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ABSTRACT

THE FEMALE BODY IN AMERICA: OPPRESSIVE EMBODIMENTS, OPTIONS
FOR RESISTANCE

By

Emily Caroline Martin-Hondros

This work is an examination of the state of the female body in American culture.
It offers not just sad news regarding what girls and women cope with, but also what they
do (or could do) to fight back, change, or resist the current status of the female body in
America. The work contains an exploration of the ways the American female body is
situated within American culture, with a focus on the ways in which poor body image,
eating disorders, pregnancy, motherhood, and breastfeeding figure into the experience
and perception of the female body. Great attention is paid to how strikingly similar the
experiences of pregnant women, breastfeeding mothers, anorexics, bulimics, and average
women are. In this work it is argued that American culture’s demands regarding the
female body do specific harm to girls and women, leading many of them to do both
mentally and physical damage to their bodies. The damage they do to their bodies is not
exactly the same for every girl and woman, but lies along a spectrum, from feeling as
though she should lose a few pounds to having a deadly eating disorder. However, while
the damage girls and women do to their bodies is not the exactly the same, the damage
does follow remarkably similar patterns. While many girls and women suffering from

these and other issues feel alone and isolated, these phenomena are not the individual



issues of only a few girls and women, they are caused by the fact that these girls and
women live in and are affected by America and the demands it puts upon the female
body. While the condition of the female body across time is fascinating, the focus of this
work is the late 19" century through the early 21% century. Chapter One includes a
historical and literary overview of the female body in American culture. Also included
are discussions of myths and clothing trends from the late 1800s to the present. Chapter
Two offers a description of the physical and psychological aspects of living in a female
body in American culture. Explored are average women’s experiences in their bodies.
Chapter Three addresses the female body in contemporary America and Chapter Four,
like Chapter Three, addresses the female body in current American culture, and keeps at
the forefront the psychological oppression that may be caused by the issues discussed in
the chapter. This work concludes with Chapter Five — an analysis of the ways in which
women may resist, adapt to, and change the ideals for and the status of the female body in
American culture. Within Chapter Five are possible solutions to the issues addressed in
Chapters One through Four. Considering how girls and woman resist or adapt to cultural
demands can help figure out how to change the way the female body specifically, and

girls and women in general, are situated in and affected by American culture.
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INTRODUCTION

Girls and women in 2009 feel pressure to succeed in all realms of life —
professionally and personally. They believe they should be excellent partners and
parents, as well as excel at work and academics. In addition to these pressures there
remains an overwhelming emphasis on looking a certain way; even if one is intelligent
and “successful,” it is not enough. Girls and women still are judged based largely on
their appearance. Intellectual pursuits, for example, are not emphasized or cherished as
much in girls and women as having small hips or a flat stomach. When one’s body does
not meet certain ideals, it is held against a woman, used to degrade or demean her, or to
diminish her other accomplishments. American girls and women know the state of things
and they cope with this knowledge in a host of ways: dieting, bingeing, exercising,
adapting, and sometimes resisting.

Girls and women (more than boys and men) learn to conform to cultural standards
regarding what their bodies “should” look like, and inscribe their bodies according to
these standards. They change their bodies to resemble ideals to make up for what they
believe is a lesser, female, body. They work diligently to more closely approximate these
ideals. Although the demands across time are different, the female body is always the
focus of the demands and restrictions. In Western “democracy,” according to Andrea
Dworkin in WomanHating, the notions of beauty are democratic, so if one is told that
they were not born beautiful, they believe that with enough work they can become

attractive (113).

Largely American culture prevents the female body from doing and feeling what

comes naturally. This affects both what is expected from girls and women and their



bodies and how they look, behave, and are treated when they “step out of line.” Girls and
women suffer — both physically and psychologically - due to feeling they must meet
others’ expectations. “For virtually all women as women, success is defined in terms of
interlocking patterns of compulsion: compulsory attractiveness, compulsory motherhood,
and compulsory heterosexuality,” according to Kathryn Pauly Morgan in “Women and
the Knife” (Morgan 311). They feel guilt and shame, for both having a female body at all
and for not being able to more closely approximate the ideal. Most girls and women feel
they are not living up to some "ideal,” and while each woman is an individual, the ideal
individual women take as their own is based on the universal ideals American culture has
regarding the female body. These ideals are those against which girls and women
constantly judge themselves, and which some are able to subvert or resist and fight.

The following work is an examination of the state of the female body in American
culture. It offers not just sad news regarding what girls and women cope with, but also
what they do (or could do) to fight back, change, or resist the current status of the female
body in America. This paper is an exploration of the ways the American female body is
situated within American culture, with a focus on the ways in which poor body image,
eating disorders, pregnancy, motherhood, and breastfeeding figure into the experience
and perception of the female body. Great attention is paid to how strikingly similar the
experiences of pregnant women, breastfeeding mothers, anorexics, bulimics, and average
women are. It is not just women who are pregnant, breastfeeding, or suffering from
eating disorders that have bodies which are restricted, patrolled, and examined — this is
the condition of the American female body in general. The experience of having an

eating disorder, being pregnant, breastfeeding, and rarely feeling “okay” in your female



body are alarmingly similar. There is a circumscription to these lived experiences; each
is in many ways the product of restrictions and internalized ideals for the female body. In
each experience many women often speak and act as though their bodies are not truly
their own. Many bodily imperatives express a detachment from the female body and a
psychological oppression of the mind. In all its various forms, and in a host of contexts,
the female body is under constant scrutiny — both from external sources and from within
the women themselves. Many girls and women feel the ideals and the scrutiny take over
their lives.

In this work it is argued that American culture’s demands regarding the female
body do specific harm to girls and women, leading many of them to do both mentally and
physical damage to their bodies. The damage they do to their bodies is not exactly the
same for every girl and woman, but lies along a spectrum, from feeling as though she
should lose a few pounds to having a deadly eating disorder. However, while the damage
girls and women do to their bodies is not the exactly the same, the damage does follow
remarkably similar patterns: the perception of one’s pregnant body as a “public” body;
the hesitancy to breastfeed in public because of the American cultural construction of the
female breast as wholly sexual; the romanticization of anorexia nervosa as something to
be begrudgingly admired; the disgust for the bulimic’s inability to resist the binge and her
lack of “control.” While many girls and women suffering from these and other issues
feel alone and isolated, these phenomena are not the individual issues of only a few girls
and women, they are caused by the fact that these girls and women live in and are

affected by America and the demands it puts upon the femal‘e body.



While the condition of the female body across time is fascinating, the focus of this
work is the late 19" century through the early 21 century, concentrating on the time
period from the 1980s to the present. Chapter One includes a historical and literary
overview of the female body in American culture. The philosophical traditions and legal
status of the female body begin the chapter. Included are a discussion of the
philosophical view of the female body as a lesser version of the male body, the view of
women as more tied to their bodies, woman as her body, as well as laws regarding the
female body as property and the racial dimensions to those laws. In this section the view
of the female body as a defective male body also is discussed. Medical views of the
female body and their effect on the cultural perception of girls and women add another
dimension to the discussion. Leslie Heywood’s “anorexic logic” is discussed in order to
elucidate the connection between Western male philosophical traditions, modern culture
and writing, and the view of the body as something which needs to be controlled or done
away with entirely. Heywood’s work also aids in clearly discussing the polarities of male
versus female and black versus white. The constructed dualisms of Western culture, and
the way they affect American cultural views of the body, are highlighted. Attention then
is turned to the myths surrounding the female body and the way those myths are “texts”
which are written upon American female bodies based on the how American culture
wants women to be perceived and the degree to which it wants women to be included in
having power in that culture. The female body, because of its biology, often is portrayed
as disruptive and unruly. The myths discussed in this work can be categorized in two
ways: the female body as dirty and the female body as mysterious, supernatural, and

overpowering. The myths focused upon in this work include menstruation, breastfeeding,



birth, and pregnancy. The contradictory nature of these myths is examined, as are the
consequences of these myths. The ways in which the myths about the female body affect
women’s perception of their bodies and the way others view and treat women because of
those myths are emphasized. The social effects of these myths, as well as the damaging
internalization of these myths, are examined.

In the latter half of Chapter One the focus turns to The Cult of True Womanhood
and the femininity of sickness, followed by an examination of clothing trends. The Cult
of True Womanhood is examined in the ways it affected the perception of the female
body as feminine, the connection of this feminine standard to race and class, as well as
the view of women as more moral than men in nineteenth century America. Also
included is a discussion of the ways in which the Cult of True Womanhood as a “cult.”
Attention then is turned to the construction of femininity, the similarities between
femininity in the nineteenth century and current standards of femininity, and the
exclusion of women of color, immigrant women, and working class women from being
perceived as feminine are examined as well. The enforcement of the dictates of
femininity during times of social confusion regarding women’s roles in society also is
discussed. The femininity of sickness — the disorders and illnesses which lent themselves
to the perception of a woman as feminine — is examined in the context of the late
nineteenth century specifically. The discussion then turns to the creation and
consequences of the “rest cure,” and the attendant isolation and infantilization of women.

In the discussion of clothing trends from the nineteenth century to the early
twenty-first century, the corset, the brassiere, the Baby Doll dress, and the low-rise jean

are focused upon. The control and alternation of the female body and the use of clothing



to accomplish these goals, as well as the connection between this control and alternation
and social power, are examined. Class implications in looking like the ideal — from the
bound foot in upper class Chinese society, the corset of upper class American (and
European) society, to approximating the upper class ideals by those of the lower classes —
also are considered. The evolution from the corset to the brassiere and its many
permutations follows the discussion of the corset. The Baby Doll dress and its logistical
and social implications, as well as the low-rise jean and the ways women learned to alter
their bodies and their movement due to these clothing trends are inspected.

Chapter Two offers a description of the physical and psychological aspects of
living in a female body in American culture. Explored are average women’s experiences
in their bodies, including body image, the drive for thinness, the preoccupation with the
body, the hatred of fat, and the long-term consequences of these issues. The adolescent
female psychology and the ways in which this may make one more vulnerable to the
demands regarding body image in American culture are discussed. Aspects of this
psychology include the dependence on the opinions of others and the ways in which
female identity is connected with relationships with others. Attention then is turned
towards what eating disorders look like and are (possibly) caused by, including an
overview of the psychological literature regarding anorexia and bulimia, the effects of
bingeing and purging, as well as starvation, and the differences in the ways eating
disorders occur and are diagnosed in women of color, poor women, and lesbians. The
psychological and physical demands of pregnancy, motherhood, and breastfeeding are
then discussed, including the discomforts and dangers of pregnancy, the public nature of

pregnancy, and the ways in which breastfeeding is experienced in American culture. The



similarities between these forms of embodiment and disordered eating or body image
issues so common in American girls and women are considered.

