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Editor ial

Since Hel eBr iFdegédtdi 4 g(h98& ldesameDtheamigineties phenomenon that
spawned the chicklit boom, rumours of its death have been regularly circulated, but always greatly
exaggeratedWhi | e articl es de nang shallownasg and power kolcorrupbthe | i mi t at
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 nGthest.
critics argue that it acts as a weed stifling the graftless 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 ctiklit is often couched in terms of analysing its shortcomings in relation to
feminism. The most important question | have always felt should be asked about chieldiy is:
chicklit considered such a threat to society and culture as we know it? Ttsislinmakes it a worthy
object of cultural study. When this is coupled with the claims made for its representation of
sociological truths about womenédés | ives today; for
the contemporary womainthen te 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 appe&towever, | will offer a
working outline of the usual chicklit frameworlChicklt ¢ ommonl y focuses on a your
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 gene is indebted to popular romance, bildungsroman, and comedy, and engages uneasily with
enlightenment and knowledge (the chick usually seeks the former but is wargepedtating and
paranoid about the latter)ariations on plot detail can be found apty, but the essential structure of
a female protagonist seeking personal fulfilment in a romanosumetcomedic vein internally
defines this type of narrativeExternally, they can be identified by their market positioning, packaging
and publishing catexts. The genre might seem to be very hierarchically definezhstructed 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 cornerstdrthe 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 chicklabel implies a value judgement: the UK celebrity magakaatwill, for
exampl e, frequently show approval in reviews by re:
6Goodd chicklit, then, is ficti eincommanditwhchis t hemat.i
struggling to escape from the labeMeanwhile, 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 fictionsprfr nineteentttentury novels to Mills and
Boon popular masmarket 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 asdtting down the sisterhood; Scarlett Thomas and Beryl Bainbridge have launched
notable indictments of chicklit as a sinister and deliberate dumbing down exdbefance of chicklit

i s sparse, and wuswually from wi ishoiidentify heeselframaa k s ; Hel ¢
comedy writer rather than the selppointed spokesperson for a generation, while Jenny Colgan, cites
class as a factor in the hostility of chickIlitds r

positioning of chiklit. | 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 sttould be reading something else
the guilty pleasure of the middtdass, partlyeducated fema reader who is too hip for Mills and Boon
and too dumb for Virginia Woolf.This throwback to nineteenttentury arguments about the dangers
of novelreading operates in reverse: now, instead of distracting women from their proper sphere of
childbearingand housekeeping, the contemporary fictional opiate that is chicklit distracts women from
forming feminist analyses dfhelma and Louisevhile running an international bank all day without
smudging her mascarad (i n t hesshketshollebe)onvhichtimtee wo man B
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 themslves, demonstrating the complex relationship between chicklit and its critics, supporters
and denigrators.

In February 2003, ARPF held a colloquium on chicklithe open, questioning atmosphere
was refreshing. Media and academic discussions of chidkdih dend to become consumed by the




guestion of how chicklit can be stopped in its tracks, rather than looking at what it actually does, and
how. The coll oquium didnét provide all the answer s; r
to start wok. Some of that progress has been collected here in this special journalTibguaim is to

provide a mucheeded and timely examination of the development of chicklit as a cultural force; the
edition appears long enough after the emergence of chiokptovide some historical and cultural
perspective, but is nevertheless still one of a very small number of critical works on the pic.

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 togethgiegesisprovides a forum where the
longevity or otherwise of chicklit does not have to be justified as agopésite to analysing it as a
cultural symbol. Its significance as part of a particulamment in the cultural landscape and the
popular fiction market can be acknowledged without negotiating its canonical value.

The essays her e examine, anal yse and guestic
representations, to see what those might mean eatttim of the twentfirst century. Imelda
Whel ehandés essay formed the plenary at the colloqui

writings about the 6single girldo and thkate uneasy r
Dorney expbres a welldocumented facet of chicklit, its preoccupation with products, designers and
branding, while Kristyn Gortonds essay examines ¢chi
as feminist tracts.Louise Craddock and Claire Horrocks exgldhe generic developments and debts
to chicklit in related branches of conteonp ar y  wo meintliesRedDriess tink eenies from
Harlequin, and the Tart Noir genre respectivelNi c ki anne Moodyds essay examini
chick in another aspeatf t he chickl it cultural package, soundtr
Smyczynskanvestigates the positioning of the supposedlyirafjortant figure of the male other in
chicklit texts. My own essay explores the material and referential siddeotchicklit genre and its
approach to geographical and economic context.

The next steps in chicklit research should be exciting on@¢ithout a Radwaystyle
examination of the readers of these fictions, it remains difficult to comprehensively evhkiatay
these fictions fit into, distort or influence women
feminism. | am confident, however, t hat more work on a
generic developments will appear in the comymgrs, and hope that this collection forms a useful
starting point for debateThe ephemerality of the genre will, | am sure, continue to be proclaimed;
however, investigations of the continuing media debate about these representations of contemporary
female experience its authenticity, anxiety and sociological realitpeed 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 i n 29li@&rary quiRldaWribe Stfb (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 6literarybd, chicklit h aesx taernrti vtelda to ni ttol
di fficult to avoid references to it, even on the n
This particular mention was fascinating because the contestants clearly knew the chicklit formula well

enough to fuse the Woolfiansenhce wi th a depiction of the chicklit

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 combinatidoaf with chicklit

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

which is seen to best represent the contemporaryfemshist universe. Woolf, so important in the

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

to allow women the time and resources to wriés outlined most famously@ Room of Oneds Owr

(1929) . I doubt whether Woolf woul d sheeimthet hat Sha

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

making a living out of writing and speaking to the needs and anxieties of a rapt audieAcRodm

of On e Weolf @dncludes herlecur e by envisioning that a century

habit of freedom and the courage to write exactly

it is the habit of freedom which seemdietso be sittin
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, chicklinsgéo be maintaining a sizeable chunk of the popular

fiction market: it may well be 6frothd to some, bu

itds a dry week indeed when a Bridget ! Heemes anal ocg

Fielding herself has oftetimes 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 evaluatioBaf i d g e t JgnOP®Y : Difidthese are cor

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

of shifting roles, and a bombardment of idealised
the only one WwbBbobbherspnfaoasesedbave alluded to this sen
burdened by the freedoms won by feminism and are, in fact, looking for a sense of order or some

6rul esd that at | east micdved bring some | ogic to the

One of the things which emerges most strongly fr
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 ghry di f f erenti ated soci al rol es
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 adhi@emen
second wave feminism, even when they most vigorously seem to be denying the validity of a feminist
perspective. Mostobviously Br i dget J ohis ensefgss edIVemn arg from Mars Women
are from Venuson whenBridget claims to Mark Darcy tbe readingBacklashwhile she was really
reading. If you pit these two books against each other there is an explicit tension between them.
Backlashexplores the means by which the popular tide has turned against feminism to the point where
feminismisth amed f or womenédés contemporary ill s; wher eas
about relationships in order that women can pragmatically take responsibility for negotiating the
minefields of relationship politics. The latter points to individual/ation, 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-4ar wimls
being stratgy and subterfugé but t hi s doesnoét mean that femi ni sm i
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 anddagéryet 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 womehthrough marriage and motherhood. Needless to say, marriage (and often
mothertood) arrive on the scene as the books reach their denouement, but at times their emergence
appears more a narrative effect than anythingielde Austen before them, these writers know that
their conclusions are the least interesting things aboutvloeks.

Itds not really surprising that ¢
when the popul ar i mage of feminism

cklit expresse

hi
0s second wayve

! This was how Beryl Bainbridge characterised the genre in 2001, prompting many responses from
other chicklit and more O6seriousd writers alike. Se
2 Bookworm BBC Radio 4 http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/archive/bookworm/inami



themselves, or understand the needs of the average hetedoseman. Even scalled new feminists

seem to have difficulties with the 60l dé ones and
Wo | fEideswith Fire and Nat asha \Whel New Fénsnisn{atkBoWwl8dges how far
feminism still hastogo n t er ms of achieving materi al changes i
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 fromifeésts 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 flirty 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 feminismissfrmed as a force which attemptiead to inte
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 ##&minist 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 wadl roe thedestentl that reew vielw@ownte and aparoaghes 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 terrhaveAs |

mentioned elsewhere:

[ é] being part of feminismbs Third Wave means r e
mass media and popular culttré¢his is diametrically opposed to the ambitions of Second

Wave feminism to keep lyishusningtlzeblardishménis ofitiey 6 by gen
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 succ¢esusinhg al manhbée wewhbhd fdApatriar
success, such as money, fame, media savvy. The sources for Third Wave inspiration

reflect this cultural multlingualism, so that a Third Wave feminist is as likely to read

Mary Wollstonecraft as sheistwi ck up EI i zBitdh €999) oNgetttetdawa | 6 s

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

Third Wave activists are still a relative minority and the sentiments expressed in chicklit seem closer to
those of Waltereal.inamel y, t hat women will not tolerate the i
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 disaval 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 someiwgither because she is too fat (dia J.),
single (Bridget Jones), underachieving at work (Col
heroines, because Al sometimes felt |1 6d been born w
course for the sake of the narrative dynaroicsach 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 twedimensional types made easy to recognise by the rédterblonde bombshelhe
feckless ex, and so forth. The repetition of these formulae across the chicklit genre give the lie to the
idea that webre dealing with the quirky exploits of
underlined, and what, presumably explaims success of chicklit, is that the chicklit heroine is in a
constant state of anxietyabout her appearance, about her lack of direction, about her relationships or
lack of them, about her parents and siblings.
This uncomfortable feeling that somethings 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 womeheyhen
seem hardly worth all the effort. Characteristically they are-atmbrbed 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 disngsshicklit as pure comedy, or as fiction which tells
truths about womenbés | ives today, so its readers



