This Glossary is intended to give a brief introduction to basic concepts relating to gender and gender studies, and suggest ideas for further reading.  It is not intended to substitute the original sources, reading and references.

ANOREXIA NERVOSA

Anorexia nervosa often takes off from an exaggerated application of a diet.  Food intake becomes minimal, except for occasional eating binges: these are followed by feelings of shame and self-disgust, as well as drastic actions to purge the body of the food (Orbach 151).

According to the American Psychiatric Association’s guidelines in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (1994) anorexia nervosa is clinically defined by the following criteria: (a) an individual’s refusal to maintain body weight at or above a normal weight for age and height, (b) a fear of gaining weight or becoming fat, even though underweight, (c) a disturbance in the way in which one’s body weight or shape is experienced, undue influence of body weight or shape on self-evaluation, or denial of the seriousness of the current low body weight and (d) in women, at least three consecutive missed menstrual cycles (Silver 4).

Anorexia nervosa is different from anorexia mirabilia, which refers to the self-starvation of medieval saints on a quest for spiritual perfection (Bordo 68).

Anorectics have an obsessive interest in food which they express by becoming very thin indeed – to the point of emaciation and sometimes even to the point of death through starvation.  This extreme form of self-starvation is distinguished by a struggle to transcend hunger signals (Orbach 151).

Anorexia is a multi-dimensional and protean illness, which makes it very difficult to treat.

Its origins have been traced back to the 19th century, in fact “there have been records of diseases resembling anorexia nervosa as early as the 1820s.  The illness itself was independently diagnosed by two physicians, Charles Lasègue and Sir William Whithey Gull in 1873” (Silver 1).  Gull actually coined the term “anorexia nervosa” in 1868.

The seminal studies of Joan Jacobs Brumberg and Anna Krugovoy Silver have explained how the illness is specifically tied to Victorian ideology, with its definition of true femininity as thin, ethereal, incorporeal.  For the Victorians, fat manifested lack of self-control, sexuality; a large appetite was unfeminine.  The perfect woman was one who submitted her physical appetites to her will; and the beautiful woman was slender and thin.  “The normative model of middle-class Victorian womanhood shares several qualities with the beliefs or behaviours of the anorexic girl or woman […] Victorian gender ideology was built upon an anorexic logic that validated the slim body as a symbol of woman’s lack of corporeality (a basic womanly characteristic for the Victorians) her sexual purity and her respectable middle-class social status (Silver 3, 14).
Thus, an important explanation for the behaviour of anorectics has to do with dominant gender ideals and stereotypes and also with the cultural context which mediates this construction of gender.  Culture is not simply contributory but productive of eating disorders (Bordo 49-50).  Social causes are quite possibly much stronger than individual dysfunction: eating disorders reveal a cultural disorder (Bordo 54-55).  To consider fat as ugliness and an anomaly, to view slenderness as equal to beauty, glamour and success, to view eating as an activity that needs to be mastered and controlled – all these tie with the dominant element of being female in our culture.  An explanation ordinarily given for many incidents of anorexia is that anorectics misperceive their thin (or even emaciated) bodies as fat.  However, given the current tyranny of thin, it can very well be argued that the anorectic does not “misperceive” her body; rather, “she has learnt all too well the dominant cultural standards of how to perceive” (Bordo 57).
What is obscured by the medicalization of eating disorders is an adequate understanding of the ubiquitous and thoroughly routine grip that culture has had and continues to have on the female body, how commonplace experiences of depreciation, shame, and self-hatred are […]” (Bordo 66).

Though there is generally less pressure on boys and men to be thin, eating disorders are also affecting the male population.  In men, the onset of an eating disorder may be triggered by bullying, exercise, and specific occupations such as athletics or horse-racing.  It starts to manifest itself as an excessive concern about fitness leading to over-exercising.  You can find more information about the incidence of eating disorders in boys and men at www.b-eat.co.uk
Two very insightful accounts from survivors of anorexia nervosa are Thin by Lauren Greenfield and Hungry by fashion model Crystal Wrenn.

