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Abstract

Feminist debates since the second-wave movement frequently construct ‘women’s sexual
liberation” and resistance to patriarchal heteronormativity as oppositions. This framework
oversimplifies the interwoven relationship between personal and cultural constructions of
women’s sexuality; furthermore, it risks overlooking individuals’ lived experiences and
emotions. This research investigates the multiplicity and complexity of ‘women’s sexual
desire’ by engaging with feminist symbolic interactionism and ideas from queer theories.
How does a woman negotiate her personal ‘web of desire’ within social conventions? The
project adopts auto-photography — a participatory method incorporating self-photography,
journaling and interviews — to engage 18 UK women residents from seven countries in the
co-creation of knowledge. This method encourages women to actively develop ideas; thus,
it has an activist potential to reveal underrepresented meanings of women’s sexuality. In
addition, the methodology generates rich textual and visual materials that demonstrate the
depth of participants’ self-analysis and reflexivity. Multiple analytical methods (thematic
analysis, discourse and narrative analysis, social semiotics) are deployed to read the
women’s narratives critically, as well as representing them as valid. Desire is fluid, and
women explore its meanings through metaphors and symbols. The women’s understanding
of desire is negotiated within four cultural sites — Christianity, ethnicity, popular culture
and feminist ideas — through which they might adopt, reject or struggle with dominant
sexual scripts. Their sexual feelings are embodied experiences that can be generated
through four preconditions: a positive perception of body image, sensations, fantasy and
intimate relationships. The diverse ways in which participants visualise their sexuality
reaffirm that each woman’s desire can be understood as a web interwoven by personal
identities, social interactions and cultural scenarios in a continuous process. In particular,
the extensive references to popular culture suggest that its sexual scripts are influential in

constructing women'’s desire.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

When I was an undergraduate student in Taiwan, a female friend once asked me to tell her
how I explored my sexual desire. I remember starting by telling her that I watched
pornography, and immediately she was too overwhelmed to listen to the rest of my story.
Her reaction was comical, but also a bit worrying. Why would my friend, apparently
curious about how another woman explored and dealt with her sexuality, panic over my
answer? Was it because | mentioned ‘pornography’? Would she have felt less embarrassed

if I had not been so straightforward in my answer?

Despite this incident, I was able to talk about my desire, and this felt very liberating to me
as a young woman, particularly because I came from a family and a wider cultural
environment which expected me to be reserved and sexually innocent. I sometimes
wondered what made me so different: 1 was born and raised in a family embedded in
Taiwanese patriarchal society, yet I seemed rebellious and ‘too independent’ (my aunt’s
words) to some of my friends and relatives. There were mixed messages in everyday life,
though. While sex was — and still is — a taboo subject at home, the TV programmes and
films played at the dinner table were full of sexual images and talk. Some of my university
friends were shocked to hear me talk openly about sex, but almost everyone was
accustomed to men making sexual jokes. When I first learnt about feminist ideas in
university seminars I thought they answered many of my life’s questions, including why it
was okay for men to make sexual remarks, while a similar comment from a woman would
be regarded as inappropriate. The double standard seems to be based on nothing but a
gender dichotomy imposed by a heteronormative, patriarchal culture: I should be allowed
to do what men are entitled to do. Hence, for me, recounting my sexual desire was to make

a statement that [ no longer conformed to the social restraints imposed on women.

My personal fight against patriarchal culture was far from triumphant. Although I did
enjoy some gratifying moments when it was obvious that my heterosexual male friends felt
challenged, I could not change the broader cultural perceptions and criticisms of women

like me who acted against conventions. In fact, I still struggle to even communicate with
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the men! in my family about my feminist career because I am expected to be obedient,
serving the patrilineage?>. My experiences as an ordinary woman made me curious about
other silenced, ordinary women’s sexuality — as opposed to that of celebrities represented
in the mass media. What shapes their — our — desire, and how do they talk about it? Is a
woman’s desire really empowering, or does it only bring trouble and confusion to the
individual located in a patriarchal culture? I decided that conducting a research project
would provide me with a legitimate reason to explore women’s desire — including my own
— and to ask whether desire is potentially subversive. More importantly, [ wanted to expand
my scholarship to investigate how feminist ideas have contributed to the construction of a
sense of empowerment that women feel when they speak out about their desire; and,
furthermore, to assess how women'’s lived experiences might illuminate ongoing feminist

debates about sexual liberation and the theorisation of human sexuality.

This project of researching women’s desire is thus partly a personal journey into culturally
shaped concepts of sexuality. I have many questions. I attempt to investigate what my own
desire entails; meanwhile, I am eager to discover whether there are other young women
who also think that women’s empowerment can possibly be initiated by the declaration of
desire. However, I am aware that these are far more complicated issues than I have thus far
suggested. Popular culture in countries such as China, Taiwan or the UK — where my
participants’ and I have lived — frequently represent sexual images of women in
mainstream media and on social networks, creating an illusion that women are free to
express their sexuality as they wish. However, in daily life, women have to constantly deal
with verbal and physical abuse for being overt about their desire, for example, by the way
they dress or by trying to develop creative ways to communicate what they find sexually

pleasurable?. At the same time, women who decide to challenge the sexualisation of the

T refer here to my grandfather and father. My father’s parents, my parents and my sister live under the same
roof.

2 To be more specific, I was told by my grandfather to marry a Taiwanese man (foreigners are forbidden), to
produce a male child and have him carry the patrilineal family surname ‘Tsao’ because I do not have any
brothers.

3 T use the term ‘participant’ to underline the active role women played in generating research materials in
this project. I discuss this methodological topic further in Chapter 3.

4 This is what my thesis is about: encouraging women to represent their sexuality by making photographs.
11



female body are ridiculed and threatened with sexual violence®. Although I hope that this
piece of research can speak out for women’s desire with a louder, collective voice, |
emphasise that the women who participated in this research do not necessarily share my
agenda. Nevertheless, the complexity and depth of ‘women’s desire’ encourages me to
explore the issue of negotiating personal desire with/in the cultural shaping of sexuality in

a more sophisticated and reflexive manner.

So far, I have indicated how my research stemmed from my personal life. My exploration
of the cultural aspects of ‘women’s desire’ started with language. Language provides a way
of making sense of the world, and also reflects the local lives and culture in which it is
embedded. As a trilingual®, I usually find certain expressions more ‘accurate’ in one
language than in another. When I was recruiting Taiwanese women to join my project, |
tried to translate my research outline into Taiwanese Mandarin. The first obstacle |
encountered was that there is no equivalent term for ‘sexuality’ in Mandarin, since the
concept of sexuality was developed in Western, English-speaking societies. The closest
translation in Mandarin might be £ [xing'], which usually refers to sex in general; or
occasionally it is translated as %7€ [xing’ tai '] — the state of sex, the meaning of which
seems to be slightly lost in translation. So, when I need to write my research outline in
Taiwanese Mandarin, I choose either to be more specific about my meaning — using terms
such as sexual identity, desire or behaviour — or put a footnote outlining the meanings of
the concept of sexuality.

Ry

For the translation of desire, I considered three possible phrases: #X2E [yu' wang'], 15 &%

=

[qing” yu'], and 2% [xing" yu']. These three terms approach desire in different ways. £%
2 [yu' wang'] refers to desire that is directed towards anything: food, fame, money, sex,
among many other things. It suggests an intense ‘want’. [5 7% [qing” yu'] implies a desire
that is accompanied by the feeling one has, usually in relation to other people: one ‘has

feelings for’ another person, hence wanting the person sexually. 7% [xing' yu'] indicates

3> In 2015, the #FreeTheNipple movement is receiving a lot of attention in Taiwan. Many people — regardless
of their gender — are actively participating in this campaign and sharing their photographs online to reclaim
the rights to their own bodies, and to ask for gender equality. This ignites many responses on social media.
Some male commentators outrageously claim that women showing their nipples is an act of seduction and
will result in sexual crimes. Other are more concerned that these topless images may reproduce the
objectification of bodies; hence, finding ways to negotiate bodily liberation within a sexist culture becomes a
difficult task.

6T speak Taiwanese Mandarin, English and Taiwanese Hokkien.
12



sexual desire, but the term is understood as animalistic and raw, suggesting a kind of
uncontrollable lust or sexual drive. As I recall, there seems to be a social convention that
associates [E#X [qing” yu'] with women and 7% [xing' yu'] with men. That is, desires
are gendered. Although T4 X [xing’ yu'] appears to be the most literally-fitting phrase I
can use, | am not certain that it represents the concept I am investigating. This is because,
from the way I understand ‘sexual desire’ in English, the term does not equate to lust. I
discussed this issue with a few Taiwanese friends, and received a number of different
suggestions. In the end, I decided to use [ 7% [qing” yu'] in my research outline and for
my research blog’. The phrase 15 &% [qing” yu'] is slightly more specific than the ‘desire’
for everything, RX28 [yu" wang']. [E#X [qing” yu'] implies the emotions and feelings one
has when talking about sexual desire; in addition, despite and because of its problematic
gendered association, the term would resonate with many Taiwanese women’s experiences

and interpretations.

