chicklit texts studied, money is generally effaced in High Fidelity, or at 

least located at some distance from Rob: principally in Laura, his lawyer girlfriend who ñcouldnôt find 

any legal aid work.  She had to take a job that paid about forty-five grand a year because she couldnôt 

get one that paid under twentyò (Hornby 1995, 78). The money the serious record collector needs for 

the vinyl, the cds, the gigs and the sound systems is obliterated by the detailed knowledge also needed 

to acquire these items.  Robôs disavowal of surface phenomena suggests that his is a higher calling than 

mere óshoppingô, he is a record collector, but the facts that accompany the records is just as important, 
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if not more so than the records themselves.  Clara and Beckyôs rapture over nail polish and lipstick 

cannot compare with this obsessive attention to detail.  

I am reluctant to suggest that the differences manifested here between chicklit and ladlit 

ódemonstrateô or óproveô the essentialised stereotypes that women like shopping, clothes and make up, 

and men have no interest in them.  It does seems however that these particular texts reinforce those 

gender stereotypes and help to maintain these hegemonic assumptions.  Rob is complicit in these 

assumptions for all his liberal Kundera and Guardian reading matter; men like music, women like 

things.  Compare his account of Laura leaving  

 

Laura leaves first thing on Monday morning with a hold-all and a carrier bag .  Itôs sobering, 

really, to see how little she is taking with her, this woman who loves her things, her teapots 

and her books and her prints and the little sculpture she bought in India.  I look at the bag 

and think, Jesus, this is how much she doesnôt want to leave with me. (Hornby 1995:37) 

 

with his description of how his business survives: 

 

I get by because of the people who make a special effort to shop here on Saturdays ï young men 

ï always young men, with John Lennon specs and leather jackets and armfuls of square 

carrier bags ï and because of the mail order: I advertise in the back of glossy magazines, 

and get letters from young men, always young men, in Manchester and Glasgow and 

Ottawa, young men who seem to spend a disproportionate amount of their time looking for 

deleted Smiths singles. (Hornby 1995:38) 

 

This is not the place for an investigation into the demographics of music consumption, but these 

extracts do demonstrate how easy it is to assume these stereotypes are biological in origin (anyone for 

Why Men Donôt Listen and Women Canôt Read Maps?) rather than socially conditioned gendered 

ones.  Rob is an enlightened ónew manô, he can ósee what feminists are on about, most of the time, but 

not the radical onesô but he thinks the cultural versus literal consumption distinction is empirically 

verifiable (Hornby 1995:30).  By the same token, Becky Bloomwoodôs boyfriend Luke and Claraôs 

husband Robert are always immaculately dressed in designer names, but never seem to go to shopping, 

appearance is important to them because of their professions.  Both of them are driven by work while 

their partnersô jobs are merely a means to more lipstick and another pair of shoes.  Recognition fiction 

may have progressed since the ( now camply ironic) sexism of the James Bond series, but not so far 

that it does not still interpellate its readers into their binarised gender categories.  In this respect, the 

self-reflexive irony which is supposed to sweeten the pill ï isnôt it funny that girls like to shop and boys 

are obsessed by music? ï is, as Zizek would put it, merely another method by which we retain the mask 

that ideology is neutral once detected. 
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Appendix 

 
Brand My Life  Shopaholic   Bridget  High Fidelity 

A&M records    *  

Aero   *   

Aga *     

Agent Provocateur *     

Agnes B  *  *   

Alexander McQueen  *    

Anna Sui  *    

Anne French    *  

Ann Summers ***   *   

Armani  *    

Atlantic Records    *  

Aubusson *  *    

BMW    *  

Babar *     

Baby Gap   *   

Babyliss *     

Bacardi  *    

Banana Republic   *   

Barbie ***     

Barnes and Noble  *    

Barneys  *********    

Benetton  *    

Berties  *    

Birkenstock *     

Bob the Builder *     

Body Shop  *  ***  *  

Boots   *   

Boules   *   

British Home Stores  *     

Burger King    *  

Café Rouge   *****   

Calvin Klein  *****  ****   

Canderel *     

Championship Vinyl6    ********  

Chanel *****  ***  *   

Chess Records    ***  

Christian Dior  *    

Christian Laboutin *     

Chubb *     

Clarins *     

Clinique  **    

Coco Pops  *     

Commes des Garcons  *    

Conran Shop  ***  **   

Cosmopolitan   **   

Country Casuals *   ***   

Creation Records    *  

Crunchy Nut Cornflakes  *    

Cullens   ***   

Daily Telegraph *     

Debenhams  *    

Denny and George  **************    

Dickens and Jones   *   

Diesel   *    

Diet Coke  *  ****   

Dinny Hall  *  *   

DKNY  ***    

                                                           
6
 Robôs shop 
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Dolce and Gabanna *  *    

Dries van Noten *     

Duracell *     

Durex    ***  

Earl     

English Eccentrics  *  *   

Evans *     

Evian **     

Fauchon *     

Fendi  *    

Ferragamo     

Floris *     

Fortnum and Mason *     

French Connection  *    

Frosties *     

Gameboy ***     

Gap  *  *   

Gauloises *     

GQ *     

Ghost *     

Givenchy   *   

Godiva *     

Gucci  ***    

Guerlain *     

Guinness    *  

HMV    *  

Habitat *  *    

Harrods  *  *   

Harvey Nichols *  *  **   

Hello! *   *   

Hello Kitty  *     

Helmut Lang  *  *    

Hermes  ***    

Hobbs  *    

iMac  **    

Jaeger   ***   

Jammy Dodgers *     

Jaffa Cakes *     

Janet Reger *     

Jean Paul Gaultier **     

Jigsaw  *  *   

Jil Sander *  *    

Jimmy Choo *  *    

John Friedaôs Frizz-ease *     

John Lewis    *  

John Rocha *   *   

Joseph   **   

Karen Millen  *    

Kate Spade  ****    

Kettle Chips    *  

Kiehls  *    

King Records     *  

Kitkat  ******    

Kleenex ***     

Lagerfield  *    

Laura Ashley   ***   

LK Bennett  ******    

Le Creuset *   *   

Lego ***     

Lemsip    *  

Levi  *    ***  

Little Chef *     

Linguaphone  *    

Loius Vuitton *  *    
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Lulu Guiness   *    

McDonalds    *  

Mabelline  *    

MAC ***     

Maltesers  *    

Manolo Blahniks **     

Marks & Spencer *  ***  *******  *  

Mars Bar   *   

Mercedes  *    

Milk Tray    ******   

Milky Way   *   

Mills and Boon  *     

Miss Selfridge *   *   

Missoni *     

Moschino  *    

Moulinex    *  

Mr Muscle *     

NME    ***  

Nescafe *     

Next  *    

Nicole Farhi *   **   

Nike *     

Neurofen *     

Oasis  *    

Oswald Boateng *     

Patrick Cox *     

Paul Smith *  *    

Pellegrino  *    

Pernod  **    

PG Tips *     

Phillipe Starck   *   

Philip Treacy  *    

Pied a Terre  *  *   

Pier  *    

Play Doh ***     

Players No. 6    ***  

Playstation *     

Pokemon *     

Pot Noodle *     

Prada ****  ***    

Prisunic *     

Pucci *  *    

Quality Street   ***   

Ralph Lauren  ***  *   

Ready Brek *     

Record and Tape Exchange    **  

Renault   *   

Ribena *     

Richard James *     

Rimmel *     

Sainsbury ****  *    

Saks  *****    

Selfridges ***  *    

Sephora  ***    

Silk Cut   *********   

Sindy ***     

Sisley *     

Solid Torso Action Man *     

Stax Records    *  

Stephan Kelian  *    

Strepsil *     

Sudocrem **     

Sugar Puffs *     

Tamla Motown    *  



 22 

Tatler *     

Thomas the Tank Engine    *  

Tiffanys *   *   

Timex  *    

Tocca *     

Trojan Records    *  

Twix   *   

Valium    *  

Vera Wang  *********    

VG Supermarket    *  

Vimto *     

Virgin Megastore    *  

Vogue ******     

Volkswagen    *  

Volvo    *  

Voyage *     

Walkers Crisps  *    

Warehouse  *  ***   

Whistles  *  *   

Wimpy    ***  

Wonderbra *     

Woolworths *     

Wrangler    *  

Yves Klein   *   

Yves St Laurent *     
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ñóKiss My Tiara:ô Chicklit and Female Empowermentò 

 

Kristyn Gorton  
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We can perhaps say that the phenomenon of óchicklitô grew both as a response to, and on the back of, 

the success of Helen Fieldingôs 1996 novel Bridget Jonesô Diary.
7
  Over the subsequent years a number 

of writers, film makers, and TV producers followed in Fieldingôs footsteps; producing works that 

include Cameron Tuttleôs  (2000) The Bad Girlôs Guide to Getting What You Want, Rebecca Walkerôs 

edited collection To Be Real: Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism, and Karp and 

Stollerôs (1999) collection The Bust Guide to the New Girl Order, together with television programmes 

such as Ally McBeal and Sex and the City (1998-2004).  Alongside a number of similar, if less well 

known, contributions to this genre, these books and programmes marked something of a cultural shift 

that has influenced our collective conscience.  In response to this occurrence a number of academic and 

popular commentaries, of various qualities, have been written that attempt to relate this process to 

issues as diverse as the position of woman in the contemporary world, the relationship between 

consumerism and femininity, and the continuing viability of feminism.  In this essay I discuss two 

recent contributions to this literature, Susan Jane Gilmanôs (2001) Kiss My Tiara: How to Rule the 

World as a Smartmouth Goddess, and Jennifer Baumgardnerôs and Amy Richardsô (2000) Manifesta: 

young women, feminism and the future, with the aim of exploring the relationship between feminine 

consumerism, female empowerment, and third wave  feminism.  