BEAUTY

Though it is common to look at the concept of beauty from a strictly aesthetic perspective (what it is, its relation to art) or place it in a philosophical context (what it is, its relation to the world of ideas, beauty as a quality) what is more important for gender studies is to analyze and become familiar with the lived experience of beauty (beauty codes, the place of beauty in culture) and the embodiment of beauty (beauty practices, the ways beauty is expressed through, and related to, gender).

Beauty is an important concept for feminism and gender studies because it is often perceived as a standard which women are urged, from a small age, to want to achieve.  “Beauty is a currency system like the gold standard” (Wolf 12).  Beauty is considered as a high form of achievement for women, which can lead to further goods: a good marriage, success, admiration.  As Sandra Gilbert and Susan M. Gubar have shown in their groundbreaking work The Madwoman in the Attic, the voice in the mirror which instructs women on how they should look, is the voice of patriarchy and of male authority.  Thus, beauty has been a problematic concept for feminism, because of its associations with female subjection and the objectification of women.  For Naomi Wolf, the beauty myth is “the last, best belief system that keeps male dominance intact” (Wolf 12).  Women internalize the beauty myth; “[m]any of us are not yet sure ourselves that women are interesting without ´beauty´” (Wolf 84).

However, feminism also recognizes that beauty can be a source of pleasure for women.  The Victorian suffragists went to marches holding their parasols, so as to answer those critics who derided feminists for being unfeminine and ugly (Parker 198).  In the US, feminist parades placed beautiful women at the front.  There is no reason why a beautiful woman cannot be a feminist, and no reason not to use beauty for feministic purposes.  Naomi Wolf, author of the revolutionary text The Beauty Myth (1990) is herself a striking woman, and the contemporary movie Miss Congeniality (2003) may be referred to for a feminist rendition of beauty questions.

Contemporary feminists like Wolf and Diana Tietjens Meyers consider beauty to be a bona fide value: “I think that women as a group deserve our gratitude for the untold beauty they have brought into the world” (Meyers 122).  Can there be a pro-woman definition of beauty?  Absolutely, says Wolf.  For Wolf, beauty is multi-faceted (as against the culturally defined values of beauty and attractiveness which circumscribe women) and has to do with health, wholeness, a woman’s sense of her own beauty, a beauty without pain, free from hunger, a concept of beauty which will mean confidence, animation and self-love (290-91).

Further, it is also common for feminism today to revisit the philosophical and aesthetic aspect of beauty.  This was normally the domain of male thinkers, who have tended to either abstract beauty (e.g. Immanuel Kant) or define it as feminine and weak, as opposed to masculine sublimity (terrible power or aspect which causes awe, see for example Edmund Burke).  As Susan Sontag has pointed out, beauty has been degraded and is considered trivial because of its association with the feminine (10).  Nevertheless, feminist writers today urge for a concept of beauty which will examine women not only as the face of beauty, but also as creators of beauty themselves.  For women, beauty has always mattered, and thus, we “need more women to speak about beauty and to engage in a productive dialogue” (Zeglin Brand 5).  Marcia M. Eaton believes that beauty must be associated with positive values such as health – we must search for the beauty that is required by healthy societies (35).  Meyers writes about finding new woman-with-mirror imagery, so that women can walk away from the cultural spectre of ideal beauty (143).

Third-wave feminism has also used the accoutrements of beauty in a positive way.  The Girlie movement was predicated on the idea that lipstick, make-up and stiletto heels were a source of female power.  However, Girlie has for the most part failed to discuss a political agenda (but for a solid exception to this see Manifesta by Amy Richards and Jennifer Baumgardner).  The source of female power Girlie refers to is neither economic, nor political, nor any form of power to influence social status, which is the power that matters (Bean).  A more effective use of female beauty was done by the Riot Grrrl movement, which employed beauty and the beauty myth to promote issues like domestic violence, rape and abuse, teenage pregnancy and the problem of prostitution.

