Chapter Three
“I fake it so real I am beyond fake”

Since Simone de Beauvoir made the assertion that “woman” was not a biological given, but a learnt cultural production, feminism has debated the nature of, and relationship between, “gender” and “sex”. Post de Beauvoir, the understanding favoured by theorists conceptualised “sex” as the biological distinction between males and females, and “gender” as the cultural construction of sex. Feminism has used the sex / gender distinction to sever the connection between the biological category of sex and the social / cultural construction of gender. Once gender is understood to be culturally constructed, essentialist ideas that gender derives from the natural body can be exposed as erroneous.  Drawing from Michel Foucault's work on the body and power, Judith Butler problematises this understanding by arguing that “gender” is not simply a social construction based on a biological difference between males and females.
 Nor should gender be construed 

as a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylised repetition of acts. The effect of gender is produced through the stylisation of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self.

Butler argues for an understanding of gender as “performative”. Her discourse on gender develops from the assertion that there is no internal “essence” of gender identity; rather, ‘words, acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but produce this on the surface of the body’.
 She argues that these words, acts, gestures, and desire are 
performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through the corporeal signs and other discursive means. That the gendered body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality.
 
Butler uses Foucault for the feminist objective of politicising the processes through which femininity is produced, by identifying the regulatory power of cultural norms in the performance of feminine gender identity. 

Notions of gender as performative can help one understand Courtney Love's subversive gender acts, for, as Susan Bordo points out, ideals of femininity are intrinsically linked to a physical ideal.
 She points argues that we ‘are no longer given verbal descriptions or exemplars of what a lady is or what femininity consists. Rather, we learn the rules directly through bodily discourse: through images that tell us what clothes, body shape, facial expression, movements, and behaviours are required.’
 Love’s image of the early nineties - heavily bleached blonde hair, with dark roots deliberately showing, powdered white face makeup, dark-ringed eyes, mascara and eyeliner often smudged, and big, dark red lips (Fig 3.1 and Fig. 3.2) – presents an exaggerated representation of femininity, thus exposing its construction. By exaggerating acts and gestures of femininity, Love makes visible these performances, and how “gender”, specifically femininity, is the naturalised repetition of these performances. That is, Love’s representation of femininity exposes the performative nature of gender.

Figure 3.1 
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Figure 3.2 

Butler argues that it is through the repetition of gendered acts, gestures, and speeches that

femininity is constituted. She claims that ‘[t]his repetition is at once a re-enactment and re-experiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualised form of their legitimation.’
 In this sense, performativity is not a singular act, but ‘a reiteration of a norm or set of norms, and to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition.’
 That is, repetition hides the nature of gender as performative by naturalising the performances. Butler thus describes gender as

a construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those productions - and the punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them - the construction 'compels' our belief in its necessity and naturalness.

Certainly, there are consequences for those who challenge the “naturalness” of femininity and masculinity.

The acts, gestures, words, and desires that constitute femininity are determined by the ideal of femininity that exists within a culture. Love’s exaggeration of certain acts and gestures references feminine ideals from Western culture. Throughout Western history, femininity has been linked with certain physical attributes; the feminine ideal has a corresponding physical ideal. Richard Dyer examines and discusses the physical ideals of femininity in Western culture, identifying the ideal feminine body as possessing clear, white skin, blonde hair and youth.
 As Myra Macdonald points out, these ideals are performed by females in Western culture using ‘appropriate forms of make-up and cosmetic care of skin and hair; and the adornment of the body through clothes and accessories.’
 She points out that it ‘is not the body, but the codifying of the body into structures of appearance, that culturally shapes and moulds what it means to be “feminine”.’
  

Macdonald notes that feminist film critics of the 1970s and 1980s were some of the first to ‘suggest that when femininity is displayed to excess (as, for example, in Mae West or Marilyn Monroe) its mask-like quality is drawn to our attention and we are encouraged to review, and thereby challenge, femininity as an artificial construction.’
 Courtney Love, like the big screen sirens of the past, also draws her audience’s attention to, and reveals the performative nature of, femininity.
 Love was described by Lynn Hirschberg in Vanity Fair as

… tall and big boned and her shoulder-length hair is cut like a mop and dyed yellow-blonde. The dark roots show on purpose - nothing about Courtney is an accident - and today she's attached a plastic hair clip in the shape of a bow to a few strands. She's wearing black stockings with runs in them, a vintage dress that's a size too small ... Her skin, which has been heavily Pan-Caked and powdered to cover an outbreak of acne, is pasty-white, and her lips are painted bright red.