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 thextirater
exchanges with chickflicks, TV series and even product placements (for example, there was in 2002 a
Boots detox advertisement narrated in the styBrafget Jones
For academics it seems natur al to take this st
there6bs more to this than mere perversity or a spc
Br i dg et DiatydnnQ@verldasled(2000), | enphasised the means by which the celebration of
Bridget as a character with a shifé far beyond the pages of the book, emphasised the power of
Opdsetmi ni std6 discourses that situated feminism as t
fiBridget bnesbecame 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

oneds femininity. Thi s p e r miaigmt witb having fa meaniegfuli nc omp a't
heterosexual relationship has unfortunately been perpetuated beyond reason to its current status as self
evident Atruthoodo (Whelehan 2000: 151). The confessi

readers the reassance of fallibility, in that these heroines are lost, lonely, chaotic, yet find salvation in
their relationships. What chicklit provides, fundamentally is the-fewsinist narrative of heterosex
and romance for those whhedupedlgylthe mdstaconventivralydmanee t oo s a
narrative. ThereasdBr i dget J eonade suglsa pbwerdul impact in wider cultural terms is
that it is a book that constantly comments on itself. The diary possesses destabilisimgrnaditzes
found in he fact of its appropriation of tHeride & Prejudiceplot 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 unhampeiedio so and for others to sense the unease of
what O6ébeing Bridgetd means in broader soci al ter ms.
I am not trying to say that readers who wholeheartedly identify with the character are hapless

and naive dupes one of the most powerful features of cHitlas a genre is that it seeks that
identification which doesndt simply come from empat
in understanding the world they inhabit, and actua
quite different relities. While in the 70s consciousness raising novel (for exafiplee  Wo me n 6 s
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 ¢hibld 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 padidde ahd
PrejudiceFielding 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 cothe fore, such as the
possibility of promiscuity, illicit sex, ordinariness, loss of dignity and failure along with all the
aspirational features whether it be clothing, interiors or foddbut the central concern remains with
the heroine and her domiesand personal life. The humour is often of a-sielprecating kind 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 seribuslyhether such a bluff subverts
the core values of romance or their location in the most traditional of patriarchal settings is
guestionable.

To take the argument further, we have to look at the values implicitly endorsed by many of the
books, their eches 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. | said earlier that even though the
women who people these novels seem to have discarded any fesmirgstof themselvésthe books
are predicated on the celebration ofexaggeraemoés di f f e
This celebration suggests some limited refashioning of the script of femininity, not least in setting the
blonde bombshel agai nst the more O6ordinarydéd central char
heroines seemed have taken t he- thatathet best $orm oof O6newbd
empowerment is individual succesgust as the heroines of new feminism are those ewomho 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-grat e f emi ni smés mefcond wave
Hel en Gur | e ysellBg selfveipdranudlSes and the Single GiflLl962), which celebrated
womends empower ment al ong materi al and sexual I i ne
womenés single |life andeitsnageamifng hef owlate ewo wlodna
took over editorship o€osmopolitanin 1965, this book urged women to pursue their dreamgen
though a good marriage was deemed to be a part of t
easy to seéow this book might become the perfect chicklit accessory (complete with advice on




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 effecsuch legislation. This was a

survival guide at a time when few women grasped su
victory over poverty and obscurity; and Brown in telling it like it is offers a pragmatic vision of
womends | iingetsat, emmowegngeet £dmes 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 nostaldia feoman 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 feminisdemands success at the expense of valuing the personal or

emotionali the response seems to be to evacuate the workplace to a small corner of the narrative in
favour of |l ong descriptions of our herofineseéds fail ul
regime, as to underscore the felt need of each single woman for the stability of an identity afforded by a

long-term heterosexual relationship.

I n part chicklitdéds focus on the ordinary, the quo
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 nhayy bbéer eacro ginli Isd snigdn t ered i weadre
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 displa a reluctance to represent women achieving effortlessly as if all success is an aphrodisiac.
Underlying the failures are the stories of transformaiiomost notably where the fat girl achieves
happiness by losing weightfor exampleJemima Jby Jane Gegen or the character Daisy in Louise
Bags h dawvedévd YouKnow: iShe started to | ose more weigh
busy to think about eating and quite often sheo
it was local, butjust 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 st
making more moneyo (Bagshawe 2 6 0afatichQaB awarenest bfer eds a
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 sheds
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 amatfon of the most retrograde of longings.

At t he end o fSuddidor Beaimmerd idd ¢hg dassic sareer woman has to learn to return

to her working class roots, value her family and remarry hdraxs band fANo sneaking aw
this timeT n o , they do it properlyo (562); Ashling the
charismatic boss he encourages her to cast off all her anxieties by tossing her handbag into the sea
(after removing her crediy fterr ds menwd ®me hb esc gpu oani tsh
and manko) ; Clodagh the beauti ful perfect married
with Ashlingb6s boyfriend and ends up with neither f
60r ul e stiie.end ofBabyville, meanwhile, one of the main characters, Julia, announces her
pregnancy to Samantha who then agrees to be #Athe b
2001:456) ; MA ma n cha 6Cso Ige¥smahkidrizan gn the verge of higdding 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 posttiss.

Defenders of the genrie not least some of the writers themselves, such as Jenny Colgan and
Marian Keyesi draw attention to the ier concerns at the heart of the novels, whether it be gender
politics in the workplace, female rivalry/friendshippmelessness, 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 i fiont o
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 fegial reader of chicklit to recognise that these
are the ills of a generation.

Ultimately chick lit is a celebration of stasis ¢
can only get better 6, and i n dtehe dolititshnedgtingdetiquette, As si ngl
but end up paired off in a constanteeactment of the myth that true love seeks you @hicklit, it is
true, is much harder than it used be to characterize in terms of chaotic confessional heroines, sex,

t,
d gr

ay
fi ¢




drunkennessnd 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 impriiit Red Dress InK in attempt to claw back what they
may regard as their rightful market.
Beyond the wrangling about the pdsminist or otherwise content of the novel, chicklit is also the
ultimate true confession story and teases the reader with tkartlifension. Nearly all its writers
produce through their own bestselling texts a compelling-t@gshes narrative which is their own
life. True, most are university educated and firmly mietdéss, but their success is the most
compelling story at ali the dreanof 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 mhfera 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 thet@gyowtfhio$ édmamuii ngd of the genre was
in the Guardian(21/02/03) earlier this year. In an article on the TV adaptatioBeaf and the City
(another chicklit it e x t since as a c ol uBridget Boes thenimpatt 6fs wor k p |
Mirandaés recent transformation to mother was disc
young children whose friends feel that they are not the person they were. It applauds the realism with
which these issues are dealt withh{lst noting that the veksovered 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 continuutime £nse that good literature
teaches us something and the popular cul tural passi
for the lucky few it wi || change forever, mai nly D
per haps i semabits expanents aometifesavant 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 «cul tbeente therightlenwersitynos | onger
be the right personb6s daughter [ é] popul ar novels r
young women to tell their stories without mentioning the pressures of magazines, TV, thinness, media
celebrityandé ve t hat surround us wGuatdidn?6/08/02e Kistruethatdi nar y 0
one of the distinctive features of <chicklit is the
o n | tapping a well of longextant stereotypes, fears andussptions about single women and selling
them back to ourselves at a bargain priceo? (Zeisle
Many critics are, | suspect, unsettled by chicklit not because it means nothing, but that they might
mean something altogether disturbing. Chicklit haastefbned 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 hereader. Yet many chicklit authors know that their tales of modern romance have
prompted new debates about what gfestinism, if it does exist, can mean. Marian Keyes, a writer
who claims her novels are darker than the average work of chicklit, is hopetfthe next generation
will start getting angry about the injustices of the workplace and such issues as body iihie.it
is intriguing that such writers see a greater future connection between chicklit and feminism, it is
telling that this momenof political engagement must be deferred, like a diet long overdue, a new
l'ifestyl e, or even that weddingé Even if the chick
more evident, the longings expressed in the novels seem to be those of theeatlckldsbrating 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
noti onal equalisyerbhaoddoéhcokti nutdbkl gysteeters bet wee
narratives which tell it as it is, and the longing for the comfort and nurturance embodied in the classic
romance.
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Shop Boys and Girls! Interpellating Readers as Consumers in
Chicklit and Ladlit

Kate Dorney
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This article examines the way in which cHitkand 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, demonstratesshow thi
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. | focus on two
recent gamples of the chicklit genréndia Knigh My Lifeon APlate( 2000) and Sophi e Kin
Shopaholic Abroad 2 00 1) and compar e Bridgemlone®Piaky€1936NandFi el di ng 6
Ni ¢ k H ddigm Hideliéy £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 belowShopaholic AbroadShopaholi¢ is not discussed in any great
depth, simply because there is very little depth associaititdbrand referencing in the text, brands
function solely as a means of demonstrating the proc
anything about her tastes. I n particul ar, the a
presentatonohc cumul ati ng and consuming beauty products a
with Hornbyés account ochitural credibilitytiroaugh imasg (peeseitedaso n's u mi n g
6newdé), in which the product sasivannabes rather them axpeats. e j ust i
My theoretical framework for understanding this process of construction is based on two
reformulations of Mar x 6 s o0 b s d powertsibeshunderstaot ast he exer
fithey know not what theglo, buts t i | | t h e y(Kaal Marx id Gapitalgquofed o Zizek
198929). The Althusserian articulation seeks to explain why h e y know not what t h
contending that they/we are hailed or interpellated into an ideological framework because & appear
be the 6copmmdndemsed Zi zek suggests that in these 0
formula best describes the process: 6nt hey know ver
i t 1989%29) . Subjects find reasons to aiet 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 blatantdr@mging whe
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 J dBmidgs)dnsrodusedastoya particular representation of-25 year old
women, and a particular kind of lifestyle: an attractive, professional woman living in London enslaved
to the ideology of womends rBelgandWomansand(sekhetp 6 gl ossi e
books, and supported by an extended network of frieBalgeteven provided us with vocabulary to
describe such a networKk: t h emadrsriinegd 6e t coonrdt ef mapnoirlayr i vee
poi sed versus 06 € mmboetradiiona ideolbgy of thevriutleardagity s challenged by
a new formula for urban living:

61l 6m not ma r r iSiagietorbyeucsmug speemdtudelmgeing, narrowninded

mor ons, 6 Shaémze rb ercaarutseed .t her e 6 sytmlive: eneinhan one bl
four households are single, most of the royal family are single, men have been proved by

surveys to becompletely unmarriageable and as a result therebs a wt
single girls like me with their ownincoens and hongéW®Wel2).( Fi el di

Bridgetspawned a stream of books in which the (female) narrator lackestefim despite possessing

all the attributes deemed desirable in, or for, the modern woman, and in spite of pagenyitip to
feminism. The comic twist is thahiher miasma of seHinalysis, 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 knowledigiafship
selt-help literature, but this particular type of chickk t pr ot agoni st (al so exempl i f
Does My Bum Look Big in Thisand J e s s iSiage WhdeaEma)ldhever realises her own
worth until she is flat on her back on animbreak. She looks for love everywhere but under her own
nose, bemoans the difficulty of finding a mamy man and obsesses constantly about her own
appearance and personality, while acknowledging that such behaviour is reductive -defeatilig.