Chapter Three addresses the female body in contemporary America, and includes
a discussion of sexist language, the hatred of the “natural” female body, femininity, and
the objectification and fragmentation of the female body. Chapter Three is a cultural
analysis and includes a discussion of such issues as the effects of sexist language,
consumerism, detachment from and objectification of that “natural” female body, the
work involved in femininity, race and the effects of white beauty standards on women of
color, and the ways in which rape can be seen as representative of the position of the
female body in American culture. The psychologically-oppressive nature of these
phenomena is incorporated throughout these analyses. The psychological oppression of
American girls’ and women’s minds with expectations for their bodies is important to
keep in mind when examining these issues. The ideals and restrictions regarding the
female body in American culture are often psychologically oppressive and can be
physically painful and dangerous. An additional problematic aspect is that when living
up to these ideals girls and women often feel powerful because they have learned
American culture’s lessons well: they believe if they live up to the ideals they will be
accepted and loved. In Chapter Three the perspectives of a variety of girls and women —
white, middle-class, women of color, poor women, and lesbians — are included in order to
integrate race and ethnicity, class, and sexuality into the analysis and look at the ways in
which girls and women explore and experience their bodies differently due to the various
ways they are situated in American society. The characteristics of American culture — the

way the female body is viewed and treated, as well as how women come to view their



own bodies — are the focus of both Chapter Three and Four. Within these chapters it
becomes clearer why those with a female body suffer due to the demands placed upon
them in American culture and why so many women are put at risk just by virtue of living
within female bodies.

Chapter Four, like Chapter Three, addresses the female body in current American
culture, and keeps at the forefront the psychological oppression that may be caused by the
issues discussed in the chapter. In Chapter Four the focus becomes the normalization and
romanticization of anorexia and bulimia, the restriction of women’s sexuality and desire,
the cultural ideal of motherhood, and the embodied experiences of pregnancy and
breastfeeding. As evidenced in Chapter Four, many girls and women are circumscribed,
to varying degrees and in a variety of ways, by the American cultural expectations and
demands regarding their bodies. Chapter Four begins with a discussion of female
sexuality and desire, with a focus on the cultural confusion of eating with being sinful
and seeking pleasure, rather than filling a biological need. Attention then is turned to the
lack of female frames of reference or female subjectivity regarding purely female
sexuality. How men frame sexual experiences and female desire has become the way to
frame sexual experiences and desire. Women learn their bodies are to be used, as objects,
not experienced and not used as a way to express their own sexuality. The roles of the
“Other” and the “male gaze” are included. Additional issues discussed include the effect
of this lack of distinctly female pleasure on those who are not heterosexual as well as on
those who may learn to gain pleasure in no pleasure, on withholding, on giving up food

entirely.



The focus then is shifted towards the ways in which anorexia and bulimia, while
caused by a myriad of factors, not all of which are cultural, can be seen as representative
of much that is wrong with American cultural views of the female body. Anorexia and
bulimia are not just harmful in and of themselves but are symbolic of the daily and hourly
struggle many girls and women in American culture fight just because they live in female
bodies. Both eating disorders are disturbingly similar to the American cultural rhetoric
regarding the female body and also issues unrelated to food or the body as well. The
ways in which pregnancy and motherhood are seen as what a woman “should” be, as well
as the cultural encouragement for women to meet these cultural ideals, are then explored.
Complicated aspects of these embodiments, including the circumscription of the pregnant
body to still meet certain ideals, the “policing” of the pregnant body, and the extolling of
motherhood as the highest calling yet the lack of social support for actual mothers, are
discussed. Another aspect of motherhood, breastfeeding, is then investigated. Ideal
mothers, “good” mothers, are seen as those who breastfeed. Those who do not are seen
as not giving their child everything they have. Yet because of the public, sexual, nature
of the breast, many women are hesitant to breastfeed, particularly outside their homes.
This last section of Chapter Four examines how it seems that women often cannot win. If
they breastfeed they may be scen as being sexual with their children; yet if they do not
breastfeed they are seen as not performing the most “natural” act of nurturing their
children. Issues of both race and class also are considered in discussing pregnancy,
motherhood, and breastfeeding in American culture.

This work concludes with Chapter Five — an analysis of the ways in which women

may resist, adapt to, and change the ideals for and the status of the female body in



American culture. Within Chapter Five are possible solutions to the issues addressed in
Chapters One through Four. Looking at these issues and how girls and women may fight
against or maneuver around the American cultural dictates will accomplish two goals: the
creation of a realistic picture of how girls and women experience and perceive their
bodies, and the highlighting of areas upon which activists, theorists, teachers, and
therapists might focus their attention in their works to help girls and women avoid, resist,
or overcome what American culture has taught them about their bodies. These solutions
and options for resistance include: gaining knowledge from purely female bodily
experiences and body parts; framing female biological differences with reverence rather
than shame; choosing to see oneself as a victim in order to clearly see what needs work;
and acknowledging that the male frame of knowledge is not neutral. Additional options
for resistance outlined in Chapter Five are: seeing the female body as powerful
physically; women becoming subjects to themselves; a rejection of the view of the female
body as a “flawed” body; the use of stereotypical, subservient, female language for
women’s own gain; and the recognition of the differences between women due to race,
ethnicity, sexuality, and class. To understand the full spectrum of the way the female
body is situated in American culture can allow for an examination of the way females are
situated in American culture, which can lead to change and resistance in areas involving
not just the body, but larger social change as well. Considering how girls and woman
resist or adapt to cultural demands can help figure out how to change the way the female
body specifically, and girls and women in general, are situated in and affected by

American culture.
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CHAPTER ONE: HISTORICAL AND LITERARY OVERVIEW

In Chapter One a historical overview is offered regarding the various ways in
which the female body has been controlled, portrayed, and experienced in late 19™ 20"
and 21* centuries. Literary and historical sources are examined in order to outline
perspectives on the female body from philosophical, legal, and medical standpoints.
Attention is then turned to myths regarding the female body, the Cult of True
Womanhood, femininity and sickness, and clothing conventions from the nineteenth
century to the present.
PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITIONS, LEGAL STATUS

According to Catrina Brown and Karin Jasper in their Introduction to Consuming
Passions, “Historically, women’s social value has been inseparable from their bodies.
Their social role has been identified with and expressed through their bodies: in bearing
children, in satisfying men’s sexual needs, and in the labour of caring for men’s and
children’s emotional and physical needs” (18). Rose Weitz echoes this in her work, The
Politics of Women's Bodies, regarding legal codes for the female body:

Beginning with the earliest written legal codes, and continuing nearly to

the present day, the law typically has defined women’s bodies as men’s

property. In ancient societies, women who were not slaves typically

belonged to their fathers before marriage and to their husbands thereafter.

For this reason, Babylonian law, for example, treated rape as a form of

property damage, requiring a rapist to pay a fine to the husband or father

of the raped woman, but nothing to the woman herself. Similarly,

marriages in ancient societies typically were contracted between

prospective husbands and prospective fathers-in-law, with the potential

bride playing little if any role. (3)
From ancient laws through the nineteenth century, it was a common, accepted belief and

opinion that women were men’s property; this was supported and edified by women’s

legal status. Women were treated and seen as property and this “reflected the belief that
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women’s bodies were inherently different from men’s in ways that made women both
defective and dangerous” (Weitz 3). For centuries, a woman was viewed as the property
of the men in her life — her father or her husband. As Susan Brownmiller explains in
Against Our Will,

Women were wholly owned subsidiaries and not independent beings.

Rape could not be envisioned as a matter of female consent or refusal; nor

could a definition acceptable to males be based on a male-female

understanding of a female’s right to her bodily integrity. Rape entered the

law through the back door, as it were, as a property crime of man against

man. Woman, of course, was viewed as the property. (18)

This view of woman as property also has a racial dimension to it as well. While the
white woman was viewed as a piece of property whose chastity had to be protected so
that she could gain a useful dowry for her family upon marriage, the white man whose
white daughter or wife was his property and thus needed to be protected, bodily and
sexually, at the same time could “daily violate the sexual integrity of his black female
slave,” who also was his property (Brownmiller, Against Our Will 219).

Leslie Heywood, in Dedication to Hunger: The Anorexic Aesthetic in Modern
Culture, links philosophical tradition, particularly white male philosophical traditions
including Aristotle and Plato, to the ways in which women live in their bodies in the 21 .
century. Heywood links female embodiment (or the lack and hatred thereof) with the
ways in which male philosophical tradition has constructed how female embodiment,
female bodies, and female biology are seen and experienced. For Heywood, modernist
and Western philosophical writing and modern culture are characterized by what she has
labeled “anorexic logic.” Heywood critiques Western culture, specifically modern

culture (and modernist literature), and discusses the ways in which anorexia is an extreme

form of literary anorexia that is the foundation Western culture as well as modernist
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writing. This anorexic logic includes viewing the female body as that which must be
reigned in before it gets out of control, the need to do away with the body in general, and
the association of women with their bodies and as their bodies. The anorexic logic
Heywood describes is “a set of assumptions...that values mind over body, thin over fat,
white over black, masculine over feminine, individual over community” (xii). It
constructs and frames Western society, and restricts how people view others and
themselves. To Dworkin the “polar opposites” of male and female makes “their mode of
interaction conflict. They cannot possibly understand each other because they are
absolutely different: and of course, it is always easier to do violence to something Other,
something whose ‘nature and values’ are other” (161).

This valuing of white over black and masculine over feminine, as well as harsher
legal codes, and the identification of women as their bodies has led to assumptions about
the African-American female body (as well as the bodies of other women of color).
These assumptions can have even more extreme consequences, particularly related to
rape and whether the rape of African-American women was even viewed as rape. The
African-American female body has “a history of enslavement, colonial conquest and
ethnographic exhibition,” according to Janell Hobson in “The ‘Batty’ Politic” (87).
Whereas many women who were (and are) raped are viewed as (at least partially) to
blame, African-American women were (and are) subject, to an even greater degree than
white women, to the view that they were “asking for it” because they are thought to be
even more sexual. Their “’disruptive’ bodies provide[d] further justification for their
devaluation and discrimination” (Hobson 89). For example, “Both before and after the

Civil War, the rape of African-American women was explained, if not justified, by an
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ideology that defined African-Americans, including African-American women, as
animalistically hypersexual, and thus responsible for their own rapes” (Weitz 4-5,

emphasis in original).