Finally, it might be fruitful to examine beauty as a discourse and as central to the topic of representation.  Once faced with the image of beauty, we might ask ourselves, what issues of empowerment and disempowerment does this image convey?  What issues does it conceal?  Beauty is neither neutral, nor objective (even assuming that we managed to find a neutral or objective definition for it).  Beauty operates historically, culturally and politically and is, or can be, one of the most challenging and subversive fields of study on gender matters.  As Eleanor Heartney has put it, “[b]eauty subverts dogma by activating the realm of fantasy and imagination” (xv).

THE BODY

Studies of the body refer to the philosophical and sociological theorizing of the social relations of the embodied subject, and the development of philosophical frameworks for making sense of embodiment and sexual difference, subjectivity, corporeality, identity.  For the Western sense of bodiliness is involved with a particular ideological understanding – even to visualize a body is to plunge immediately into the particulars of gender, race, age, posture and so forth.  Contemporary culture loves body-gazing: Marilyn Monroe, the multiple facets of Madonna’s beauty, David Beckham’s tattoos, Michael Jackson’s face, Robert Pattinson´s other-worldliness as Edward Cullen in the Twilight saga.  This fascination emphasizes how bodies are produced and made meaningful only by the discursive frameworks which position them as objects of knowledge (Atkinson 2).

An important aspect of the study surrounding the embodied subject is the concept of discipline and the insights into the disciplining of the body, initiated by Michel Foucault in the 1970s.  Subjects discipline their own bodies into compliance with social norms; they learn from a small age to police themselves and others in relation to acceptable behaviour, appearance and expression.

Due to Western culture’s perception of women as somehow closer to Nature than men, and of the opposition between mind and body being somehow also looked as an opposition between male and female, the history of the body, and the ideologies surrounding it, has been problematic for feminists.  How can women engage in a critical politics of the body?

Applying Foucault, Sandra Lee Bartky has explained how the disciplining of the body has a gendered dimension; the discursive practices which produce “femininity” are found in the culture itself and within the women themselves – women learn (as girls and as grownups) to monitor their appearance, movement, gestures, dress.  Laura Mulvey has analyzed the structure of the male gaze and outlined how it results in woman’s objectification; Luce Irigaray, Helene Cixous and Julia Kristeva have spoken about “l´ecriture feminine”, the rhetorical and symbolic matrix within which woman might adequately write herself (Atkinson 186).  Janet Wolff has argued that feminist artists and cultural theorists may work towards a non-patriarchal expression of gender and the body by simultaneously affirming the socially inscribed and discursively produced bodily identities, while at the same time questioning their origins and ideological functions.  

Finally, Judith Butler has shown how the subjection of our bodies to normalizing practices becomes the very process whereby gendered subjects come into existence at all.  Broadly, femininity and masculinity become bodily styles, which our bodies incorporate to yield a gendered subjectivity.  Donna Haraway, in her evocation of the cyborg, wishes to undermine the nature/ culture binary (Lennox, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy).

The body cannot be understood apart from the culture and ideologies which surround and define it.  What is currently being explored is the extent to which western culture’s perceptions of the body (and particularly of the female body) themselves constitute a discourse about western culture or, indeed, whether they constitute a multiplicity of discourses.

FASHION

Fashion, according to French philosopher Jean Baudrillard, is “one of the more inexplicable phenomena” (p.78) and has nothing to do with beauty: “In fact, …[t]ruly beautiful, definitively beautiful clothing would put an end to fashion” (p.79).  Baudrillard goes as far as to say that fashion reduces “beauty to the logical equivalent of ugliness” (p.79).