One of the most controversial responses to the general phenomenon associated with the rise of 

chicklit was published as the lead article of the June 1998 issue of Time magazine. This article both 

questioned the continuing salience of feminism, and hinted that the emergence of characters such as 

óAlly McBealò confirmed that the womenôs movement was in jeopardy. To symbolise this argument, 

Timeôs cover featured the faces and names of three (in)famous representatives of feminism, alongside 

óAlly McBealô. Moreover, these feminists, Susan B Anthony, Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem, where 

represented in black and white, while Calista Flockhart, identified as ñAlly McBealò, appeared in 

radiant colour. The implication of this simple representational devise was that, as Bellafante argued in 

the accompanying article, feminism had moved from an intellectual and political engagement to 

ñstylish fluffò (1998:56). Indeed, Bellafante asked: ññWant to know what todayôs chic young feminist 

thinkers care about?ò and answered; ñtheir bodies, themselvesò (Time, 1998). Thus, Time not only 

played with the fact that faces rather than bodies were represented in its cover picture, it also parodied 

the collectivist conscience of the earlier feminist movement which had inspired the publication of the 

classic text Ourbodies, Ourselves.
8
  

Beyond this playful rejection of earlier feminist concerns, the faces that lined the cover were 

utilised to question the very viability of feminism as a movement: indeed, the cover pictureôs structure 

suggests a linear development, repeated endlessly throughout other sections of the media, which 

suggests that feminism has moved from a ñweò type solidarity in the 1960s and 1970s to a ñmeò based 

individualism in the twenty-first century. Moreover, this ñweò to ñmeò trajectory, taken by the feminist 

movement, was tacitly endorsed through the condescending device of reducing feminism to a kind of 

fashion-show politics, in which Ally McBealôs generation triumph over their dowdy mothers: it is not 

hard to pick out the most fashionable face on Timeôs cover.
9
 

However, beyond the simplistic rejection of feminism represented by the Time cover, the related 

article, alongside its critique of the relevance of feminism as a movement, expressed a sense of 

ambivalence and anxiety about this crisis.  To this end it discussed contemporary popular revisions of 

feminism, such as in Natasha Walterôs (1999) The New Feminism and Elizabeth Wurtzelôs (1998) 

Bitch: In Praise of Difficult Women.  These books are interesting because they express a sense of 

feminism as an outdated movement that failed to address the changing needs and desires of ótodayôsô 

woman.  Thus Wurtzel insists that: ñBecause, frankly, I have a tough time feeling that feminism has 

done a damn bit of good if I canôt be the way I am and have the world accommodate it on some levelò 

(Wurtzel 1999: 33). Addressing similar concerns, Walter, in The New Feminism, argues for a break 

with the earlier slogan óthe personal is politicalô. By contrast with this earlier concern, she argues that 

the separation of the ópersonalô and ópoliticalô will give a ónewô feminism more óedgeô and free up óthe 

personal realmô (1999: 6). Indeed, she claims that feminist academics have falsely reduced the 

realisation of womenôs needs and desires to a battle against patriarchy:  

 

When feminist academics began to theorise the very structure of language as oppressively 

patriarchal, or saw that the very techniques of cinema as evidence of an oppressively male 

                                                           
7
 Thanks to Paul Blackledge for his help with this essay. 

8
 Originally published as Women and Their Bodies in 1970 by the Boston Womenôs Health Book 

Collective and then re-issued for broader publication as Our Bodies, Ourselves in 1973, regularly 

updated into the present century. 
9
 For a lengthier discussion on the Time cover, see Kristyn Gorton (2003) 
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gaze, they did us no favours [é] When feminist writers chose to trawl through every detail 

of their own sexual lives in the search for their power or lack of it, they forgot that personal 

life does not always march to a political drumbeat (1999: 6). 

 

Instead of the óuselessô contributions of feminist academics, Walter prefers to look at the ñsmiles of the 

Spice Girlsò, who argue, in ñtheir feisty wordsò, that ñweôre completely into girl powerò, and ñour band 

is a projection of female powerò (2001: 7-8).  Thus Walterôs establishes a contrast, and this is typical of 

popular works of post-feminist literature which takes female empowerment as its focus, between the 

dry and dusty feminist academics who bore on about patriarchy and oppression, and the ófiesty,ô 

attractive Spice girls who encourage women to ñtell them what they want, that they really, really wantò.  

Similarly the Time coverôs device of placing the first three faces in black and white, and óAlly McBealô 

in full colour, sends a clear message: feminism is not attractive. 

While this argument is not without its merits - these popular representations of ógirlô power do 

sell and therefore in some way do speak to the desires and pleasures of contemporary women and girls 

ï it at best expresses only a partial truth.  For it does not address the important issue of who benefits 

from these representationsðare women really enjoying a ónewô kind of feminism and feeling 

empowered by these representations, or are they victims of some form of ócultural dupingô by corporate 

marketing and other capitalist structures?  So while we must recognise that there is both a genuine call 

to action and an attempt to re-engage a sense of solidarity in the works of Walter, Wurtzel and others 

we should refrain from uncritically embracing this expression of feminism until it shows either that it 

can develop a politics that is capable of addressing issues such as childcare, health care, and inequities 

in pay, or until these issues are in fact overcome. 

 Both Susan Jane Gilmanôs Kiss my Tiara: How to Rule the World as a Smartmouth Goddess, 

and Jennifer Baumgarner and Amy Richardôs Manifesta: young women, feminism and the future 

address the issue of female empowerment and its link to consumerism and solidarity, through 

engagements with popular cultural representations of feminism.  Moreover, both texts execute their 

related projects with a view to making new claims for feminism and womenôs independence.  

In Kiss My Tiara, Gilman draws her readersô attention to the Time article mentioned earlier. She 

claims that Bellafanteôs take on todayôs feminism is largely justified: ñMuch as I hate to side with 

Time, itôs true that some of us literally canôt see past the nose on our faceò (2001: x). She suggests that 

as much as the womenôs movement did for women, it did not help them to have confidence in their 

appearance, and so some women have become obsessed with style and beauty.  She goes on to argue 

that:  

 

[é]in certain ways traditional feminism just isnôt cutting it with us. For women today, 

feminism is often perceived as dreary. As elitist, Victorian, whiny and passé. And to some 

extentðgoddess forgive me for saying thisðitôs true [é] I realise that feminism seventies 

style is just about the only trend from the disco era that young women today have not 

rushed to resurrect. Rhetoric about óreconfiguring the phallocentric modalities of the 

patriarchy,ô just turns us into zombies (2001: xii). 

 

Her critique shares similarities with Walterôs, in that they each perceive the óoldô feminism as 

outmoded and unfashionable.  It is not clear in either case what exactly is meant by the term óoldô 

feminism for while it obviously alludes to some aspects of second wave feminism, it does so through 

the stereotyping tropes that are endlessly reproduced within the media.  In both texts, while feminism is 

perceived as disempowering because it has not sufficiently addressed issues regarding beauty and style, 

there is also an implicit suggestion that this kind of academic feminism positions women who claim to 

be feminists as undesirable.  Thus Walter argues that: 

 

The reluctance that many women feel in saying that they are feminists is understandable; 

they feel alienated from the label because they feel it puts them in some sort of a ghetto, that 

it defines them as an activist or a socialist or a lesbian or somebody who is humourless or 

dowdy or celibate.  A woman should be able to say ñI am a feministò without feeling that 

she is implying any of these other positions (1998: 50). 