The process of finding an appropriate Mandarin translation inspired me to think about how
language shapes one’s conceptualisation of desire. I decided to talk to other friends who
are not native English speakers to see how they understood ‘desire’ in their first languages,
and how they would describe the concept in English. Whereas in Taiwanese Mandarin,
desire is associated with sex and a strong feeling for other people, in Greek, it is about
passion. A friend from Cyprus told me that, when thinking about desire, she related it to
epithymia in Greek. Epithymia on its own can mean desiring money and success, craving
food, wanting sex with passion, or desiring love or a relationship; when this term is used
between close friends or partners, the meaning becomes ‘I miss you.” Epithymia has
connotations of intense feelings and positivity. When my friend was describing the various
situations in which one would use epithymia, she said ‘sexual passion’ at times when |
would have said ‘sexual arousal’. After I told her this, she explained that the term sargigi
epithymia, which is associated with érotas, means an intensely passionate and sexual
feeling; whereas the Greek term for ‘sexual arousal’ would be more scientific and written
in textbooks. To have epithymia — this passion and love — is seen as a positive thing. My
friend concluded by telling me that Greeks were very passionate people. ‘It’s all or

nothing’, she said, suggesting that when they had sex, Greek people devoted all their

7 At the start of this project, I set up a blog (https://photographingdesire.wordpress.com/) to recruit
participants. I discuss this part of my methodology in Chapter 2.
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passion to that moment®. While I was asking around for more ideas on desire, a Dutch
friend provided me with several terms she would consider when translating ‘desire’ into
Dutch: willen, meaning want; verlangen, which shares the same etymological origins as
longing; and wensen, which translates as wishing. She also mentioned trek hebben, a
‘moderate craving’, suggesting that one is ‘in the mood’ for something. Most interesting is
begeren, a word for which she could not find a direct English translation. Begeren has a
very strong sexual connotation and, as far as she understood, this term can only be used
between people. The explanations she provided suggest that desire is related to one’s
expectations and a sense of feeling: wanting and being in the mood for something. When

desire is sexual, it is about the people who are involved in the experience.

This exploration into how desire is illustrated in different languages is an indication that
the concept of desire is heterogeneous, although there is a similarity in that it is regarded as
an emotion and a wish, often for other people. The meaning of desire is not univocal;
rather, the interpretation of desire depends on the cultural context and how one makes
sense of it in one’s social location. These ideas suggest that desire is fluid — not only that a
person’s desire changes over time, but also that the very definition of desire is unstable.
Because it is so difficult to define what desire is, my participants and I ended up talking
around desire. Two participants, Cherry and Briggitte, even developed analogies for desire

— by using water and food — as a strategy to illustrate what sexual desire entails.

[Desire] is something that you can, you can explore. Something that has... I’'m trying
to think of a, like, analogy or a metaphor that it could be like, erm, I mean, desire is
like, if you imagine desire is like water, it’s going to go somewhere. Like, it can
channel itself, it can move. But you can also swim around in that water, or you can
direct it in different, into different avenues, and trying to discover where you like it
best. So yeah, I think that’s, I mean that’s how I feel about it. That’s a cranky
metaphor, but it very much describes it... The fact that desire is something you can

explore and analyse, it’s kind of intrinsic to the concept to me. (Cherry, interview 1)

The hesitations, repetitions and verbal fillers in this narrative indicate how Cherry talked
around desire: although she intended to provide a coherent interpretation, her language was

nevertheless filled with obscurities. In this narrative, desire is conceptualised as delicately

8 This, of course, is my friend’s personal interpretation — as one can imagine, there must be occasions where
sex is not as ‘passionate’ as she describes.
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balanced between subjectivity and a sense of uncontrollability. On one hand, the analogy
with water suggests that desire is not static: it flows around and can easily be reshaped as
though having a life of its own. On the other hand, ‘I’ being the subject of my desire means
that I can bring it along to experiment with different sexual scenarios and, by doing so, I
get to explore which types of interactions are more arousing and pleasurable. Furthermore,
Cherry’s description of one swimming in the water indicates that desire is an overwhelming
sexual emotion in which one becomes immersed, while one can still navigate oneself
within it. In addition, I associate water — a direct reference to fluid — with desire in two
distinct ways. Firstly, sex is often referred to as ‘the exchange of bodily fluids’, an
expression that is common in both English and Mandarin. Although sex is not always
about desire, sexual and sexy acts can be arousing. Secondly, ‘fluid’ connotes the queer
theoretical construction of desire’. Being changeable, ambiguous and embodying multiple

meanings, desire can be understood as fluid in the sense that it is beyond our grasp.

Compared to the difficulties of discussing the definition of desire, the participants and I
were more eloquent when talking about our experiences of desire — the scenarios in which
desire was generated and felt. In Briggitte’s interpretation, desire is experienced as it comes

to be rather than it being an intrinsic drive'*:

It’s like when you make erm, a spaghetti Bolognese, and the Bolognese you’re looking
for, perhaps, is sexual desire. But in order to achieve that, you need all these other
ingredients to be added to the mix. You know, minced beef on its own doesn’t make
Bolognese, nor does tomato, nor does garlic. It’s how these things are put together,
how these things interact with one another. And as I said, sometimes it’s paradoxical,
these things don’t interact with one another. And that’s for me what you have to then
look at, and look at why we have certain urges towards them, some behaviours which
might seem to go against our nature, or our belief systems, or, erm, our culture. But

you can’t look at one thing in isolation. (Briggitte, interview 2)

Desire, like cooking, is concerned with how a person uses cultural materials — such as a
recipe — to combine ingredients in particular ways for it to ‘work out’. Yet Briggitte

suggests that the outcome cannot be controlled; rather, desire requires some negotiations

% Queer theories on gender and sexuality are discussed in Chapter 2.

10 See Chapter 2, section ‘From Freud to Foucault: a Move Towards the Cultural Construction of Desire’.
15



and improvisations with the recipes or scripts'!. There exists a variety of recipes for
Bolognese — competing cultural materials that claim to make enjoyable desire — and still
one might alter the ingredients, spices, timing and the heating control in accordance with
one’s tastes or particular circumstances. Some people might prefer heat and intensity, while
others like it mild. Some might be more adventurous with various dishes, while others find
unfamiliar meals difficult to swallow. At times one might be too busy to cook, or the recipe
just does not work. The analogy with a recipe for food suggests that sexual desire is

heterogeneous: to develop into desire, all sorts of elements need to come together.

The complexity of Briggitte’s and Cherry’s analyses contrasts with my naive understanding
before starting this project. Being exposed to popular cultural portrayals of ‘sexy women’,
I once not only identified with such illustrations, but also assumed that this type of image
represented women’s desire in general. This project amazed me with how women use
cameras to depict their sexuality in a diverse, sophisticated manner. I am interested in
‘creative ways’ of using photography, encouraging other women to do it, and pushing

myself to experiment with photography.

I have been interested in photography for many years; I enjoy both taking pictures and
viewing other people’s work. I am conscious that photography is not simply a tool for
‘keeping a record’, it is also used to represent ideas and create artworks. Since I felt that
my own use of photography was quite limited — I did not consider myself the creative type
— I decided that I should experiment with it in my research. For my master’s degree project
in 2011, I used self-directed photography ! to investigate women’s clothing and identities. I
asked my participants to bring two sets of clothes — one that they wore on a daily basis, and
the other that they owned but never or seldom wore — to join me for interview. At the start
of each interview, I took several pictures of these clothes, partly as directed by the
participant who owned the clothes. I had a couple of ‘rules’ for the photo shoot: the casual
outfit was displayed flat — either hung-up or placed on a surface, while the participant
dressed in her seldom-worn outfit. Each participant then reviewed the photos and chose the

images she found most satisfactory to discuss in the interview.

11 Briggitte’s analogy illuminates Gagnon and Simon’s (2005) sexual scripts, a metaphor that is particularly
useful for understanding participants’ desire. I discuss their theory in the next chapter.

12 Tn self-directed photography, the researcher takes photographs of participants and/or props following
participants’ directions.