African-American women were seen as, in fact, not “rape-able,” as they were
rarely seen as human but as property: “The body of the black female, the ultimate ‘wild
savage,’ elicited only ‘complex interstices of desire and repulsion” (Hobson 94). For
many years if an African-American woman was raped it was not viewed as a crime,
particularly if carried out by a white man, in large part because he was seen as the owner
of African-American women. In fact, “while white men were rarely convicted for raping
white women [they were] probably never convicted for raping African-American
women,” according to Weitz (5, emphasis added). And even when white women began
obtaining rights that allowed them to be seen less as property of their husbands or fathers,
these social and legal changes had very little, if any, effect on African-American women
and their social and legal status or their rights to control their bodies. According to
Weitz, “the legal definition of women’s bodies as men’s property experienced its first
serious challenges during the nineteenth century,” when women gained the right to hold
property” (5). This did not lead to many “significant changes in the lives of African-

American women [...] but was a major change for white women” (Weitz 5).

The view of the female body in general as “defective and dangerous,” which
Heywood would link to anorexic logic, Weitz explains as in large part connected to the
opinion that female children were defective male children who just had not developed
fully in the womb and thus were worth less inherently than male children. Aristotle

wrote regarding the defectiveness of female children that “only embryos that had
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sufficient heat could develop into fully human form. The rest became female. A woman
was, in Aristotle’s words, a ‘misbegotten man’ and a ‘monstrosity’ — less than fully
formed and literally half-baked” (Weitz 3). According to Weitz, Galen, a Greek doctor,
expanded on these ideas, declaring “that women’s reproductive organs were virtually
identical to men’s, but were located internally because female embryos lacked the heat
needed for those organs to develop fully and externally. This view remained common
among doctors until well into the eighteenth century” (3).

What Heywood and Weitz discuss regarding the “defectiveness” of the female
body, the polarity of masculine versus feminine, as well as the preferences for
masculinity, thinness, and whiteness, also is discussed by Elizabeth Grosz in ‘“Notes
Towards a Corporeal Feminism.” As Grosz explains, the body and the mind have been
theorized as dualisms, as binary opposites that cannot meet and share knowledge. The
body, in the dualistic view, cannot give the individual knowledge about oneself. Instead,
the body is seen as other, an outsider, something that is far from the mind (Grosz,
‘Notes™). It is as Carol Smart describes in “Disruptive Bodies and Unruly Sex”: “The
problem is that each reference to the gendered (hence feminine) body implies the
superiority of the ungendered (hence male) mind” (32). Thus, being in touch with one’s
body is looked upon negatively. Because the Western worldview conceives of women as
more tied to a fixed corporeality, or materiality of the body, as more “natural” than men,
oppression of women is justified. Being in touch with one’s body, using the body for
knowledge, is negative, thus women are seen as less than human. Their oppression then
is more easily explained away as a product of their inherent inequality, because they are

tied to their female bodies. Dworkin emphasizes the constructed nature of these



supposed inequalities, stating that the designation of the “feminine [as] synonymous with
the passive, receptive, etc.” is arbitrary (168) and that they are fictions (161).

Instead of the female body merely being seen as different, because males have
most of the social and cultural power, these differences take on a new meaning, namely
that women are lesser than men. In order to maintain their rigid masculinity, men work
hard at not just being male, but at making being female negative. Yet, the differences
sometimes are taken even further. Being human is equated with being male. Thus, being
female means that one is not human at all (Chodorow 99-100). Thus, society’s view

becomes not just that women are different and lesser, but that they are not even human.

MYTHS SURROUNDING THE FEMALE BODY

Different cultures “write” upon the female body with different “texts” depending
on the prevailing view of women and whether that culture wants to include them. In each
culture, the body has a communicative function, with different cultures creating different
female physical ideals (Thesander), as well as myths about the female body. These ideals
and myths are given form and meanings “with which the culture wishes women to be
identified” (Thesander 11).

The myths about the female body, and the effect they have on women and how
they are treated within American culture, signal women’s status as well as the control
under which women find themselves. Women’s bodies have been constructed “as unruly
and as a continual sources of potential disruption to the social order” leading to a “more
and more sophisticated and flexible mechanism for imposing restraint and achieving
desired docility” (Smart 31). The alteration of the female physical form, and according to

Marianne Thesander in The Feminine Ideal there always are physical alterations, often is
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due to the myths about the female body and signifies different things in different cultures,
based on the needs of that culture. Each culture’s ideal female body, as well as the myths
it creates or continues to perpetuate, communicates how it wants women to be
interpreted, viewed, treated, and how women should act. As Thesander explains, each
“culture transfers a different significance to the moulded and remodeled body” (11).

The number, type and variety of myths which have developed regarding the
female body and female biology are astounding. Many of these myths can be categorized
in the following two areas: the female body as dirty (particularly regarding genitalia and
menstruation) and the female body as mysterious, supernatural, and overpowering. These
myths lead women to be categorized as abnormal, with their primary purpose being
sexual objects and breeders or as needing containment and control. Dworkin emphasizes
in WomanHating that the view of women as mysterious and needing constant bodily
control often leads to the justification of the segregation of women and viewing the male
body as the norm and reinforces that norm (161). Because of this segregation, women
are seen as less human because they are less known, less knowable, less “normal” and
less visible. The male, by virtue of familiarity and because maleness sets the standard by
which to judge others, is seen as the norm. The myths regarding the female body,
particularly “the myth of feminine evil” for Dworkin “developed and provided

Justification for laws, rites, and other practices which relegated women to pieces of
property” (167).
Women’s perceived abnormality, mystery, and lesser nature are so pervasive that,

for example, men in the Bushmen society are told not to occupy a woman’s seat position

or he will become impotent (Hays 117). Like the belief that if a man walks over a



birthing spot he will lose his ability to hunt, these myths perpetuate the belief in the lesser
nature of women and that their “‘supernatural” powers can affect others (Hays 115).
These myths also lead to the separation of women and men, dividing cultures along sex
lines, alienating women, and segregating them to a different, often less powerful, section
of culture.

Girls and women learn from the cultural myths to fear their own bodies. The
female body is written upon with these myths and sometimes women take these myths as
their own. They are not able to know or learn about their bodies because of the fear and
dread surrounding it and its natural processes and rhythms. Many women believe that
their bodies need to be changed and altered because they learn that their bodies are lesser,
abnormal, mysterious, and dirty. Yet this alteration (and torture) not only serves the
purpose of cleaning “dirty” genitals or finding a husband. From these myths women
learn not to take part in the world, to be passive and victimized, to restrict what they do —
both individually and socially.

There is a fear of female genitalia and menstruation in a variety of cultures; the
natural female body is seen as “horrific,” as needing control or erasure. The female body
is seen as a source of suffering (Dworkin 34). As H.R. Hays describes The Dangerous
Sex, female genitals are seen as a wound, created through castration of or attack on the
penis (113). Further, as Hays describes throughout, because the female genitals are
viewed as the product of castration, female genitals and the female body are seen as
mysterious and dangerous, as possessing a lesser form of male genitalia or as lacking the

right equipment entirely.
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However, the fact that others believe these myths about women and their bodies is
not the only effect. The discrimination and cruelty carried out against women due to the
creation and construction of a social system based on myths and inaccurate beliefs
regarding their bodies were not the only effects of these ingrained myths. In addition to
treatment from the external world, women also must deal with the fear and hatred they
come to internalize regarding their own bodies and the products of these bodies. The
female body, and anything associated with female biology, such as pregnancy or

menstruation, comes to be feared both by men and women.

The fear of the menstrual blood is deeply ingrained in both the female and male
psyches and is acted out through social restrictions and mores, as well as internally,
within a woman’s own mind - leading to discomfort with and fear of her own body.
Accordingly, “children are not raised in a vacuum and quickly internalize the negative
messages associated with menstruation” (Lee 96). As Ros Bramwell states in “Blood and
Milk,” “menstrual blood is viewed as very different to other blood” (92). In some
cultures there is believed to be a danger “of contact and contagion” during a woman’s
menstrual cycle (Hays 114). Many women and men are hesitant to engage in intercourse
during a woman’s period. They learned that the blood is dirty from the onset of menses,
that the blood should be contained and controlled; it is believed to smell and should be
covered up or masked. Indeed, Bramwell emphasizes that “menstrual bleeding is an
event women are encouraged to conceal” (88). As Janet Lee discusses in “Menarche and
the (Hetero)sexualization of the Female Body,” “Historically and cross-culturally,
menstrual blood has been considered both magical and poisonous, and menstrual taboos

have structured and restricted women’s lives;” they go to “great lengths to hide such



evidence of their contamination from the potentially disapproving gaze of others. There
[is] overwhelming evidence of women’s fears of showing evidence of wearing pads or
staining garments or sheets” (84, 85). This region of the body, girls and women are told,
should be deodorized and sanitized. They are told to douche, use sanitizing sprays and
wipes or flowery-scented tampons and sanitary napkins. According to Bramwell,
“modern Western women experience [...] menstrual bleeding [...] in the context of a
capitalistic culture. There are clearly substantial profits to be made from the so-called

‘sanitary’ products which women use to soak up their menstrual flow” (Bramwell 93).

There are complicated rituals involved in menstruation, often incorporating
perfuming, cleaning, deodorizing, and sanitizing a female body part that is believed to be
mysterious, powerful, and supernatural. As Dworkin addresses in her work and Eve
Ensler addresses in her play The Vagina Monologues, there is intense scrutiny, time, and
money involved in cleaning both the vagina, in large part because of the mystery and
danger associated with it. It is feared, and the process of menstruation signals that being
a woman is a misfortune and involves sacrifice. The vagina, in its natural form (and the
female body in its natural form) requires special, constant, and comprehensive attention,
as well as control and restriction. If left to develop naturally these parts (and the female
body in general) are believed to be perverse, lewd, and sinful (Dworkin). In 2009 there
still are instances of the promotion of fear of women because they menstruate, and not
trusting a woman extends to beyond when she is actually menstruating. As the joke goes,

“‘how can you trust something that bleeds for seven days and lives?”

Whether menstruating or not, in some cultures women are told to avoid contact

with food and instruments involved in hunting and fishing because they can cause bad
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luck in those activities (Hays 116). Women are told they should avoid cattle and poultry
because their bodies can cause animals to die (Hays 116). Women’s bodies are seen as a
misfortune, as dangerous, to be avoided. Pregnant women, according to Hays, were
believed to cause the death or infection of their neighbors in some cultures and in many
cultures, pregnant women “must give birth alone” (Hays 115). Additionally, because of
this fear there are varieties of purification ceremonies used to cleanse an area after birth
(Hays 115). If a man walked over the place where a woman had given birth, it was
believed he would lose his hunting skills (Hays). Pregnancy, in fact, was used as a
reason for men to “‘organize social life in a way which excluded woman, which limited
her to the living out of her reproductive function” (Dworkin 166).