As Bridget remarks when preparing for her date with Dda@9$6:519)

“(Fielding 1996) page numbers denote first mention:
Poi sed, tpi.o8n%, OFEumok wi ttaged, p. 20
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Wise people would say that Daniel should like me just as | am, but | am a child of
Cosmopolitanculture, have been traumatised by supermodels and too many quizzes and
know that neithemy own personality nor my body is tpit 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, besdidorg to
ignore it. Bridget is no longer the typical chicklit protagonist however; in this age of weigted
anxi ety and media furore about the mediads responsi
depict women worrying about theireighting more than 9 storie.The shift from these weight and
commitment related obsessions is reflected in BdyhLife on a Plate(My Life) and Shopaholic
Where Bridget obsessively lists her consumption of food, drink and fags the heroMgs.dé and
Shopaholicdo not so much list their consumption of products, as describe their life in terms of
products. Products do not flesh out character &Briaget they are the means by which we make
sense of the character (compare width and depth of bededencing irBridget with that ofMy Life
andShopaholi¢ see appendix).

Mylifeadvertises its O6new generationd chicklIl it st
way in which it subverts the conventionsRridget Clara Hutt has, by her own adsiien, already
6got the man, theitespiktandei hg noatoidnibpa jokfasae 1606
magazine writer and a healthy sense of-gelareness (Knight 2000, 1). She has clearly consumed
chicklit as avidly as she has accumtued br and names (see appendix), dr a\
those points in her own story that conform to or deviate from the old style chicklit myth thdikevig
beauty secures the perfect stglas p p | € me n tin theicdrrens ¢tlipdteeyou pbably want to
know how | Got My Man. | do feel quite pleased with myself sometimes, actually. | look at my friend
Tamsin, thirtyfour, single and desperate, and feel a warm glow of intense smuggery (Knight 2000, 2).
6Smuggeryd i s Stalenee heye; singledaad despbezateastold hat, the afflicted Tamsin is
relegated to the background whilHeeenttalmetfadVgbifea g Marri ed
(and other édnew gener at i oHabingwamdkEatisgutisthatalespiteSsa bi ne Du
appearing to have it all (on a plate), life is not as rosy as it seemsShbpaholidrilogy (The Secret
Dreamworld of a Shopaholi§hopaholic AbroadndShopaholic Ties the Knpbucks this trend even
further. Becky Bloomwood occasially 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), shoppinger thought processes are perpetuddynising 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 seenasanessenal | 'y endearing character trait. Th
its lowest ebb of selfeflexive irony.
Clara and Becky |l ack Bridgetdés neuroses, but a

Even if you are not fortunate enough to limeLondon, 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,aksse,sh 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 Anrerican Psychdo give us a comprehensive
surface/depth distinction and Bara 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(RQd&a1)pointed

out in a recenGuardianarticle on brands in the James Bond series, the motivatingsdrehind these
detailed descriptions has changed:

we are habituated to novelistséd wuse of brand |
credibility of a character, or a way of life. Some of it bolsters what | have heard called

O0r ecogni tmoeels wHoseredibdity @quires the readers to recognise a lifestyle

that they share. Brands are key signifiers her
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 wiherm Russia with Lovevas first

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

® 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
approxi mat e mbea Oncgshe hadshed the wefght again she was-stagesonce again,

for being too thin
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Gaitskell said at the ti me: 6 Tdndi acirdervdld nat i on of
igood food is, to one who |Iives a |ife as circum

Brand referencing has moved from distancing the reader to interpellating them. AndMvhkife
beatsBridgetandShopaholichands down is in the bretfidand 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
givenrather thamewinformation. 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 tloenrs of the fictional universe in which we are
embroiled. Katie Wales defines given and new information thus:

As its name suggestgiven refers to information stated but already known to the

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

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

assumed to be known to the addressee; or which is regarded asI pagtic | y O newswort hy®o
(Wales 198208).

In the case oMy Life, the prodigiais 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
magaines, or there is a semiotic system which allows us to recognise the significance of these names,
namely Barthesé idea of :1§ywd h, described by Bignell

linguistic, visual, and other kinds of sign used not simply to denote something, bub also t
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
makhg of Omyt ho.

In My Life, we are dealing with the making of mytalsout beauty and fashion, myths thaten in a
book where the heroineds husbankguéiamamederirely t o go o
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 eartiother who makes her own food and gives her children wooden
toys to play with (a woman, the subtext seems to suggegte 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 mage | had an innate suspicion of the bfaeed,;

unt il I me t her, | 6cheapreewhbedndhot endns withpsti
[ ] deny yourself the joy of |l ooking better unl e
tot al babe in the first place, which | suspect n
Who woul d s ayhemgVen the bptian kosnmiake their eyes twice their actual
size? And why i s it t hat i t Ocdorneal? (KrEights t he pl ai
200053)
The O6mythd is turned on its head, i mplying that su
macquill aged who are but slaves to media forces, b
aficionados with their di sinterest in Oreal d women

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

bet ween Clara and her mot her Kat-facedwo@dndke 8télla musi ngs
leads directly into her recollection of her"Birthday when Kate took her on a trip to Paris to buy

makeup and skincare products. Having dealt with skincare at the Clarins counter (Kate herself only

uses Oinfinitely superior Sisleypprcodutesd) ) dyoheying

well wear decent stuffd):

I 61 1 buy you oomme mapelarmer foangasti esbd.
She threw in some translucent powder and, to my astonishment, a scarlet lipstick
(6Red is classic. Anyt hi n g alhbughedo iermemiseo mmo n , apa
that Elizabeth Arden Eigkiour cream makes the best lip sabve ) , and it was t he
beginning of a lifelong love affair with the dexe end of the cosmetics market. Apart
from the fact that makap makes you look better, | love the glamour of it, of the
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packaging, of the names (ORDlugeWICorwmahdredto? 6 We
Stella for a start. (Knight 20084)

Kat e is descrmahe d-bqassyatihoeerbéaringbatmever presented as a maternal
figure. She berates Clarads sister disesGlaraforhei r vac.!
being fat. Their maternal bond seems to be forged entirely through the language of grooming. Zizek
suggests that ideology sometimes Oveil séMyits obvio
Life, the assumption is simply therbat we recognise the brands and the mythical connotations. Even
Clarads children i n®Shtuteagph dJdtalckr, 6viChabld ards:aays.
You are a Babihdife. d@¥&ku batt smibsasikngvi @ hlmBudackaod Kni ght 2
Charlie already know even if we do not the toy brand hierarchy, and Sindy has never regained
supremacy since Barbie appeared in British stores. The way brands are presentedvty Liseinas
opposed toShopaholic(which is written ina more confidingly girlish tone) means that we are
simultaneously lured in and alienated, e.g. when Robert says to Clara, who is wearingaiMbrks
Spencer You might thinksabout hopping in normal shops.. Paul Smith does a tt# in
women 6 sf orranignest ance®) (KniTdhhts 20GQ@Qance is much cl ose
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 respondsigith doarkéet a si e T &t hRobert
t han dcoyldnewgrafiordtoghp i n Paul Smi48)hoé (Knight 2000:

While brands have associations for Clara: luxury, pampering, class and so on, for Becky, it is
the buying that counts. A comparison of herielatn s hi p t o cosmeti cs with CIl ar s
of any significance, make up is just something else to buy. She does not make a pilgrimage to a make
upshopaslCar a mi ght b u this bugecnmlkep emporibne iy BoHe calfed Sephora is
running a special promotion today, until four. Every customer gets a goody dag if you spend

over $50, you get a free mascara! There, you see, | feelbeltere ady, just thinking ab
2001174). Where Clara is as captivated by thegesathe product names suggest , Becky believes

happiness is literally a credit casdwi pe away. Slittle bottl eessc roifb ersim itlh ep ofil i st
Sephora:

labelled things like Cosmic Intelligence and Lucid Dream. As | gaze at the display | feel
overome wi th emoti on. These bottles are speaki
just paint my nails with the right colour, everything will instantly make sense and my life
will fall into place (Kinsella 200184).

She is the ultimate consumer, buyihge c ause it brings her pl easur e: re
t hat 6Al I things of beauty bring us together and i
tears. Clara would never dream of explaining that Sephora is a cosmetidssteopioulddt need t o

T it is easy enough to infer what it is from the context. The worl&ludpaholicdisregards the

mythical aspect of branding and leaves us with naked consumerism.