16



This photographic method highlighted an important issue: women’s delicate negotiation
between the self and cultural convention, an issue which I failed to address in my MA
project. In that task I found that my participants composed comprehensive self-
representations using clothes to see themselves as ‘appropriately unique’ on various social
occasions. That is, participants did not just put on any outfit; rather, they paid attention to
organising their appearance in order to ‘fit in” with other people as well as to express their
personal characters. To achieve this, participants needed knowledge of dress codes for
various events, and they also required skills to organise a coherent image that followed
cultural conventions. Additionally, participants had to find ways to express their
uniqueness — such as by applying make-up, choosing accessories and doing their hair —
within reasonable limits. The skill of managing this self-representation required practice
and continuous self-reflection by participants — acts which they demonstrated in our photo
sessions and when they reviewed their photos during the interviews. Self-directed
photography revealed the process by which participants illustrated their cultural knowledge
and self-reflexivity: they negotiated between personal styles and social conventions, and
they constructed a representation of themselves which demonstrated both their own unique

flair and their ability to accommodate to various events.

Whereas an MA dissertation lasts for only a few months, a PhD project allows more time
for generating research materials. Given the large amount of time available, I chose to
adopt auto-photography '3, a method which requires participants to be more fully involved
in creating photographs (and words) to represent their desire. At a time when images of
sexy female bodies and sexually empowered women permeate popular culture in both
Taiwan and the UK, I was keen to find out how women might visually represent their
desires. What kind of images might women produce now that the cameras are in their own
hands? How might these photographs be different from, or similar to, mass media
representations? If popular cultural images of sexy women exist to cater to heterosexual
men’s desire, as some feminists suggest, how might my participants’ pictures differ? How

might they disclose a culturally shaped ‘women’s desire’ that displays individual

13 By auto-photography, I mean a combination of participants taking pictures and other research methods —
such as semi-structured interviews and journaling, as in this project. I explain this methodological definition
in Chapter 3. In this section, I focus on the use of ‘photography’.
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uniqueness? To what extent can this method generate activist work (and activist for whom:

the participants themselves, researchers, or viewers?) as well as materials for analysis?

My use of photography as a research method was not only demanding of participants, it
also forced me to step out of my comfort zone in order to analyse the images. Viewing
photographs used to be a rather private activity for me; at most, I would discuss my
interpretation with close friends. Although the analysis of participants’ photographs is not
essential — 1 could have treated these photos merely as an aid to eliciting verbal responses
and argued that participants have already discussed their sexualities in words — it seems
such a loss not to explore the rich meanings of desire embodied in these photographs. In
order to responsibly read participants’ photographs and avoid speculating, I recognise the
ways in which my cultural background and lived experience affect my analysis. This
means that I frequently reflect on my own interpretation, and re-examine my initial,
comparatively straightforward responses to the photos in order to explore the viewing
conventions that I have readily acquired. This process is challenging, and it took some time
for me to gain enough confidence to write down my reading of the photos. As it turned out,
I found that this photographic method revealed not only participants’, but also my own

negotiations between a ‘personal’ reading and an acquired ‘cultural’ analysis.

This project is being conducted at a time when visual communication has become an
inseparable part of our daily experience. When I began my research in 2011, almost
everyone around me had a camera phone which allowed them to snap a picture whenever
they wished. At that time, there was already a trend for people to take pictures and share
them via the Internet. Since I was readily immersed in this form of communication, and
because of the growing convenience of sharing digital images, using photographic research
methods became an ever more fascinating concept. I was eager to discover how images can

communicate ideas.

One aspect of this ‘visual culture’ which resonates with the rationale of auto-photography
is the emergence of the ‘selfie.” A ‘selfie’ is a photo one takes of oneself that is shared on
social media, usually accompanied by a few lines of caption'4. Although taking self-

portraits is not a new phenomenon, sharing them on the Internet for public view only

14 However, the definition of ‘selfie’ keeps shifting, and it now also refers to a group photo that includes the
person who took the shot.
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became popular recently. Taking selfies has become such a prevalent practice that in 2013
‘selfie’ was added to the Oxford English Dictionary and named word of the year. The rise
of the selfie was made possible by the wide ownership of smart phones and the popularity
of social networking websites; and the ‘selfie phenomenon’ indicates that people are
familiar and comfortable with the technology of self-image production and distribution.
Taking a selfie means that one uses the camera to take control of self-representations (Saltz
2014) — although the resulting images have similarities to those created by others — which
is a significant aspect of auto-photography. By taking and publishing self-images,
individuals not only gain a sense of agency, they also bring personal experiences into the
realm of the social. Just as selfies are one-time private photos that have found public
platforms (Day 2015; Saltz 2014), auto-photography as a research method generates,

collects and publishes self-made photos for personal voices to be heard.

A general conception of the selfie is that people use it to draw attention to themselves !5,
meaning that people edit and publish their self-images in order to construct a unique online
identity that appeals to other viewers!¢. To achieve this goal, selfie practitioners need to
know the cultural rules of taking a ‘good’ selfie (Figure 1.1) — slightly lower the chin, take
the photo from above or on the horizontal, use a mirror to get a picture of the body, and
consider making a duck face — meanwhile emphasising personal characteristics to
distinguish their representations from other people’s. A successful selfie should gain the
practitioner social recognition (praise) and personal gratification. The taking of a selfie,
like other photographic methods, demonstrates that the production of self-representations
can illuminate the negotiation between personal preference and cultural convention. Of
course, the photographs of desire in this project are not selfies!”: participants did not create
these images to appeal to other people but to represent their emotions for a piece of
research; nevertheless, the selfie phenomenon signifies a contemporary approach that is
adopted when composing a photographic representation that is able to communicate

personal ideas to other people.

15 The rise of the selfie is quite often associated with narcissism. See, for instance, Chamorro-Premuzic’s
(2014) “Sharing the (self) love: the rise of the selfie and digital narcissism’.

16 Levin (2014) further suggests that the selfie phenomenon signifies modern individuals’ move away from
interacting with the strangers around them towards seeking social acceptance from online communities. See
‘The Selfie in the Age of Digital Recursion’.

17 Many participants took pictures of their own bodies; however, these images were not made to display on
their social network websites. As far as I am aware, only one photo was uploaded to the Internet by an auto-
photographer herself because she was happy with the representation.
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As I intend to demonstrate, the core of this project is an examination of the complicated
relationship between the personal and the cultural. My expression of sexual desire as a
younger woman bore the hope that such action might challenge the heteronormative
patriarchal culture and bring myself a sense of empowerment. On a more conceptual level,
our personal understanding of desire is shaped by cultural materials, such as the languages
we use, and this approach signifies that one’s desire, as well as one’s interpretation of
desire, is malleable depending on the available materials one chooses to adopt. Because of
this ‘ambiguity’ of desire, and because women’s sexuality has long been suppressed and
sidelined in favour of heterosexual men’s pleasure, the task to reclaim ‘women’s desire’ is
particularly difficult. I start by examining several influential concepts of desire. In Chapter
2, I deal with three webs of theories that illuminate our understanding of human sexuality,
particularly that of women. The first web encompasses popular discourses and social
norms which shape the way we define desire. In the second web I focus on feminist and
social theories to suggest that feminist debates on women’s sexual liberation signify the
struggle between the personal pursuit of sexual pleasure and the collective resistance to the
sexualisation of women in Western societies. I further argue that a theory of feminist
symbolic interactionism can best illuminate how my women participants conceptualised
their own desire. Finally, in my third web, I discuss how feminist and queer theorisations

of a ‘fluid’ desire inform my use of visual representation in this project.

Chapter 3 is concerned with methodological matters. The chapter is divided into two parts
to attend to the critical contexts and my practice of my methodology. A simple definition of
auto-photography is self-photography with self-analysis. By examining other auto-
photographic projects, I consider what ‘roles’ a practitioner can play in different scenarios,
particularly: can one become an activist by producing work that challenges dominant
representations? How does one become a participant in research that facilitates auto-
photographic methods? In this project, I adopt a combination of self-photography,
journaling and semi-structured interviews to generate materials. I emphasise participants’
active roles in creating and choosing the work they contributed to this research, and how
they potentially reshaped the research agenda by directing me to ideas that were significant
to them. This methodology prompts me to re-examine several important ethical issues:
what is the relationship between the participants and me? In what ways do I engage my

participants in the co-creation of knowledge? To what extent can a researcher claim that
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her methodology ‘empowers’ participants? (And what does ‘empower’ mean?) Finally,

who can decide which photographs to publish, and in what contexts?