Whether we agree with Baudrillard’s ideas or not, it is true that fashion has been widely criticized for a number of reasons – that it fosters vanity, for instance, or that it encourages spending.  Fashion has often been viewed as one of the “trivial” matters that concern women.  Another, much more serious, criticism directed at fashion and the fashion industry is that it promotes non-realistic images of the female figure and ideal female beauty.  The unattainable standards of beauty promoted by the fashion industry are considered as contributory to the detrimental anorexic attitudes that beset modern society.


Thus, it is not surprising that early feminism reacted against the extravagant claims and demands of fashion.  Feminism as a movement began in the Victorian period, an era where fashionable clothes presented an actual health hazard: corsets are damaging to the body and cause real illness; crinolines were heavy and impractical, likewise causing tiredness and breathlessness to their wearers.  The Feminist Dictionary unapologetically gives the following blunt definition for fashion: “[r]estrictions on the independence of women” (p.153).


However, it is also true to say that Victorian women could and did use fashion for quite feministic concerns.  This is obvious in much Victorian literature.  Though fashion is sometimes chided for promoting vanity, it is often used to highlight female strength, problems and concerns.  In Charlotte Brontë’s Villette, for instance, clothing comes to illustrate female character and determination to define one’s destiny in one’s own terms.  Bela Wilfer’s love of fashion in Charles Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend, is an important element of her stubborn character, and this might also be said of the fashion choices of Margaret Hale, the heroine of Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South.  Fashion historian Valerie Steele has shown that, for Victorian women, the corset was a means to define themselves both as respectable and sexually attractive (in an era when any evidence of sexuality was considered improper in a woman).  Sharon Marcus has studied numerous Victorian fashion illustrations and has argued that elaborate Victorian clothing allowed women to view themselves as desirable subjects rather than objects, and express their sexuality.


Consequently, it is also possible for feminism to see fashion in a positive light.  Naomi Wolf argues that anything which has to do with beauty is acceptable provided that it goes alongside health and confidence.  Third-wave subdivisions within feminism, like Girlie and so-called “lipstick feminism” embrace fashion.  In general, feminism (far from being a monolithic approach, ideology or discourse) now studies fashion for what it reveals about female character and the female experience.


Designer Thierry Mugler once claimed that life is really a beauty competition.  Discussing Mugler’s claim, fashion philosopher Lars Svendsen has considered how the body itself is subjected to fashioning work; what is “natural”, he points out, is as changeable as fashion, with the natural body being variable historically and socially (p.84-85).  Body and fashion become directly related (p.89) and fashion is part of “the social construction of the self”, a way to express “who we are via our visual appearance” (p.19).  Fashion, for fashion historian Anne Hollander, has transformed clothing into “an imaginative and self-reflective visual medium” (p.106), fashion itself being “an art created by its wearers” (p. 111).


This perceived direct link between fashion and self-expression inevitably raises the question of men and their own relation to fashion.  As explained in The Berg Companion to Fashion it is now perfectly acceptable for both hetero- and homosexual men alike to show interest in fashion, beauty and appearance (p. 282).  What do Jean-Paul Gaultier’s famous androgynous but also highly masculinized male models suggest about fashion and masculinity today?  A viable answer might be that they indicate to men that male identity, like fashion, can be wide and inclusive.  This is one of the areas of enquiry for the (relatively new) field of masculinity studies today.


There are many ways of approaching fashion apart from gender studies or feminism.  Through history, for example, sociology or cultural studies – the fashion industry, fashion and class, the economy of fashion, fashion as sign.  Even the nowadays wide availability of designer fashion clothing and accessories (for example Louis Vuitton handbags and Gucci or Prada sunglasses) has been read as a problematic in fashion journalist Dana Thomas’s monograph Deluxe: How Luxury Lost Its Lustre.
FEMININITY, FEMININITIES

It is possible to refer to “femininities” rather than to a single concept of “femininity” for the plain reason that femininity is a sum total of codes, practices and rules that prescribe the “correct” behaviour to be exhibited by a female in a given time and culture and, thus, changes over time.

