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THE REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN'S BODIES            IN THE PRESS FOR WOMEN

(Desire and Identification in the Romanian Women Journals)

Introduction

The radical expansion and diversity of the mass media is one of the most outstanding changes of post-89 Romania.  Whether the press can count as the fourth power, actually influencing the decisions of politicians and law-makers, it is still a moot question.  What is beyond doubt, however, and what has been rather ignored in present day critical debates, is the way the press refashions old political, moral and social identities and constitutes new subjectivities. There have been even less inquiries in the way the press is instrumental in producing new desires and new pleasures, in inscribing the bodies of post-totalitarian generations.  My paper will take up some of these issues  focusing on the process of refashioning  Romanian women's  embodied identity.  I shall concentrate exclusively on visual representations of idealized femininity in  women's magazines and the messages they are likely to convey to their readers.

The journals designed for women could be grouped under three headings: the less respectable journals dealing with sex and violence and catering for rather dubious tastes; journals dwelling on glamour and stars, meant for younger women (teenagers and women in their early twenties) and the highly respectable journals printed on expensive glossy paper, conveying useful and pleasant information to the more mature women.  

What all these journals have in common is the fact that they almost exclusively disseminate images of  Western women.  If Western mass media can have a direct impact upon the Romanian population via cable TV, the printed press is less accessible to us mainly for financial reasons.  As Romanian women can hardly afford to buy French, German, let alone American magazines, the local press meets this demand by circulating images and information culled from Western journals.  What is striking, however, is that these images have largely supplanted the images of Romanian women, suggesting that a process of colonization by Western media might be taking place.  This process should be understood against the background of a concurrent  devaluation of the significances attached to Romanian constructions of femininity , a devaluation which is an effect of the loss in status  and prestige that Romanian women have experienced in the past six years or more.  Romanian journals  negotiate the Western significances in an attempt to create new constructions of femininity that carry greater legitimacy.

Before going into the analysis of visual representations of ideal femininity in Romanian journals, let us consider a few theoretical issues.

As Elizabeth Grosz has demonstrated the opposition between subjectivity and body, is no longer tenable as "the very sense of self is linked to the subject's sexual and bodily specificity".  In deconstructing the opposition between the self and the body, Grosz relies on Freud's account of the ego in his essay "on Narcissism".

Narcissism is a form of self-love. Primary narcissism ( whose description roughly matches that of Lacans mirror image) is essential in the constitution of the ego. The latter is the result of a series of identifications, internalized as the ego ideal, and as the consequence of a narcissistic attachment to a part or to the entire body.

Consequently, the body is always libidinally invested, it is never merely functional, the human subject always has a love (or hatred) relation to his/her body.  Secondly, the body is always meaningful, it is constituted for the subject and for others in terms of meanings.  The opposition body/nature and culture/meanings is thus deconstructed.  

The ego is a mapping, a projection of the body, not of the "natural", anatomical body, however,  but of the libidinally invested body, which means a body valorized. At the same time, the ego is a reflection of the other's body, which provides the frame of reference for the representation of one's own body.

Bodies and egoes  are culturally inscribed, which means that they not reflections of the context and its system of values, but they are constituted by them.  The libidinally image of the body is constructed out of culturally dependent meanings, desires and fantasies. THE BODY IS THUS LITERALLY WRITTEN ON, INSCRIBED BY DESIRE, SIGNIFICATION PRODUCED WITHIN A GIVEN CULTURAL SYSTEM.

The body is in no sense natural , nor is its sexuality. There is no original, unrepressed sexuality to return to as there is no innocent, pristine body.  Values, meanings, desires construct male and female bodies differently. In  the patriarchal system women's bodies are constructed as a lack, whereas the male body is constructed as phallic.  The sexual body is ,however, capable of being continuously re-written, which holds out the promise that it can be reconstituted in quite other terms than the ones that already mark it.  Analyzing and challenging the way female bodies are represented ,is one component of a project of rewriting the female body as positivity rather than as a lack.

The magazines dealing with sex and violence verge on pornography. I have shown elsewhere, that almost all Romanian women's magazines display a tendency to show "pin up images" of scantily dressed  and sexually inviting women. Journals like Infractoarea, Magazin International or Magazin abound in images of fragmented bodies, typical of pornography.  Pictures of women with  bulging bare breasts are placed in the four corners of the page, thus framing the stories about  prostitutes or criminals. Quite frequently, the bare breasts are detached from the rest of the body and inserted within a crossword puzzle. The idea of femininity undergoes thus a radical devaluation and a stark instrumentalization. The essence of women is reduced to anatomy
, to parts of the female body that can provide sexual pleasure. The vulgar language in which the incidents are told further enhances the degradation of women and of all significances related to female sexuality.  The headline  "Pasarica maiastra",
 a licentious pun on a slang word used for female genitalia and the name of a fairy tale bird,  which introduces various stories about women,  foregrounds the reduction operated at the visual level by means of images of the fragmented body.