 

The reluctance that Walter identifies seems to suggest that some women, including her, are hesitant to 

call themselves ófeministsô for fear of being sexually unattractive to men.  Thus, she gravitates towards 

the somewhat paradoxical position whereby she combines her critique of feminist academics for 

supposedly simplifying the movement to ópatriarchy versus womenô(1998:6) and yet, she re-instates 
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this sexual divide in her suggestion that women should not have to claim feminism if it makes them 

less desirable to men.  

Unlike Walterôs call for the separation of the personal from the political, Gilmanôs assessment 

of female empowerment is very personal, and founded on the wisdom of her grandmother who ñnever 

said things like, óLet him take the leadôò (2001: xiii).  Instead, Gilmanôs grandmother advised her to: 

óñtake a few lovers, travel the world, and donôt take any crapòô (2001: xiii).  Gilmanôs style can be 

compared to diary entries from Bridget Jones; she self-consciously mixes personal anecdotes with 

political satire. The result is a combination of feminist discourses: the suffragettes (grandmother), 

second wave feminism and a new emergent feminism which acknowledges the influence of style and 

consumerism in womenôs lives. However, as in Walterôs critique, there is an emphasis on the 

relationship between female empowerment and sexual desirability.  Although this in itself is not to be 

seen as negative, it is to be understood as limiting empowerment to women who are perceived as 

sexually attractive vis-à-vis a male gaze.  This form of empowerment still is conditioned by patriarchy, 

as much as Walter would not like to admit to it.  

If Gilmanôs feminism remains conditioned by male power, her vision of empowerment, 

unfortunately, remains constrained by capitalist power. Indeed, a key point in her take on ógirlô power 

and óruling the worldô comes from a chapter titled:  óeverything we need to know we learn from 

shoppingô.  In this chapter, Gilman proposes that ñwomen will acquire power by acting like shoppersò 

(2001: 135).  She argues that women today are overwhelmed by life choices and struggle to know what 

they want from life. Her solution is for women to approach their lives as they would a department 

store.  She claims that ñin a store, we donôt hesitate to ask for help to get what we want. We know a 

good deal when we see one. And we know how to drive a hard bargain, if need beò (2001: 132).  

Gilman makes several assumptions here: firstly, that most women have the financial independence to 

practice these shopping decisions; secondly, that all women enjoy shopping as much as Gilman appears 

to, and thirdly, that the choices one makes about handbags can be extended to decisions about marriage 

and family.  Although playful and witty, Gilmanôs órulesô for world domination are limited to those 

who already have the financial autonomy to play at being a ósmartmouth goddess.ô  

  The link that Gilman draws between shopping and female empowerment is addressed in 

television programmes such as ñSex and the City.ò In the fourth season, in an episode entitled ñRing a 

Ding Ding,ò there is a moment when Carrie, the showôs central character, realises that she cannot 

afford the deposit on a new flat, thus giving her emotional and physical independence, because she has 

spent all her money on shoes. She humorously suggests that:  ñ[she] will literally be the old woman 

who lived in her shoesô (2002). In the end, Carrieôs friend Charlotte offers Carrie her redundant 

engagement ring as collateral for a down payment. In this way materialism becomes the basis for 

solidarity. Implicitly extending Gilmanôs link between shopping and empowerment, the programme 

also suggests that one thing that draws women together is the pursuit of new shoes or dining out.  

The pleasures and limitations of this kind of empowerment are, however, somewhat 

transparent. It is enjoyable to eat out with friends and spend money shopping, but this is a pleasure that 

is limited to those with expendable incomes.  As some women have gained financial autonomy, they 

have been allowed a greater degree of consumer power.  However, this gain is marginal when it is 

compared to the gross inequalities women continue to face today.  In fact it could be argued that 

representations such as those on Sex and the City could lead women to trade financial security and 

autonomy for fashion and style, as exemplified in the episode mentioned above.  Trying to live a ósex 

and the cityô lifestyle would surely lead most to economic disparity.  However, this reading places 

women in the role of ócultural dupes,ô and the programme is clever enough to play with these 

possibilities rather than to dictate whether women spend their money on clothes or flats.  Perhaps 

instead we can interpret the example as illustrating the struggle any person faces coming to terms with 

what Gilman identifies as ólife decisions.ô  

Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richardôs Manifesta offers a different interpretation of 

solidarity and female empowerment from Gilmanôs, although their style, like Gilmanôs, combines 

discourses from second wave feminism with new discussions of feminism.  They take on both the 

mediaôs reduction of feminism into óstylish fluffô and arguments, such as Walterôs, which suggests that 

the Spice Girls are doing more for women than feminist politics.  They do this, in part, by taking on the 

arguments implied by the Time cover in their chapter titled:  óFeminists want to knowðis the media 

dead?ô which parodies the coverôs central question. 

Baumgardner and Richards critique Bellafanteôs argument, not by claiming that it has no truth 

content, but by showing that reality is much more complex than she allows. Thus, in line with Timeôs 

account of the lineal decline of the feminist movement, Baumgardner and Richards describe how Ms 

magazineôs early radicalism was increasingly betrayed over the last few decades. Gloria Steinem, 

portrayed by Time as a dowdy feminist, was a founding editor of Ms magazine.  Baumgardner and 



 27 

Richards explain that Ms was initially ña fresh word, [which] signalled equality and a break with the 

oldða mainstream feminist magazineò (2000: 87).  However, as they make clear, Ms declined from a 

successful and innovative project of the womenôs movement to what they depict as ñskinny, ad-free, 

pushing thirty and owned by a group of committed and rich feministsò (2000: 89).  

They also recall a 1990 Newsweek article authored by Kay Ebeling.  Ebeling suggested that 

the womenôs movement had failed to give women more opportunities and instead had freed men of 

responsibility (2000: 90).  This story was read by Kathleen Hanna, who at the time was running a 

feminist gallery space.  Her response was to play a part in the creation, along with Tammy Rae 

Carland, of Riot Grrrl feminism.  Riot Grrrl, a movement which took form in conventions, bands such 

as Bikini Kill, and fanzines was ñrighteous and intent on challenging all forms of oppressionò (2000: 

91).  As this example demonstrates, the gap between the mediaôs assessment of feminism and the 

reality of feminism for women, can be very wide. 

Part of Baumgardner and Richardôs solution to the mediaôs simplification and destruction of 

feminism is to adopt what they call a ópro-womanô line, which, put simply, involves trying to see a 

positive side to whatever the media codes as negative.  So, for example, instead of perceiving the 

óChicklitô label as condescending and reductive, they suggest that ñto embrace the chick label in the 

name of girl culture is one response to womenôs scapegoating. (ñYeah, goddamn it! Bridget Jones is a 

chick book! Hole is a chick band!ò as co-editor Debbie Stoller [of The Bust Guide to the New Girl 

Order] saysò (2000: 95). 

With their ópro-womanô line, Baumgardner and Richards explode the sexism of Time 

magazine itself.  At the time of the publication of the Ally McBeal cover story in 1998, they show that 

out of a staff of eleven senior editors, three were women, and of 22 senior writers, only two were 

women.  One was thirty-four-year-old Ginia Bellafante, the journalist responsible for the óIs Feminism 

Dead?ô article, who, as they put it, ñwas very aware of her second class statusò.  They argue that in: 

ñEmploying a pro-woman line, we might allow that Bellafanteôs ignorance and disavowal of the 

political mandate is an occupational hazard (or requirement) when you work for Time.  But she was 

hand-delivered evidence during her interviews that she, and her editors, chose to ignore.  How do we 

know this?  Well, months before this story was published, Ginia Bellafante had called Amyò (2000: 

121).  Amy Richards offered Bellafante examples of feminismôs viability, such as upcoming womenôs 

conferences and child care initiatives, which Bellafante rejected in favour of references to Ally McBeal 

and the Spice Girls.  

They go on to explain the ways in which the two intersectedðnot only Bellafante and 

Richards, but also one kind of feminist, associated with sisterhood, solidarity and inclusion, and 

another kind, one that disavows her so called ósistersô in order to advance her own career.  Either way, 

there is an implication that there are two possibilities for female empowermentðstay with your sisters 

or step on them in your way to the top.  In Bellafanteôs case she seems to have got what she wanted.  

She is now a fashion writer for The New York Times thus proving her own assessment of women 

today:  that they are more interested in style than politics (2000: 125). 

However, while Baumgardner and Richards weave a forceful feminist re-interpretation of the 

Timeôs cover story, it is clear that even they believe that the sentiments expressed in Bellafanteôs article 

makes a ópro-womanô line a difficult strategy.  They conclude the chapter with the argument that: 

ñFeminismôs goal is change, and this requires that we take responsibility for our own lives and actions, 

but also that we come together with others in a shared purpose and create change beyond our personal 

spheresò (2001: 125).  This sentiment seems to echo through their book: it is a clear manifesta of what 

they believe is necessary if feminism is to successfully negotiate reductive and simplistic approaches to 

womenôs oppression.  Baumgardner and Richards argue that feminism must get back to its grass roots: 

it needs to hear individual womenôs stories, it must connect with, and listen to, the local.  