Participants’ materials demonstrate very diverse ways of conceptualising desire. In Chapter
4, 1 focus on the cultural aspects that are influential in participants’ sexual practices —
particularly in terms of how they interpret and negotiate desire through the use of
prevailing cultural materials. I identified four cultural sites: Christianity, ethnic
background, popular culture and feminist ideas. Even though these cultural sites are
powerful, participants’ narratives indicate the complex interactions in which they engaged
while interpreting conventions by reflecting on their experiences. In Chapter 5, I discuss
four preconditions for participants’ personal sexual feelings: perception of body image,
sensations, fantasy, and intimate relationships. These preconditions reveal that, for
participants, desire is an embodied experience that is shaped and negotiated in social
interaction; more importantly, these women focused on generating their own subjective
sexual feelings rather than pleasing others — which is generally perceived as what women

do.

In Chapters 4 and 5, I place a great deal of emphasis on analysing participants’ ‘words’ —
interview transcripts and journals — whereas in Chapter 6 I turn to reading their
photographs. As I had not acquired an established system of visual analytical practice, I
experimented with a mixed method in which I integrated techniques from discourse
analysis, social semiotics and narrative analysis to explore the rich meanings embedded in
each photo. I observed that participants actively made use of cultural materials to compose
their images of desire, and although some images contain visual cues resembling those of
popular cultural representations of ‘sexy’ female bodies, every photo is unique in itself in
communicating the subtle nuances of participants’ sexualities. Furthermore, a few
photographs represent women’s desire in ways that are not seen in popular media. An in-
depth reading shows that participants manipulate their images to demonstrate what they
want sexually. As a result, auto-photography illuminates the multiplicity of desire; it also
signifies the ways in which participants mobilise their cultural knowledge — such as

photographic conventions, or the use of accessories — to create their own images.
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Finally, in the last Chapter, I provide a summary of this thesis, and I discuss the challenges
and future development in my research. In particular, I examine the influences of popular
culture, the strong sense of control in the participants’ narratives, different ways of
thinking about embodiment, and how auto-photography can be empowering — for whom,

and in what contexts?

I am aware that the structure of my analytical chapters is rather ‘unconventional’ — many
projects that deal with visual materials would discuss the researcher’s reading first, then
examine their research subjects’ comments on those images — and perhaps also discuss the
researcher’s interpretation of the images. I structured my thesis differently as I intended to
engage participants’ ideas in the co-creation of knowledge'®; hence, I put their
understanding, as well as the contexts of the photographs — embedded in their journals and
interview transcripts — before my reading. However, this practice does not mean that I did
not read participants’ words critically; rather, I endeavoured to find a balance between
representing their sexuality as they experienced it, and exploring other meanings

embedded in their interpretation.

When I first started this project, a friend told me, ‘I think you will feel very liberated after
you finish this project.” But then, rather than having specific research questions in mind, I
simply let participants lead me to explore the sites of desire that prevail in their materials.
Will I feel liberated? Perhaps, as Dr. Trev Broughton said in my very first Thesis Advisory
Panel meeting, ‘the proof of the pudding...’

18 T discuss this in my methodology in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 2
Mapping Desire:

Negotiating the Personal and the Cultural in Theories of Sexuality

The study of sexuality has long been a subject of inquiry across many academic
disciplines. Since Freud’s ambitious psychoanalytical theorisation of human sexuality,
erotic practices and desires have been investigated in fields such as psychology, medicine,
sociology, education, art, and gender studies — just to name a few. This extensive and
diverse research is indeed fascinating. However, my interest — deriving from my lived
experience and connection with feminism — lies in the feminist analysis of women’s
sexuality: how feminists engage in conversations with other theories of sexuality, and how
(women’s) sexuality has been mobilised for political activism. Although there already
exists abundant feminist research on sexuality, my project particularly encourages women
not only to share their stories, but also to create representations of their desire. This
participatory research works with women to investigate the ways in which they
conceptualise desire, exploring what they tell about their sexuality, both directly and

implicitly.

My women participants’ interpretations of desire are multilayered, and significantly shaped
by their gender identities and their lived experience in culture. In this project, I specifically
explore the complex relationship between individual subjectivities and the cultural
constructions within which self-identified women participants negotiate their personal
sexual interests by using feminist ideas and social identities. The negotiation between the
personal and the cultural is not a new concept in feminist debates on sexuality; however, it
is quite often sidelined or constructed as a dichotomy in order to highlight other arguments,
such as using women as a collective identity to battle against institutionalised
heterosexuality in second-wave movements, which I will discuss in a later section!®. To
examine how women interpret their desire, including the ways in which they choose,
justify and balance personal sexualities that are embedded in a specific cultural context, |
use the metaphor of ‘webs’ to discuss theoretical discourses that shape participants’ and my

understanding of sexuality. ‘Webs’ suggest that there are no priorities or hierarchies but

19 See ‘Sexuality — at the Heart of Feminist Debates’, Chapter 2.
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rather complex intersections of languages, values, interactions and choices that are woven
together in the construction of sexuality. These webs can be partially unravelled and
rewoven, and signify potential contradictions that become entangled in our lived

experiences.

In this chapter, I explore three webs of analysis that are significant to my project: firstly,
popular discourses and social norms which have found their way into the meaning of
desire, the meaning that we constantly reconstruct and negotiate. These theories and values
can sometimes create a ‘false positive’ understanding of desire, such as the
psychoanalytical proposition of an innate and universal drive, or the Confucian-inflicted
patriarchal norms which construct women’s sexuality as serving men and procreation. The
second web is the conceptualisation of women’s desire, which — as the participants’ rich
and diverse materials demonstrate — can be better elucidated by a feminist symbolic
interactionist theory than by other existing theories of human sexuality. The concepts of
sexual scripts and embodiment, in particular, locate women’s subjective sexual experience
within a cultural context. This illuminates how a woman negotiates and justifies her
personal sexuality within the confines of social expectations. The third web encompasses
the academic discussions of sexuality that inform my interpretation of desire and ways of
‘treating’ participants’ materials — particularly their photographs. This includes queer
theory and feminist explorations of fluid, multiple sexualities. The idea of webs is helpful
for indicating the relations between concepts which inform my theoretical understanding of
sexuality; in the following sections, I will focus on theories of sexuality rather than the

‘webs’ themselves.

I acknowledge that the theories I employ can be contradictory in some respects. On one
hand, I am arguing that participants’ conceptualisations of desire are embedded in their
gender identity; on the other hand, I also use queer theory — which advocates the
destabilisation of identities — to explore the fluidity of sexuality. However, the recognition
of this tension is meaningful and necessary. Plummer (2005) demonstrates that, despite the
differences between critical humanism and queer theory — the former focusing on
subjectivity, meaning and experience, and the latter on representations — they both share
the view that researchers should be critically self-aware, a belief in the value of human

rights, and a recognition of the ‘contradictory messiness of social life’. Acknowledging
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these tensions indicates that the researcher is critically self-reflexive, and honest about the
limitations of theory in interpreting human experience, which is fluid and multiple.

Additionally, the materials I analyse include participants’ narratives of their experience as
well as the representations they create; hence, the use of feminist symbolic interactionism

and queer theory should be helpful in exploring diverse meanings of desire.

Occasionally, I use the terms ‘desire’ and ‘sexuality’ interchangeably. Nevertheless, the
questions need to be asked: what is ‘desire’, and what is its relationship to sexuality?
Jackson and Scott (1996, 2010b) suggest that sexuality incorporates aspects that are
erotically important, including identities, desires and practices. Desire is one aspect of
sexuality (Vasvari 2006; Weeks 2011) that has been interpreted as an emotion or sensation
(Cixous 1976) and associated with imagination and fantasy (Hollibaugh 1984). Desire does
not equate to sexuality, nor does it dictate a person’s sexual orientation or practice.
However, analytically, I find it difficult to completely separate desire from sexuality. This
is because desire is experienced, and hence interpreted, as an integral part of sexuality:
when participants talk about desire, some of them also describe their relationship with
another gendered person and their sexual preferences. Hence, the conceptualisation of
desire cannot totally escape individuals’ identification or practices. Additionally, many
theories of sexuality are applicable to the investigation of desire, but they do not
necessarily distinguish one from the other. Since desire and sexuality are interlinked and
empirically inseparable, I cannot leave out an extensive literature of sexuality that

illuminates participants’ conceptualisations of desire.