However, 6recognition fictiond, a ® thévinghtl an sugge
shops and buying the right things, i t readers o descri
recognise a lifest| e t h e Feves Rite(1982) ancHigh Fidelity (1995) require fairly specialised
knowledge or excellent close readingliskio pick up the thousands of football and music nuances, but
the gener al topic panders to stereotypes about what
media |ike to do: watch football and liitsgytbeni st o mt
particularly apt in the case dfligh Fidelity Rob and his employees may not be driven by
accumulatingthings but acquiring music facts obsesses them, knowledge, particularly culturally
prestigious knowledge. Rob recognises and perpetuatesdhkation of cultural prestige in all media:

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

not the dimmest: | have read books liKee Unbearable Lightness of BeiagdLove in the

Time of Choleraand undersmd t h e m, I think (they were about g
like them very much; my atime favourite books ar€he Big Sleepy Raymond Chandler,

Red Dragonby Thomas HarrisSweet Soul Musiby Peter GuralnickT he Hi t chi ker 6s
Guide to the GalaxpyDou gl as Adams and, I dondt know, somet
or Kurt Vonnengut. | read th@uardianand theObserver as well as th&lME and music

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

films: Betty Blug Subway Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down The VanishingDiva), although on

the whole | prefer American films. (Top five American films, and therefore the best films
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ever made:The Godfather Godfather Part 1) Taxi Driver, Goodfellasand Reservoir
Dogs. (Hornby 199529).

Robdés grasp of cul tur al prestige is sophisticated, €

Marquez and subtitled films carry more cultural capital than Raymond Chandler and Tarantino on the
dominant plane, but his choices hase fore antestablishment credibility. These choices also reflect
his |l ove of I|ists: both the books he mentions regul
the last decade, Rob acknowledges that:
his [Barryos] Cc 0 n megation:aift he das seensa gedd rfilm,| he wik mot
describe the plot, or how it made him feel, but where it ranks in hisobgstar list, his
bestof-all-time list, his besbf-the-decade list he thinks and talks in tens and fives, and as
a consequendeick and | do too. (Hornby 19952).

Brands have no place high Fidelity, even the hardware goes-nna me c hec k e d . Robds
is anttcommercial, hidden down a sidestreet carefully chosen to be out the way of the chance punter.
Barry prides himself orbeing 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 cosmetiosrd@ldra 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 whahpustto buy a record on a Saturday,

even if thereds n dashthen gp hame elytchimgeflat] sjuare ecaaier t un

bag they feel uncomfortable [ é] (these are my pe
understand anydaly in the world). (Hornby 19982)

Money is not the path to enlightenmekhowledge allied to tast, is power. Whereas in the chicklit
exampleseverything is specific, ikligh Fidelity everything is generic, and indefinite: a supermarket, a

café, rather than Tescosttrec af ® sel |l i ng croissants and | attes, e
descriptons are not without image consciousness, but they lack the product placement so beloved of

our chicklit models:

S h e 6 sto-latei fatties, witha dodgy tan ana suspiciously tautooking face; and though
shebds we ar anhdgirt, the jpamshavand rthme of an Italian where the name of
Mr Wrangler or Mr Levi should be, and theshirt has a lot of jewellery stuck to the front
of it, arranged in the shape of the CND sign. (Horh®95, 68)

she was always a gir/l f o wearimgetonghtibalbig flocal ot he s, but
dress,a beige raincoat pushes sensi ble over the edge towards
guy in the | eather jacket doing with Virginia E
thinking. Probably. (Hornby 1995, 140)

The objects of desire, or even objects worthy of elaborate descriptiorcalteral rather materiat
names of records, bands, record labels, as if these thiitgscooli cannot be bought. We never find
out where Rob goes shopping. He buys two recordsglthe entire book, one than at a gig and one
from a houselearance. The depth of his brand vocabulary (outside record labels) is Levis or
Wr angl er . Robés suspicion of anything that doesnot
reluctance to call-Bone (a musician) by his name:
| hate calling him TBone. It sets my teeth on edge, like when you have to ask for a Big Heap
Buffalo Burger, when all you want is a quarteyunder, or a Just Like Momma Used to
Make, when all you want is a piece of appie. (Hornby 1995, 81)

In common with the chicklit texts studied, money is generally effacétigh Fidelity, or at
least located at some distance from Rob: principally in Laa , his | awyeoulgdnmdtf rfiiemd
any legal aid work. She had take a job that paid about fortyi ve grand a year because
get one that [fHarnhby 1995 B he mbnsetimetsgridus record collector needs for
the vinyl, the cds, the gigs and the sound systems is obliterated by the detaiMddge also needed
to acquire these items. Robés di savowal of surface
mere Oshoppingb, he is a record collector, but the
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if not more sothantheecor ds t hemsel ves. Cl ara and Beckyds r
cannot compare with this obsessive attention to detail.
| am reluctant to suggest that the differences manifested here between chicklit and ladlit
6demonst rr at e 6semialisedstereaypes that tvdmen likesshopping, 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 idtdontpése
assumptions for all his liberal Kundera a@diardianreading matter; men like music, women like
things. Compare his account of Laura leaving

Laura leaves first thing on Monday morning with a hald | and a carrier bag . I
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. | look at the bag
and think, Jesus, t hi wleavewithmen(dmby t995379 he doesndt w

with his description of how his business survives:

| get by because of the people who make a special effort to shop here on Satyalaysg men
T always young men, with John Lennon specs and leather jackets and armfuls of square
carrierbagsi and because of the mail order: | 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
deleed Smiths singlegHornby 199538)

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 Deomddand i Woemen Carathar thaRk eaxidlly ddradpicnegendered

ones. Rob is an enlightened dénew mand, he can O0sece
not the radical onesd6 but he t hi indio isterhpiicallg ul t ur al \
verifiable (Hornby 1998 0 ) . By the same token, Becky Bl oomwooc

husband Robert are always immaculately dressed in designer names, but never seem to go to shopping,
appearance is important to them becanfstheir professions. Both of them are driven by work while

their partners6é jobs are merely a means to more |ipg
may have progressed since the ( now camply ironic) sexism of the James Bond seriessbuan

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 theipils n6t it funny that girls |
are obsessed by music?s, as Zizek would put it, merely another method by which we retain the mask

that ideology is neutral once detected.

Bibliography

Adams, J1999 Single White EmailBlack Swan London

Bignell, J(1998Media SemioticManchester University Predglancheter
Fielding, H(1996Br i dget J PicadoslLdrslon@nid Basingstoke
Hornby, N(1992 FEever PitchVictor Gollancz London

Hornby, N 1999 High FidelityIndigo, London

Kinsella, S 2000 The Secret Dreamworld of a Shopahd@iack Swan London
Kinsella, S 2001) Shopaholic Abroadlack Swan London

Kinsella, S 2002 Shopaholic Ties the KnoBlack Swan London

Knight, 1 (2000) My Life on A PlatePenguin, Harmondsworth

Mullan, J 8/12/@ ) 6 E|l e me rOGuardianfReview c t i o n
Pease, A &Pease, B200) Why Men Donddt Listen and Women Canodt
different and what to do aboutBroadway Books, New York

Weir, A (1997 Does My Bum Look Big in ThisHodder and Stoughtohondon
Zizek, S (989 TheSublime Object of Ideologyersq London

18



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

K*kkkkkkkk

Benetton

*

Berties

*

Birkenstock

Bob the Builder

Body She

*kk

Boots

Boules

British Home Stores

Burger King

Café Rouge

K*kkkk

Calvin Klein

*kkkk

*kkk

Canderel

Championship Vinyl

K*kkkkkkk

Chanel

*kkkk

*kk

Chess Records

Christian Dior

Christian Labatin

Chubb

Clarins

Clinique

*%*

Coco Pops

Commes des Garcons

Conran Shop

Kk*k

*%

Cosmopolitan

*%

Country Casuals

*k%k

Creation Records

Crunchy Nut Cornflakes

Cullens

*k%k

Daily Telegraph

Debenhams

*

Denny and George

*kkkkkkkkkkkkk

Dickens and Jones

Diesel

Diet Coke

Kkkk

Dinny Hall

DKNY

*kk

*Robo6s 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

*k%k

Guerlain

Guinness

HMV

Habitat

Harrods

Harvey Nichols

*%

Hello!

Hello Kitty

Helmut Lang

Hermes

*k%k

Hobbs

iMac

K%

Jaeger

*kk

Jammy Dodgers

Jaffa Cakes

Janet Reger

Jean Paul Gatikr

Jigsaw

Jil Sander

Jimmy Choo

John Fri-eaeabs

John Lewis

John Rocha

Joseph

*%

Karen Millen

Kate Spade

*kkk

Kettle Chips

Kiehls

King Records

Kitkat

*kkkkk

Kleenex

*kk

Lagerfield

Laura Ashley

*kk

LK Bennett

*kkkkk

Le Creuset

Lego

Lemsip

Levi

Little Chef

Linguaphone

Loius Vuitton
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Lulu Guiness

McDonalds

Mabelline

MAC

Maltesers

Manolo Blahniks

Marks & Spencer

*k%k

K*kkkkkk

Mars Bar

*

Mercedes

Milk Tray

*kkkkk

Milky Way

*

Mills and Boon

Miss Selfridge

Missoni

Moschino

Moulinex

Mr Muscle

NME

*kk

Nescde

Next

Nicole Farhi

*%

Nike

Neurofen

Qasis

Oswald Boateng

Patrick Cox

Paul Smith

Pellegrino

Pernod

K%

PG Tips

Phillipe Starck

Philip Treacy

Pied a Terre

Pier

Play Doh

Players No. 6

Playstation

Pokemon

Pot Noodle

Prada

*kk

Prisunic

Pucci

Quality Street

*kk

Ralph Lauren

Kk*k

Ready Brek

Record and Tape Exchange

*%

Renault

Ribena

Richard James

Rimmel

Sainsbury

Saks

*kkkk

Selfridges

Sephora

Kk*k

Silk Cut

*kkkkkkkk

Sindy

Sisley

Solid Torso Action Man

Stax Records

Stephan Kelian

Strepsil

Sudocrem

*%

SugarPuffs

Tamla Motown
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Tatler

Thomas the Tank Engine

Tiffanys

Timex

Tocca

Trojan Records

Twix

Valium

Vera Wang

*kkkkkkhkk

VG Supermarket

Vimto

Virgin Megastore

Vogue

*kkkkk

Volkswagen

Volvo

Voyage

Walkers Crisps

Warehouse

*%k%

Whistles

Wimpy

*k%k

Wonderbra

Woolworths

Wrangler

Yves Klein

Yves St Laurent
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We can perhaps say thatétbeewhbobhmenenaofeédpbneskl t
the success of HelBerni drg eetl dJi’odwmotsdsutisid@aént yeavswaaumber
of writers, film maker s, and TV producers foll owec
include Cameron Thhe | RO Gi(RIO®D)Gui de, t BelbettanWWaWkat 6
edited collectionTo Be Real: Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Femirasih Karp and
Stoll er 6s ( IheBustGuide tolthe MesviGirl ®ngaogether with television programmes
such asAlly McBeal and Sex and the City19982004). 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 owollective 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 worldeldtienship between
consumerism and femininity, and the continuing viability of feminism. In this essay | discuss two
recent contributions to thi sKis$d MytTam:aHowto Rylettffusan Jan
World as a Smartmouth Goddess\dd Jani f er Baumgar dner 6 s MamfeéstaaAmy Ri c ha
young women, feminism and the futureith the aim of exploring the relationship between feminine
consumerism, female empowerment, and third wave feminism.