One of the limitations to this ópro-womanô line approach is that it constructs a binary 

opposition between men and women, an essentialist position that is untenable even in the example they 

offer. Bellafante is proof that both women and men can be critical and dismissive of feminism, just as 

both men and women can be supportive of feminism.  Secondly, although it is hopeful to think that re-

reading the mediaôs negative portrayals of feminism through ópro-womanô tinted glasses will improve 

our perspectives, it does not fully allow for the ways in which consumers of magazines such as 

Newsweek and Time relate to these accounts of feminism; whether or not they are ótrueô, is secondary 

to oneôs own experience, as Baumgardner and Richardsô example of Hanna explicates.  

  These texts present differing ways of coming to terms with the question of female 

empowerment and consumerism.  They each try to negotiate the legacies of past feminisms with the 

way feminism is portrayed in the media and by other feminist writers.  The underlying connection is a 

link between identity and consumerism; between shopping and empowerment. However, this link is 

less obvious that these authors suggest.  Indeed, from Adorno to Naomi Klein there exists a powerful 
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critical literature that is dismissive of such strategies.  Thus, recently, in his work on consumerism, 

Conrad Lodziak takes issue with the assumed close relationship between identity construction and 

consumerism that has been popularised through the media over the last forty years.  His work leads us 

to question the real freedom in consumption.  Consumerism, for Lodziak, is not about freedom but 

about powerlessnessðnot simply about watching television or buying more shoes and then becoming 

ócultural dupes,ô but  about the alienation that occurs through the relationship between consumerism 

and identity.  We, as consumers, are forced to go out and buy, consume.  It is only a small step from 

defining ourselves through these products.  Lodziakôs critique maintains that the degree to which you 

are a cultural dupe is in an inverse relationship to the degree to which you are socially challenging 

capitalism; ultimately his critique is anti-capitalist.  He asks: ñHas style become so important to the self 

that individuals are becoming active (and reactive) agents in their own trivilisation and self-

alienation?ò (2002: 60).  We can see this happening in the trivialisation of an actress such as Calista 

Flockhart, who is reduced to the fictional character she portrays, and in the self-alienation that happens 

when women choose shoes over órealô independence.  

What this suggests for the future of feminism, is that we go beyond identity politics and return 

to a social critique of needs and desires.  It is also important, however, as Lodziak suggests, for us to 

continue to question how significant these representations are to a personôs identity so we can question 

what kind of role, or what kind of impact  these representations have in relation to womenôs lives and 

to feminism. 
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óWhat can a man give me that I donôt already have? Iôve got a house, a car, a good 

job, two holidays a year ï long-haul ï a wardrobe full of designer clothes and a 

mantelpiece thatôs white with invitations. What on earth could a man add to that?ô 

(The Trials of Tiffany Trott 10) 

 

Thinking moodily about Daniel Cleaver, I ventured that not all men are like Richard. 

At which point Sharon started on a long illustrative list of emotional fuckwittage in 

progress amongst our friends: one whose boyfriend of thirteen years refuses even to 

discuss living together; another who went out with a man four times who then 

chucked her because it was getting too serious; another who was pursued by a bloke 

for three months with impassioned proposals of marriage, only to find him ducking 

out three weeks after she succumbed and repeating the whole process with her best 

friend. (Bridget Jonesôs Diary 20-21) 

 

 

In recent studies on the concepts of maleness and masculinity, foregrounded by Judith Butlerôs 

work on the performativity of gender categories (Butler, 1999:173-176), it has been emphasised that 

(mediated) masculinity must not be perceived in terms of an essence. The decentralisation of the 

concept has entailed its perception in terms of plurality (Smith, 1996:2) as both a product and process 

of representation (de Lauretis, 1987:5), or as an arbitrary construct, an óinvented categoryô (Weeks, 

1991).  It is also perceived as a particular subject position inhabited by individuals through the 

practices of power and the regimes of truth, as the body is the site of specific discursive formations, 

being ñtotally imprinted by history and the processes of historyôs deconstruction of the bodyò 

(Foucault, 1977:63).  In other words, as a constantly shifting category, it must be seen in terms of its 

indeterminacy and fluidity, as a changing historical construct, and as an identity position which is 

disseminated to be adopted or invested in.  

Along with intense and multi-level social changes in the last decades, such as the processes of 

the objectification of the male body in western cultural arena of signifying practices and an increasing 

tendency to display the sexualised male body, the traditional notions of masculinity have begun to 

disintegrate (Nixon, 1997:294.  One of the counter-reactions towards the changing notions of gender 

roles and power relations between the sexes are the contemporary male movements and activists, 

whose attempts focus on the reassertion and retrieval of masculinity, and on the celebration of such 

aspects of male identity as virility and wildness.
10

  Their presence seems to signify and testify to the 

apparent disintegration of a masculine subject and to the disappearance of traditional dominant 

patriarchal figures, confident of their superiority and power in all spheres of  social activity. 

Representations of maleness and fatherhood in millennial popular fiction for women appear to 

be marked by the changes occurring along with the recent dissolution of clear gender divisions.  The 

laughter induced by contemporary popular feminine fiction is arguably not dissimilar from the one 

noted by Bakhtin, who contrasts the official, serious and hierarchical discourse with the popular 

discourse, referred to as ñlife of the carnival squareò, characterised as ñfree and unrestricted, full of 

ambivalent laughter, blasphemy, the profanation of everything sacred, full of debasing and obscenities, 

familiar contact with everyone and everythingò (Bakhtin, 1984: 129-130).  In fact, the paternal figure 

which is supposed to be embodied by the male characters, lavishly depicted in the plots, is literally 

profaned, whereas the symbolic Father figure falls from the sacred pedestal of authority and power. 

Chicklit , a genre promoted as lighthearted fiction constructed through its humorous depiction of the life 

of contemporary women seeks to represent the male Other by employing bitter irony and situational 

humour, thus offering the readers a tool to read the novels ambiguously, and even perhaps inviting 

them to position themselves as ñotherò to the social conventions and identities permeating through the 

novels.
11

  

The generic shift within modern female fiction, which was intensified by the publication of 

Bridget Jonesôs Diary and several other novels, also involved gradual but continuous alterations in the 

representations of male characters and their role in relationships.  The domineering, mocking, even 

                                                           
10

 Robert Hanke explains the premises on which the American menôs movement spokesman, Robert 

Bly, rests in his book Iron John : ñFeminism, according to Bly, may have liberated women, but it failed 

to liberate men. This can only be accomplished, in Bly's mythopoetic vision, if men dig down into their 

collective unconscious and retrieve the forgotten "Wild Man," the alternative to the "soft male." This 

"Wild Man" is the mode of masculinity Bly urges men to get in touch withò (Hanke, 1998:74-93). 
11

 The initial definition of chicklit here is drawn from http://www.chicklit.us/whatiscl.htm 
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brutal hero, whose multiple features were based on the compelling psychological portraits of the 

fictional male characters created by Brontë sisters and Jane Austen (Modleski, 1985:46), arguably was 

a local product of post-war England, and was popular mainly in Mills & Boon novels.  In accordance 

with socio-historical and cultural context, the 1980s and 1990s Harlequin man tends to be more 

compatible emotionally with the heroine than his often aristocratic English counterparts.  What is more, 

even within Mills & Boon fiction representational homogeneity is questionable.  While all male 

characters retain their passionate and irresistibly masculine physical qualities, some aristocratic heroesô 

emotional distance and condescending attitude differs radically from the 1990s óNew Heroesô, often 

intimidated by the heroinesô successful careers and willing to settle down and start a family (Moody, 

1998:150-153). 

The heroes of manifold popular romances, in spite of their various flaws, ultimately turn out to 

deserve forgiveness.  The novels of love, the fantasies of powerful physical and emotional attraction 

(sometimes overshadowed by feelings of hatred and resentment towards the male Other), in fact 

implicitly cater for the female need to see the man subdued, the paternal figure tamed and, at least 

temporarily, to experience the cathartic narrative vision of the roles reversed with the man on his knees 

in front of the heroine - that is why the authors of popular romances ardently endorse the victorious 

reverberations of the novels.
12

  On the other hand, although romances might construct a feminine 

identity which is ñnever compromised by the paternalistic care and protection of the maleò (Radway, 

1984:79), still their appeal appears to rely predominantly on the experience of passivity and subjection 

to the archetypically masculine and nurturant hero (1984:97). 