The pregnant body, according to Rosemary Betterton in “Promising Monsters,”
has been associated with the “trope of the monstrous,” reflecting a “deep-seated anxiety
that surrounds the issue of women’s maternal power of procreation” (81, 82). As
Betterton describes in “Prima Gravida,”

From Aristotle until well into the 19™ century, popular and biomedical

beliefs made links between monstrosity and birth. Monsters were ‘linked

to the female body in scientific discourse through the question of

biological reproduction. Theories of the conception of monsters are at

times extreme versions of the deep-seated anxiety that surrounds the issue

of women’s maternal procreation in a patriarchal society.” Monstrous

births could be linked to women’s sexual excess or perversion, the mixing

of sperm from different men or of different races, intercourse during

menstruation, eating forbidden food and demonic possession — or, in a

modern version of the theme, toxic or genetic contamination. (261-62)

These myths and fears have led menstruation, as well as pregnancy and mothers, to not

be as visible in the public arena and thus public consciousness.

Women’s bodies — the fact they menstruate and can get pregnant — have led

theorists and scientists across time to use these biological facts to justify discrimination
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against women. The inherent biological differences between women and men are used to
explain away why women should not have certain rights, or that they are not equipped to
do many of the things they so obviously can do. As Marilyn Yalom clearly states in The
History of the Breast, “the presence of breasts, womb, and menstruation [demonstrated]
that women were unfit to perform male tasks” (206). For example, Darwin argued that
“females must expend so much energy on reproduction that they retain little energy for
either physical or mental development. As a result, women remain subject to their
emotions and passions: nurturing, altruistic, and child-like, but with little sense of either

justice or morality” (Weitz 6).

Breastfeeding, like menstruation and pregnancy, is associated with many myths
across time: breast milk as dangerous and contaminated; breast milk and the
breastfeeding mother exemplifying purity; breastfeeding as unfeminine; and, conversely,
breastfeeding as inherently feminine. In contemporary American, breastfeeding is largely
hidden from view: “Western women living in the late 20" century (and early 21%
century),” according to Bramwell, “have an experience of both breastfeeding and
menstruation which is unique in time and place, largely because of contraception and a
social norm of small families” (87). Girls and women have “far more experience of
menstrual bleeding and far less experience of breastfeeding than would be the norm
across time and around the world” (Bramwell 88). As with menstruation, American
women are encouraged to hide breastfeeding and it is seen as something women should
be ashamed of if done in public. In large part this is due to the fact that

Both breast milk and menstrual blood are uniquely female bodily fluids,

and both leave the body by parts which our society identifies as ‘sexual.’
The vagina, through which menstrual blood is lost, is very much seen as a
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sexual part of the body, and it is likely that this is an important element in
the embarrassment which surrounds menstruation. (Bramwell 90)

The negative associations and myths regarding menstrual blood have been found
to have a negative effect on the perception of breast milk. In fact, according to
Bramwell, “Negative representations of menstrual blood may arguably undermine
attempts to promote breast milk and breastfeeding. For instance, it may affect women’s
confidence, and lower confidence in ability to breastfeed has been shown to predict
failure to meet one’s own goals for breastfeeding” (Bramwell 86) as they feel
uncomfortable with their bodies and the female body’s basic processes. In spite of all the
education a woman may receive about the benefits of breastfeeding and breast milk,
“negative constructions of female bodily fluids may produce negative attitudes which are
little changed by positive information about the benefits of breast milk [because they] fail
to address the underlying negative constructions of female bodily fluids” (Bramwell 86-
87).! Breast milk is seen as “sexualized, ‘dirty,” and comparable to excretory fluids”
(Blum 41). While “Menstrual blood [...] is almost universally presented as bad,” as dirty
and contaminated, currently in America most see breast milk “as symbolic of purity and
of motherhood” (Bramwell 89).

Currently breastfeeding is seen as something which wealthier, middle- or upper-
class, white, educated women do for their children. Middle- and upper-class women are
perceived to have time to breastfeed, know about the “benefits” of breastfeeding, and can
take time off from their jobs to stay home with their breastfed infants. Breastfeeding is
associated with a feminine ideal of domestic bliss with the stereotypical mother spending

time in a nightgown nursing in private. She is currently viewed as the epitome of

! Another myth regarding breast milk and its connection to menstruation is that “Aristotle, in the 4™ century
BC, argued that lactating women converted menstrual blood into breast milk” (Bramwell 87).
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femininity. Yet while associated with femininity and purity, it also is viewed as suspect
by some because of the association of the breast with sexuality.

However, while at certain points in time breast milk was seen as pure,
breastfeeding also has been associated with what the lower classes did, and thus it was
perceived as unfeminine. Aristotle stated that “swarthy women [give] healthier milk than
fair women” (Yalom 207). Thus “heartier” milk was believed to come from more robust
women, and the task of breastfeeding could, by extension, be seen as something too
difficult to be carried out by fragile, feminine women. Breastfeeding “signaled a
closeness to ‘nature’ and the low social status, the animal-like” (Blum 131).
Breastfeeding in the past was seen as “hurting” a woman’s breasts from an aesthetic
perspective in that breastfeeding would almost “suck the life,” or at least suck the
femininity, out of her, as Yalom explains (207). It was believed breastfeeding aged a
mother quickly: “the mother who nursed her child” causes “wear and tear” on her breasts
and that she will “’grow prematurely old, having spent herself through the daily
suckling’,” according to Yalom, quoting an ancient gynecologist, Soranus of Ephesus
(Yalom 207). According to Bernice Hausman in Mother’s Milk,

During the first half of the nineteenth century, mothers were still

considered authorities concerning infant care. In the middle of the

nineteenth century, as the social and cultural effects of the Industrial

Revolution took hold, American physicians and reformers began to notice

what seemed to them a significant decline in maternal nursing, yet the

steps taken to reverse this decline had an ambivalent effect. Nineteenth-

century concerns articulated skepticism about the ‘declining stamina of

American women’ and suspicion about the biological quality of specific

women’s breast milk. (11)

There have been various myths perpetuated across time about the female body.

These myths addressed menstruation, breastfeeding, and pregnancy, and perpetuate the
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view of the female body as dirty, mysterious, and supernatural. Their effects are far-
reaching and affect not only cultural beliefs about women but also what women think
about themselves and do to their own bodies. As Dworkin explains, because these myths
justify the seclusion and segregation of women, this leads to the isolation of women and
prevents them from being able to be part of human society or from being seen as human

at all (167).

WOMEN IN NINTEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA: THE CULT OF TRUE

WOMANHOOD AND THE FEMININITY OF SICKNESS

In America in the nineteenth-century, depending on her class and race (among
other circumstances), a woman was expected to adhere and conform in different degrees
to the ideals of femininity and the Cult of True Womanhood. According to Susan
Coultrap-McQuin in Doing Literary Business, “[T]rue women” were “pious, pure,
domestic, and pleasing to others,” as well as “naturally domestic, submissive, and
morally pure” (11, 9). According to the dictates of the Cult of True Womanhood, the
“True Woman’s special responsibility was to be guardian of the cultural, religious, and
moral values of Victorian society in America. She was to maintain the noncommercial
values of love, hope, and charity,” possess innocence and charm, and should work to
“create a home life that was a refuge” (Coultrap-McQuin 11). In addition, women were
seen as “emotional and [as possessing] few rational qualities” (Coultrap-McQuin 9).

According to Coultrap-McQuin, the Cult of True Womanhood is labeled a “cult”
because of “what appears from a twentieth-century perspective to be an obsessive, almost
ritualistic repetition of very narrow views of women” (10). While restrictive enough on

its own, what made the Cult of True Womanhood so damaging was that it was
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““superimposed on the older European tradition that proclaimed the inferiority of women”
(Harris 32). These new beliefs “powerfully reinforced the deep, preexisting cultural bias
against females with intellectual and professional aspirations. The majority of women

internalized these values,” according to Barbara J. Harris in Beyond Her Sphere (32).

In addition to the Cult of True Womanhood, nineteenth-century women were
encouraged to live up to the ideals of femininity as well. The feminine ideal changes
across time and place. According to Susan Bordo in Unbearable Weight, “the
demonstration of femininity has involved the arrangement of items within a system that
£ives them their meaning” (24, emphasis in original). Yet while the specific ways in
‘which femininity is enacted may change across time (and may look slightly different in
the twenty-first century as opposed to the nineteenth century), what is consistent is that
femininity and one’s ability to embody femininity are not natural. Rather, “femininity
1tself has come to be largely a matter of constructing...the appropriate surface
Presentation of the self” (Bordo 170). Femininity is a construction, not naturally given by
the types of bodies with which women are born. Rather, a body is molded, shaped, and
created to become feminine; a feminine body “must constantly reassure its audience by a
willing demonstration of difference, even when one does not exist in nature,” according
to Brownmiller in Femininity (15).

The feminine body does not arise out of nature because, as Londa Schiebinger
States in the Introduction to Feminism and the Body, “the body is cultural and political as
‘Well as biological” (1). Sandra Bartky explains in Femininity and Domination that
““Femininity is an artifice, an achievement, ‘a mode of enacting and reenacting received

2

£ender norms,’” and it is created by various “disciplinary practices” which “produce...in
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gesture and appearance” a recognizably feminine body (65). The expectations of
femininity, such as the

Loss of mobility, loss of voice, inability to leave the home, feeding others

while starving oneself, [...] and whittling down the space one’s body takes

up — all have symbolic meaning, all have political meaning under the

varying rules governing the historical construction of gender. (Bordo 168,

empbhasis in original)

‘While women in the nineteenth-century were told that they were inherently virtuous and
pious according to the Cult of True Womanhood, feminine ideals told these women that
their bodies also were inherently weak and needed to be “fixed” or improved. As
Michelle Payne explains in “5°4” x 2™

constructions of femininity demand[ed] certain behaviors and

appearances, yet those very activities ‘partake of the general depreciation

of everything female.” Feminine gestures, rituals, and dress are seen as

trivial, just as the bodies women are trying to make more beautiful are

seen as already (and always) deficient. (42)

In the nineteenth-century, white, Anglo-Saxon, and middle- and upper-class
‘women exemplified what was considered feminine.> Being a proper “lady” in the
nineteenth-century “was idealized in terms of delicacy and dreaminess, sexual passivity,
and a charmingly labile and capricious emotionality” (Bordo 169). Women in general
‘were expected to be “childlike, nonassertive, helpless without a man, ‘content in a world

29

of bedroom and kitchen, sex, babies and home’” (Bordo 170). The women and girls who
Ppursue the feminine ideals in 2009 “may find themselves [as] distracted, depressed, and
Physically ill as female bodies in the nineteenth century were made when pursuing a

feminine ideal of dependency, domesticity, and delicacy” (Bordo 184).