From Freud to Foucault: a Move Towards the Cultural Construction of Desire

At a surface level, many people might regard sexual desire as a biological impulse,
describing it as animalistic and an urge which prompts one to engage in sexual acts. This
association indicates that desire has been perceived as an innate force embedded in human
nature. The temptation to define sexual desire as an intrinsic compulsion — a drive — is
powerful. This is because biological essentialism, particularly in Western societies, has
enjoyed a privileged position in theorising human sexuality (Tiefer 1995); furthermore,
psychoanalysis, inheriting the idea of desire as an inner drive, has also been influential in
popular discourses of sexuality. I start my discussion with Freud’s and Lacan’s

psychoanalytical theories, not because they are ‘accurate’, nor because they resonate with
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individuals’ lived experience. Rather, using Foucault’s concept of discursive power, |
suggest that, as a powerful theory, one of the first established theories of human sexuality,
psychoanalysis has been moderated and slipped into popular discourses to construct a
sense of how desire should be interpreted, as well as seemingly ‘explaining’ how childhood

sexual development is crucial for the formation of individual subjectivity.

Sigmund Freud started to produce a psychoanalytical theory in the early 1890s. He argues
that the development of human sexuality begins in childhood, and the process is different
for boys and girls. According to Freud (1925), infants are bisexual, and their primary
sexual object is their mother. However, when a boy sees a girl’s lack of penis, he fears that
he will be castrated, as a punishment, by his father for desiring his mother. As a result, the
boy represses his desire for his mother, turns to identify with the powerful father and his
masculinity, and retains his desire for women. A young girl, on the other hand, notices her
lack of penis and blames it on her mother. Thus, she diverts her object of desire to the
father figure, meanwhile intending to mimic her mother in order to replace her. Since the
girl’s desire for a penis can never be satisfied, she can only displace it with the desire to
bear a child. Freud asserts that, during puberty, boys’ libido will lead to active sexuality;
whereas girls will experience a repression of their libido, leading them to adopt a passive,

feminine sexuality 2.

Freud’s theory is highly problematic, and it reproduces preconceived ideas of gender roles
and gender as binary. Firstly, his theory is based on a middle-class nuclear family unit in
which the mother is the main caretaker. This type of family formation is culturally and
historically specific. Hence, Freud’s psychoanalysis — which claims to theorise human
sexuality — might not be applicable to shifting cultural and historical contexts. Secondly,
Freud assumes that young children will have the knowledge of — if not visual access to —
the genitals of both male and female. What happens if this assumption is untrue to one’s
lived experience? Furthermore, Freud’s theory is phallocentric: children’s sexual
development is based on either the possession or the lack of a penis. Why should penises,

rather than vaginas or wombs?!, be so prominent in this theory? Why should women be

20 Some psychoanalytical ideas of desire have been adopted by queer theorists such as Judith Butler, as T will
briefly mention in the later section ‘Queer Theory’.

21 Countering Freud’s ‘penis-envy’, German psychologist Karen Horney proposed the idea of ‘womb-
envy’ (see, for instance, Miletic 2002), in which men are anxious about women'’s biological capacity and
their role of nurturing.
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defined as passive and wanting children because of their physicality? Betty Friedan (1963)
points out that Freud’s theory is prejudicial to women because he sees a woman as (a
penis) less than a man. Friedan suggests that the application of Freudian theory during the
1950s in the United States had a powerful impact on women'’s lives because it frames
passive femininity as a natural result of women’s desire, reducing a woman to her

biological functions, and hence reinforcing women’s domestic roles.

Lacan (1977) suggests that Freud’s theory should be read symbolically rather than literally.
He uses ‘phallus’ as a signifier of power and control in the symbolic order — a social world
of language and culture, also known as the big Other. Lacan states that, when an infant is
born, its desire spreads everywhere without specific direction. When it enters the mirror
stage at 6 to 18 months of age, the child can perceive and differentiate itself from its
mother in the mirror image. When the child sees itself in the mirror, it imagines self as a
unity; however, this sense of unity is only imaginary because it comes from the other’s
point of view — just as I can only understand myself through other people’s perceptions of
me. At this stage, the child has not yet acquired femininity or masculinity because it has
not learnt language. Once the child gains language, it splits away from the mother, enters

the symbolic order, and starts to acquire gendered subjectivity.

Whereas a boy, in possession of a phallus, can identify with ‘the father figure’ — a signifier
of the order, including laws, cultural values and virtues — a girl cannot and has to enter the
symbolic order in a different relation. The father figure with whom a boy identifies is a
symbol that has control over power and meaning, and he desires what the Other desires;
however, the boy’s identification is a misrecognition since he can never be the Other, and
can never possess control over language and meaning. Lacan (1977) explains that, to
enable a girl to be the phallus, she will reject parts of her femininity, such as by using
masquerade, to cover up her lack (see Moi 2004). However, since a girl is not the Other,
she ‘expects to be desired and to be loved’ (Lacan 1958, p.84). Following Lacan’s theory,
one’s desire is the desire of the Other but is misrecognised to be one’s own. Desire is
constantly subject to deferral because it is a product of language, and the meaning of
language cannot be controlled (Weedon 1987). Furthermore, desire is a lack because it can
never be satisfied (see Jackson and Scott 2010b; Hewitson 2010), just as the child’s unity

with the mother has been lost and can never be recovered.
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As Lacan’s psychoanalysis emphasises that human beings only develop into sexed subjects
within language and culture, it opens up the possibility of conceptualising sexuality as
socially shaped. However, Lacan’s assumption that desire pre-exists the symbolic order
means that at least part of his theory is still based on biological essentialism. Furthermore,
Jackson and Scott (2010b) argue that Lacan only uses ‘language and culture’ in general
terms; hence, his theory cannot account for sexual variations in different social contexts.
Additionally, Lacan’s universalisation is still trapped in phallocentrism and a gender — or,
as [ would put it, ‘sex’ — dichotomy. Even though, since Freudian psychoanalysis, drive
and society have been separated — that is, a distinction is made between nature and culture
(Stein 1989; Epstein 1994) — Lacan does not differentiate between biological sex and
social gender because, in his theory, gender is readily predetermined by sex: in a natural
development, a female child will adopt passive femininity and turn to desiring men. The
universalisation and essentialism in Lacan’s conceptualisation make it impossible to
discuss more diverse sexual identities and desires in local contexts. His idea of subjectivity
as located in the unconscious also makes it impossible to recognise individual agency and

reflexivity in sexual development.

Despite these questionable propositions, Freudian theories remain powerful and influential
in our daily lived experience. Psychoanalysis is persuasive not because it makes sense, but
because of its popularity in academic studies as well as in mass culture — particularly
within parenting advice. For instance, the idea of children’s pleasure zones — which shift
from the oral to the anal, and later to the genitals — has slipped into a popular discourse of
childhood development to explain adult behaviours. The child-rearing advice given by
Benjamin Spock in his bestselling book Baby and Child Care*? come from Freud’s ideas
about childhood development (Sullivan 1995). Spock advises that, rather than following a
rigid schedule, feeding should depend on the infant’s need and focus on creating a positive
experience for the infant. Force feeding, at the oral stage, can make the infant defensive
and suspicious towards people in adult life. Other parenting manuals warn mothers that
their children’s dissatisfaction at the oral stage may lead to a sense of insecurity and

negative behaviours such as smoking, overeating and alcoholism?3. These discourses are

22 First published in 1946, this book is still being sold in its latest, 9th, edition.

23 In my understanding, this discourse seems less common now in Britain than in Taiwanese society. The
discourse is popular in ‘guidelines for mothers’ in social media in Taiwan.
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powerful because they are productive and they claim to be true under the guise of
knowledge (Foucault 1977). As a result, I consider that my participants’ interpretation of
their sexual emotions as an urge comes from these biologically essentialist or

psychoanalytical ideas that are so pervasive in popular discourse.

Unlike Lacan, who uses language on a general level, Foucault (1978) discusses the power
of discourse in shaping people’s understanding of sexuality in a Western context. In 7he
History of Sexuality, Foucault asserts that the perception of sex being repressed in the
Victorian era is a fiction. Talk about sex has always existed in the form of confessions, and
throughout the nineteenth century sex was a major part of biological and medical research.
Foucault argues that the ‘repressive hypothesis’ could hold up because, by claiming that
‘sex is repressed’, those who talked about sex placed themselves outside the reach of its
power. That is, by criticising the repression of sex in the social order, they frame
themselves as part of the process of transgression. The repressive hypothesis is yet another

discourse that is pervasive because of its claim to contain the truth.