One of the most controversial responsethe general phenomenon associated with the rise of
chicklit was published as the lead article of the June 1998 issUienefmagazine. This article both
guestioned the continuing salience of feminism, and hinted that the emergence of characters such as
Ally McBeal 6 confirmed that the womends movement w
Timed sover featured the faces and names of three (in)famous representatives of feminism, alongside
6Al l'y McBeal 6. Mor eover , t lieFsieslanfarel GioriaiSteitem,,whekeu s an B A
represented in black and white, whil e Calista FI oc
radiant colour. The implication of this simple representational devise was that, as Bellafante argued in
the accompanyip article, feminism had moved from an intellectual and political engagement to
Aistylish fluffo (1998:56). Il ndeed, Bell afante askec
thinkers care about?0 and aTinmewedB.erdus, TirMetnot enlyr bodi es,
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 texDurbodies, @rselves

Beyond this playful rejection of earlier feminist concerns, the faces that lined the cover were
utilised to question the very viability of feminisr
suggests a linear development, repeatedeenly throughout other sections of the media, which
suggests that feminism has moved from a fAweodo type
individualism inthetwentf i r st century. Mor eover, this fiweod to
movement, was tacitly endorsed through the condescending device of reducing feminism to a kind of
fashions how pol itics, in which AIly McBeal 6s generatio
hard to pick out the most fashionable facelaneb sover?

However, beyond the simplistic rejection of feminism represented blittecover, 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 ediscussed contemporary popular revisions of
feminism, such as i MheMWew Remihisma \WWh | Eleir Dab gt1R 9Wart zel 6
Bitch: In Praiseof Difficult Women These books are interesting because they express a sense of
feminismas anousddt ed movement that failed to address the ¢
wo man. Thus Wurtzel insists that: iBecause, frank
done a damn bit of good if | cambtd ah @ tihe owayy olmeam
(Wurtzel 1999: 33). Addressing similar concerns, WaltefThe New Feminismargues for a break
with the earlier slogan 6the personal is political¢
the separatsioomal 6f ande 6ppéitica will give a O6newbd
I n
a

S
n |

personal realmé (1999: 6) . d, she <claims tha
realisation of womends needs desires to a batt]l

When faminist 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

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

8 Originally published agvomen and Their Bodies n 1970 by the Boston Womenb
Cdllective and then réssued for broader publication &ur Bodies, Ourselveis 1973, regularly

updated into the present century.

° For a lengthier discussion on thigne cover, see Kristyn Gorton (2003)
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gaze, they did us no favours [ é] Whdetal feminist w
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).

I nstead of the O6uselessd contri but itohnes fiosfmifleensi noifs tt
Spice Girlso, who argue, in Atheir feisty wordso, t
is a projection o08)femahespWwkereéer §20064tallli shes a c
popular works of posfeminist literature which takes female empowerment as its focus, between the
dry and dusty feminist academics who bore on abou
attractive Spice girls who encour agae Iwo merne atlol yfi twealnlt
Similarly theTimec over 6s device of placing the first three f
in full colour, sends a clear message: feminism is not attractive.
While this argument is not without its merit¢hese popularepr esent ati ons of &6gi r |
sell and therefore in some way do speak to the desires and pleasures of contemporary women and girls
T it at best expresses only a partial truth. For it does not address the important issue of who benefits
from these remsentatiorsar e women —really enjoying a O6newd Kir
empowered by these representations, or are they vic
marketing and other capitalist structures? So while we must recogniseetteaistboth a genuine call
to action and an attempt to-eagage 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 politichat is capable of addressing issues such as childcare, health care, and inequities
in pay, or until these issues are in fact overcome.
Bot h Susan Kissmmg Tidba: Hom dorRdls the World as a Smartmouth Goddess
and Jennifer Baumgarner and An/i ¢ h avtardfést®: 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
relatel pr oj ects with a view to making new claims for f
In Kiss My Tiarg Gi |l man dr aws her Timeartictk enensobed aarliereShe i on t o

cl aims that Bell afanteds take odnastldhateaty §ide withe mi ni s m
Time, itds true that some of us I|iterally candt see g
as much as the womendéds movement did for women, it

appearance, and so somemeén have become obsessed with style and beauty. She goes on to argue
that:

[]in certain ways traditional feminism just i s
feminism is often perceived as dreary. As elitist, Victorian, whiny and passé. And to some

extend goddess forgive me for sayingthis t 6 s true [ é] I realise that

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

rushed to resurrect. Rhetoric abowfttheér econfigur
patriarchy,é just turns wus into zombies (2001: x

Her critiqgue shares similarities with Walteros, i
out moded and unfashionabl e. It is not cd@&ar iin ei
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 hasuffitiently 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 iyisg 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 celibatee A woman should be able to say Al am a f
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 themsebvésrofemrnio$t being sexually unattractiwv
the somewhat paradoxical position whereby she combines her critique of feminist academics for
supposedly simplifying the movement sheaensiageat ri ar chy
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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.

Unli ke Walterdds call for the separation of the
of female empowermén i s very personal, and founded on the wi
said things |like, O6Let him take the |l eaddd (2001:
6fitake a few lovers, travel t he) .wor Gidl, maamd&ds dsotnydlte t

compared to diary entries froBridget Jonesshe selconsciously mixes personal anecdotes with

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

second wave feminism and a newergent feminism which acknowledges the influence of style and
consumerism in womends | ives. However, as in Walt
relationship between female empowerment and sexual desirability. Although this in itself i9aot to

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

sexually attractiveris-a-visa male gaze. This form of empowerment still is conditioned by patriarchy,

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

If Gil mandéds feminism remains conditioned by mal e
unfortunately, remains constrained by capitalist pc
and o6ruling the worl dd comes f ritobknovawedearaframer ti tl e
shoppingd. I n this chapter, Gil man proposes that f

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

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

store. She c¢claims that Ain a store, we donodt hesi

good deal when we see onhne. And we know 3IRRow to dri

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 ahantibags can be extended to decisions about marriage

and family. Al t hough pl ayf ul and witty, Gi |l mands

who already have the financi al autonomy to play at
The link that Gilma draws between shopping and female empowerment is addressed in

television programmes such as fASex and the City. o |

Ding Ding,0 there is a moment when Cae cahnet, the sh
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 sugge
who | ived in her s hCoaersr6 e300 2)i.enldn Cthlae | enntde of f er
engagement ring as collateral for a down payment. In this way materialism becomes the basis for
solidarity. Il mplicitly extending Gilmands | ink bet

also suggds 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, tsu& thisasure 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 womemtmue to face today. In fact it could be argued that
representations such as thoseSmx and the Citgould lead women to trade financial security and

autonomy for fashion and style, as exemplified in
and the cityé lifestyle would surely | ead most t o
women iin the role of Ocul tur al dupes, d and the pr

possibilities rather than to dictate whether women spend theirey 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 6life decisions. d
Jenni fer B aumgar dn eManifesta affersAamdjffereRti iterpretatiah 6o
solidarity and female empower ment from Gil mands, E

discourses from second wave feminism with new discussions of feminism. They take on both the
medi ads reduction of ahdmangsmenbhso édsthl ash Wal tief 0 s
the Spice Girls are doing more for women than feminist politics. They do this, in part, by taking on the

arguments implied by theimec over in their chapter 0tsithée neshd : 0 Femi
dead?6 which parodies the coverds central question.
Baumgardner and Richards critique Bell afanteos

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

accountof the lineal decline of the feminist movement, Baumgardner and Richards descrihddshow
magazinebdbs early radicalism was increasingly betra
portrayed byTime as a dowdy feminist, was a founding editorMé magazine. Baumgardner and
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Richards explain thalswas i nitially fa fresh word, [ whi ch] sig
oldda mainstream feminist magazi neo Mé&Qifkdfroma7) . How
successful and innovative profec of t he womendés movement -fre, what t he
pushing thirty and owned by a group of committed an
They also recall a 199Rewsweekarticle authored by Kay Ebeling. Ebeling suggested that
t he wo me neatshadfaded & rgive 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, albnamimy Rae
Carland, of Riot Grrrl feminism. Riot Grrrl, a movement which took form in conventions, bands such
as Bi kini Kil |, and fanzines was fArighteous and in
91). As this example demonstrates, ttepy bet ween the medi ads assessment
reality of feminism for women, can be very wide.
Part of Baumgardner and Richardés solution to t
feminism is to adowdmawhbatl! itphesjyplychaidlees trging opseeaa
positive side to whatever the media codes as negative. So, for example, instead of perceiving the
6Chicklité | abel as condescending and reductive, t
name ofgirlctl ur e i s one response to wo meBridgstJomes@®mpegoati ng
chick book! Holeisa ¢ hi ¢ k bealitodDelobie &tsller jobhe Bust Guide to the New Girl
Ordef sayso (2000: 95).
With thedman®dprloi ne, B a hamlg &xpldde ¢he seaismd dfimRi ¢
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 thiy-four-yearo |l d Gi ni a Bel |l afant e, the journali st
Dead?6 article, wh o, as they put it ifwas very awa
AEmpl oyi-wg man plrione, we might al ¢ andv diseMoveal of tBee | | af ant e