2 What was expected of women in order to be feminine in the nineteenth-century does not differ in
Significant ways from the feminine expectations of women in the twenty-first century, particularly the
‘White and middle- or upper-class ideal.
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There were class and race dimensions as well regarding which women were seen
as fragile, lacking, or incapable. White skin was (and is) seen as more “feminine.” As
“Weitz explains, “Paradoxically, at the same time the scientific ‘experts’ emphasized the
frailty of middle-class white women, they emphasized the robustness of poorer women,
both white and nonwhite” (7). Women were (and still are) considered more feminine
when they are lighter-skinned, emotionally-labile, and silent. African-American women
and poor women, women who were former slaves or worked in factories, for example,
were not considered able to be feminine, nor to be “true” women, according to the Cult of
"True Womanhood. Being feminine, being a member of the Cult of True Womanhood,
‘was the domain of white, upper- and middle-class women. The lifestyle of “true”
‘women, feminine women, “was accessible” only to these women (Harris 33). They did
not have access to housekeepers and nannies, did not dress “properly,” and could not just
““not work.” By virtue of having black skin, an African-American woman could not be
seen as feminine. Because she had to work for others to support others’ decadence and
ability not to do housework or tend to children, a poor woman could not become a
member of the Cult of True Womanhood. The resources to be considered feminine
simply were not accessible to these women.

One must keep in mind that because of their relative wealth and the work of
‘women of color, middle- and upper-class women had access to the time and money to be
ill. Working-class women, immigrant women, women who had only a decade ago been
slaves, did not have the money to be sick; they had to work many hours a day and did not
have the money to buy feminine accessories and clothing. An additional facet to this is

that working class women who also were mothers, according to Smart, were seen in the
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early twentieth century as “bad mothers,” “dangerous mothers,” because they worked
outside their homes (23).

Because of their lack of money and time, because of their skin color, these women
also could not worry about looking feminine and in fact were seen (and are seen) as
inherently unfeminine. Yet while being a strong African-American woman may be
intended as complimentary and a call to empowerment, to Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant
in “Keeping Up Appearances, Getting Fed Up,” although it is an “empowering alternative
to the dominant construction of white womanhood as weakly dependent and uncertain,” it
also assumes “black women will demonstrate strength and never break down physically
or emotionally” and that they “have the reserves to allow them to face, bear, and perhaps
surmount adversity” (108). This again assumes and perpetuates the view of African-
American women as the mules of the world, the never weary. Thus while African-
American women’s power was hindered based on their race, class, and their lack of
access to femininity, the wealthier women who had the time and money to be sick also
were hindered in their social power, because they were viewed as sickly, as delicate.
While “For the affluent women, society prescribed lives of leisured indolence; for the
working-class women, [it prescribed lives of] back-breaking toil” (Ehrenreich and

English 11).

According to Bartky, the styles of the female body, indeed the expectations of
femininity, “reflect cultural obsessions and preoccupations” (66). The ideal of femininity
reveals much about the societal context of nineteenth-century America. It was a time of
role confusion and fear by many men of a loss of power and social domination. A bodily

ideal that signals weakness, delicacy, and fragility speaks to the cultural role many
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wanted to encourage in women. Many feared that women were becoming too powerful.
When women gain enough power to threaten those in power, often women’s social,
political, and economic gains are countered, and further gains are prevented. “Men
[were] not the enemy,” according to Bordo, “but they often may have [had] a higher stake
in maintaining institutions within which they have historically occupied positions of
dominance over women” (29). The solution to this threat from women and a way to
maintain a position of dominance (then and now) was twofold: first, make women believe
they were naturally so weak that their bodies could not cope with any activity outside of
the home and, second, preoccupy women with an unrealistic, feminine ideal so that they
would become weaker physically and mentally and become unable to focus on other
issues. Demanding femininity from women hindered their ambition. As Brownmiller
explains, “ambition is not a feminine trait. More strongly expressed, a lack of ambition —
or a professed lack of ambition, or a sacrificial willingness to set personal ambition aside
— is virtuous proof of the nurturant feminine nature” (Femininity 221).

Because many men in positions of power in the nineteenth-century wanted to
protect their positions of power, it benefited men at that time to create scientific,
“objective,” and “rational” reasons to keep women from entering universities and
professions, from barely entering public life at all. As Karen Sanchez-Eppler explains in
“Bodily Bonds,” the “subordination of...women...was predicated upon biology” (94).
Further, according to Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English in Complaints and
Disorders, “Science in general was invoked to justify the social inequities imposed by

race and class as well as by sex” (8).
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Physicians benefited when women who had served as midwives were told they
were no longer “qualified” to aid another woman in childbirth because their sensibilities
might be offended and their delicate systems might be shocked. “Society agreed that”
women were “frail and sickly. [Their] delicate nervous system[s] had to be shielded as
carefully as [their bodies], for the slightest shock could send [them] reeling off to bed,”
according to Ehrenreich and English (15).

Preventing women from becoming doctors was beneficial in two ways to
physicians. In addition to preventing professional competition by making women believe
they were naturally delicate, physically and emotionally, physicians also acquired new
patients in those women who believed they needed medical attention. “For the doctors,
the myth of female frailty thus served two purposes. It helped them to disqualify women
as healers, and, of course, it made women highly qualified as patients,” Ehrenreich and
English summarize (23). The effects of these beliefs are discussed by Weitz as follows:

Belief in the frailty of middle-class women’s bodies similarly fostered the

epidemic rise during the late nineteenth century in gynecological surgery.

Many doctors routinely performed surgery to remove healthy ovaries,

uteruses, or clitorises, from women who experienced an extremely wide

range of physical and mental symptoms - including symptoms such as

rebelliousness or malaise which reflected women’s constrained social

circumstances more than their physical health. These operations were not

only unnecessary but dangerous, with mortality rates of up to thirty-three

percent. (6-7)

As Joan Raphael-Leff explains in “The Mother as Container,” this control of women’s
bodies via medical practice is part and parcel of those in power grasping for

control over female sexuality and procreativity by means of rituals and

rules determining who can become pregnant, under what conditions and

(by taboos on intercourse after birth) how frequently. In[...] Western

societies, female-controlled fertility and childbirth has since the thirteenth

century been gradually medicalized and centralized by male obstetricians.
(396)
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Frederick Newberry explains in “Male Doctors and Female Illness” that to gain a
new set of patients male physicians proselytized “the outlook that women were physically
and mentally inferior to men” (143). Thus, women began “to consider themselves as
physiological, psychological, and intellectual weaklings™ and saw themselves as
“inherently frail” (Newberry 143). This is similar to “experts” such as Galen and
Aristotle who said the female body is a lesser model of the male body. Women began to
believe medical authorities who told them that if a woman did too much physically or
mentally, her body would be strained and she possibly would not be able to bear healthy
children. Male-dominated society’s interests were served when women began to be seen
as weaker, because “female strength, sexuality, and self-respect pose threats” to those
with social, economic, and political power” (Wolf, “Hunger” 99). As Diane Price Herndl
states in “The Invisible (Invalid) Woman,”

[T]he figure of women’s failing health arises from a specific conflict over

women’s ‘proper role’ in the 1840s. At the same time that women —

guided by the tenets of domestic ideology - were asserting their increasing

importance in the household and feminists were beginning to argue for

their rights as political and social equals, physicians, seeking to improve

their economic and professional standing, were asserting women’s

weaknesses and innate unhealthiness. (22)

Another way in which women were restricted from gaining more social power
and physicians gained more power was in the perpetuation of the belief that the female
body was inherently sick. There were illnesses with which girls and women were
diagnosed that were exceedingly common. The symptoms of two disorders Joan Jacobs
Brumberg discusses in Fasting Girls have decidedly feminine characteristics and were

common among girls and women of the middle- and upper-classes. The first, dyspepsia,

a “form of chronic indigestion with discomfort after eating was widespread in middle-
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class adults and in their daughters;” it was common enough in this class group that it was
included in novelists’ “portraits of social life” at that time (Brumberg 169). The second,
chlorosis, a form of anemia, had symptoms which involved a “lack of energy, shortness
of breath, dyspepsia, headaches, and capricious or scanty appetite” (Brumberg 170).

Both dyspepsia and chlorosis prevented women from eating large quantities, preserving
the belief that feminine women should not or did not eat large quantities. In addition,
both disorders contributed to femininity, as girls and women afflicted with either disorder
would not be capable of much physical exertion, would suffer from headaches, and
would lack energy to carry out any activities. Thus, sickliness contributed to a woman’s
femininity and to be seen as feminine, a woman should have easily become ill.

An added dimension is that these disorders affected those seen as being able to be
feminine at all: the middle- and upper-classes, who were believed to be both naturally
sick and naturally feminine. If one was too robust, strong, and healthy, she was not
feminine enough. When a woman was struck with tuberculosis or hysteria for example,
she lived up to feminine expectations that women’s sensibilities and bodies were easily
offended by external stimuli and the insults to their inborn morals and virtues. The
symptoms of disorders such as agoraphobia and hysteria in the nineteenth-century are
feminine expectations taken to the extreme. The “extreme mutability” of the symptoms
that “isolate, weaken, and undermine the sufferers” of those disorders are characteristic of
many middle- and upper-class women in the nineteenth century, not just those diagnosed
with the actual disorders (Bordo 169). Like women who suffered from agoraphobia and
hysteria specifically, many women were “’gagged and chained to [the] feminine role’”

(Bordo 180).
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In the nineteenth century, in part evidenced by novels of the time, “illness is
sentimental and beautiful” (Price Herndl, “Invisible (Invalid) Woman” 142). Those who
were sick were often described as silent, passive, moral and saintly, and their appearance
as thin, pale, and with rosy-red cheeks. These characteristics are strikingly close to the
feminine ideal. Yet this sickliness, often labeled invalidism, did not just describe the
physical condition of women. It spoke to the social and political status of women as well.
According to Price Herndl in /nvalid Women, “Invalidism...referred to a lack of power as
well as a tendency toward illness” (1). Invalidism “best describes the cultural definition
of women in the nineteenth century (and perhaps the twentieth) and the ill woman’s
relation to power and her culture” (Price Herndl, /nvalid Women 1). The invalid is
“recognized as even weaker and more powerless than most women and is required to stay
at home” (Price Herndl, Invalid Women 2). The label, as well as the condition, of being
physically and socially invalid diminished women’s power, their perceived abilities, and
the possibility that they might be able to step outside the role of helpmate and mother. A
woman'’s sickness, being labeled as physically embodying the role of invalid, explains

her place in society (Price Hernd\l, Invalid Women 9).