Foucault’s perspective on the repressive hypothesis makes me think about my experiences
of talking about desire in Taiwan, even though the social contexts of the two are different.
When I was a university student in Taiwan, being able to share my desire in a culture that
repressed women’s expression and exploration of our sexuality felt like a liberating
experience. Can Foucault be suggesting that my understanding of sexual repression in
Taiwanese society is false — after all, discussions and representations of sex are not
uncommon in the media — and that I only talk about desire in order to be transgressive and
feel empowered? In fact, even though the discursive power that Foucault proposes is
pervasive rather than structural (Foucault 1978), a discourse must carry authoritative
weight to be influential. This authority seems to come from a more collective rather than a
personal utterance. For example, Foucault explains that, in Western societies, confession
has become one of the ‘most highly valued techniques for producing truth’ (p.59). This
idea of confession does not imply that any individual person’s truth-telling is important in
itself; rather, it is the common practice of many people as part of a culture that makes it
influential. Reflecting on my personal experience, I consider that it is my contact with

feminist theories and existing popular discourses which made me feel that talking about my
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sexuality was an empowering act. However, I am not sure whether my personal experience

then contributed to a larger, collective attempt to challenge the social order.

Although Foucault explains how sexuality is constructed through discourse, he does not
discuss individuals’ agency and reflexivity in the discursive ‘webs’ (Ramazanoglu and
Holland 1993; Jackson and Scott 2010b) — that is, how a person might have negotiated
their sexuality within diverse, competing discourses. For instance, Foucault suggests that
homosexuality only becomes an available identification — one can only be homosexual —
after the concept is produced within modern discourses of sexuality; before then, people
only understood the acts. Foucault does not examine the ways in which individuals learn,
evaluate, adopt or reject the ‘knowledges’ presented to them — and in this process, how
individuals reflect on their emotions and interactive experiences to negotiate and

reinterpret their sexuality.

Foucault not only ignores individuals’ agency and self-reflexivity, he also avoids directly
discussing the impact of gender in the shaping of sexuality. Ramazanoglu and Holland
(1993) argue that Foucault’s theory suggesting that power is not structural but spreads
everywhere in social relationships poses challenges for feminist scholars, particularly in
the analysis of Western sexuality. Feminists are concerned with the extensive and stable
power imbalance between men and women, and some — such as radical feminists — have
identified this inequality as rooted in patriarchal and heteronormative structures. In this
sense, Foucault’s idea of dispersed and unstable power webs simply does not fit. However,
as the ‘structural” hypothesis ofters little space for the gendered power imbalance to be
overturned, some feminists started to seek a way to negotiate. For instance, in a study by
Holland et al. (1994), they argue that since male control is ‘constituted, reproduced and
resisted’ (p.35) on a personal level, it is only through the practice of resistance at a micro-

level that young women can potentially destabilise male power (see also Sawicki 1991).

By locating sexuality in the premise of language and culture, Foucault suggests that it is
unstable and changeable: sexuality is only stabilised through expert knowledge and
becomes fixed in individuals through self-representation and therapy (Warner 2012). This
poststructuralist view — even though Foucault never identified his work as poststructuralist

— provides the grounds for queer theorists to analyse subjectivity, gender and desire.
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Queer Theory

Queer theory originates from notions of sexuality that destabilise sexual categories.
Although its fundamental politics of rejecting identity categories does not seem compatible
with either my participants’ or my own lived experience, queer theory draws attention to
the limitations of theorising sexuality within a gender dichotomy. By challenging given
social identities, queer theorists provide a challenging yet inspiring insight into how sexual
desire is multiple, unstable and even beyond comprehension. The queer assumption of
fluid sexualities allows me to explore ways in which diverse meanings of desire can be
delivered through participants’ photographic representations; meanwhile, it is exactly this
heterogeneity that makes it impossible to communicate what desire really is. As a result,
participants and I mostly ‘beat around the bush’ to discuss preferences in sexual fantasies
and acts, and the process by which desire becomes. The queer proposition of multiplicity
also opens up sexuality to more possibilities, both on the individual level of exploration

and the conceptual level of overturning normative theorisations of women’s desire.

The queer movement started in the late 1980s in universities in North America. Diverging
from lesbian and gay movements, activist groups such as ACT UP and Queer Nation used
the term gueer to mobilise people beyond sexual identities to act against normalisation and
attend to AIDS issues (Stein and Plummer 1994; Gamson 1995; Warner 2012). The use of
this term also functions to reclaim it from the connotation of sexual deviance directed
against homosexuals prior to the 1990s. Indirectly related to queer activism, queer theory
rejects normalised notions of stable sex, gender and sexuality; instead, it adopts the
poststructuralist idea of unstable, fluid, multiple subjectivities (Davies 1990; De Lauretis
1991; Butler 1990 and 1993; Jagose 1996; Epstein 1994; Warner 2012) and suggests that
there is no coherent selthood. Viewed as a whole, queer politics is evocative of social
transformation (Epstein 1994; Warner 2012); however, its effect cannot be anticipated
because queer, by definition, is itself multiple, in constant formation and always under

construction (Jagose 1996).

Teresa de Lauretis’ contribution to a special issue of Difference in 1991 offers an insight
into the importance of queer theory at the start of its development. She addresses two
problems in gay and lesbian studies: the silencing of lesbianism and the invisibility of race.

First, lesbianism is usually subsumed into male homosexuality as a ‘sight variation’ (p.vi),
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such as when ‘gay’ is sometimes used as a shorthand for both male and female
homosexuality. Likewise, the adoption of the term ‘Uranian’ — male homosexuals — in the
title of the reader’s guide Uranian Worlds suggests that it is centred on male
homosexuality, even though the book discusses fiction about all sorts of sexualities,
including bisexuality and those that are undefined. Other underrepresented stories include
those of minority groups, such as the narratives of non-white homosexual men and women.
Alongside these two issues, de Lauretis points out that individuals negotiate multiple
identities within themselves and prioritise certain social aspects over others. Such
examples demonstrate the risks of using gay and lesbian labels in identity politics. The
categorisation inserts a false sense of unity, and it risks both ignoring the differences within
a particular group and excluding those who fall outside of an identification from possible

collective activism (Jagose 1996; Epstein 1994).

Ault’s (1996) study with bisexual women also demonstrates the restraints that dichotomies
of gender and sex pose to the interpretation of human sexuality. The concept of bisexuality
is based on the homo/hetero-sexual binary system, which is defined by the gender
relationship between a desiring subject and a desired object. The existing dichotomies
over-simplify the complexity of sexuality, hence limiting the scope for investigating bi-
women’s diverse erotic emotions, identifications and practices. The normalised assumption
that one’s sexual desires, identities and practices should be coherent raises further
difficulties for bisexual women in Ault’s project. For instance, one of her interviewees
struggled to define herself as bisexual because, even though she desired women, she had
never had sex with one. Ault argues that the limits of language make it challenging for bi-
women to use the term for transgressive purposes: when interviewees spoke of ‘bisexual’,
they articulated it using the ideology readily attached to the term, such as describing their
bisexuality as ‘half and half” (p.317) — half heterosexual and half homosexual. To resolve
this issue, Ault (1996) proposes that bi-women can adopt a ‘queer cloaking mechanism’ (p.
322) to declare themselves as critically non-heterosexual. After all, queer is about sexual

multiplicity and the rejection of the polarisation constructed in binary language.

However, the take-up of queer is contradictory. After all, queer theory rejects social labels
(Stein and Plummer 1994; Epstein 1994) and promotes a non-identity or anti-identity

politics (Jagose 1996); that is, queer is a critique of identity rather than an identity itself.

33



Epstein (1994) argues that this contradiction comes from a division within queer politics
itself that calls for people to subvert ‘popular notions of stable identities’, at the same time
‘fashioning a new queer identity with their own enforced boundaries’ (p.201). Ault (1996)
herself also warns that an identification with queer constructs another binary: that of queer
and non-queer, which polarises multi-sexual and mono-sexual, rendering the latter
marginalised. Nowadays, it would appear that queer has become an identification as well
as a fashion that is gradually shifting from the margin to the centre of social life in Western

cultures.

Despite its contradictions, queer theory, with its criticism of gender norms, has inspired me
to re-examine the possibility of using sexuality as a political tool in women’s liberation. In
particular, Judith Butler’s contestation of the normalised coherence between sex, gender
and sexuality and the concept of gender performativity (1990, 2004) lead me to think about
my participants’ experience of desire and how it can be interpreted. Firstly, Butler (1990)
questions the division between sex and gender?*. In Butler’s analysis, both sex and gender
are discursive constructions, and the feminist making of gender serves as an accomplice in
shaping sex as natural, neutral and pre-discursive (p.7). She criticises the way in which, by
constituting a normalised gender identity, feminists are also constructing a normal way of
being a woman; furthermore, this false sense of ‘unity’ can exclude different experiences
within the community, for instance second-wave feminisms have often been criticised for
serving only white, middle-class women. Butler suggests that a stable and unified identity
is not necessary for effective political action; instead, she argues that a fixed identity is

exclusionary, and it forecloses the possible emergence of new identities.