A useful distinction between “femaleness” and “femininity” was drawn by Nancy Armstrong in her important essay “Gender in the Victorian Novel”: femininity, Armstrong says, is “those aspects of character subject to the constraints of politeness, good taste and greater concern for others” (113).  A woman’s display of femininity means her adherence to gender norms, her compliance to (male and social) expectations about what her character, “nature” and predisposition are like.  Femininity is female acculturation and feminine culture: desire to be beautiful, love to please, self-sacrifice, desire to be a home maker, obedience, silence.  “Femaleness” on the other hand, is female natural desire, it is female instincts, a female body which cannot be placed in tight categories, it is the urge to cancel out all signs of femininity (see Armstrong 100-13).

Another excellent distinction was that drawn by Rozsika Parker, between “the construction of femininity, lived femininity, the feminine ideal and the feminine stereotype.  The construction of femininity refers to the psychoanalytic and social account of sexual differentiation.  Femininity is a lived identity for women either embraced or resisted.  The feminine ideal is a historically changing concept of what women should be, while the feminine stereotype is a collection of attributes which is imputed to women and against which their every concerned is measured” (4, emphasis mine).

To conclude, we might say that the concept of what is “properly” feminine changes with time, but generally tends towards suppressing woman’s freedom rather than expressing it.  

GENDER

We normally understand “sex” to mean biological maleness or femaleness, and “gender” to signify masculinity and femininity (Tripp 2): sex is biological, while gender is socially constructed.  Sex is anatomical in origin, while “gender is acquired through a process of acculturation” (Gamble 239).  Gendered identity is a social and symbolic category (Athanasiou 38).

As Judith Butler points out, gender is “the cultural meanings the sexed body assumes,” which makes gender itself “a free-floating artifice” (Butler, Trouble 9).  At the same time, the definition of the biological sex is also problematized.  For Butler, the “production of sex as the prediscursive ought to be understood as the effect of the apparatus of cultural construction designated by gender”.  The concept of gender is the means by which the so-called “natural sex” is produced and established as prediscursive (Butler, Trouble 10).

The cultural context and the historical moment, together with gender stereotypes, “inform understandings of sexual difference in medical science” which, in turn, police and construct “a binary model of sexual difference” (Tripp 13).

MASCULINITY, MASCULINITIES

We are able to talk about masculinities because gender construction for men is complex and plural.  Masculinities are configurations of practice that are accomplished in social action.  Therefore, they can differ according to “the gender relations in a particular social setting” (Connell and Messerschmidt, 836).

In the patriarchal gender system, hegemonic masculinity would be “the currently most honoured way of being a man”.  All other men position themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically legitimates the global subordination of women to men.  Hegemonic masculinity is understood as the pattern of practice (i.e. things done) that allows men’s domination over women to continue.  Though hegemony is supported by force, it does not mean violence – it means ascendancy achieved through culture, institutions and persuasion (Connell and Messerschmidt 832).
Nowadays, research is being carried out into the ways masculinity appropriates from other masculinities whatever appears to be pragmatically useful for continued domination; redefinitions of socially admired masculinity (e.g. the domestic partner rather than the Victorian patriarch); the reciprocal influence of masculinities on each other (e.g. protest masculinity); the relational aspect of gender which will tie with a more holistic understanding of gender hierarchy (Connell and Messerschmidt 844-848).
Jeff Hearn has suggested to move away from masculinities and go “back to men” in an attempt to distinguish between hegemonic masculinity and what he terms “the hegemony of men”, a subtle but potentially important difference in rethinking the place of power in analyses of gender, society and law (Collier 471).

