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During the month of February I (re)embraced femininity. I became a student of it, learning the ways in which I was deficient and becoming a master of beauty rituals. I performed what I simply call “pretty procedures”. These procedures were influenced by a survey I conducted on women and their feminine maintenance. The process was very much internal. I spent a significant amount of time immersed in media and literature targeted at mainstream women. I studied the art of relationships, fashion, beauty, weight loss and achieving the balance of soft yet strong that eludes the “modern woman”. 

Throughout this process, I experienced a spectrum of feelings that ranged from validation to nagging self-doubt. I often times felt foolish and child-like in situations where my feminine attire seemed impractical. I redeveloped complexes about everything from my weight to my ankles. I become conscious of the income earned that was spent on feminine maintenance. I only resisted for a week or so before I found comfort in conforming. People were nice to me when I smiled or demurred. I received compliments. What was a nebulous concept in my personal life become crystallized: Pretty is a physical and mental state of being. 

I also spent the month talking with other women about their feminine maintenance. The conversation would begin with the confusing axiom that femininity is necessary and innate, and so too are the measures one takes to achieve it. As one woman remarked, “It’s just what you do.” Another woman said she enjoyed the time she takes to become beautiful—it’s “time spent on me”. However, when some women started to verbally dissect everything they do to create the appearance they find most acceptable, they were often startled, overwhelmed or just plain exhausted. When the mechanics of their beauty ritual was laid bare, there was a defeated realization that their ability to exist as merely human beings did not need to hinge on their feminine maintenance. It was their gendered experience that was dependent on their willingness and ability to perform “woman” in their daily lives. 

Every Woman is Patty Hearst
Stockholm syndrome is a term used to describe a paradoxical psychological phenomenon wherein hostages express adulation and have positive feelings towards their captors that appear irrational in light of the danger or risk endured by the victims, essentially mistaking a lack of abuse from their captors as an act of kindness. Stockholm syndrome can be classified as a coping mechanism for people experiencing dangerous and traumatic situations and for women, the patriarchy is a perpetual state of dangerous and traumatic situations.

Femininity is a survival tactic that allows us—as social creatures—to participate in a civilized, capitalistic, patriarchal, heteronormative society. Society forces us to desire protection, procreation and wealth under terms we don’t define for ourselves. To this end, women who perform femininity are given greater access to employment, romantic companionship, peer acceptance and inclusion. In exchange for permission to live in a societal structure they did not create, women who follow the rules experience low self-esteem, poor body image, physical discomfort, harassment and the threat of rape. Similarly, women who outright refuse to, or cannot conform are often ostracized from mainstream society, running the risk of the same threats, but without the “benefit” of patriarchal acceptance. Women are captive regardless of how or if we resist. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s study of Stockholm syndrome finds: “In cases where Stockholm syndrome has occurred, the captive is in a situation where the captor has stripped nearly all forms of independence and gained control of the victim’s life, as well as basic needs for survival. Some experts say that the hostage regresses to, perhaps, a state of infancy; the captive must cry for food, remain silent, and exist in an extreme state of dependence….The victim then begins a struggle for survival, both relying on and identifying with the captor. Possibly, hostages’ motivation to live outweighs their impulse to hate the person who created their dilemma.”

In order to survive, women internalize the message of the dominant culture and learn to rely on it and identify with the standards set for us. Women become adherents and enforcers of femininity. We defend it against those who question its validity. Women don’t question the body torture that is feminine maintenance. We willingly participate in a cycle of ceaseless self-scrutiny. We insist that we mutilate and modify our bodies because it makes us feel good. We do it because we have to and that it’s good for our well-being. (Consider how retailers pair health with beauty in their product categories.)

We do it because we can’t fathom anything else. 

Femininity, in its practice, is both consistent and ever-changing. The practical applications of femininity are cyclical and part of the effort in being feminine is adapting to how it changes with each season, generation, social, technological or other human advancement. What remains constant is the power femininity has to keep women positioned as the default sex class; a state in which women’s status is defined only in terms of our implied consent, sexuality, sexual capacity and sexual availability. 

Femininity has implications beyond gender expression. How a woman performs feminine codes is influenced by her socio-economic status, racial and ethnic identity, physical ability and size. The farther one is removed from dominant culture ideals, the harder it is to perform femininity and thus survive in a mainstream context. 

Maintenance vs. Creation
In her work, Mierle Laderman Ukeles contrasts maintenance and creation. She denotes creation as dynamic, attention-getting and centered on the (male) individual. Conversely, maintenance is tedious, ongoing, invisible and largely associated with women. In my 28 day immersion, I began to understand femininity as a paradox. While it is tedious, there is a degree of artistic merit in feminine posturing. Femininity is dynamic. It is, in many ways, about the individual woman. It is attention-getting. The work women do in the privacy of our bathrooms and salons lays the foundation for the posture we maintain in public spaces.  This does not negate the oppressive nature of femininity, but it helps to understand the balance that women must strike in our gendered existence. 

“Do you want me to be pretty, or do you want me to be on time?” 
One woman I surveyed asks this of the men in her life when she is confronted with her perpetual tardiness. My participation in this project affirms my belief that femininity is an expensive, life-threatening, time-consuming, deflating practice. It is ubiquitous and pervasive to the point of being invisible. It is drilled into us in utero and can follow us all the way to the grave in a bubblegum pink coffin (Prices start at $2,175). Femininity is something women do to survive, but it’s also what keeps us enslaved. We must eschew feminine practices as part of many revolutionary measures needed to eradicate the patriarchal structure that oppresses all people. 