How can these representations of women provide pleasure to a female public?  Although the representations (visual and written) are constructed from the perspective of the male gaze, although the visual images show women solely as objects of desire, all stories deal with female desire. The latter is severely, if not downright violently, incriminated by the degrading language used to describe the actions of the female characters. Nevertheless, there persists a sense of agency. The women are anything but passive. Their actions, though reprobable or mean, though they do nothing but provide further evidence on women's traditional weaknesses and vices, somehow make the respective characters attractive to a female public. In a sense they are degraded, grotesque versions of a figure like Alexis in the soap-opera serial  Dynasty.

I think that the pleasure the stories can provide is twofold: on the one hand,  readers are encouraged by the tone adopted in the articles to freely indulge in scapegoating women who can make a profit out of their sex.  Readers can vent their worst misogynist desires and frustrations experienced by men and women alike at the present time of transition, when patriarchal rules, which were reinforced during the communist regime are blatantly flouted. On the other hand, this moralizing highly conservative narrative tone functions as a screen behind which readers can freely enjoy  fantasizing about the very transgressive actions they are incriminating. The degraded bodies of women of loose morals and of strong sexual desires becomes a site, where desires and frustrations caused by present changes in moral values can be acted out.

Viewed from this perspective, the images of the bare-breasted women can acquire new significances - they can connote not only unrestricted male desire and pleasure but also female potency, in a context  where successful femininity is defined as the capacity to provide male pleasure.  Such images can suggest power and transgression. This line of analysis does not exclude the unacknowledged homoerotic desire that such images elicit in a female public.

The same patriarchal definition of  ideal and successful femininity underlies the representations of women in the journals for young women (Salut,  Lumea femeilor, Timpul femeilor in tara barbatilor). The images are no longer degraded, even if the fragmentation foregrounding breasts, thighs, buttocks and legs persists. If female sexuality is no longer devalued, as it is the case with a journal  like Infractoarea, but praised, this has much to do with the fact that the images represent Western stars or top models. The journals encourage attitudes of star worshipping, which in the Romanian post-socialist context feed on utopian desires. Images of Claudia Schiffer, Cindy Crawford, Naomi Cambell do not only stand for the ideal of unattainable female desirability but also for the glamour and abundance of the West viewed as a utopian world.
 The desire to identify with the glamorous female figures can also be read as a desire to participate vicariously in their world. Magazines not unlike serials such as Beverly Hills , offer Romanian women an escape into a fantasy world, where the painful differences between the two worlds can be ignored.

As  top models have largely supplanted the  Hollywood stars as purveyors of a sense of glamour, what plays a great role in the production of utopian desire is less the luxurious space the earlier stars used to be associated with but the female body itself.  In a country such as Romania, the perfection of the models' bodies is read  as inscriptions of the perfections of the Western system, an effect of the economic and cultural practices of the more advanced countries. To imitate the star, a desire which magazines have always encouraged, means nowadays to adopt the cultural practices that have informed her body. It is in the selection and translation of these practices that the magazines/journals do not simply take over Western messages but negotiate between the latter's significances in the West and the prevailing attitudes concerning femininity in Romania.  The message the representations eventually carry to the readers bears the imprint of Romanian perceptions and values. 

For example the magazines designed for young women generally offer their public oversexed images of an execessive femininity as instances of successful femininity. Movie stars or top models are often shown as heavily made up, flaunting their sexuality in an aggressive way. Journals thus respond to a need  to overemphasize sexual difference, a need experienced in the Romanian society as a result of a sense of lack. The Romanian public has not as yet got over the anxiety over the definition of femininity caused by the egalitarian policy of the previous regime which was perceived as tending to erase sexual difference. Cosmetics, excessive make up, clothes have come to signify a desirable femininity that was long unattainable or simply prohibited. To Romanian young women, excessive make up is associated with visions of utopian abundance (as they can see it in video clips); it is an abundance in feminine qualities, in the capacity of self-fashioning hence of agency and power, in sexual pleasure and an abundance in material wealth as well.  Teaching their readers how to make up their eyes like Cindy Crawford, Isabelle D'Ajanie or Claudia Schiffer,
 the journals apparently make the access to this abundance possible.   