As indicated above, the critics of the recent strand in female popular fiction often emphasise 

that the novels may be declared ónewô, but their departure from traditional representations of gender 

relationships is only apparently radical.  According to the critics, the famous Bridget Jonesôs Diary 

merely retells the romantic tale of an insecure woman who incessantly dreams about her óother halfô 

and cannot be self-fulfilled without a male partner (Brooks, 1999:1-2).  Such charges, however, seem 

to underestimate the complexity of the contextual dynamics of the novels in question.  Mainstream 

narrative discourses, controlled by what is popularly termed as ómarket forcesô, inevitably tend to 

disseminate conservative messages to their readers.  On the other hand, female fictionôs sensitivity to 

social change and the incorporation of newly emerging interpretative paradigms renders this genre 

ambiguous and open to divergent readings.  Romantic fiction operates on differentiation and change; 

one of the most significant innovations is arguably a shift in the representation of masculine models. 

Chicklit male characters do not easily adopt all characteristics of the powerful patriarchal figure, so far 

more fully embodied by strict or over-rigid fathers of the heroines, as well as the heroes proper, 

learning to grow into adulthood and responsibility  (Linke, 2000:20-26).  

The contemporary male protagonists of feminine novels hardly fulfil the heroic aspect of their 

role; in contrast, their salient feature seems to be a deferral of emotional maturity.  The emergence of a 

óNew Heroô is a characteristics of the 1990s New Lad culture, which coincides with the rise of New 

Lad fiction or ladlit, male equivalent of chicklit (Knowles, 2003: 4).  The typology of ólad charactersô 

occurring in the novels entails, apart from their actual fathers, the heroinesô present, ex- or would-be 

boyfriends, as well as male homosexual friends.  First, there come the heroinesô ex-boyfriends, who 

have turned out to be disloyal, dishonest, unstable or self-centred (Bridget Jonesôs Diary (Fielding 

1996) The Making of Minty Malone (Wolff 1999) Slightly Single (Markham 2002) The Trials of 

Tiffany Trott (Wolff 1998) The Only Boy for Me (McNeil 2001)).  The novels also feature a number of 

wrong candidates for boyfriends, who are instantly dismissed by women due to flaws of many kinds, 

and homosexuals, who often happen to be the heroinesô friends but, themselves having problems with 

their love life, can hardly be much of a support (Bridget Jonesôs Diary (Fielding, 1996) Confessions of 

an Ex-Girlfriend (Curnyn 2002).  Finally, there are candidates who raise hopes for being the heroinesô 

life partners (although not necessarily husbands).  However, among those types it is also rather difficult 

to enumerate those who exemplify characteristics which are traditionally ascribed to the positive 

concept of masculinity in the dominant discourse.  

                                                           
12

 As the authors of popular romances claim in the collection of articles on romance fiction (Krentz, 

1992) the appeal of feminine identity in popular romance results from the fact that the fantasy upgrades 

woman as the one ñwith choices to make, she is the one to take control, to triumph at the end.ò 

(Williamson, 1992:126) The identity of a woman in romantic novels is apparently that of a winner, and, 

at the level of the unconscious, the transformation that the heroineôs identity undergoes teaches her 

ñhow to reconcile the various aspects of her own psyche that may be at war with one another so that 

she can feel herself to be a truly integrated, competent, and emotionally whole individual who is able to 

perform her various functions in the world.ò (Linda Barlow, óThe Androgynous Writerô, 46) 
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Similarly to many traditional romances, the chicklit  discourse problematises the patriarchal 

understanding of masculinity, but the heroines no longer strain themselves to disentangle its mystery. 

The discourse can be characterised as overtly anti-male, as the men are evaluated by life experienced 

heroines, only too well informed about the ónature of menô.  Even though the women seem to devote 

much of their time and energy to find an appropriate life partner, they do not spare verbally numerous 

men who have hurt them or their friends.  Moreover, they ostentatiously ï and humourously ï express 

their contempt for inadequate would-be boyfriends who, in spite of their financial potential, fail to 

come up to their expectations.  Among various male flaws there is lack of sex appeal, virility, good 

taste or sophistication (which appears to reflect the recent tendency to perceive male body in terms of 

commodity and spectacle, as pointed out by Nixon (1997:327) and Neale (1983:331-333)).  Similarly, 

filtered through female eyes are those men who have abandoned and hurt the heroines loom as liars, 

immature egotists, tyrants and promiscuous womanisers.  óCommitment phobicsô and óemotional 

fuckwitsô, so vividly defined by Bridget Jones in her diary, generously populate Bridget-inspired and 

similar novels, generating anger and frustration on the part of the heroines, who try in vain to retrieve 

the positive ófatherlyô qualities in their would-be or ex-partners. 

Among several plot types one of the most popular portrays a heroine who is abandoned by her 

boyfriend, who for example in Mlynowskiôs (2001) Milkrun unexpectedly decides to ñfind himselfò in 

Thailand,  needs ñmore spaceò and leaves to continue his career (Sligthly Single (Markham, 2002) 

Confessions of an Ex-Girlfriend (Curnyn, 2002) or escapes on the day of their wedding as he realises 

that he is still not ready to bear the marital responsibilities for example in The Making of Minty 

Malone (Wolff, 1999) Loose Screws ().  Just like in the ótoxicô relationship of Bridget Jones and Daniel 

Cleaver, who makes her melt under the influence of his irresistible charm and succumb any time he 

comes back and provides her with precarious intimacy, so the other commitment phobics take the 

heroines for granted and offer them nothing but ecstatic moments in between their numerous 

promiscuous escapades. Gullible as it may seem, the heroinesô resigned acceptance of the situation may 

signify both their low self-esteem and the desperate need to feel safe and loved ï even at the price of 

self-delusion and future disappointments.  

As the narratives are most typically inspired by the bildungsroman tradition, very often it is 

the heroines themselves who learn in the course of the novel to recognise their emotional priorities and 

therefore decide to end the current toxic relationship.  It is the case with the heroine of Engaging Men 

() who first manages to entice her career-oriented boyfriend into marriage, but shortly before their 

engagement realises that, after all, the bond between them is not genuine, while their personalities are 

not entirely compatible. The heroine of Can You Keep a Secret? (Kinsella, 2003)  also has to choose 

between her current fiancé, who remains blind to her real character and personal preferences, and her 

attractive superior, in whom she accidentally confides all the intimate details from her life. 

The figures of boyfriends who do not turn out to be óthe Onesô are, not surprisingly, 

characterised by means of a set of negative features, such as authoritarianism and despotism (Wolff, 

1999) extreme egotism (Markham, 2002), or immaturity (Mlynowski, 2001).  In fact, most of them are 

also discredited as stereotypical examples of ófailed masculinityô: in The Trials of Tiffany Trott (Wolff, 

1998) Alex turns out to be a fetishist; Dominic (Wolff, 1999) is neurotic, snobbish, bad-mannered and 

despotic, whereas the heroineôs best friend in Slightly Single finds Traceyôs boyfriend ñvaguely faggyò. 

Similarly, numerous male characters who appear in the novels as potential candidates for boyfriends 

are usually soon dismissed due to manifold flaws of their characters or lack of virility.  The novels are 

generously populated with men who turn out to be greedy (Patrick in Wolff, 1999), boring or ill-

mannered (Anthony in Wolf, 1998, Kevin in See Jane Date (Senate, 2003)), treacherous (Diamond in 

Mlynowski, 2001, impotent (Timothy in See Jane Date (Senate, 2003)) uninterested in sex (Tim in 

Mlynowski, 2002)) or homosexual (Wade in Datingé).  The failure in establishing a relationship is 

accounted for by its symbolical projection on the supposedly flawed masculinity of the candidates, but 

it also points to the harsher criteria by means of which men have begun to be assessed in contemporary 

cultural discourse. 

Interestingly, even the characterisation of the implied Right Men (the novels often do not 

make it clear that the relationship will be a long-lasting one) seems to invite ambiguous readings of 

those charactersô identity.  To some extent, they too appear to represent masculinity in crisis.  First, 

their status of the traditional Prince Charming is undermined by the fact that they are not the heroinesô 

first and only partners.  The Right Man either waits patiently until the heroine is finally utterly 

disappointed in her ex-lover or until she becomes exhausted with looking for one.  Then he effectively 

fills the gap in her emotional life, as she desperately needs a person to comfort her and confirm her 

worth through love.  Moreover, the implied Right Man is often characterised only sketchily and, 

strikingly, his existence is largely marked by his absence from the plots, which sadly leaves the reader 

with little knowledge and confidence as to his character, attitude to the heroine, and the prospects of 
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their future together.  The lack of representation is meaningful in that it reiterates the supposed 

contemporary crisis of masculinity and may lead to an assumption that a truly positive male model 

must remain an abstract dream in womenôs lives. 