Nevertheless, a stable identity still seems crucial for my women participants to interpret
their sexuality. Butler (1990) argues that the correlation between sex, gender and sexuality
must be stabilised in discourse for one’s identity to be intelligible. This heterosexual
coherence (Butler 1990) — the heterosexualisation of desire — relies on the asymmetrical
oppositions constituted within the dominant gender binary in order to make sense. In cases

when the coherence between sex, gender and sexuality is disrupted, identities can become

24 The term gender was constructed to signify its cultural meaning — one’s identification — in order to
differentiate itself from the ‘natural” sex. The concept of gender has been used to destabilise biologically
determinist claims that femininity and masculinity are predetermined by different bodily compositions. Since
the second-wave, feminists have also been using women as a universalised gender category to mobilise
female agents in its movements.

34



logically impossible, hence unintelligible. For instance, when a person possesses both
‘male’ and ‘female’ sexual organs, or no sexual organs, how can we define the sex, gender
and sexuality? There are many discursive difficulties present, starting from the
intelligibility of an identity that is not discursively constructed — I could barely get beyond
the definition of sex — to finding an appropriate pronoun for this person. This supports
Butler’s notion that sex is not pre-discursive but merely an effect of cultural construction.
Butler considers this ambiguity and multiplicity of identities to be an opportunity for
transgression, as heterosexual coherence is a regulatory fiction that can be destabilised by
gender imitation, placing it in a different historical and cultural context, or through my
previous questioning of the inadequacy of language. However, when I examine my
participants’ narratives and sexuality, I find that their accounts follow a coherent gender-
sexuality alignment?>. Their identification with non-heterosexuality — including bisexual,
pansexual and being in a same-sex relationship?®— might be seen as a disruption of
heterosexual coherence; however, their sexualities are better viewed as the products of a
newer discourse of desire which is still built on the understanding of gender dichotomy,

except that pansexual seeks to overlook gender.

Perhaps the slight flexibility in participants’ gender-sexuality relation can be illuminated by
the performativity of gender (Butler 1990, 2004). Here I am considering particularly the
complex relations between participants’ rather fixed identification as women, their
comparatively variable sexualities, and the spectrum of the personal—cultural construction
of desire. There are two aspects to gender performativity. Firstly, the performance of
gender suggests that it can be imitated, such as drag putting together an image of ‘woman’
by creating a parody of the body. The fact that gender can be created through imitation
indicates that sex and gender can be denaturalised by performance. Butler (1990) argues
that sex/gender is ‘an imitation without an origin’ (p.138). Just as in psychoanalytical
theory, where the identification of the Other is merely a misrecognition, gender parody

demonstrates that the ‘original’ from which identity gender acquires its form is merely a

copy.

25 Among 18 participants, 11 identified themselves as heterosexual (2 wrote ‘mostly’ heterosexual), 4
bisexual, 2 pansexual, and one in a same-sex relationship. See Appendix 2.

26 Celeste prefers to describe herself as ‘currently in a same-sex relationship’ because she thinks her sexuality
has changed over time. By doing so, Celeste rejects a fixed sexuality.
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On the other hand, gender performativity suggests that gender is a doing, a continuous
activity performed by individuals that cannot be dictated. The performativity of gender is
not something automatic or mechanical; instead, it involves a certain improvisation that is
practised within the constraint that one cannot claim to have ‘one’s own’ gender unless
there are existing social norms that support and enable this claim (Butler 2004, p.7). This
performativity can potentially be subversive of the arbitrary gender system; however,
subversion cannot be achieved by one’s will alone. That is, rather than assuming an agent
who acts upon desire and beliefs, Butler proposes that our agencies have already been
organised and normalised, for instance, to perform gender in ways that are intelligible to

other people (Warner 2012).

Butler’s concept of performativity provides a way for me to explore participants’ identities
and their interpretations of desire. Participants’ self-identification as ‘woman’ can be seen
as an effect of the normalised framework with which they are constituted as women.
Participants constantly imitate and perform gender by working on their bodily images, and
the process of repetitively doing gender reproduces and reconstitutes participants’ sense of
gender. They thus experience relatively fixed gender identities, and make sense of their
sexuality in accordance with the gender system: desiring one (hetero/homo-sexual), both
(bisexual), or regardless of which gender (pansexual). As gender performativity suggests,
sometimes the doing of identity requires improvisation; and it is perhaps the ‘slip’ here that
allows a personal touch to be added to the cultural/discursive construction of sexuality.
Butler’s view of agency as readily being organised by discourse suggests that we are
normalised the moment we enter language. Hence, it seems that the only way to transgress

is to recognise the fluidity of discourse and to reject the identification based upon it.

Another possible route to transformation, it would seem, is through desire. In Undoing
Gender, Butler (2004) argues that desire is multiple, uncontrollable, and unable to be
determined by gender or norms, even though, like identities, it is constituted within
normative discourse. Butler adapts her idea of desire from a psychoanalytical interpretation
that desire is ‘characterised by displacement’ (p.5); hence, it cannot be fully captured or
regulated. Following this logic, desire becomes incomprehensible because of its fluidity —
meaning that desire is beyond knowledge. This concept is inspiring for reading

participants’ photographs of desire. On one hand, the pictures represent desire as strongly
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associated with a participant’s body image — the site where gender is performed —
indicating that desire is shaped by participants’ gender identification. On the other hand,
none of the pictures can depict what desire really is — it is only through signs and

interpretations that desire reveals itself to us.

Queer theory is indeed intellectually challenging and inspiring; however, I find it quite
difficult to converse with queer theory within my participatory empirical research. Firstly,
queer theorists primarily base their analysis in literature and philosophy rather than
engaging in empirical studies. They are more concerned with theorising discursive power
on a macro-level than understanding how cultural factors have an impact on individuals’
lived experiences. Following on from this, even though queer theory suggests that
subjectivity is inconsistent and changeable, its theorisation of agency as readily
constructed by dominant discourses provides little room for investigating how an
individual might experience herself as a sexual being, act upon her desire or negotiate
sexual meanings. Additionally, since the queer focus is on the destabilisation and
denaturalisation of identity, my women participants’ strong feelings about their gender
could be easily dismissed as a misconception rather than an aspect significant to their lives
— although I entertain the idea that if I had recruited queer?’ participants, my conclusion
could have been different. Besides, even though participants agree that their desire is
changeable and variable, this fluidity is interpreted as culturally conditioned rather than
operating in the unconscious. As a result, it is important to analyse participants’
identification and desire within their cultural contexts. This calls for an approach that

focuses on the micro-level of human sexuality: symbolic interactionism.

Symbolic Interactionism and Sexual Scripts

Sedgwick (1990) boldly claims that social life in modern Western culture would be
incomprehensible without a critical examination of the intersection of sexual meanings.
This over-emphasis on sexuality in virtually all aspects of our lives reflects the
sexualisation of modern societies, even though the term ‘sexualisation’ is much contested

(see Attwood 2009; Gill 2009). My own study of women’s sexual desire also indicates my

27 When I was recruiting participants, a friend who identified with queer politics said that my project —
investigating women s sexual desire — was not for her. Hence, I am curious about how ‘queer people’
understand their desire in relation to their identity, although I am aware that considering queer as an identity
contradicts its non-identity politics.
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interest in how sexuality and gender identity are constituted and mutually influential in
participants’ social lives, but I would probably not go as far as claiming that sexual (only
sexual?) subjectivity shapes our agency, including our capacity and our confidence to act in
the world (Martin 1996). Nevertheless, an empirical investigation of sexual desire cannot
overlook participants’ subjective identification and experience as a sexual being, as Tolman
(2002) points out, ‘[s]exual desire is at the heart of sexual subjectivity’ (p.6). As my
interest lies in women’s everyday, subjective emotions and practices manifested in their
conceptualisation of desire, I adopt a symbolic interactionist epistemology — particularly

Gagnon and Simon’s (2005) theory of sexual scripts — to analyse participants’ materials.

Symbolic interactionism assumes that there is a ‘group nature’ to human life (Longmore
1998, p.50) — that is, humans are social beings. Its central idea is that humans act towards
an object because of the meanings they ascribe to it. These meanings are derived from a
person’s interaction with other people and society, and they are reshaped and modified
through interpretation (Blumer 1969). Symbolic interactionism proposes that human
beings are agents who ‘selectively acquire the skills, knowledge, attitudes, values, motives,
norms, beliefs and language’ of their society in order to constitute a unique self during the
process of socialisation (Longmore 1998, p.53). Since human beings are capable of self-
reflexivity, meanings can be negotiated and reinterpreted through our social interaction
with and in the cultural world. This approach, applied to the study of sexuality, rejects the
‘innate’ desire suggested by biological determinism and psychoanalysis. Instead, symbolic
interactionism argues that these knowledges of sexuality are social constructions which
provide a way for us to make sense of our experiences and give us a feeling that they are

the ‘truth’ (Tiefer 1987; Tolman 2002).