PATRIARCHY

Patriarchy can be defined as a “system ruled over by men, whose authority is enforced through social, political, economic and religious institutions” (Gamble 293).  Patriarchy is characterized by feminists as inherently hierarchical and aggressive, and existing independently of social changes.  Other critics have associated it with patriarchy, originating from male exploitation of women’s domestic work (Gamble 293).  Patriarchy pervades all areas of culture: “as Catherine Mc Kinnon has put it, it is most perfect ideology.  It structures virtually everything that exists in its own image of reality.  There is almost nothing that it does not touch” (Smith 306-07).  Patriarchy is “a complex world-view”.  Patricia Smith defines it as “the systematic subordination of women to men”.  Sexist domination, Smith continues, “comes in many forms.  It is found in social attitudes about rape, wife battering, sexual harassment, employment practices, educational expectations […] advertising, entertainment and family responsibilities, to name but a few” (Smith 307).

However, it is fair to note that, although the primary victims of patriarchy are undoubtedly women, patriarchy results in the subordination of other groups as well – homosexual men and women, for instance.  Even heterosexual men may find themselves oppressed by patriarchal attitudes, manhood ideals and hegemonic masculinity requirements – for an elaborate discussion of this see Connell.
PERFORMATIVITY

The feminist theory of performativity was articulated emblematically in Judith Butler’s classic work Gender Trouble (1990, Athanasiou 42).  For Butler, gender and the gendered body are performative – the reality and interiority of the body are fabricated through a decidedly public and social discourse (Butler, Trouble 185).  What we take to be an internal essence of gender is manufactured through a sustained set of acts, posited by the gendered stylization of the body (Butler, Trouble xv).  In Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter (1993) Butler has argued that not only gender, but the materiality of the body itself are discursively and performatively produced (Atkinson 198-99).  Gendered performances are acted out in accordance with social scripts, i.e. prescribed dominant ideals which usually reinforce the power of certain groups like men and heterosexuals over others (Lennox, Stanford Encyclopedia).  According to Butler, “gender is the cultural meanings that the sexed body assumes” (Butler, Trouble 9).  Naturalness is constituted through discursively constrained performative acts that themselves produce the body within the categories of sex (Butler, Trouble xxxi).

PLASTIC SURGERY

Recent years have seen a so-called “democratization” of plastic surgery; no longer the province of the rich and celebrated, it is now available to an increasing amount of the population (Singer, Real Face).  Plastic surgery has two main fields: reconstructive surgery and cosmetic surgery, the latter also called “cosmetic surgery”, “cosmetic medicine”, “vanity medicine”, or even “fashion surgery”.  The main aim of reconstructive surgery is to remedy a birth defect or disfiguring problem caused by incidents such as an accident, an operation or a fire.  Reconstructive surgery works on catastrophic, congenital or other deformities.  It is concerned with the restoration of health and physical function.  Cosmetic surgery is often an entirely elective endeavour and is said to improve self-esteem and status (Balsamo 687).
There are positive ways of interpreting cosmetic surgery.  It may involve conscious choice and action, and may improve aspects of the patient’s life.  Anne Balsamo, for instance, has seen cosmetic surgery as “a practice whereby women consciously act to make their bodies mean something to themselves and to others […] women who elect cosmetic surgery could be seen to be using their bodies as a vehicle for staging cultural identities” (Balsamo 894).
However, there is a sinister side to cosmetic surgery as well.  For example, the typical patient is usually considered female; cosmetic surgery rhetoric constructs the female body as always in need of repair.  Since women are “naturally” concerned with their appearance, cosmetic surgery is normal (Balsamo 691-92).  Further, the definitions of “beauty”, “naturalness” and “normalcy” are also culturally determined; the ideal face cosmetic surgery strives for is the perfectly symmetrical face of a white woman (Balsamo 688-89).  Cosmetic surgery is very much influenced by gender and racial ideologies.  Surgical alteration is a potent form of self, body and society alienation (Kaw 187).  It may be seen as influenced “by a gender ideology that states that beauty should be a primary goal for women” (Kaw 189).  Through cosmetic surgery women are normalized, their features disciplined to conform to patriarchal definitions of femininity and to Caucasian standards of beauty (Kaw 188).
The defacement and physical mutilation involved in plastic surgery has been explored in the works of feminist academic and artist Orlan.
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