The character types chosen for the role of the Right Man are by no means free from 

ambiguity.  In Amandaôs Wedding (Colgan, 2001) the Right One is a Scottish aristocrat, the heroineôs 

ex-schoolmate, who is still characterised as  passive, weird-smelling and gullible, as he is long unable 

to see through his first fianc®eôs greediness and manipulative behaviour.  Moreover, he is rather 

negatively contrasted with his younger brother Angus, a handsome óangry young manô, who tries to 

prevent his brotherôs marriage.  Similarly, Emmaôs relationship with Griffin (Confessions of an Ex-

Girlfriend Cunryn, 2002) is somewhat unconvincing, not only because the story finishes the moment 

they both get to know and start ólikingô each other, but also because the hero, who remains virtually 

unknown to the reader, is cautious about displaying his feelings and making declarations of any kind. 

Andrew in Milkrun lets himself known as a good friend, but he continues flirting with other women 

despite his apparent interest in the heroine, whereas Ethan  in See Jane Date, the favourite neighbour of 

Janeôs grandmother, who recommends him as the ideal candidate for her granddaughter, otherwise 

remains non-existent throughout the novel. 

The ambiguity of the above-mentioned ópositiveô patriarchal figures is pregnant with 

meanings, as it positions the reader as the one who doubts in the certainty of their potential as men and 

partners for the heroines, and provides few alternative male role models.  The unconvincing portrayals 

of a number of Right Men problematise the status of masculinity in the novels even further; due to the 

absence of a truly supportive male figure in the analysed discourse they may be seen as voicing female 

emotional concerns about the impossibility of forming entirely fulfilling relationships.  The ambiguity 

of the fictional discourse also relies in the fact that behind those concerns it also disseminates 

victorious examples of unexpected unions with understanding and supportive men (Amber and Laurie 

in The Making of Minty Malone (Wolfe, 1999), Ange and Justin in Engaging Men) and happy reunions 

(Honey and Ed in Honeymoon (Jenkins, 2000), Sam and Mark in Milkrun), in which male figures may 

effectively contradict the doubtful merits of other male characters. 

In fact, the narrative background of chicklit discourse introduces certain corrections in the 

overtly negative image of male heroes by providing stereotypically sketched examples of emotional 

role-reversal among heterosexual couples.  It portrays devoted men who dream of marrying their 

girlfriends, yet they are condemned to suffering on account of their female partnersô excessive desire to 

independence, unwillingness to commitment, and (usually temporary) lack of will to start a family. 

Typically, the couples ultimately reunite, as the women finally learn to appreciate their boyfriends, 

unless the bride-to-be finally ends the relationship on the grounds that it is not óreal loveô on her part 

(e.g. Serge and Eloise in See Jane Date, Ange and Kirk in Engaging Men).  The men happen to be 

represented as suffering in relationships in which the woman is the disruptive party, not aware of her 

toxic power (Sam in Milkrun is obsessively pedantic and too ówiferyô, whereas Alyssa in Confessions 

of an Ex-Girlfriend constantly finds fault with her husband and takes his love for granted). Although 

sketchy, these sub-plots nevertheless provide a sense of reassuring (and perhaps ideologically loaded) 

balance in the novels, suggesting that the problem with cultivating a happy relationship concerns both 

sexes, and placing the responsibility for the failure on both parties. 

Identity problems of some male figures is presented by means of irony and humour, for 

example by showing devoted men who find themselves adopting the stereotypically female suffering 

role in a relationship.  Kit in The Trials of Tiffany Trott is a case in point; he is so distressed that he 

decides to join a male club in order to órelease his masculinityô and reassert his masculine potential in 

order to stop letting his girlfriend oppress him:  

 

óLook, could you please just give me the top ten points about the Inner Warrior 

Weekend,ô I said. óIôd like to write them down so that I get it straight.ô 

óItôs changed me fundamentally,ô he said forthrightly. óThat whole thing I was taught 

as a child about being considerate and respectful to women, well thatôs fine ï as long 

as theyôre considerate and respectful to me. And Portia hasnôt been. Iôm making up 

for all the times she never phoned me, all the times she made me feel insecure, all the 

sleepless nights I had. And Iôm making up for all the times she pushed me around as 

though I were her amanuensis, not her boyfriend, and what did I get out of it ï what? 

What? What? What?ô 

(é) ówe showed each other our wounds and we cried. And crying helped us to 

rediscover our maleness, because real men do cry, you know. (é) And thatôs what 

we did, we released our tears and rediscovered, and celebrated, our manhood, our 
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maleness ï our non-oppressive, positive maleness.ô Kit had a far-away, Messianic 

look in his eyes as he gulped his Nescafé. (The Trials of Tiffany Trott 156-157) 

 

Humorous as the scene appears, it also signifies a dilemma which to some extent has its reflection 

outside the fictional world.  Male clubs are ridiculed in the novel,  but the presence of such a motif in 

literature directed at women is probably supposed to breed an assumption that some men, like some 

women, are equally insecure about their relationships, which encourages the belief in the existence of 

men who long for a steady relationship and family.  It may also reinforce clichéd reasoning, relying on 

the stereotypical assumption that ultimately it is women who fail to appreciate the men they have, and 

encourage the heroines (and implied readers) to accept their partners as they are. Although potentially 

innovative, the motif of male devotion and need for security is nevertheless identified in the novels 

with a kind of victimisation and vulnerability, which still associates emotional traumas and love 

desperation with the stereotypically feminine characteristics. 

Sexual prowess, another sensitive aspect of masculine identity, does not skip the novelistic 

attention either.  Ridiculing male impotence or immature sexual behaviour is one of the popular 

narrative strategies in the novels (See Jane Date, Mr Maybe (Green, 1999), Milkrun). In The Trials of 

Tiffany Trott  the masculine crisis manifests itself through the example of the heroineôs friend Sally, 

who finds it problematic to find a boyfriend, because her high professional status and career seems 

threatening to men.  In Dating without Novocaine, on the other hand, excessive male adherence to 

female values is ridiculed by a caricaturised portrayal of a man who is hysterically obsessed about 

keeping his house clean. Finally, in the novel Mr Maybe Ed, a candidate for a husband is a 

marriageable type, with both the money and desire to start a family, but being ignorant about female 

physiology he is unable to satisfy his fiancée sexually, which inevitably results in their parting. 

A thought-provoking example of another threat to the imagery of a traditional patriarchal 

figure resides in the representations of the heroinesô homosexual male friends (Bridget Jonesôs Diary, 

Engaging Men, Confessions of and Ex-Girlfriend, Slightly Single).  They embody another ambiguous 

manifestation of the dissolution ï and the supposed inadequacy ï of the patriarchal model, as their 

friendship with women becomes authentic exactly because it is devoid of the sexual tension and tactics 

characteristic of heterosexual contacts.  The novelistic homosexuals may signify a potentially 

subversive threat to the dominant hyper-masculine identity model, because their empathy and 

unproblematic presence in womenôs lives implicitly challenges the illusion of a perfect union within a 

heterosexual couple.  At the same time, however, the discourse of the popular retains heavy ideological 

bias towards representations of male homosexuals, who tend to be presented as effeminate and 

promiscuous.  

The ostensible crisis of the patriarchal figure as embodied by the heroinesô partners might be 

perceived as a reflection of a trend outside the fictional world, being the consequence of social changes 

instigated by the achievements of the feminist movements, that is increasing male insecurity and 

powerlessness.  Looked at from the reflexive approach, the crudeness of novelistic women observable 

in their critical attitude towards men may also be seen as the long fought-for freedom to point out male 

inadequacies, and the way of venting the long suppressed anger.  The question remains, however, 

whether the actual intensity of the crisis of masculine identity is not overrated by the media and popular 

discourses, which disseminate radical notions of ógirl-powerô for consumerist purposes (Greer, 1999: 

310).  Moreover, the endings of the novels, while not being ostensibly celebratory of the patriarchal 

bonding, nevertheless ultimately do prioritize men in womenôs lives.  