The message of sexuality viewed as a masquerade, indirectly conveyed in this journals, signals to Romanian women a rebellion against the previous definitions of demure and repressed femininity. What youth and women's journals want to promote is the sexual liberation movement, which we was repressed in Romania in the sixties. Visual and written representations encourage female readers to revise their traditional views on sex , to change their patterns of behaviour and shape their personality as a sexually provocative if not aggressive one. The major headlines in the journals urge the readers to be the sexiest girl on the beach, to be seductive in the street, at a party or in a disco. Lists of tips on how to become such magnetic personalities include foreign (read Western) sounding ways of using make up, clothing and behavioural cliches. Enticing images of big breasted and heavily made up models reinforce the message conveyed by the various recipes on how to be sexy, seductive, irresistible. A woman is most feminine when she is not herself - when she enacts an elaborate masquerade

What is new and "transgressive" about these messages is the positive value attached to self-fashioning, to the masquerader as well as to the active role allotted to women, who are called upon to have the initiative in their sexual relations.

More traditional journals, such as Femeia Moderna, dwell on the risks involved in this attitude - men tend to consider women's active line of behaviour together with the more provocative make up and clothing as signs of  sexual availability if not of promiscuity.
  Femeia Moderna reproaches the journals that encourage such patterns of behaviour  with promoting  frivolity and with being feminist. It is interesting that feminism is viewed as a Western import associated with sexual immorality  and is rejected as being  strongly detrimental to women's basic needs and interests.
 

The attempt to reposition women as desiring subjects rather than as mere objects of men's action, is still limited and captive to patriarchal views. The definition of successful femininity in terms of desirable physical appearance is not only preserved but reinforced..  

In a way the reproaches brought against  journals, like Timpul in  lumea barbatilor, are founded as young women are encouraged to view their success merely in terms of the sexual impact upon men. According to these journals, the proof of success lies in having a host of men at one's beck and call which makes one be envied by all the other women
. Young women are projected in a fierce competition, competing with each other in getting a desirable boyfriend ( or more if possible). The possibility of setting up a community of women is ruled out. The pressure for women to engage in heterosexual relations at all costs has become tremendous. To be a single  woman, not to be able to boast either a boyfriend or a husband is an appalling prospect, signalling her total failure. Not only is women's success reduced to their sexual impact on men, but what is radically undermined, is the sense of their value independent of men's sexual desire. Aspects ensuring a woman's autonomy, such as career, self-fulfillment in work are completely ignored or devalued.

The glamorized image of stars therefore produces desire, increasing the readers' awareness of their own lack, of the gap between the image and what they perceive in the mirror. The sense of agency created by detailing technologies of beauty - how to make up, to diet, to discipline their bodies - is further undermined by the normalizing power that the images constructed in magazines have. The new norms are all the more seductive to Romanian young women as they are associated with the utopian Western world of plenitude and also smack of resistance against traditional patriarchal  rules of constructing femininity imposed by their parents and/or teachers. Doing it the Western way further implies dissociating themselves from the drab, asexual images of communist women.  

The masquerade, the possibilities of reconstructing their "look" creates a sense of freedom and autonomy that Romanian young women know they can enjoy while still not married with children. It is only for a short period of time that they can indulge in narcissistic involvement with their bodies
 without impunity. The narcissistic pleasure, however, is undermined by the insecurity  which the gap between the ideal image of the star and the practical possibilities of refashioning their body produces. At the same time, such narcissism becomes fully legitimate as it can be appropriated within the patriarchal system: women should be encouraged to construct desirable images of themselves to meet male desire. The definition of femininity as an object of male gaze is thus reinforced. The urgency with which Romanian magazines prod young women towards refashioning their looks has to be related to the dramatic loss in status they have suffered, to their current marginalization in the public sphere, to the feminization of unemployment and of poverty and to the recurrent insistence that women should resume their traditional reproductive functions
 . The indirect message conveyed to the readers is that unless they can provide desirable appearances, fashioned along the Western pattern, they are out of the race, with hardly any chance for success or even survival.

The liberating message of these magazines as well of those addressing more mature women has to deal with a "culture of the self". Women are encouraged to be "selfish", to dedicate themselves to the care of their bodies and the pursuit of the narcissistic pleasures associated with this, disregarding the needy voice of the others, of course only for a limited period of time.  Considering the triple burden Romanian women have to carry - housework, children and gainfully employed work, the culture of the self, promoted by the magazines, is basically accessible only to young women, teenagers who live on their parents. It is the overworked bodies of their mothers that make this short-lived blooming of the young women, and which make their experimenting with self-fashioning possible. 