The description of Love in Vanity Fair reveals her exaggerated representation of the physical ideals of femininity in Western culture. As such, she reveals the lack of essence and the performativity of such ideals. For example, the ideal of acne-free, clear, white uninterrupted skin is usually achieved through the application of make-up to disguise blemishes, yet Love’s make-up is deliberately thick. This emphasises the fact that the feminine ideal of clear, white skin is not an expression of “natural” femininity, but a performance enacted by females using makeup to conceal “imperfections” and to make skin the idealised “white”. Blonde hair is also a part of the Western feminine ideal. However, many females have to bleach and colour their hair to achieve this. Advertisements tell the public that their products have a “natural” finish, that no one will be able to tell that users have coloured their hair. This idea of “natural beauty” is what is emphasised and valued in Western culture. So when Love allows her dark roots to show, she emphasises the “unnaturalness” of these performances. 

When one compares Love’s “kinderwhore” image to how she looks today, the deliberate nature of her exaggerated performance of Western ideals of femininity is also evident. (Fig 3.3 and Fig 3.4)  The kinderwhore look makes visible the lengths females go to achieve the facade of “naturalness” that corresponds with the physical ideal of femininity, by revealing how “unnatural” this ideal, and the performances that constitute the construction of this ideal, are.
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Figure 3.3: “Kinderwhore” Love 
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Figure 3.4: Love in the latter 1990s.
The Vanity Fair quote describing Love’s appearance also outlines what she is wearing, detailing things such as runs in her stockings and the fact that her dress is ‘too small’. The adornment of the body with clothing and fashion, as well as the use of makeup to perform ideals of “beauty”, is evidence of femininity as performative. Marianne Thesander documents the changing physical ideals expected of women (and girls) throughout the centuries and examines how females seek to obtain these ideals. She looks at the use of the corset in “shaping” the body into the physical ideal and how fashion changes and dictates the physical ideal.
 Clothing is thus very influential and important to any examination of gender, and the performativity of gender. How female clothes are “read” by a culture is also important. Efrat Tseëlon chronicles and discusses the links between ‘sin, body, women and clothes’,
 since the Christian biblical story blamed the fall of humanity on Eve. According to Tseëlon, clothes have indicated both status and gender in Western culture. They legitimise social distinctions by naturalising the differences between males and females, and in doing so they act as a form of social control.
 Tseëlon argues that clothes have become ‘a signifier of moral virtue. The major distinction in female dress was between the noble woman and the prostitute.’
 He points out that gender transgression through clothes constituted moral transgression by women, ‘in showing vanity of display’ and by sexualising the body by its adornment.
 The performance of femininity is thus associated with wearing “appropriate” clothing.

Courtney Love’s transgression of gender boundaries with her kinderwhore look of the early 1990s exposes the meanings of femininity invested in clothing. Love transgressed modes of acceptability when she dressed in “little girl” style dresses, articulating the sexualization of youth in Western ideals of femininity. (Fig. 3.5) Her clothing also combined different colours and styles that deliberately clash with each other. In other words, she did not perform femininity “correctly” through her clothing. As the Vanity Fair article points out, her tights were always ripped, her dresses a size or two too small; often, other articles of her clothing were also ripped, mocking the ideal of feminine modesty. (Fig. 3.6 and Fig 3.7) Hirschberg notes Love's immodest dress in her description of Love sitting on a couch wearing ‘a green flowered dress that’s ripped along the bodice so that her bra is exposed.’
 In the context of the article there is no reason that this should be revealed, for at this point Kurt Cobain, Love’s then husband, is the topic of the text. She is just sitting in the room. The fact that Love does not perform femininity “correctly” however, must be noted for the audience. Normative femininity is naturalised within Western culture, and those who do not perform according to expectations are “punished”.
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Figure 3.5
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Figure 3.6 
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Figure 3.7
If the performative nature of gender is naturalised, how does one articulate and expose the performative nature of gender? Butler uses the example of “drag”. Within the act of “drag” the notion of an essential or original gender is parodied. She explains, ‘[i]n imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself - as well as its contingency.’
 The parody, in other words, has no original, but is ‘a parody of the very notion of an original.’
 When Butler uses “drag” as an example of performance, the term is not limited to male drag of feminine performance. Love's carefully constructed representation of femininity through her dress and make-up can thus be considered “drag”. As Mavis Bayton argues, Love recognises that ‘[o]ne way of circumnavigating image-traps [of femininity] is to “go over the top” as parody.’
 Certainly, Love's “drag” performance is recognised as such by the public. She has become an icon of drag, as males, as well as females, use her representations of the codes of femininity to enact their own “deviant” gender representations. (Figs. 3.8, 3.9, 3.10)