The mass-market chicklit fiction undoubtedly belongs to the mainstream discourse, which 

reinforces rather than challenges conventional and schematic thinking of relationships between the 

sexes and gender identities.  Still, the precariousness of the meanings in the genre and its conflictual 

messages create space for reinterpreting overtly ideological characterisations.  Therefore, a more 

substantiated assumption would be that the particular narrative strategies employed by the genre, while 

not being radically subversive, nevertheless provide the female protagonists with certain form of 

provisional power.  As many heroines still feel powerless in their environment, either because of their 

neurotic characters, limited career options or because their inferior consumptive potential, they are at 

least able to use the men to reverse the roles and thus achieve a temporary of balance of power.  They 

either spend their manôs money (The Shopaholic Ties the Knot (Kinsella, 2002)) or ridicule men and 

discriminate among them, thus symbolically turning them into objects of consumption.  Granting 

themselves the pleasure to choose, the heroines at the same time challenge the prevalent power 

relations and fight against their own emotional dependence on men.  The heroinesô attitude to the óladsô 

can therefore be seen as another manifestation of the consumerist values prevalent in postindustrial 

societies, but it is women who decide whether and whom to choose. 
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It can be suggested that multiple examples of disappointments and lack of faith in love 

verbalised by the heroines and their female friends intertwine in a complex way with their persistent 

hope that love is possible in spite of all.  The novels aimed to be pure entertainment in fact disseminate 

some of the most persistent emotional traumas and concerns of the postindustrial era, including the 

concern about the family and relationships in times of the evident family crisis.  The apparent crisis of 

masculinity emanating from the novels might be ascribed to a wider concern about the fleetingness of 

the institution of marriage and of relationships in general.  Paradoxically, in spite of this concern, the 

obsessive search for love and a stable relationship may be attributed to an increasing need for intimacy 

and mutual trust, understood both negatively, as the effect of alienation instigated by living in a world 

of anonymous institutions, and positively, as the possibility of psychic satisfaction and establishment of 

the so-called ópure relationshipô (Giddens, 1991:131).
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In view of the above, the underlying themes of chicklit  seem somewhat different from what 

might appear as a cheeky girly discourse, angrily aimed at men who do not come up to their 

expectations.  The reading of chicklit discloses the fears and concerns of lonely, insecure, vulnerable 

individuals ï mostly female but also male, whose scepticism results from the negative experiences of 

people they are surrounded by as well as their own, while their desperate attempts to maintain their 

often toxic relationships seem to originate from an overwhelming need to feel worthy of love.  At the 

same time, the discourse shows the protagonists as those who are able to overcome their vulnerability 

and thereby make serious life choices.  Chicklit  fiction emerges as an example of the effective 

incorporation of newly emerging social changes and identity dilemmas, and in spite of its heavy 

reliance on stereotyped representations it brings up problems that otherwise might have come 

unnoticed.  At the same time, the novels promoted as ósexy, saucy, sassy and steamyô can be read as 

quite a serious protest against the fleetingness of relationships and high divorce rates, and as a latent 

continuation of the desperate belief in the institution of family, which is able to survive in spite of all 

emotional risks and identity crises touching individuals in modern age. 
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The subject of this essay was prompted by a conversation I had some time ago with an old university 

friend, who is a voracious reader of chicklit, and who while visiting me had borrowed and read two 

novels from my shelves, Catherine Alliottôs The Old-Girl Network (1994) and Louise Bagshaweôs 

Venus Envy (1998).  Against my expectations (I think Alliottôs is a much better novel) she told me that 

she hadnôt really liked it and had much preferred Venus Envy.  When I asked her why, she said ñthe 

whole South-Kensington-advertising-agency setting is so outdated, the agencies moved out of there a 

while ago now, the Covent Garden scenes in the other one are so goodò.  Regardless of what I consider 

superior plot management and comic dialogue in The Old-Girl Network, the novel was damned for at 

least one discerning reader by its inaccurate, or rather outdated, geography.  As a result, I began to 

question my own unconscious assumption that details of setting and geographical placing in these 

novels were present merely to construct a perfunctory realistic background to their romance-influenced 

characters and plots. With this in mind, Iôm going to explore the presentation in these novels of a 

fictional topography of London per se, and secondly, the resulting geographical and economic 

moralities which are generated by the locations in these fictions, and endorsed by their heroines.  

In spite of chicklitôs strong links with romance (as both theme and genre), chicklit fictions are 

generally located in an easily identifiable material world, both in terms of its consumer landscape and 

of its social and indeed physical geography.  The frequently used locations of chicklit ï Ladbroke 

Grove, Maida Vale - are as recognisable as its brand names in connoting a very specific socio-

economic experience and background. I intend to examine issues of locations and personal economics 

in chicklit, and analyse the way in which these novels negotiate between their allegiance to romance 

and consumerism, and a contrasting debt to referential realism where locations, the detail of urban 

living and the problems of formulating identity are concerned. My main examples will be Helen 

Fieldingôs Bridget Jonesôs Diary and The Edge of Reason, along with novels by Marian Keyes, Jane 

Green, and Adele Parks that demonstrate the regional and London-centric aspects of chicklit, and also 

highlight the often subtextual, thought at times more overt, allusions to economic and financial 

constraints and the inferences made on that basis.   

The first observation that emerges from a spatial and geographical analysis of British chicklit 

novels is that they are almost inevitably set in London. In the past few years more exceptions to this 

have appeared, but it is still very much the rule. Conversely, the heroines of these novels are often not 

native-born Londoners; Bridgetôs home town is Grafton Underwood in Northamptonshire, Marian 

Keyesôs heroines have an Irish background even if born in London, and like Greenôs and Alliottôs 

heroines, tend to have grown up in either a suburb beyond London proper, or in some affluent but far 

less fashionably part of southern England. Adele Parks alludes to Connie in Playing Away coming from 

Sheffield, but her life as it is narrated is wholly London-based; she stays there with friends at 

Christmas, rather than (like Bridget) making the singletonôs shameful trek back to the parental home.  

In many of these novels, too, these heroinesô current residence in London is presented as a 

given. Itôs extremely rare for them to articulate their motivation to move to London in the first place, or 

for them to include the event in their first person narrative; and when we remember the confessional 

tone of these novels ï even if not written overtly in a diary format ï the absence of a confidence to the 

reader about their arrival in London draws attention to itself as something these heroines, as narrators, 

wish to gloss over, presenting their assumed status as Londoners as something naturalised. They seem 

to inevitably gravitate to the capital, then, as the centre of all life and especially as purveyor of all 

contemporary must-have commodities from Marks and Spencer mini-pizzas to Nicole Farhi T-shirts. 

This dichotomy is central to Helen Fieldingôs Bridget Jones novels and other contemporary fictions of 

the ósingle womanô school, by authors such as Jane Green and Marian Keyes. In their quest to achieve 

total metropolitanism they are hampered by their inevitably provincial parents, who burden them with 

the guilt of traditional suburban British middle-class values and expectations (most often relating to 

marriage, good manners and eating properly). However, these heroines themselves reproduce this 

locational morality by discriminating between the right and wrong areas of London: you are where you 

eat, or indeed shop.  

So do the attractions of London extend beyond designer garments? This is important because 

if its main attraction is pure consumerism ï the availability of as wide a range of fashionable products 

as possible ï then other large cities have a very good claim to be considered as chicklit locales. The 

argument could be made that, even though Harvey Nicks can be found in Leeds these days, London 

nevertheless retains the unique glamour of the capital city which justifies, in novels concerned with 

fashion and the zeitgeist, this ultimately cosmopolitan setting. However, London is also a place where 

anonymity and identity can be crafted. In Last Chance Saloon the heroine says ï óShe often feared that 

people she met in London werenôt giving her the full picture. That to some degree theyôd reinvented 

themselves. Simply because they could ï almost no-one was actually from London so they hadnôt any 

annoying family hanging around to give the lie to whatever fantasy they fed people.ô(Keyes 35). 
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London lifestyle constitutes a deliberate break with family values, although as we see the values of 

their Knockavoy childhood are what eventually set them on the right path. 

Comparisons with ladlit show that this function is used across gender boundaries in this type of 

popular fiction: Hornby articulates the same desire to construct a new, adult identity in High Fidelity: 

 

By moving to London, I had made it easier to be liked by girls. [é] Charlie [é] knew me only 

as a young adult. [é] I was old enough to have a history. At home I didnôt have a history. Just 

stuff that everyone already knew, and that therefore wasnôt worth repeating. [24-5]  

 

Once in London, a new set of moralities and consumer choices, free of parental, suburban prejudice, 

can be adopted; however, these are just as moralistic and narrow as those proclaimed by Mrs. Jones and 

her peers, yet, as we can see, reproduced within an even smaller geographical circle. 

