
Graduate Journal of Social Science November 2012, Vol. 9, Issue 3
© 2012 by Graduate Journal of Social Science. All Rights Reserved. ISSN: 1572-3763

It is widely recognised that only 
certain manifestations of femininity 
are deemed appropriate. However, 
the literature on gendered subjects 
has long identified various tensions 
and contradictions within young 
women’s performances of appropri-
ate femininity. These may have be-

come particularly salient in recent 
years, where supposed ‘new’ femi-
ninities advocating agency and em-
powerment (see McRobbie 2007) 
may continue to sit awkwardly 
alongside more traditional notions of 
femininity (Griffin 2004). As a result, 
contemporary femininity can be the-
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orised as a space for hedonism and 
fun, yet also regulation and insecuri-
ty (Skeggs 1997, 116). For this rea-
son, further research into the ways 
in which the boundaries of feminin-
ity might be negotiated remains per-
tinent and important. Drawing upon 
a symbolic interactionist framework, 
a study of the everyday practices 
of young women within the Night 
Time Economy (NTE) will provide 
an opportunity to explore in more 
detail the ways in which these con-
flicting conceptualisations of (in)ap-
propriateness might be negotiated 
and lived, and the ways in which 
the potentially complex and shifting 
boundaries of acceptability might be 
managed.

The performance of ‘appropriate’ 
femininity has long been bound up 
with ideas of risk and respectability 
(Campbell 2005). This project will 
examine how far negotiations of risk 
to safety and respectability within 
the NTE might shape individual and 
collective understandings of classed 
and sexualised (in)appropriate femi-
ninities. Traditional femininity is tied 
to the management of physical risks 
and the performance of effective 
‘safekeeping’ strategies (Campbell 
2005) as women are charged with 
taking responsibility for their own 
safety and may be subjected to 
blame or alienation if they are seen 
to have made themselves ‘vulner-
able’ to risky situations through fail-
ing to adhere to standards of appro-
priate feminine behaviour (Brooks 
2008). Traditional femininity is also 

bound up with notions of respect-
ability and reputation. This is fre-
quently linked to the ‘othering’ of 
less respectable, more ‘risky’ bodies 
(see Cowie and Lees 1981; Green 
and Singleton 2006). These appar-
ently constraining and ‘victim-blam-
ing’ discourses – which also clearly 
deny an active female sexuality 
– need to be re-examined against 
the supposed ‘new’ femininities of 
liberation and sexual empowerment 
(see McRobbie 2007; Waitt, Jessop, 
and Gorman-Murray 2011). 

Whilst there has been a consid-
erable amount of useful research 
on risk and safekeeping within the 
NTE, this often focuses on manage-
ment of physical risks to safety such 
as drink-spiking (Burgess, Dono-
van, and Moore 2009), rather than 
combining this with a broader under-
standing of risk to reputation or ex-
ploring how risk might be negotiated 
through more subtle means such as 
clothing and appearance. Further-
more, existing research in this area 
often fails to draw upon the ways in 
which the dimensions of class and 
sexuality might impact on under-
standings of risk, the boundaries of 
(in)appropriate femininities and the 
creation of different identities (Hay-
dock 2009). William Haydock ar-
gues that research on the NTE fre-
quently fails to focus on how young 
people themselves negotiate drink-
ing, and calls for future research to 
explore the way in which practices 
within the NTE actively construct –
rather than simply reflect – gender 
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(Haydock 2009, 20). 
In addition, Jo Lindsay argues 

that little research on risk has 
been carried out with young work-
ing populations (Lindsay 2003, 3). 
Whilst this comment was made al-
most ten years ago, little research 
since then has addressed this is-
sue. For example, Oona Brooks 
(2011) researched predominantly 
heterosexual students only, and – 
as Haydock (2009, 137) and Jan S. 
Gill et al (2007, 27) argue – a large 
amount of other research also fo-
cuses primarily on easily accessible 
student populations (although see 
Laura Sheard (2011) for a notable 
exception). This is recognised as 
a problem as students are often in 
quite different circumstances to their 
peers who are not in higher educa-
tion (Haydock 2009, 137). 