political mandate is an occupational hazard (or requirement) when you wofkrier But she was
handdelivered evidence during her interviews that she, and her editors, chose to ignore. How do we
know this? Well, months beforeitse st ory was published, Ginia Bell
121) . Amy Richards offered Bell afante examples o
conferences and child care initiatives, which Bellafante rejected in favour of referendssNeBeal
and the Spice Girls.
They go on to explain the ways in which the two intersécteot only Bellafante and
Richards, but also one kind of feminist, associated with sisterhood, solidarity and inclusion, and
another kind, one that disavows hersolcl ed 6si sters6 in order to advanc:
there is an implication that there are two possibilities for female empoweyrstayt with your sisters
or step on them in your way to the tcehewanted. n Bel l af
She is now a fashion writer forthe New York Timeghus 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 feministengretation of the
Timesscover story, it is clear that even they believe
makes -~vaondapnré6o | i ne a difficult strategy. They conc
AFemi ni smbs g o aslrequires that vetakg msponsihility fortobr own lives and actions,
but also that we come together with others in a shared purpose and create change beyond our personal
sphereso (2001: 125) . This sent i nenartifestaefeimats t o e c hc
they believe is necessary if feminism is to successfully negotiate reductive and simplistic approaches to
womendés oppression. Baumgardner and Richards ar gue
it needs to hear individualwoe n6s st ori es, it must connect with, an
One of the | i mi-woamamé sl itroe tappsr oapecrho is t hat i
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 mediabds negatuiglhhecdmpamd r aiyal sd ol desné ai wi
our perspectives, it does not fully allow for the ways in which consumers of magazines such as
NewsweekandTimer el at e to these accounts of feminism; whet
to one¥peowenee, as Baumgardner and Richardsd examp
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 AdoNeawtoi Klein there exists a powerful

af
f
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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 thatds 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 powerlessnadsot simply about watching television or buying moreeshand then becoming

6cul tural dupes, d but about the alienation that oc
and identity. We, as consumers, are forced to go out and buy, consume. It is only a small step from

defining ourselves throughtheger o duct s . Lodziakds critique maintair
are a cultural dupe is in an inverse relationship to the degree to which you are socially challenging

capitalism; ultimately his critique isartiapi t al i st . He sosmpatanttithessslf st yl e b
that individuals are becoming active (and reactive) agents in their own trivilisation and self
alienation?0 (2002: 60). We can see this happening
Flockhart, who is reduced to tfietional character she portrays, and in the-aéifnation that happens

when women choose shoes over 6real é independence.

What this suggests for the future of feminism, is that we go beyond identity politics and return
to a social critique of needs addsires. It is also important, however, as Lodziak suggests, for us to
continue to question how significant these represen
what kind of role, or what kind of impact these representations haveinelat t o womends | i ves
to feminism.
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6What can a man give me that I dondt already he
job, two holidays a year long-haul i a wardrobe full of designer clothes and a

mantel piece thatodéds white witahn iandvd ttad itomat ? OVha't
(The Trials of Tiffany Trottl0)

Thinking moodily about Daniel Cleaver, | 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: ombose 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 proposalsnafiriage, only to find him ducking

out three weeks after she succumbed and repeating the whole process with her best
friend. Br i dget JaoRe)sds Diary

I n recent studies on the concepts of maleness al
work on the performativity of gender categories (Butler, 29%3-176), it has been emphasised that
(mediated) masculinity must not be perceived in terms of an essence. The decentralisation of the
concept has entailed its perceptioneémts of plurality (Smh, 19962) asboth a product and process
of represention (de Lauretis, 1983) , or as an arbitrary construct, a
1991). It is also perceived as a particular subject position inhabited by individuals through the
practices ofpower and the regimes of truth, as the body is the site of specific discursive formations,
being Aitotally i mprinted by hi storry @fndt hHenheb qpdywd €
(Foucault, 19783). In other words, as a constantly shifting catggdr 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 muHevel social changes in the last decades, asde processes of
the objectification of the male body in western cultural arena of signifying practices and an increasing
tendency to display the sealised male bodythe traditional notions of mascoity have begun to
disintegrate (Nixon, 1997:2940ne of the countereactions 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 celebrsticim
aspects of male identity as virility and wildné8sTheir 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 supeitpiand 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 divisiens.
laughter indiced 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

di scour se, referred to as flisfaifafeet mendcammiesdlr i ¢
ambivalent laughter, blasphemy, the profanation of everything sacred, full of debasing and obscenities,
familiar contact with ever yo-h38). Iafad, thepaternayfiglre ngo ( Ball

which is supposd 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.
ChicKit, a genre promoted as lighthearted fiction constructed thrigsidqiumorous depiction of the life
of contemporary womegeeks 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 theresl ves as fothero to the social convention
novels™
The generic shift within modern female fiction, which was intensified by the publication of
Bridget J aniseevdiasothBrin@elsy also involved graduakbuatinuous alterations in the
representations of male characters and their role in relationsfips. domineering, mocking, even

19 Robert Hanke explains the premises on which theAm can menés movement spoke
Bly, rests in his bookron John: Fefininism, 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 -B)ly urges men
™ The initial definition of chicklit here is drawn frofttp://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 €ated by Bronté sistersich Jane Austen (Modleski, 1988), arguably was
a local product of poswvar England, and was popular mainly in Mills & Boon novells.accordance
with socichistorical and cultural context, the 1980s and 1990s Harlequin man tends more
compatible emotionally with the heroine than his often aristocratic English counteijérés.is more,
even within Mills & Boon fiction representational homogeneity is questionatéhile all male

characters retain their passionate andiirrest i bl'y mascul ine physical qualiti
emotional di stance and condescending attitude diff
intimidated by the heroinesd s urdactartsastdmiyMoodyar eer s an
1998150-153).

The heroes of manifold popular romances, in spite of their various flaws, ultimately turn out to
deserve forgivenessThe novels of love, the fantasies of powerful physical and emotional attraction
(sometimes overshadowed by fegbnof 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 imarkoees
in front of the heroine that is why the authors of popular romances ardently endorse the victorious
reverberations of the novefs. On the other hand, although romances might construct a feminine
identity which i s A nternalestic cacecantdpproapins eodf btyh et hmea lppad ( Ra
198479), still their appeal appears to rely predominantly on the experience of passivity and subjection
to the archetypically masculirmdnurturant hero (19897).

As indicated above, the critics tife recent strand in female popular fiction often emphasise

that the novels may be declared 6énewbd, but their d
relationships is only apparently radicahccording to the criticsthe famousBr i d g e § Diatyone s 6
merely retells the romantic tale of an insecure wo

and cannot be seftilfilled without a male partner (Brooks, 19992). Such charges, however, seem
to underestimate the complexity of the contaktdynamics of the novels in questioMainstream
narrative discourses, controlled by what i s popul a
disseminate conservative messages to their rea®rs. t he ot her hand, female fic
social change and the incorporation of newly emerging interpretative paradigms renders this genre
ambiguous and open to divergent readingamantic fiction operates on differentiation and change;
one of the most significant innovations is arguably a shifhe 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 oveigid fathers of the heroines, as well as the heroes proper,
learring to grow into adulthood ahresponsibility (Linke, 200Q0-26).

The contemporary male protagonists of feminine novels hardly fulfil éheihaspect of their
role; incontrast, their salient feature seems to be a deferral of emotional mafurégmergence of a

ONew Herodé is a characteristics of the 1990s New L
Lad fiction orladlit, male equivalent o€hicklit (Knowles, 2003: 4).The typol ogy of 61l ad ¢
occurring in the novels entails, apar f r om t heir actual f aor \woeldbe , the her
boyfriends, as well as male homosexual frienéisi r st , t her e c-bayfgends,iwbo her oi nes

have turned out to be disloyal, dishonest, unstable orceptfed Br i dget JdyqHieliagds Di a
1996) The Making of Minty Malone(Wolff 1999) Slightly Single (Markham 2002)The Trials of

Tiffany Trott (Wolff 1998) The Only Boy for MgMcNeil 2001). The novels also feature a number of

wrong candidates for boyfriends, who are instantymissed by women due to flaws of many kinds,

and homosexual s, who often happen to be the heroin
their love life, can hardly be much of a supp@tr(i dget J ¢Fieldirsy01996)0Danfassions of
an ExGirlfriend (Curnyn 2002. Fi nal Iy, there are candidates who r ai

life partners (although not necessarily husban#g)wever, among those types it is also rather difficult
to enumerate those who exemplify characteristics lwlace 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 fiatiorz(
1992)the appeal of feminine identity in popular romance results from the fact that the fantasy upgrades