Many women came to believe “the historically dominant view of them [as]
delicate and thus prone to illness” (Newberry 144). In fact, the appearance of delicacy
and femininity often were connected to women’s sickness. Being prone to illness was
part of being feminine; “sickness was the very key to femininity” (Ehrenreich and
English 25). The illnesses from which women suffered often were described as feminine
and also enhanced their feminine appearance. The effects of not eating, the pale skin, and

the thin features caused by sickness also /ooked feminine. In fact, the “behavior
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characteristic for [tuberculosis] fit expectations about women’s personality, and the look
of the disease suited — and perhaps helped to create — the prevailing standards of female
beauty” (Ehrenreich and English 21).

As binding (and familiar) as the restrictions of nineteenth-century femininity
seem, additionally shocking is that the sickly, ill, invalid, and suffering women were, in
fact, portrayed as very feminine: emotionally labile, passive, exhausted, thin, and weak.
Women who were sick, either because they had convinced themselves they were sick, or
had been convinced by others that they were sick, were idealized, idolized, and admired.
Women who had the flushed complexion of tuberculosis or the translucent skin of a
consumptive strikingly resemble the feminine expectations of that time. When women
were sick, dying of diseases often with causes unknown, they were described as
becoming more pure, closer to the angels, and also were seen physically as feminine.
Illness and sickliness could make a girl beautiful. Sickly women were described in ways
that romanticized the appearance of being ill: “’The invalid girl...in spite of ill
health...still retained much of the freshness and all the loveliness of her girlhood,’”

according to Newberry (146).

A woman’s morality contributes to the perception of a woman as feminine.
Brumberg explains these connections: “Many novelists linked asceticism to physical
beauty as well as to spiritual perfection. In short, beautiful women were often ‘saintlike,’
a relationship that implied the inverse as well — the ‘saintlike’ were beautiful” (181).
Femininity in the nineteenth-century was the product of both “purity” and illness, which
also were contingent upon each other. One’s sickness makes one more moral; one’s need

to be more moral led one to sickness; both led to a feminine appearance. While a woman
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was weakened by the illness, she continues to look like the feminine ideal — fragile and
delicate. The following from Brownmiller explains men’s reactions to femininity,
fragility, and vulnerability: “the feminine principle is composed of vulnerability, the need
for protection, the formalities of compliance and avoidance of conflict — in short, an
appeal of dependence and good will that gives the masculine principle its romantic

validity and its admiring applause” (Femininity 16).

In Little Women by Louisa May Alcott, the character Beth, who is dying from
consumption, is described in a way that hints at not only her beauty, but her spirituality

(131

and saintliness as well. Beth is described as the *“’angel in the house’” with a “thin face”

(113

and “‘a strange, transparent look.. .as if the mortal was being slowly refined away, and
the immortal shining through the frail flesh with an indescribably pathetic beauty”
(Gorsky 44). As Gorsky describes, “Beth becomes ‘a household saint’,” with a *“’frail
body’” but a strong soul (Gorsky 44).°

As Ehrenreich and English explain, female invalidism had huge racial and gender
overtones. Invalidism and the “rest cure” did not affect and was not encouraged, nor was
it diagnosed, among women of the lower classes, nor among women of color and
immigrant women in nineteenth-century America. It is an example of the ways in which
race, class, and gender intersect and how the racialization of one’s class and gender, the
gendering of one’s class status, and the intersection between one’s race and one’s class,
led many upper- and middle-class white women to be diagnosed as needing the rest cure

because of their “delicate” bodies. The “rest cure” was prescribed by S. Weir Mitchell to

treat women diagnosed with nervous disorders. It involved isolating the woman almost

? Although Beth is dying and her body weakening, thank goodness she is still beautiful, saintly and angelic.
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entirely; his rationale was that “seclusion was the only sensible way around what he
regarded as the manipulative politics of female invalidism” (Brumberg 151). The “rest
cure” also involved total avoidance of reading and writing as they were seen as too
“stimulative” (Brumberg 151). This “rest cure” (and the mental state of a woman who is
being treated with the “rest cure”) is described in-depth by Charlotte Perkins Gilman in
The Yellow Wallpaper, as she was treated by S. Weir Mitchell for a nervous disorder.
According to Gilman,

I take phosphates or phosphites — whichever it is, and tonics, and journeys,

and air, and exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to ‘work’ until I am

well again. Personally I disagree with their ideas. Personally, I believe

that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good.

(42)

As Gilman emphasizes, her feelings, her desires, what she believes would be good for her
is not taken into consideration. She is silenced by the “experts” who tell her they have
her best interests in mind.

Women were to be attended by a nurse and could have no visitors (Ehrenreich and
English 33). As Brumberg points out, truly carrying out the “rest cure” was something
only the very wealthy could adhere to, as “Real isolation required intensive private care,
an expense not every family could afford” (151). The rest cure was available only to a
certain group of women, middle- and upper-class women, and thus the diagnosis with a
nervous disorder and the prescribed treatment of a “rest cure” reinforced the association
of these women with femininity, delicacy, and fragility. The “rest cure” reiterated that

only certain women even had the opportunity to rest at all. Female invalidism and the

“rest cure” as Ehrenreich and English discuss, were prevalent within certain social and
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racial strata, while the women of lower classes, who also were often women of color, and

who performed endless amounts of work, never were seen as needing rest.

In nineteenth-century America, middle- and upper-class women inscribed
femininity and “true” womanhood upon their bodies, often either by literally becoming
sick, or in acting-out sickness. The more sickly women became (or appeared), the more
feminine ideals they embodied. The more they suffered, the more characteristics of
invalidism they took as their own, the more moral, feminine and truly womanly they were
perceived to be. Women were not naturally sick, just as they were not naturally
feminine. By using science and medical authority, those in positions of power made
women believe and in fact feel that they were sick naturally, that they were not good
enough “as is.” “The doctors’ view of women as innately sick did not, of course, make
them sick, or delicate, or idle. But it did provide a powerful rationale against allowing
women to act in any other way,” according to Ehrenreich and English (22, emphasis in

(134

original). These were “’arbitrary’ cultural conventions,” not based in biology or the
“natural order” of society (Newberry 154). As Brumberg describes, the “health of young
women was definitely influenced by a general female fashion for sickness and debility.
The sickly wives and daughters of the bourgeoisie provided the medical profession with a
ready clientele” (168). So that women did not step “into the man’s realm,” women were
prevented from doing so by the creation of ideals and beliefs that told them they were,
naturally and biologically, incapable, not good enough and needed improvement, and yet

also too moral to be outside of the home, according to Susan Rubinow Gorsky in

Femininity to Feminism (xi).
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The Cult of True Womanhood, the perceived female sickness and inferiority, and
need to work on oneself to be feminine, were not harmless, nor merely the theoretical
views of detached medical authoritics. These beliefs had a literal and practical effect on
women, preventing actions, agency, and education. The combination of the belief in the
morality of women with the view of women as imperfect affected women intellectually
and socially. It also affected women emotionally by leading them to believe in and
participate in their own degradation. The Cult of True Womanhood and the feminine
ideals affected women in such a way that the female sickness common among certain
classes of women in the late nineteenth-century may be one way in which women acted
out this internalized lack of respect for, and perceived inferiority of, women on their own

bodies. Extreme “self abnegation” became the “female ideal” (Harris 34).

Telling women that their place was in the home (because that is where it was
more beneficial to keep them) did not benefit women. It hindered crucial progress in the
fight for social and political rights and prevented women from having a voice in how they
were treated medically. It led to the development of such disorders as hysteria and
agoraphobia, disorders that directly reflected, in an extreme form, the feminine
expectations that women were irrational, emotional, and should remain cloistered in their
homes. Many women did not allow themselves to participate in any activities that would
be perceived as less than virtuous or were not socially approved. Other women grew ill
and stayed in bed, sequestered from the rest of their household. Women were not being
protected; rather, their actions were being prevented. Making women believe they were
sick physically and weaker intellectually made (and makes) women less confident and

less able to think clearly. If one looks at the feminine ideal acted out in extreme ways in

39



the form of such disorders as hysteria, anorexia or agoraphobia, “we find the body of the
sufferer deeply inscribed with an ideological construction of femininity emblematic of
the period in question” (Bordo 168). Preoccupying women with their bodies, their
perceived illnesses, their perceived faults, had the effect of countering “the historical
groundswell of female success” that came about with the rise of the women’s rights

movement (Wolf, “Hunger” 97).

The more passive a woman was (and is), the more feminine she was considered to
be. The belief in women’s inherent “natural” weakness are still part of the way gender
roles are constructed even today. The ideals of femininity and the sickly woman as
feminine do not seem that far removed from what American culture demands from
women in 2009. Sickly women, suffering women, are perceived to be very feminine in
their suffering and proximity to death. Sickly feminine women embodied (and embody)
feminine values — silence, thinness, and a detachment from one’s body. These are values
American society held (and holds) up as the ideal. The context may be different; the
demands are strikingly similar.

Much like many women in 2009 — their withering and diminishing bodies and
minds, and the praise they receive for this body — the women who were idealized as
beautiful and feminine in their suffering and sickliness in the nineteenth-century tell
much about the value of women during these time periods. The general, horrific lack of
concern and attention given to women who are dying, or ailing, and not participating in
their lives and society speaks much about the care for women in general — then and now.
In current American culture the more feminine one’s body is — because that is more

valued — the higher one’s status within that culture, just as in the nineteenth-century. If
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one currently does not meet those feminine ideals, or transgresses from those ideals too
extremely, one may lose one’s status and may be viewed as dangerous or as lesser. Yet,
ironically, while one may gain status in certain realms by looking like the feminine ideal,
working to meet this ideal, just as in the nineteenth-century, may signal women’s lack of
power and their oppressed status within their society.

As exemplified above, the femininity, sickness, and purity are interlocked,
dependent upon, and caused by the other. The Cult of True Womanhood, the standards
of femininity, and the femininity of sickness led women in the nineteenth-century to
inscribe their bodies in different ways, yet these standards may still lead women to
inhabit and write upon their bodies in shockingly unhealthy and, at times, dangerous
ways. More shocking (or perhaps it should not be) is that this unhealthy appearance led
(and leads) women to be considered beautiful and feminine. The dictates of femininity,
the Cult of True Womanhood, and the femininity of sickness largely have stayed with
American culture, and have, according to Harris, become “such an integral part of
American social ideology that [their] definition of women’s role long survived the

passing of the nineteenth century” (Harris 32).