The Night Time Economy
The complexity of these dis-

courses around risk and respect-
ability is epitomised within the of-
ten highly gendered and (hetero)
sexualised spaces of the NTE (see 
Laurie et al 1999; Skeggs 2001; 
Valentine 2001), the site of a num-
ber of contradictory and competing 
scripts surrounding the participa-
tion and presentation of women’s 
bodies (Cullen 2011). The NTE has 
been conceptualised both as a site 
of female pleasure, empowerment, 
sexual agency, independence and 
bonding (Skeggs 1997; Leyshon 
2008) and also as a key site of 
regulation in which women are ex-

pected to conform in appearance 
and behaviour to certain modes of 
heterosexual femininity (Waitt, Jes-
sop, and Gorman-Murray 2011) and 
manage risk in spaces that carry 
the threat of male violence (Brooks 
2011; Sheard 2011). Furthermore, 
whilst prior research demonstrates 
that young women report that they 
engage in ‘an extensive range of 
safety behaviours’ (Brooks 2011, 
639) within the NTE (often simply 
accepting them as ‘commonsense’ 
gender-specific measures), further 
research into this area is important 
in order to understand whether this 
might be changing in light of argu-
ments around the ‘feminisation’ of 
the NTE (Day, Gough, and McFad-
den 2004).

Such contradictions mean the 
NTE is an ideal site within which to 
examine the embodied practices of 
young women. The context of the 
study within the ‘party city’ (Nayak 
2003) of Newcastle-upon-Tyne is 
also important and relevant. There 
has been prior, illuminating research 
within the city (Chatterton and Hol-
lands 2003), which will act as a use-
ful foundation upon which to build, 
whilst sufficient time has elapsed 
that further research is timely. Much 
research has also focused on post-
industrial masculinities within New-
castle (Nayak 2003) and it will be 
interesting to explore this from a dif-
ferent angle by looking at contem-
porary femininities and how these 
are negotiated within spaces that 
may ‘remain highly masculinised 
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in terms of the male domination of 
space and the policing of compulso-
ry heterosexuality’ (Chatterton and 
Hollands 2003, 148).

Three key themes will be ex-
plored through the research:

Drinking practices
Women’s alcohol consumption 

has been popularly portrayed as 
a threat to safety, health and – ul-
timately – femininity (Day, Gough, 
and McFadden 2004; Meyer 2010), 
with research on the embodied 
drinking practices of young women 
suggesting that they ‘show self-po-
licing and self-restraint in terms of 
intoxication in order to stay within 
the boundaries of traditional femi-
ninity’ (Measham 2002, 358), both 
to avoid being seen as sexually pro-
miscuous and to ensure their own 
safety. The respectability of young 
women in relation to drinking prac-
tices may be maintained by eschew-
ing or ‘othering’ excessively drunk-
en girls (Cullen 2011, 131). This is 
often described as a classed and 
sexualised process, with the female 
binge drinker ‘generally marked as 
white, working class and heterosex-
ual’ (Griffin et al 2009, 458).

	 However, alternative con-
ceptualisations see alcohol con-
sumption as empowering and a key 
component of female socialising. Al-
cohol consumption has been linked 
to the negotiation of pleasure, rela-
tionships and group identity and to 
conceptualisations of femininity as 
assertive and sexually empowered 

(Sheehan and Ridge 2001). With 
drinking now portrayed as a means 
‘for women to accomplish a range of 
both traditional and non-traditional 
femininities’ (Measham 2002, 362) 
in this way, the clear need for further 
research in this area in order to un-
tangle this complex and sometimes 
contradictory interplay of factors is 
further highlighted. 

Bodily presentation, appearance 
and dress

Management of bodily presen-
tation (through strategies such as 
grooming, make-up and dress) is a 
key element of the performativity of 
appropriate femininity (Nayak and 
Kehily 2006). The NTE is a space in 
which the ‘rules’ regarding appropri-
ate dress may be different to other 
everyday settings – a space for the 
visual display of ‘hyper-sexualised 
femininities’ through clothes that 
are glamorous, revealing and erotic 
(Buckley and Fawcett 2002, 132).