woman as thhoioanes fAitwé t malce, she is the one to take
(Williamson, 1992:126) The identity of a woman in romantic novels is apparently that of a winner, and,
at the |l evel of the wunconsci ous, ndeftgaes ttachesnherf or mat i o
Afihow to reconcile the various aspects of her own p
she can feel herself to be a truly integrated, competent, and emotionally whole individual who is able to
perform her various functionsn t he worl d. o6 (Linda Barlow, O0The Andr
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Similarly to many traditional romances, tlhickit discourse problematises the patriarchal
understanding of masculinity, but the heroines no longer strainsitlges to disentangle its mystery.
The discourse can be characterised as overtlynzait, as the men are evaluated by life experienced
heroines, only too wel/ i Bvenothomgh the vaimem seem to dexvoteb nat ur e
much of their time ad energy to find an appropriate life partner, they do not spare verbally numerous
men who have hurt them or their friendgloreover, they ostentatiousiyand humourously express
their contempt for inadequate woddé boyfriends who, in spite of thefinancial potential, fail to
come up to their expectationsAmong 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 spectaglas pointed out by Nixon (1997:327) and Neale (1888333)). Similarly,
filtered through female eyes atldose men who have abandoned and hurt the heroines loom as liars,
immature egotists, tyrants and promiscuous womanis&fsCo mmi t me nt phobti icedaland
fuckwitséo, so vividly defined by Bridngpgedaniones i n
similar novels, generating anger and frustration on the part of the heroines, who try in vain to retrieve
the positive Otheawodlébe brexpartgetsal i t i es i n
Among several plot types one of the most popular portrays a heroine who is abandoned by her
boyfriend, who for example n M1 y n o wsMilkrd sinep&@edyddci des to dAfind hi m
Thailand needs i mor deavespta comrtidoue Risncdredligthly Single (Markham, 2002)
Confessions of an E&irlfriend (Curnyn, 2002)pr escapes on the day of their wedding as he realises
that he is still not ready to bear the marital responsibilitiesexample inThe Making ¢ Minty
Malone(Wolff, 1999)Loose Screw§). Just | i ke in the O6toxicd relations|
Cleaver, who makes her melt under the influence of his irresistible charm and succumb any time he
comes back and provides her with precaricugnacy, so the other commitment phobics take the
heroines for granted and offer them nothing but ecstatic moments in between their numerous
promi scuous escapades. Gullible as it may seem, t he
signify boththeir low selfesteem and the desperate need to feel safe andiloaeeh at the price of
self-delusion and future disappointments.
As the narratives are most typically inspired by bildungsromartradition, very often it is
the heroines themselves avtearn in the course of the novel to recognise their emotional priorities and
therefore decide to end the current toxic relationshigs the case with the heroine Bhgaging Men
() who first manages to entice her caredented boyfriend into marrgge, 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 @&n You Keep a Secre(Rinsella, 2003) also has to choose
between her currentdncé, 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 fike Oneé are, not surprisigly,
characterised by means of a set of negative features, such as authoritarianism and d&S¥ptfism (
1999) etreme egotismNlarkham, 200®, or immaturity(Mlynowski, 200). In fact, most of them are
al so discredited as sdemad ylhé Tiad of effang Mng(velfs of o6f ai |l
1998)Alex turns out to be a fetishist; Dominig/plff, 1999 is neurotic, snobbish, badannered and
despotic, wher eas tShabtly 8irglefoii mesd sT rbaecseay & s abgagwlforiinend A
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 vifitigynovels are
generously populated with men who turn éoitbe greedy (Patrick ifVolff, 1999), boring or ilk
mannered (Anthony ifVolf, 1998 Kevin in See Jane Dat(enate, 2003, treacherous (Diamond in
Mlynowski, 2001 impotent (Timothy inSee Jane DatéSenate, 2003)uninterested in sex (Tim in
Mlynowski, 2002) or homosexual (Wade iD a t i n dhe 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 liexyen 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 ldagting one) seems to invite ambiguous readings of
thosec har act er Bodsome éxtenttthey tpo appear to represent masculinity in chgist,
their status of the traditional Prince Charming is
first and only partners. The Right Man either wts patiently until the heroine is finally utterly
disappointed in her ebover or until she becomes exhausted with looking for oftgen 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 charaatitude 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
mustremai an abstract dream in women6s | ives.

The character types chosen for the role of the Right Man are by no means free from
ambiguity. nAmanda6s (GEgahd2bo0ijghe Ri ght One is a Scottish ar
ex-schoolmate, who is still char&eised as passive, weigtinelling and gullible, as he is long unable
to see through his first f i anc ®Fdedverghedseratiemess and
negatively contrasted with his younger trbsstot her Ang
prevent his brSotmidraédd ymarEmmade. rEhfesdionsoohantEk p wi t h G
Girlfriend Cunryn, 2002 is somewhat unconvincing, not only because the story finishes the moment
they both get to knoaer ba alsb becduserthe heo|l whé iemainé virteatlyc h ot h
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
dewite his apparent interest in the heroine, whereas Eith&@®e Jane Dat¢he favourite neighbouof
Janeds grandmot her, who recommends him as the ides
remains norexistent throughout the novel.

The ambiguity & the abovement i oned 6positivebd patriarchal
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 mddedsinconvincing 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 aboutethmpossibility of forming entirely fulfilling relationshipsThe 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 supportivémieear(and Laurie
in The Making of Minty MalongWolfe, 1999) Ange and Justin iEngaging Mehand happy reunions
(Honey and Ed itHoneymoon(Jenkins, 200Q)Sam and Mark iMilkrun), in which male figures may
effectively contradict the doubtful merits other male characters.

In fact, the narrative background oficklit discourse introduces certain corrections in the
overtly negative image of male heroes by providing stereotypically sketched examples of emotional
rolereversal among heterosexual couplds.portrays devoted men who dream of marrying their
girlfriends, yet they are condemned to suffering on
independence, unwillingness to commitment, and (usually temporary) lack of will to start g famil
Typically, the couples ultimately reunite, as the women finally learn to appreciate their boyfriends,
unless the bridtdo-b e f i nally ends the relationship on the gr
(e.g. Serge and Eloise Bee Jane DateAnge and Kirk inEngaging Meh 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 iMilkruni s obsessively pedanti c & onfessioso o6wi f er
of an ExGirlfriend constantly finds fault with her husband and takes his love for granted). Although
sketchy, these syblots nevertheless provide a sense of reassuring (and perhaps ideologically loaded)
balance in the novels, suggesting that the probletm eviltivating 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 themsehl@opting the stereotypically female suffering
role in a relationship.Kit in The Trials of Tiffany Trottis a case in point; he is so distressed that he
decides to join a male club in order to abmel ease hi
order to stop letting his girlfriend oppress him:

6Look, could you please just give me the top t
Weekend, 6 | sai d. 61 6d like to write them down
6l tds changed me frutnhdraingenttiayl .l yg Toh ahte wshad Ide ftohi n g
as a child about being consi deriaaslengand respect f
as theyoO6re consi dner aAned aPhodr trieas pheacstnfoéutl bteoe n. I 6 m
for all the timesshenever phoned me, ahe times she madaefeel insecure, all the

sleepless nightshad. And |1 &m making up for all the ti mes

though | were her amanuensis, not her boyfriend, and what did | get oiitwh#t?

What? WhatWhat 6

(é) 6we s h deveuw worrals énd wetied. And crying helped us to

rediscover our maleness, because real dear vy , you know. () And that¢
we did, we released our tears and rediscovered, and celebrated, our manhood, our
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maleness our noroppressive, positive hae ne s s . 6 Jway, Méssiahic a f ar
look in his eyes as he gulped his Nescafége(Trials of Tiffany Trott156-157)

Humorous as the scene appears, it also signifies a dilemma which to some extent has its reflection
outside the fictional world.Male dubs 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 bekeéxistance of

men who long for a steady relationship and famllymay 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 imgli@aders) 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 emotionaintees 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 eofptpular
narrative strategies in the nove3eg Jane Datdr Maybe (Green, 1999)Milkrun). In The Triak of
Tiffany Trott t he masculine crisis manifests itself througl
who finds it problematic to find a boyénd, because her high professional status and career seems
threatening to men.In Dating without Novocaineon 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 nowt 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, winievitably results in their parting.

A thoughtprovoking example of another threat to the imagery of a traditional patriarchal
figure resides in the representatBironiggedf Jiomesbsr Di |
Engaging MenConfession®f and ExGirlfriend, Slightly Singlg. They embody another ambiguous
manifestation of the dissolutioh and the supposed inadequdcyf the patriarchal model, as their
friendship with women becomes authemiactlybecause it is devoid of the sexuaig®n and tactics
characteristic of heterosexual contactsThe novelistic homosexuals may signify a potentially
subversive threat to the dominant hypesisculine identity model, because their empathy and
unprobl emati c pr esenc ehaiengesvhe ithesiondofa perieat enpon witlimpal i ci t | y
heterosexual coupleAt 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
promisaious.

The ostensible crisis of the patriarchal figure
perceived as a reflection of a trend outside the fictional world, being the consequence of social changes
instigated by the achievements of the feminigivements, that is increasing male insecurity and
powerlessnessLooked at from the reflexive approach, the crudeness of novelistic women observable
in their critical attitude towards men may also be seen as the long filmudrdedom to point out male
inadequacies, and the way of venting the long suppressed amger.question remains, however,
whether the actual intensity of the crisis of masculine identity is not overrated by the media and popular

di scour ses, which di ssepmweate foadicoalsumertri sesnhs poafpé
310). Moreover, the endings of the novels, while not being ostensibly celebratory of the patriarchal
bonding, nevertheless ultimatedpp r i or i ti ze men in womenbés | ives.

The massnarket chicklit fiction undowtedly belongs to the mainstream discourse, which
reinforces rather than challenges conventional and schematic thinking of relationships between the
sexes and gender identitie§till, the precariousness of the meanings in the genre and its conflictual
messages create space for reinterpreting overtly ideological characterisafldvesefore, a more
substantiated assumption would be that the particular narrative strategies employed by the genre, while
not being radically subversive, nevertheless provide fdmale 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
leag able tousethe men to reverse the roles and thus achieve a temporary of balance of pbeser.
either spend tTheShapahaiia Ties she KngKmsella, 2002) or ridicule men and
discriminate among them, thus symbolically turning themo iobjects 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 onfnbne her oi nesd atti tude
can therefore be sa 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 ekdfigaith in love
verbalisedby the heoines and their female friends intertwine in a complex way with their persistent
hope that love is possible in spite of allhe novels aimed to be pure entertainment in fact disseminate
some of the most persistent emotional traumas and concerns obdtiedpstrial era, including the
concern about the family and relationships in times of the evident family cfibis.apparent crisis of
masculinity emanating from the novels might be ascribed to a wider concern about the fleetingness of
the institutionof marriage and of relationships in gener®aradoxically, 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 effetienation instigated by living in a world
of anonymous institutions, and positively, as the possibility of psychic satisfaction and establishment of
thesec al | eed rééguwrt i onshilpwy® ( Gi ddens, 1991:

In view of the above, the underlying themeschicKit 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 othicklit discloses the fears and concerns of lonely, insecure, vulnerable
individualsi modly 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 reefsgbk worthy of love. At the
same time, the discourse shows the protagonists as thosarevéible to overcome their vulnerability
and thereby make serious life choice€hicKit fiction emerges as an example of the effective
incorporation of newly emging 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 t he same ti me, the novels promotacdad as O6sex)
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 crisemuching individuals in modern age.
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The subject of this essay was prompted by a conversation lohael 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 s helTheeQdGirl Setviotk e 1 DB é4) Abhhdotlobds se Bags

Venus Envy(1998). Againsmy expectations (I think Alliottés is a
she hadndét really | i RendsEnly anMhemad mwdkhe dprhefre rwheyd
whole SoutkhKensingtoradvertisingagency setting is so outdated, the agenciegech out of there a

whil e ago now, the Covent Garden scenes in the othe

superior plot management and comic dialogughe OIldGirl Network the novel was damned for at
least one discerning reader by itadourate, or rather outdated, geography. As a result, | began to
guestion 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 ronflueceed
characters and plots. With this in mind, Il 6m goi nc
fictional topography of Londorper se and secondly, the resulting geographical and economic
moralities which are generated by the locations @séhfictions, and endorsed by their heroines.
I n spite of chicklités strong |links with romanc
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 chitldidbroke
Grove, Maida Vale- are as recognisable as its brand names in connoting a very specifie socio
economic experience and background. | intend to examine issues tidriscand 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 oformulating identity are concerned. My main examples will be Helen
Fi el dBBirnogdigset J and&he &dge dd Remgomlong with novels by Marian Keyes, Jane
Green, and Adele Parks that demonstrate the regional and L-oadtit aspects of chickliand 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
natvebor n Londoner s; B rGraftan éJhdéreoochin Matharnpbomshire, iMgrian
Keyesds heroines have an |l rish background even if
heroines, tend to have grown up in either a suburb beyond London proper, or in some affluent but far
less fashioably part of southern England. Adele Parks alludes to Confiaying Awaycoming from
Sheffield, but her life as it is narrated is wholly Londmased; she stays there with friends at
Chri st mas, rather than (1| i ke trdkbackitagtieetpdrentadddme.ng t he si
I n many of these novel s, t oo, these heroinesoé
gi ven. ltés extremely rare for them to articulate t
for them to include th event in their first person narrative; and when we remember the confessional
tone of these novelseven if not written overtly in a diary formatthe absence of a confidence to the
reader about their arrival in London draws attention to itself as sémgethese 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 msthave commodities from Marks and Spencer riazas to Nicole Farhi -Bhirts.
This dichotomy is central to Helen Fieldingds Bridec
the 6single womand school, by aainhtharqewest®waachibBve as Jane
total metropolitanism they are hampered by their inevitably provincial parents, who burden them with
the guilt of traditional suburban British middiéass values and expectations (most often relating to
marriage, good mannend 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 geMe&his is important because
if its main attraction is pure consumerignthe availability of as wide a range of fashionable products
as possiblé then other large cities have a very good claim to be considered as chicklit locales. The
argument could benade 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. Howevedohos also a place where
anonymity and identity can be crafted.Uast Chance Saloothe heroine says6 She often feared

people she met in London werendt giving her the fu
themselves. Simply becauieey couldi almost neone was actuallfromLondon so t hey hadnéo
annoying family hanging around to give the Iie to
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London lifestyle constitutes a deliberate break with family values, although as weesegubs 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 delvjdentity inHigh Fidelity:

By moving to London, | had made it easier to be
as a young adul t. [ €] I was ol d enough to have &
stuff that everyone already knewnd t hat t herefore -5yasndt worth r e

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.
I n Adel karglrJhak lsfétie heroine George announces her intention to breakfast at
6The Bluebird Caf ®, on the Ki ngfa oRmprzatl, butlitist hi nk t h

terminally trendy and | d6m a sucker for overpriced g
the consumer behaviour espoused by chicklit heroines, who are led almost exclusively by the attraction
of |l ocati omiscevd tchl @dmowerrd in the (to them) vital ma t

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, theirégie 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 | i fuey Stlliydn és .gettihRgomarrigdn st anc e,
Lucybs boyfrniheand Heud asnay Par k i s 6 fionly down the
(215) On the bus to Camden Town, seeing so many homeless people surprises Lucy even though she

6works in central Londonbd. She takésnebetbulve st b ¢
parents (314), where she |l ooks disapprovingly at o6r
Lucy describes her mum as 61 oo kiihanglbad dlekchedfightlgi c k up f
against all t he dmbLpgpeaosn whesdsf uhéd ofd (555) . Havi n
home to care for her alcoholic father, she muses:
commuting, but I had | ived in the <city nmostr too | or
merging into one being with the Undergroundd6. Howe\

of har mony with your environment to Lucyds for mer
parental conflict is resolved by returning to thébgrban scene and finding that, rather than being

above its trivialities, she hasndét got the strength
Uxbridge with her alcoholic father as hseler mot her ,
friends feels the same: 6Karen and Charlotte kept =
sound |ike a trip to a foreign country6é (609). As

familiar with her provincial background ananhily, rather than one attracted by her fashionable
Londoncentred existence although, conveniently, this man will also be a Londeveller who takes

her to the | atest restaurants and has his own smar
fat her to manage for himself is a healthy one, it
flounder outside Ladbroke Grove and the world of weekend partieswadti&rdrinking and West End

shopping.

Jane Greends novel s sdrastwn tleemrighttaveasnof Lnmdoneandp v e r t i
specifically, owning property in them. Tasha, the heroin8tadight Talking asserts early on:
my own fl at. oK, itds not in the smartest part of
andthefont door, you might|, only might mind, just thir
planned future with ex Simon: O6Weo6d Iive in Islingt
houses which wedd do up o uossthle heweayfrighd forlorte,of harnd i nt er

you pass the test, Martin whatewerus ur name i s, welcome to our | ivesbd
Greends her oi ne sethemselves firmly in thef goltiggen chtegorny byahe

ferocity of their social judgements in terms of location and ownership: judging men in their capitalist

credentials is a giverMr Maybei s Gr eends most schemati sed present

narrating Libbyods choice -dockd owveteand NS Ickg k ear clhiavii sgnaitn

friends thus: OWhere shidsh®@0d ©bSve?h EHdshDEeead. OH
(

in Highgatedé (2) and Ed, an unattractive but wealt
Nash terraced in Regentésghadki (dB,3)i. s Libbypas bhkbeart
Groved(8). This information is given very early in
Libby makes her social judgements, and how we should be making ours accordingly. Moreover, Libby,

like Bridgetand Tasha, doesnoét rent her f 1l at but has a mo

heroines are ownesccupiers. This undermines the consumer realism of the novels, airily suggesting
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that even their relatively poor salaries (all these heroines pdtisayselves as being lepaid in
comparison with many of their peers, usually because they have chosen not to purqmveigtl
careers) can enable them to buy, on their own, property in expensive areas of London. In fact, the
subtext of these novels segrno function as a contemporary propdstyying guide, which itself is
strongly linked to general mores for recognising desirable male partners. Libby describes her ex as:
0 Ha n d s o dressed,vhad al beautiful flat in Maida Vale, a Mazda-3/X%new briliant people,
was great in bedé Well, the I|Iist goes on and on, re
locationii t 8s no acci dent t haStraightirakinghasgatlat in Maida Vdlepr Tas ha
while the wrong one she initlg 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 assertionf conservative middkelass values in the face of the political,
ideological discussions Nick has with his friends, which make her both bored and uncomfortable. They

di scuss what they would do if they woonedfthose | ottery,
huge white ones in Holland Parkd é6You do realise t
00h. Okay. A small white one in Maida Valedé(20).
where | amob, and Li bebty yoewrl ifecso té Yooru 6tvlee gload deor &g ( 2 3
acknowl edges the need to buy as a couple in order
mar ket : 6Thanks to being part of a coupl e Jul es |
road off Haverstock Hill.&é (56). Like Lucy Sulliva
London: O6West London might be fine, but as far as t
(239), and maps out her shopping trips accordingly: 6ve been hitting Joseph i n ¢
[ é] couldndét face the woman in the St. Johnds Wood
ni cer . They treated me | i ke a human beingd (253).
decipher this geographical subtext, will be familiar with its terms, the connotations of these London

localesior wi | | be intoxicated as an outsider by these
correct, socially generous way to read this kindoohtional ideology is demonstrated on a weekend

stay with Edés friends who own a country house in
that itdéds an hour and a halfdés journey from London

staythe nighti 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:

6Youbre evédhbydg Isagly Salkiah, moving to sit close
she explains to the rest of the women. We have to make a particular journey whenever we
want to buy anything special.

O6Where do you | ive?b5d

6Ladbroke Grovebd, |l egapt 6wwi Parkhg oOrcKol dhsabr Rd
then at the same time wishing it didndét matter,
peopl e. Among my friends | &m pretty damn proud
trendy, buthere, wih Edés friends, I know itds not even nc¢
60How |l ovelyd, says Julia. O6Thatodés bang next doo
wonder f ul pl aces in Notting Hill. Tel |l me , do vy
0Yes, 6 | sayenimyg faeealbseée glh have actually been
ti medod.

O0Lucky youd, they all coo. 6éHaving all these wo

Sarah and the others here display girichkibbyasaness tow

Londoner takes as merely her due. Though she feels
enough, ifis, in a sense, merely by being in Londom these fictions, everyone envies those who live
in London. Libbydat eanblby rakememper atigemeof her own
countryhouseowning friends; although she says that among her friends she is proud of living in
Ladbroke Grove, the text consistentl yioplulsdents her
of Edos, of her colleague Jo |living near such grea

Nick, towards whom she feels superior for living in Ladbroke Grove, and in that instance her
superiority is defused by aNiokdés hleacdkoeeshdge wgmaph

Hi ghgat e. The o&éprobl emd oouldeasilyNecd tp joif the Ladbrioke b y is t
Groveto-Notting-Hill aspirational set partway through the nook it is revealed that he belongs to a

well-off family andwent to a good schodlb ut chooses to oO0slum itdé rather
|l adder. The compromi se that makes Libbyés | eaving E
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