CLOTHING

Women learn to alter their bodies — in a host of ways - in order to influence their
social position. Meeting certain cultural ideals, from the way the body looks to the way
one dresses their body, is a form of social control because those with more social power
create the ideals. Those with less power come to believe that to gain power they should
work to look like the dominant group’s ideal in order to get closer to what is valued and

accepted. The ideals of those with power dictate what those without power believe they
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can be, how they can act, and what they should wear to decorate their bodies. Other
classes and groups want to emulate those with power and wealth.

As Sanchez-Eppler states, “the body is an inescapable sign of identity” (93). The
body’s appearance and the way one clothes the body leads others to make certain
assumptions about one’s class membership, one’s intelligence, and one’s morals. The
association of different bodily features with facets of one’s personality, character, and
abilities, however, has meant different things to different groups in various social and
historical contexts. In 1950, for example, a woman who wore a size twelve was
considered to have the “ideal” body; in 2009, a woman who wears a size twelve is
considered “full-figured.”

The female body is subject to social control and is also a bearer of social status in
different cultures. Thesander states that “Physical presentation is an expression both of
the view a specific period has of women and of the way in which women themselves
understand their position in society and their ability to influence this position — self-
expression conditioned by the choices available” (11). In particular, the beauty ideal,
because it expresses the values of the dominant group, allows one to believe that
attainment of that ideal will lead to an increase in one’s social prestige and status. An
example of this is that in 2009 a thin body signals one’s membership in the middle- or
upper-classes; in contrast, at various points in the past those of higher classes were
plumper because this signaled access to more and richer foods than that to which lower
classes had access (Thesander). For many in America in 2009, while food is accessible,
and many can obtain a sustenance level of food, the middle- and upper-classes have

access to healthy, lower-fat foods, as those foods are often more expensive. In cultures in
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which food resources still are scarce, the upper class still is plumper. Their plumpness
signals they can afford enough food, and differentiates between them and the starving
lower classes. Looking different and being thinner are an expression of one’s financial
status and differentiates one from the lower classes in current American culture

(Thesander).

Similar to the way thinness or plumpness signifies different things in different
societies at different times, according to Thesander, citing Thorstein Veblen, there is a
“demonstrative purpose” to the clothes of different classes as clothes signal “how the
wearer wishes to be regarded by others” (27). While certain items an upper-class woman
wears may be expensive, the “actual practical value” is not as important, per Baudrillard
via Thesander, as the status value, or the signal the item sends within a certain system
which allows one to gain power by employing the right symbols (Thesander 28).

Clothing conventions underline the class and status distinctions outlined above
(Thesander 22). The way one dresses and decorates one’s body signals one’s material
circumstances and social position. What one wears shows one’s ability to work hard to
look “right” and make money to buy what is fashionable. If one’s clothes are in fashion
and one’s body meets certain standards, often one is accorded a higher cultural and social
status. One’s clothes show who a person is and “signal cultural and social affiliation with
a particular group” (Thesander 20).

However, according to Thesander, “fashion has never taken account of the
wearer’s health” (168). An example of this is the bound foot, common in the upper-
classes of China for thousands of years (Dworkin 108-110). As Thesander outlines,

In China, the crippled but much-prized small women’s feet were a sign of
female value and thus important in negotiating a bride price. The feet of
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girls from wealthy families were tightly bound from the age of about six.

A bandage was wound tightly over the four small toes so that they were

forced back on themselves. Only the big toe escaped this mutilation. The

bandage was then bound round the heel to reduce the distance between the

heel and the toes as much as possible. The aim was to reduce the foot to

about one third of its natural size. (25)

The bound foot was indicative of one’s membership in the upper class because as
a woman of leisure, a wealthy woman was able to have her movement and abilities
restricted as she had servants to carry out all the tasks. Because she was so debilitated by
the foot binding, a woman with bound feet was unable to move or perform many physical
tasks. The fact that she could not do anything physically was admired. 1t showed she
could be provided for in a way that allowed her to be pampered. Further, “As adults the
girls were invalids, although everyone admired them. Because they were unable to work,
the women were dependent on their husbands’ income and in this way served to enhance
their status” (Thesander 25). Additionally, while the bound foot indicated one’s class, it
also involved also the mystification of a female body part, leading to a host of
deodorizing and cleansing rituals. These rituals were much like those surrounding the
vagina, as it was viewed as mysterious and in need of cleansing because of menstruation,
pregnancy, and childbirth. Both the vagina and the bound foot involved rituals of
perfuming, deodorizing, and cleaning a “mysterious” female body part.

Like the bound foot in China, in nineteenth-century America (and Europe as
well), corsets differentiated upper-class women from those of the lower classes.
According to Yalom, “Corsets were a must for bourgeois and noble ladies, marking their
distinction from the popular classes. [...] Wage-earning women and peasants could

hardly afford the financial outlay that such garments entailed, and even if they could,

corsets would have inhibited their labor” (164). Further, the corset emphasized the
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feminine ideals of morality, as the “corseted female body of the 1800s was the image of
middle-class self-discipline and of a restrictive sexual morality, which literally locked
women into a role in which it was almost duty to be attractive” (Thesander 43). Yet in
contrast to this morality they signaled previously, in the 1860s the “corset transformed
the female body into an erotic and aesthetic object, adapted to men’s dream images of
women.... [The corset] conjured up associations with eroticism and control” (Thesander

52).

This is similar to the eroticization, and fetishization, of the bound foot and its
supposed effects on the vaginas of women who had bound feet (Dworkin 108). In fact,
the women with bound feet were believed to have “wondrous folds of vagina” and the
bound feet made other parts of the women’s bodies more desirable (102). According to
Dworkin, not only were the feet mysterious and “sexually charged” (108), but having
bound feet was seen as the ‘“’art’ of making living matter insensible, inanimate” (108).
This resembles in striking ways how the corset created a body shape that was believed to
be stereotypically female when in fact in created this female shape — small waist, lifted
breasts — through molding and construction. As Dworkin so clearly emphasizes,
“footbinding did not formalize existing differences between men and women — it created
them” (107, emphasis added). The corset also created physical differences for the female
body, exaggerating what many believed to be natural differences. Like the bound foot
which crippled women, making them slow in carrying out almost any physical task, and
creating a mysterious and supernatural aura around the feet (and vagina), the corset also
crippled women, making physical tasks difficult and creating an eroticized, unnatural

female body shape.
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In addition to playing on men’s fantasies, the corset symbolized the husband’s
social status and the discipline the woman had to make sacrifices for her looks. It was
not something that women chose to wear because they enjoyed it.* While signaling
femininity and a certain social status, a smaller waist and a tighter corset signaled that
one is more moral and closer to God: “As the middle classes became predominant [...].

Women were reduced to being decorative objects and moral guardians” (Thesander 45).°

The corset sent a similar message as the dictates of femininity that a woman’s
body is not good enough without work, constraint, or reformation. Even a woman with a
“perfect” body is believed to need some sort of reformation, restriction, and constraint via
the corset. And what form the restrictions took depends largely on the cultural ideals of
that time. As Thesander states, “in its various forms the corset has [...] altered the female
body according to the prevalent ideals of beauty” (43). “Foundations (namely, corsets,
brassieres, and girdles) provide a ‘second skin’ or a ‘second skeleton’ aimed at
constructing the preferred form of one’s time, place, and class,” according to Yalom

(161).

While the corset was a status symbol and signaled membership in a certain class,
the corset also controlled women, just as the bound foot had in China, just as the
femininity of sickness and the Cult of True Womanhood also did in the nineteenth-
century. The corset “[rendered] women weak and unfit for work, and [they became]
increasingly dependent on their husbands, who could count their sickly wives as emblems

of prosperity” (Yalom 171). The corset was painful, caused permanent bodily damage

* On the contrary, many women came to think it was necessary and when they began to fight for the vote,
many no longer wore their corsets.

* The closeness to God for many members of the upper class also is signaled by the very fact that they have
money in the first place, because they believe God wants them to have money.
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and shortness of breath. Just as in 2009, when women suffer due to restrictions regarding
their bodies, ‘“The exaggerated hourglass figure [of the corset] required that waists be
laced in so tightly that some women reputedly died from the strain” (Yalom 166-67). In
corsets women could not breathe and their movement was restricted. As the nineteenth-
century progressed, corsets became even more binding, cutting off circulation, causing
women to faint from lack of oxygen. This perhaps also reinforced the sickly ideals for
middle- and upper-class women. A woman wearing a corset signaled the social status of
her husband in upper-class society, as the corset was an “expression of the upper-class
rank” (Thesander 26). A woman’s “personal behavior and dress were the ultimate
evidence of her husband’s social position and their level of cultivation. Dressed in
tasteful, fashionable clothes which accentuated her corseted figure, she not only
demonstrated her husband’s wealth, but also embodied middle-class ideals” (Thesander

96).

The corset was a control mechanism as well as a signal, a projection, of the
meaning about a woman’s place in society, a symbol that they lacked power and were
oppressed, yet closely approximated the ideal. According to Thesander, “the corset was
more than a status symbol: it was a complex of control and meaning systems connected
to women’s ‘frozen’ position in society; not surprisingly it was regarded as a symbol of
women’s oppression” (Thesander 13). Further, although “It was certainly partly of their
own volition that women wore tight-fitting corsets, [...] it cannot be called a free choice”
(Thesander 43). Thus, in part women colluded in the signaling of their own lack of
status, while trying to signal a higher social status. The corset sent a message of

romanticism and while painful to the wearer (as well as sometimes permanently
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damaging her body) it was viewed as feminine, as aiding a woman in looking like a

romantic ideal she was encouraged to resemble.

In the early 20" century, there was a change in emphasis regarding the female
body being heavily corseted and possessing an hourglass-shaped figure; the ideal became
a female figure with slimmer hips and a more slender ideal (Thesander 109). In the early
1900s, “Women did not agree among themselves about the necessity of wearing a corset;
indeed many probably wished to liberate themselves from it” (Thesander 91).® The
slender hipped ideal evolved into a more slender ideal overall. By the 1920s,
“Emancipated women had a streamlined body without curves and a short, boyish
hairstyle” which allowed for more freedom of movement (Thesander 112). These trends
were connected to the need for “women’s labour” during World War I, leading women’s
clothes to become more functional (Thesander 112). The change also was connected to
the larger social liberation of women. ‘“Many women,” according to Thesander, “had
become self-supporting and financially independent” after World War I (116). There was
a “new femininity” that was “not expressed in an accentuation of the female body but in a
toning down of female curves, a trend that became even more pronounced in the boyish
body ideal of the 1920s” (Thesander 113). In fact, women wanted to look so much like
the boyish ideal that in the 1920s, that they wore “bandeau bras that flattened the breasts
and made them disappear into a boyish silhouette. Young girls took to wearing brassieres
later and later and some women dispensed with them altogether,” working instead to have

“plank figures” (Yalom 176). This is a historical anomaly, according to Yalom (176).