However, dress and appear-
ance is another area that may be 
defined by complex contradictions, 
with Beverley Skeggs reporting that 
‘appearance is simultaneously and 
across time a site for pleasure and 
strength but also a site of anxiety, 
regulation and surveillance’ (Skeg-
gs 1997, 107; Buckley and Fawcett 
2002). Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott 
summarise these tensions neatly; 
‘young women remain concerned 
with maintaining appropriately femi-
nine sexual respectability while rep-
resenting themselves as sexually 
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desirable’ (Jackson and Scott 2010, 
96).

Gordon Waitt, Loretta Jessop 
and Andrew Gorman-Murray found 
in their study of young women’s 
engagements with the NTE that 
dress and appearance could be 
harnessed as a perceived source 
of confidence-boosting ‘power’ over 
men (Waitt et al 2011, 264). Sev-
eral participants were ‘emotion-
ally invested in ‘‘doing’’ a femininity 
that best approximated normative 
understandings of feminine and 
‘‘sexy’’’ and commented that they 
enjoyed flirting with men and receiv-
ing attention, suggesting a sense of 
individual empowerment (Waitt et al 
2011, 265). Yet even as some par-
ticipants embraced this sexualised 
femininity through their clothing and 
appearance, others read these ap-
pearances as performative of a kind 
of unrespectable and promiscuous 
femininity (Waitt et al 2011, 265), 
with other contemporary research 
also suggesting that some women 
can continue to be scathing of a 
perceived ‘overdone’ performance 
of femininity (see Haydock 2009, 
211). There is a clear classed ele-
ment to this, with Skeggs referring 
to the ‘devalued class signifiers of 
excess (big hair, short skirts, lots 
of make-up)’ (Skeggs 2001, 302). 
This is supported by Cheryl Buckley 
and Hilary Fawcett’s argument that 
overtly sexualised performances of 
hyper-femininity are strongly linked 
to traditional working-class identities 
(Buckley and Fawcett 2002, 138). 

Patterns of use of venues and 
space

Finally, the ways in which the 
bodies of young women physically 
engage with – and move through – 
the spaces and venues of the NTE 
will be explored. Numerous studies 
outline the risk management strate-
gies young women might take within 
the spaces of the NTE; these may 
include regarding certain spaces or 
venues as ‘off-limits’ or arranging 
transport home in advance (Shee-
han and Ridge 2001; Montemurro 
and McClure 2005). This is sup-
ported by a vast body of work on 
the positioning of women in public 
space, which argues that the physi-
cal movements of women through 
space are informally policed and 
curtailed by the threat of violence 
(Green, Hebron, and Woodward 
1987), thus severely impacting on 
women’s freedom and their ability 
to engage with social, political and 
work opportunities (Radford 1987). 

Sexuality and class may also 
be important dimensions shaping 
young women’s use of space. For 
example, different venues may ap-
peal to different groups of clientele, 
with some prohibiting certain groups 
through exclusionary pricing or dress 
codes or an environment where 
only heterosexuality is perceived as 
welcome. Non-heterosexual women 
may be required to take additional 
measures to manage different kinds 
of risk in public space, for example 
by self-policing the more visible in-
dicators of their sexuality in order to 
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limit the risk of homophobic violence 
(Corteen 2002).

Summary
The literature explored above 

has offered a snapshot of some of 
the proposed tensions surrounding 
the participation of women in the 
NTE and the ways in which their 
behaviours and practices might be 
shaped by the negotiation of risk to 
both safety and reputation, along-
side current gaps in the literature. 
My study of the actual everyday 
practices of young women will help 
to highlight the extent to which these 
tensions continue to exist and the 
ways in which they might be man-
aged and negotiated to create (in)
appropriately gendered subjects. 
My work will develop understand-
ings of the classed and sexualised 
identities that are enabled through 
young women’s performances of 
appropriately safe and respectable 
(or not) femininities within the NTE. 
This will have real implications in 
terms of contributing to understand-
ings of embodied, contemporary 
femininity.
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