Some of the journals for mature  women, such as Familia moderna, Familia mea or weeklies like As ,also have scantily dressed top models on their cover pages. Western representations of feminine perfection are still held up as ideal images, even if some journals like Familia mea (which continue more or less nationalistic and socialist traditions) insist on the importance of Romanian models. Emphasis, however, has shifted away from glamour to the care of the body. The journals provide practical information on the use of cosmetics, the care of women's skin, hair, nails, on diet on what exercise to take to keep fit.  The journals do not fail to give information on fashion , to include pictures of the latest collections, many of them providing patterns for clothes.  

Readers are once again urged to change their looks, this being the key to a radical change in their prospects, to attaining sexual and financial success. "O alta infatisare, un alt tu" ( "Another appearance, another self") is a big headline in Avantaje
 .The ideal set up is the trim, well-controlled, self-contained slender body which is also advertised in the West.
  Images of well-groomed, tight, lathe Western bodies complement the advice given on how to attain this ideal. The different appearance that Romanian women have to strive to acquire has the imprint of Western discipline and control of desire.  The urgency with which Romanian readers are advised to change their eating habits, to practice sports, to improve their skin and hair, to strive for perfection suggests a competition for basic resources in which careless, unkempt women could lose for ever. The slender, well-groomed body is read as an epitome of the right atittudes, the correct Western values, of the capacity to control and win. It is this body, that is marked out for success.  The former plump, often sagging, heavy and rather clumsy bodies of socialist women, aging early with overwork and lack of care, their muscles, hair and complexion in disgusting neglect, tends to be repressed and even . It is these bodies of the earlier generations, that are often represented as battered, abused and humiliated. Both the images of oversexed glamorous femininity and those of the well-kept slender body are offered as ideals to be set up against the reality of the abjected maternal, aging bodies. The latter are read as an epitome of whatever we dislike about post-communist Romania. They  signify backwardness, lack of basic skills, inefficiency, disorganization, poverty, squalor and hopelessness.    

Next to visual representations of foreign bodies - be they images of stars, top models or more domesticated images of well-groomed women as it is the case with the journals meant for a more mature public - the texts explaining and detailing the practices that can enable Romanian women to attain this ideal of feminine perfection are also translations from Western articles.  Sometimes the name of the women described in the texts are changed, but more often than not names, habits, social and cultural contexts are all foreign.  These texts are not limited only to practical information on the use of cosmetics but include comments on a variety of issues relevant to women's lives, such as organizing one's household chores, one's spare time, preparing for a new job, the adequate body language and behaviour on the job,  children's education, relation between spouses, sex, health problems.  

Many readers buy the journals for the recipes they include or for the "more serious articles", which fill in an important gap in Romanian women's culture.  Together with the visual representations of female bodies, these articles contribute the fashioning of a new female identity. It is significant that these articles are all translations from Western journals. 

Which could be the connection between representations of women's bodies in the three types of journals?  First of all, they provide almost exclusively foreign Western representations. Next, they all project images of abundant sexuality, producing the desire for eroticized identification. The journals increase our awareness of the devaluation of femininity in the Romanian society and most of them try to offer alternative positive constructions by holding up Western images of desirable femininity. The  foreign origin does not have an alienating effect, on the contrary their being Western exerts a fascination resting on utopian desires associated with the Western civilization.  The cultural difference  inscribed on the bodies offered to Romanian women as models is reread as a difference between the real and the ideal. The refashioning of Romanian women's embodied subjectivity along Western norms is thought to carry greater legitimacy, to be conducive to an improvement in women’s status. A closer look at the process of refashioning reveals, that it largely reproduces the older patriarchal system of values or that it is often informed by anxieties and desires produced in the previous regime. The novelty that has nevertheless emerged as a result of the impact of Western representations, is the stress on agency and on the revised status of women no longer as merely an object, but also as subjects of desire and pleasure.

QUOTED FROM HILARY RADNER

- woman is most feminine when she is not herself - when she enacts an elaborate masquerade .  