Such subversion of normative codes of dress can reveal the performativity of femininity, reveal its lack of “essence”. Macdonald argues that, since the 1980s, dress and fashion ‘operating as both visible and readable cultural practices and as semiotic systems, raise particularly interesting issues in relation to redefinitions of femininity.’
 Bricolage, ‘the dislocation of signs from their original location to forge new meanings,’
 has become a strategy of gender subversion. Certainly, it is through the resignification of clothing, fashion and make-up that Love emphasises the performativity of gender. This is how Courtney Love and the young girls who copy her style, even if they don’t recognise the significance of their deviant gender performances, produce gender subversion. For, as Mary Celeste Kearney argues in her essay ‘“Don't Need You”: Rethinking Identity Politics and Separatism From a Grrrl Perspective’, the 
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Figure 3.8 

kinderwhore look, as worn by Love, appropriates the ‘accoutrements of girlhood, femininity, and alternative youth culture for an ironic (dis)play of the signifying codes of gender and generation.’

Susan Hekman, however, notes that the subversiveness of such strategies cannot be assumed because even “deviant” gender roles reinforce and reinscribe the continuum of these roles. 
 In other 
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Figure 3.9 
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Figure 3.10 
words, the performance of deviant gender involves using representations and performances that usually work to maintain norms. Hekman points out that ‘[b]y “choosing” one of these “deviant” roles, the subject reinforces and reinscribes the “law of sex” that she claims to reject.’
 The subversive performance, as a reproduction of the hegemonic performance of gender, may be read as simply a reproduction of the hegemonic structures of gender. Butler argues however, that resistance requires a subversive repetition that does not simply imitate, reproduce and hence maintain cultural practices of gender. That is, subversion should, as Butler puts it, ‘call into question the regulatory practice of identity itself.’

Love’s tendency to continually reinvent herself (her enactment of fractured, fluid identity) does this. The recognition and exposure of the performative nature of gender identity is an important part of subversion as it opens up spaces for continued rebellion. It is the concealment of performativity that keeps the unequal relationship between males and females in place in Western culture: it keeps females “docile”. Macdonald points out that in ‘deciding whether to diet or not, whether to wear make-up or not, how to dress, how to style their hair, women are actively participating in a system of meaning-creation ... It is this investment in appearance as a key identity marker that makes representation of the body a particularly crucial area for defining or redefining femininity.’
 
Love takes her subversive performances to a huge audience. Indeed her subversion of “feminine gender identity” through her articulation of the performativity of gender is facilitated by the media’s reproduction of her image. As Butler points out, the media is ‘neither monolithic nor does it act only and always to domesticate. Sometimes it ends up producing images that it has no control over. This kind of unpredictable effect can emerge right out of the centre of a conservative media without an awareness that it is happening.’
 This is what happened when conservative media reproduced images and representations of Love with the intention of demonising her, but which in effect made her subversions all the more effective. Her image, and message, was no longer constrained by the limitations of her existence within the spaces of rock music. She became a celebrity. A lot a people suddenly knew who she was. As Rolling Stone pointed out as early as 1995, ‘[c]onventional wisdom has suggested that a random gathering of cabdrivers, grandmothers and Vanity Fair subscribers would be able to peg Courtney Love in a police line-up, no problem.’
 

In order for deviant performances of gender identity to attain political significance, they must be seen. Bayton notes that the ‘rock stage provides an ideal public space for innovative gender performance’.
 Rock has provided Courtney Love with an effective space to enact gender subversion and for this subversion to be witnessed. Rock is aimed at a young market, and that is certainly the market Love addresses. She makes young girls aware of the representations they can make through their appearance, and aware of the structures of power they are supporting (or subverting) in the ways they present themselves.

Playing with style, clothing and make-up has long been an important part of learning femininity. That is, the end result of these performances has traditionally been feminine identity. Yet, Macdonald suggests that the movement of this “play” with styles, from the private space of the bedroom to the public spaces of the streets has made the girls of today more “knowing” of the extent to which these performances are performances
, and thus, more able to challenge or reject restrictive gender roles. Love has been central in encouraging such transitions – not only through her performances but also through her lyrics.
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