¢ Additionally, according to Thesander, “The heavy corset ceased to be the foundation for the shape of
varying fashions at the beginning of the twentieth century, but it has lived on as an erotic fetish object”
(52).
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Then in the 1930s, due to a time of economic crisis in America, there was a
reversion in the ideal female figure. People felt uncertain and thus clung to previous
stereotypes and traditions. Because of this, “Women were to be feminine, decent and
muted again; their appearance had to be attractive but not sensual and under no
circumstances was it to be offensive or show signs of a desire for emancipation”
(Thesander 143). In the 1930s the “female silhouette [...] was slender and ‘natural’, but
it was a natural look that required some artifice. Care for the body and a good corset to
shape it were necessary, but women were not supposed to look as if they were wearing a
corset” (Thesander 132). The purpose of the corset at this point was to “correct any
‘faults’” (Thesander 133) and women were, of course, assumed to have faults. One was
not supposed to be able to tell a woman was wearing a corset and they became more
comfortable because new corsets had a material called lastex in them to make them
stretchable (Thesander 134).

After World War II, which had resolved much of the economic crisis of the
1930s, “bullet,” “torpedo,” and “cone-shaped” brassieres became popular (Yalom 177),
lending themselves to extreme caricatures of the female breast. They were very stiff and
played “into men’s fantasies with rigid torpedo shells” (Yalom 178). In contrast, with the
rise of the second wave of feminism in the 1960s, the shape of bras became less about the
structure underneath one’s clothes. In the 1960s bras became more stretchable; the “no-
bra bra” was created, which “gave support despite the transparent effect that one was
wearing nothing underneath” (Yalom 178). So a woman was to look a certain way but
not look like she was trying. She was to look like the ideal naturally. According to

Thesander, “the slim, youthful but above all natural type gained currency. Breasts were
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allowed their natural shape and no bra was thought necessary for support” (Thesander
183). These bras “were as light and discreet as possible” (Yalom 178-79) and the look of
the 1960s and early 1970s was “distinctly androgynous” (Yalom 179).

In the late 1980s and early 1990s there was a resurgence in the popularity of large
breasts and cleavage. “After two decades of playing down breasts,” according to Yalom,
“it was no longer considered bad taste to display them ostentatiously” (181-82). In the
late 1980s push-up bras become popular, so a woman’s breasts would look like she had
breast enlargement surgery (Yalom 181). These bras — push-up bras, Wonderbras — are
what Yalom calls “cleavage-producing bras” (181). Along with these bras there was an
increase in the rates of breast augmentation. The ideal breast came to be less realistic-
looking, less available for women who actually had real breasts. Breasts were expected
to be bigger during the period of the 1990s, but not at all saggy or pliable. Instead they
were to be large, but perky, without needing a bra to hold them up and with naturally-
occurring cleavage.

Like the corset and brassiere, which symbolized one’s class, morality, or effort to
approximate the ideals for the female body, other clothing conventions of the late 1960s
to the early 2000s also reveal much about the America in which the conventions arose
and about the view of women during those time periods. These clothes revealed parts of
the body which previously had been concealed from view. In the late 1960s during the
“cult of youth” (Thesander 179), out of which the “no-bra bra” and more natural and
comfortable undergarments had arisen, there was a “Liberation of the body” and women
were not focused on the “body-fixated sex role” (Thesander 183). During this time, the

mini-skirt rose in popularity. The cult of youth rejected “middle-class society and its
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conventions” (Thesander 180), which said much of women’s legs needed to be
concealed. At times when longer skirts were worn, the hidden legs of a woman were
eroticized because they were mysterious and hidden. With the miniskirt showing off
women’s legs, there was a “desexualization of the female body” (Thesander 185).
Similar to the mini skirt’s surge in popularity during the cult of youth in the late
1960s, in the mid-1990s the Baby Doll dress became increasingly popular. In 1990s
America there was an idealization of youth, a disrespect and fear of youth power, a fear
of women’s power, and an eroticization of little girls. The Baby Doll dress is
representative of these trends. In the 1990s, there was increased pressure to look young
and a permeating ideal that “youth is king” (or queen, as it were). There was a fear of
aging, exemplified by the marketing of anti-aging cream, anti-wrinkle cream, hair dye to
cover gray hair, and the prevalence of youthful images as the ideal towards which one
should strive. Baby Doll dresses could be worn only by girls and women of certain ages,
yet because of the preference for youthfulness, women believed they needed to work to
fit into the dresses to be fashionable and youthful. This emphasis on preserving the youth
of women by having them look young through clothing and cosmetics also is indicative
of a fear in American society of women gaining power socially and politically in the
1990s. The emphasis on youth and the encouragement of women to look like girls is due
to what Becky Thompson in A Hunger So Wide and So Deep, citing Chernin, describes

[13]

when she states that “’men are drawn to women of childish body and mind because there
is something less disturbing about the vulnerability and helplessness of a small child and

something truly disturbing about the body and mind of a mature woman’” (5).
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The Baby Doll dress perpetuated this romanticization and idealization, as well as
the eroticization, of youth. In many ways, adult women already were (and still are)
expected to look pre-pubescent — no leg or underarm hair, thin bodies, and a lack of pubic
hair. The “little girl” image was sexy, erotic. A woman projecting a girlish image in a
Baby Doll dress may be seen (and may actually be) more easily violated and less
powerful in fending off another’s sexual advances. She may be perceived as not meaning
it when she says “No” because she’s so innocent and naive. Additionally, the idea of
taking a woman’s innocence and virginity away appeals to some men. A common
heterosexual male fantasy is that a young woman is innocent yet the man can awaken her
burgeoning sensuality. In these dresses, women looked virginal, which for some is even

sexier; she is “fresh meat,” controllable, childlike, yet sexual.

If women are kept busy working to look young and thinking they should strive to
look youthful, naive, and innocent, they will not work as hard at achieving in other
realms. If women are in Baby Doll dresses and look ineffectual and young, they are more
easily written off. The social power of both youth and women may be less threatening if
they are dressed in a way that takes away some of their power and makes others not take
them seriously (or at least leads to the perception of this diminishment in power). Even if
women are powerful socially, economically, and politically, that power is tempered when
they look like little girls or are distracted by striving to look more youthful.

Logistically, while the Baby Doll dresses were loose and not necessarily
restrictive, they were restrictive in the prevention of movement. These dresses showed a
lot of one’s body; there was nowhere to hide bodily flaws because of the short length and

the short sleeves. This made a woman more accessible to others and put the female body
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on increased display. The way one dresses is connected to the way in which one portrays
herself, the way one thinks about herself. Thus, if one thinks she looked like a little girl
in a Baby Doll dress, what happens to the power she feels she has? To dress younger
than she is diminishes a woman’s power and diminishes her ability to take herself
seriously, as well as have others take her seriously.

Ironically, and perhaps as an attempt to temper the messages of innocence and
vulnerability of the Baby Doll dress, many women wore Baby Doll dresses with combat
or hiking boots. This served, at least in part, to make a woman seem stronger, on sturdier
ground, more in “command,” because she wore the boots of war, boots in which hard
work is done. The contrast, and perhaps purposeful manipulation or playing with the
images set forth, in juxtaposing those two items of clothing is important to keep in mind.

In the early 2000s another clothing trend — the low rise jean — gave increased
access to another area of the female body: the midriff. Low rise jeans were ubiquitous —
in music videos, commercials, all forms of media. There were tutorials in fashion
magazines showing women how to wear low rise jeans without showing their underwear.
Aside from the fact that these jeans were not made for girls and women who had actual
womanly bodies — curves, hips, and body fat - there are other problems, both theoretical
and practical, with low rise jeans.

Because more of the female body is exposed, particularly when paired with a
cropped tee, more of one’s body, specifically the midriff, is “out there” and subject to
external scrutiny. With low rise jeans, beauty standards become fixated on yet another
part of the body. There was another part of the female body that had to meet very rigid

and unrealistic standards. A girl or woman is considered beautiful if certain parts meet
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certain expectations. Similar to the foot bound woman, wherein “Beauty was the way
feet looked and how they moved” (Dworkin 106), during the popularity of low rise jeans,
a woman was judged by whether her midriff met certain standards.

Because of the amount of the body showing increased dramatically when wearing
these jeans, there were more places to shave, wax, tan, and maintain. With more skin
showing, there were more places upon which attention was focused, more places that
needed to be toned and exercised. And more exercise of a different kind was necessary
because the women who wore these jeans did not have natural, rounded, womanly
stomachs, but stomachs which were the product of much bodily discipline and exercise.

The natural body of a woman had to be “reigned in” to wear low rise jeans. One
could not have any fat around her waist and hips, or the fat rolled over the top of the jeans
(often called a “muffin top”) because they were cut so low. Both a woman’s body and
her movements were restricted by these jeans. She had to work to meet a new skinnier
ideal, lose weight in her stomach and hips, strive for unrealistic standards, and fight
against the body that is womanly. Special underwear was required, as one could not wear
regular underwear with low-rise jeans.” Again, one product, the low rise jean, led to a
need for other products and activities: new underwear, increased shaving, waxing,
tanning, and more exercise. Women could not sit normally or comfortably in low rise
jeans, a woman wearing them had less mobility. Similar to the way in which Dworkin
describes foot-binding and what is involved in walking when foot-bound, when wearing
low rise jeans, sitting or bending required “tremendous exertion” (Dworkin 101) and

great caution. One worried that others could see down her pants and see one’s underwear

7 Yeta strange trend in the mid 2000s was to let the top of one’s thong show above the low rise jeans, so
that others can not only see one’s exposed hips and hip bones, but also one’s underwear.
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(or lack of'it). Like the Baby Doll dress, a woman could not bend over in low rise jeans
without worrying about who will see what when she did.

As outlined throughout Chapter One, the female body has been and is judged
based on a variety of standards — most of which do not have women’s best interests
(physical or psychological) in mind. The restrictions, ideals, and myths by which
women’s bodies are judged, and the clothing women wear, overwhelmingly run counter
to women’s health and what the female form looks like naturally. There is a
circumscription of women’s free movement, an exaltation of the masculine, white, and
thin, and an encouragement of female weakness throughout most of the expectations

regarding the female body from the late nineteenth century to the present.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PSYCHOLOGICAL AND THE PHYSICAL
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