-The contradiction in which femininity is  defined through a specular relationship to an image in which it is precisely the woman who must take control of this image 

-disciplines of the body geared towards the production of a feminine self that is endlessly reconstructable

-women seek pleasure and construct identities as a fragmented intertextual process that works upon, against and through the body

-investment in a self that is fundamentally narcissistic (1)

-NARCISSISM IS IN FOR WOMEN, THE ABILITY TO INDULGE ONESELF, PAPMPER ONESELF without having to heed the needy voices of  others- SEE GLAMOUR AND GROOMING THE BODY or conclusions- pleasures of women

- the new glamour woman is the working woman, 


the appearance of success is as important if not more important 
than the real accomplishments (2)


competence for a woman still depends on "looks"

- THE PATRIARCHAL DISCOURSE IN WHICH THE FEMININE IS INSCRIBED AS THE OBJECT OF THE MASCULINE GAZE (SEE sex and viol, and later, to be put at the beginning)

- feminine pleasure as a narcissistic moment is reinscribed within the patriarchal symbolic -3

- Shepherd/ the star used as exemplary model in magazines -53 - from whom readers can learn an appropriate technology of image
- shepherd emphasizes discipline as a means of achieving impairment, rewrites the control over her body as the control of her life and career - 54

the star's function as image, as SPECTACLE, 

-the gap between a technology of beauty and the undeniable excess of her the image - a MOMENT OF LACK - effaced by the agenda that promises to transform looks into accomplishment through product usage and discipline -- -55- the ambiguous fascination of the images of stars

- the agenda that promises to transform looks into accomplishment through product usage and discipline


narcissism which still preserves women's position as an object to be looked at, the object of masculine gaze (57)


self-fashioning-- the woman must constitute herself as an image that permits the reinscription of the masculine gaze as voyeur (58)


- an identity formulated through feminine narcissism does offer women a program of empowerment - this is not the only form of empowerment but it is the one that enables her to keep her position within the heterosexual couple- to function within the established norms of heterosexual behaviour (58-59)


- narcissism - it identifies the feminine through an identification with the Other as mother (59)




- a position of autonomy in which she takes control of her imageness as a source of pleasure for herself (59)




-  the fact that she must construct herself as an image leaves open the possibility of appropriation by the masc. gaze ( 59)




- feminine narcissism upholds consumer society (60); female auto-eroticism becomes permissible, desirable, a moment within the range of normal

-the gap between technology and ideal image / the lack, prevents full identification

-female narcissism - the cathected body of childhood, now lost - which is introjected as ego ideal - 62

the subject's ambivalent relationship to the consumer-constructed body is a tale retold in which the lost body is mourned as well as cherished -62

- against Bordo - the natural body versus the disciplined body; there is no return to the natural body

- the danger for feminism of discarding the opposition -- normalization/resistance (142) - which means to abandon the opposition masculine versus feminine, the female body can no longer be identified as the "aggrieved" - 144

- not all bodies are disciplined the same way -- Foucault - it iwas the male body that was disciplined, the female was left undusciplined

-the connection between disciplining the body and the status of of being a citizen -- as women have been spending more time in the public sphere - their bodies have to be disciplined by other institutions than those in the private, reproductive sphere - 144

- THE CULTURE OF THE SELF - women engaging themselves in a process of self-disciplining - a model of resistance -- the subject resists the domestic disciplines of the family by submitting herself to a public discipline or another technology -146

- Jane Fonda's workbook - a project of self-mastery where strategies of domination coexist with strategies of resistance 146

- a pursuit of feminine body constructed through AGENCY RATHER THAN PASSIVITY -150 the production of an undocile body that does not disrupt the existing heterosexual institutions in which a woman appears for a man -150

- Fonda's disciplinary program provides women with the opportunity to enjoy a narcissistic involvement with their bodies but  under circumastances protected by methodology of discipline and social regulation - 154

-discipline - the breaking down of the body into parts -154- - again the fragmented body

-the workout as a technology of the body transforms LOOKS INTO ACCOMPLISHEMNT - 156

- THE MOVE FROM PRODUCT TO PRODUCER (THE WOMAN DISCIPLINING AND CONSTRUCTING HER BODY) 158

- by assuming control of her body, by making it into her image, Fonda rejects a feminine heritage of passivity GROUNDED IN THE HELPLESS BODY , its helplessness being expressed by the term "ugly" -- see the "ugly" bodies of elderly Romanian women -  159

- the soft maternal traditional feminine body in opposition to the hard reformulated body produced through the workout -163

-yet female narcissim can be reread as male narcissism 169

- Fonda moves away from a feminist position, the feminist investment in the body - towards finding the 'prince charming", the media mogul Ted Turner 169

- the program of discipline - in which the woman is not the object but the subject; however, the rigors of this discipline as punishment visisted on the body, and the rigidity of the socially sanctioned norms that this discipline reproduces cannot be fully articulated as a culure of the self in which the subject submits voluntarily to specific practices in return for certain economic and social advantages 174

-
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