In Adele Parksôs Larger Than Life, the heroine George announces her intention to breakfast at  

óThe Bluebird Caf®, on the Kingôs Road. I think the service is dire and the food overpriced, but it is 

terminally trendy and Iôm a sucker for overpriced glamourô. (Larger Than Life, p.82). This summarises 

the consumer behaviour espoused by chicklit heroines, who are led almost exclusively by the attraction 

of locations with óoverpriced glamourô in the (to them) vital matters of choosing property, clothing and 

men. The topography of these novels, and the movements of their heroines around London, show three 

things: their concentration in a relatively small area of London, their ignorance about areas beyond that 

circle, and their limited knowledge of even their own area in terms of what it offers outside the 

fashionable bachelor girl lifestyle. For instance, in Marian Keyesôs Lucy Sullivan is getting married, 

Lucyôs boyfriend Gus says that Holland Park is  ó ñonly down the roadòô to which she says óòIs it?òô 

(215)  On the bus to Camden Town, seeing so many homeless people surprises Lucy even though she 

óworks in central Londonô. She takes the tube to óthe far reaches of the Piccadilly lineô to visit her 

parents (314), where she looks disapprovingly at órows and rows of boxy little suburban housesô (316) 

Lucy describes her mum as ólooking like a hick up from the sticks for a day ï handbag clenched tightly 

against all the muggers sheôs heard London was full ofô (555). Having moved back to the parental 

home to care for her alcoholic father, she muses: óI had once been a master of the ancient art of 

commuting, but I had lived in the city for too long [é] I used to commune with the trains, almost 

merging into one being with the Undergroundô. However fanciful this image seems, it imputes a sense 

of harmony with your environment to Lucyôs former lifestyle that is no part of her present one. Her 

parental conflict is resolved by returning to the suburban scene and finding that, rather than being 

above its trivialities, she hasnôt got the strength to deal with its realities, to bear the pressure of living in 

Uxbridge with her alcoholic father as her mother, who sheôs despised, has done for many years. Her 

friends feels the same: óKaren and Charlotte kept saying theyôd come out to visit me, but they made it 

sound like a trip to a foreign countryô (609). As with Bridget, the right man for Lucy is one who is 

familiar with her provincial background and family, rather than one attracted by her fashionable 

London-centred existence ï although, conveniently, this man will also be a London-dweller who takes 

her to the latest restaurants and has his own smart flat. While Lucyôs eventual decision to leave her 

father to manage for himself is a healthy one, it canôt be extricated from the reductive tendency to 

flounder outside Ladbroke Grove and the world of weekend parties, after-work drinking and West End 

shopping.  

Jane Greenôs novels show an even more overt interest in the right areas of London and, 

specifically, owning property in them. Tasha, the heroine of Straight Talking, asserts early on: óI own 

my own flat. OK, itôs not in the smartest part of London, but if you closed your eyes between the car 

and the front door, you might, only might mind, just think you were in Belgraviaô. (3) She says of her 

planned future with ex Simon: óWeôd live in Islington, I decided. In one of those ramshackle Georgian 

houses which weôd do up ourselves.ô (17, and interrogates a possible new boyfriend for one of her 

friends thus: óWhere do you live?ô óHampstead-ishô. ó-ish?ô óSouth End Greenô. óHampstead-ish. Yes, 

you pass the test, Martin whatever-you-surname is, welcome to our livesô(140).   

Greenôs heroines and their friends place themselves firmly in the gold-digger category by the 

ferocity of their social judgements in terms of location and ownership: judging men in their capitalist 

credentials is a given. Mr Maybe is Greenôs most schematised presentation of these judgements, 

narrating Libbyôs choice between Nick, a charismatic, well-educated slacker living in ó a grotty bedsit 

in Highgateô (2) and Ed, an unattractive but wealthy financier who owns a óhuge sweeping Regency 

Nash terraceô in Regentôs Park (183). Libbyôs flat, although ótinyô, is in óa basement in Ladbroke 

Groveô(8). This information is given very early in the novel to assist readers in seeing exactly how 

Libby makes her social judgements, and how we should be making ours accordingly. Moreover, Libby, 

like Bridget and Tasha, doesnôt rent her flat but has a mortgage on it; a surprising number of these 

heroines are owner-occupiers. This undermines the consumer realism of the novels, airily suggesting 



 40 

that even their relatively poor salaries (all these heroines portray themselves as being low-paid in 

comparison with many of their peers, usually because they have chosen not to pursue high-powered 

careers) can enable them to buy, on their own, property in expensive areas of London. In fact, the 

subtext of these novels seems to function as a contemporary property-buying guide, which itself is 

strongly linked to general mores for recognising desirable male partners. Libby describes her ex as: 

óHandsome, well-dressed, had a beautiful flat in Maida Vale, a Mazda MX-5, knew brilliant people, 

was great in bedé Well, the list goes on and on, reallyô (10) The order of this list prioritises a desirable 

location ï itôs no accident that the right man for Tasha in Straight Talking has a flat in Maida Vale, 

while the wrong one she initially pursues lives in Clapham.  

Libby finds herself drawn to expensive houses and consumer goods, while demonstrating 

complete ignorance of the economic and financial principles that govern the acquisition of such things, 

clinging to a simplistic assertion of conservative middle-class values in the face of the political, 

ideological discussions Nick has with his friends, which make her both bored and uncomfortable. They 

discuss what they would do if they won the lottery, when Libby says:  Iôd buy a house [é] one of those 

huge white ones in Holland Parkô óYou do realise that would set you back about three million quidô 

óOh. Okay. A small white one in Maida Valeô(20).  Nick states that he wouldnôt move: óIôm happy 

where I amô, and Libby replies óYouôve got to get your foot on the ladderô (23). One single reference 

acknowledges the need to buy as a couple in order to have real financial power in Londonôs property 

market: óThanks to being part of a couple, Jules lives in the flat I wish I had. A maisonette in a side 

road off Haverstock Hill.ô (56). Like Lucy Sullivan, Libby is anxious about entering alien parts of 

London: óWest London might be fine, but as far as the Cityôs concerned I might as well be from Spainô 

(239), and maps out her shopping trips accordingly:  óIôve been hitting Joseph in a major, major fashion 

[é] couldnôt face the woman in the St. Johnôs Wood store, so I went up to Brompton Cross. Much 

nicer. They treated me like a human beingô (253). An assumption that the reader will either correctly 

decipher this geographical subtext, will be familiar with its terms, the connotations of these London 

locales ï or will be intoxicated as an outsider by these casual references to the órightô places to be. The 

correct, socially generous way to read this kind of locational ideology is demonstrated on a weekend 

stay with Edôs friends who own a country house in Midhurst. Libby has to phone the AA to find out 

that itôs an hour and a halfôs journey from London, and is then afflicted with anxiety about having to 

stay the night ï some of which is connected to not wanting sexual intimacy with Ed, but can also be 

read as an extension of her familiar anxiety at moving outside her home territory. The women there 

generously admire her London base:  

 

óYouôre ever so lucky, Libbyô, says Sarah, moving to sit closer to me. óLibby lives in London, 

she explains to the rest of the women. We have to make a particular journey whenever we 

want to buy anything special.  

óWhere do you live?ô 

óLadbroke Groveô, I say, wishing I could say Regentôs Park, or Knightsbridge, or Chelsea, and 

then at the same time wishing it didnôt matter, wishing I didnôt still feel I had to impress these 

people. Among my friends Iôm pretty damn proud of living in Ladbroke Grove, because itôs 

trendy, but here, with Edôs friends, I know itôs not even nearly good enough. 

óHow lovelyô, says Julia. óThatôs bang next door to Notting Hill, isnôt it, and there are so many 

wonderful places in Notting Hill. Tell me, do you go to the Sugar Club?ô 

óYes,ô I say, my face brightening because I have actually been there. Once. óI go there all the 

timeô. 

óLucky youô, they all coo. óHaving all these wonderful places right on your doorstepô. (268)  

 

Sarah and the others here display graciousness towards Libbyôs place of residence, which Libby as a 

Londoner takes as merely her due. Though she feels that for them Ladbroke Grove wonôt be good 

enough, it is, in a sense, merely by being in London ï in these fictions, everyone envies those who live 

in London.  Libbyôs embarrassment is generated by the imperative of her own system, not that of Edôs 

country-house-owning friends; although she says that among her friends she is proud of living in 

Ladbroke Grove, the text consistently presents her as envious of everyone elseôs locations ï of Julesôs, 

of Edôs, of her colleague Jo living near such great shops in St. Johnôs Wood. The only exception is 

Nick, towards whom she feels superior for living in Ladbroke Grove, and in that instance her 

superiority is defused by Nickôs lack of geographical aspiration; he doesnôt want to move from 

Highgate. The óproblemô with Nick, for Libby, is that he could easily decide to join the Ladbroke-

Grove-to-Notting-Hill aspirational set ï partway through the nook it is revealed that he belongs to a 

well-off family and went to a good school ï but chooses to óslum itô rather than climbing the property 

ladder. The compromise that makes Libbyôs leaving Ed for Nick acceptable is that his novel is accepted 