Following this construction, desire only exists when it is given meaning by individuals
embedded in the social environment. Based on this line of argument, Gagnon and Simon
(1973) use the metaphor of a script to explain the cultural impact on individuals’ actions
and the process of sense-making in sexual development. They propose three dimensions of
scripting: cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts, and intrapsychic scripts (Simon and
Gagnon 1986; Simon 1996). Cultural scenarios are ‘instructional guides’ for human
conduct (Simon 1996, p.38). They provide cultural knowledge of sexuality as represented

in mass media, popular culture, and common-sense knowledge (Jackson and Scott 2010b,
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p.15). Sexual conduct is not fixed; the guidelines offered in cultural scripts are resources
that are open to individual interpretation and improvisation. Interpersonal scripts are
played out in everyday interaction, and they transform the social actors into scriptwriters
(Simon 1996, p.39). Interacting individuals can co-construct the scripts as they interpret,
negotiate and even experience conflict in daily interactions which are embedded in a wider
cultural script. On a personal level, intrapsychic scripting engages internal self-reflexivity,
occurring at the individual level of thoughts and interpretations. Individuals reflect upon
cultural scenarios and interpersonal scripts in order to make sense of their experiences and
feelings. Jackson and Scott (2010b) note that it is through the intrapsychic self that we

‘experience desire, construct fantasies and reflect upon sexual experience’ (p.16).

Sexual conduct is composed of meaning and sexual behaviour. Gagnon and Simon’s
(1973) scripting theory provides a way to imagine how cultural meaning not only shapes,
but importantly constructs, personal sexuality. They argue that a bodily response occurs
when social meaning is given to a physical act. Through the process of learning from
cultural resources and social interaction, individuals reflect on their feelings and
experiences to interpret what sexual desire is. The entire process and the symbolic meaning
given to physical actions are multi-layered and complicated. Hence, to re-examine
participants’ narratives on ‘animalistic’ and ‘uncontrollable’ desire, I argue that they
sometimes thought of desire in a biologically essentialist and psychoanalytical manner
because they acquired these meanings from a cultural script that prevails in modern
Western societies. Participants might have considered desire to be innate in their
immediate response, yet they have constructed much more sophisticated narratives which

conceptualise desire as not intuitive.

Jackson and Scott (2010a) argue that scripting theory allows researchers to explore the
‘everyday gendered doing of sexuality in interaction’ that has been ignored in queer theory
(p-812). Even though queer theorists recognise that one’s sexuality is organised around
gender identity, they regard this as a problem that needs to be resolved through
destabilising gender (see Davies 1990). Symbolic interactionism, however, allows me to
acknowledge the importance of being a woman for participants: the identification with
being a woman has an impact on the ways in which participants act and how they

conceptualise their desire within specific cultural contexts. Furthermore, examining
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personal experiences and emotions brings to light the micro-politics between participants
and those close to them, including friends, family members and sexual partners, who can
potentially shape their sexuality. This micro-politics further reveals participants’ struggles
with cultural conventions and their negotiation with other individuals; however,
participants were also able to find room to explore desire and experiment with different
practices for their own pleasure. By reading participants’ photographs, one can see that
some of their representations might resemble each others’; however, these images are not
the same. These subtle differences within resemblance are not coincidence; they are the

result of personal interpretation, improvisation and play with the cultural shaping of desire.

The space that symbolic interactionism opens up for social agents indicates that sexuality
is not a fixed or socially determined conduct, as some might believe. As discussed earlier,
the meaning of an object that a social agent acts upon is constantly reinterpreted and
negotiated in interaction, and the element of improvisation further adds to the
changeability of sexuality. Additionally, human beings are mobile and dynamic; as they
move across cultures and come into contact with various scripts, they evaluate, choose, and
embody those that make more sense for their sexual subjectivity — just as [ managed to talk
about my desire in a more public sphere than other people did, and my doing becomes an
experience of myself as a sexual being. On the symbolic level, one might also argue that
the dramaturgical metaphor of a script, when acted out, would always require some form
of improvisation; and every individual’s experience of the same (sexual) drama would be
different because of the complicated, multiple layers of symbolic meanings (Jackson and
Scott 2010a). Tiefer (1987) argues that the act of using a metaphor can itself direct readers
to explore sexual possibilities; that is, the changeability lies in the effect of this
conceptualisation of sexual conduct, which motivates readers to interpret the meaning of

sexuality themselves.

One pressing problem with Gagnon and Simon’s scripting theory is the lack of the body,
which is an inseparable part of the play of the erotic. Without the physicality of the body,
individuals would not be able to experience desire or sexual interaction; and these sexual
encounters require an embodied self to reflect upon and reinterpret. The concept of
embodiment emphasises two theoretical grounds. Firstly, embodiment focuses on the ways

in which the body is influenced by cultural ideas and expectations of gender. Individuals in
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a given society might adopt a certain form of bodily image and, by so doing, reproduce the
social conventions of the gendered body. This can be seen to be manifested in how
participants were highly aware of gender embodiment and its impact — including how
men’s and women'’s desire are portrayed differently in popular media, and the ways in
which women are (not) expected to express their sexual feelings?®. Secondly, the idea of
embodiment breaks down the dualism of mind and body. Body and mind are not two
separate entities, and the body is not a medium which connects the mind to the outer
world. Rather, the embodied self is capable of perception, reflection and interpretation of
cultural scenarios, social interactions and intrapsychic scripts. The embodied self

emphasises self-reflexivity and the location of the body in social context.

The embodied self is key to participants’ experiences and conceptualisations of desire.
Plummer (2003) suggests that social constructionist theorists focus too much on the
meaning of the sexual and too little on the sexed body (p.522). Jackson and Scott (2007)
theorise sexual embodiment by reworking the three categories of body — the objectified,
experiencing and experienced body — proposed by Gesa Lindemann (1997). In their theory,
there are three levels of sexual embodiment: objectified, sensory, and sensate embodiment
(Jackson and Scott 2007). Participants’ personal sexual experiences and emotions are
strongly related to these three forms of embodiment, as I will further analyse in chapter 5
when I consider the ‘preconditions’ for desire. Objectified embodiment is the body that can
be perceived in physical and social space; more importantly, it refers to one’s recognition
that, as an object of desire, the body can be acted upon. Sensory embodiment is our ability
to experience the social world through our senses — such as by seeing, touching and
listening — hence to ‘perceive another’s embodiment as sexual’ (Jackson and Scott 2007, p.
99). Sensate embodiment enables us to feel emotions, pleasure and pain; also, to interpret

certain bodily experiences as sexual.

Incorporating the three levels of embodiment into scripting theory, Jackson and Scott
(2001, 2007) explain how cultural understanding becomes an embodied experience
through social practice — through the example of women faking orgasm in heterosexual

sex. A woman, attending to her male partner’s emotional needs, might perform orgasm

28 Participants’ awareness of gender differences in sexuality arises from their understanding of feminist ideas.
At least 7 out of 18 participants have, or at the time of participation were doing, a degree in gender and
women’s studies. All participants have studied in higher education and have been in contact with feminist
ideas.
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according to the available cultural scripts of female sexual climax. This performance may
continue whether she is actually experiencing pleasure or faking it. She learns from the
cultural representation what sexual pleasure is supposed to be like, and she looks for those
cues in her sexual interaction. Finally, she learns to define those cues as sexual pleasure.
The three levels of embodiment inform the learning process of sexual pleasure. Similar
learning processes can be applied to defining desire. The development of my participants’
sexual understanding of desire is affected by cultural representations, from commercials
and films to erotica and pornography. Once participants learn the cues, they might turn to
their relationship to search for similar cues of desire. When certain cues of desire are not
practically achievable in interpersonal scripting, participants might use their imaginations

and experiment with their own intrapsychic script, such as using fantasies.

Desire is not fixed, nor is it free floating. Diverse, co-existing cultural scripts continuously
construct and reconstruct our embodied self, meaning that our experiences and
interpretations of desire are constantly being reshaped. However, since scripts and the
embodied self are both embedded in social contexts, any change within intrapsychic and
interpersonal scenarios will have been drawn from available cultural resources. Thus far,
all the theories I have discussed are Western conceptualisations of Western — if not claimed
as universal — sexualities. However, since there are four participants — plus myself — who
have cultural connections with East Asian countries?’, it is important to examine the
cultural scenarios — ideologies, norms, attitudes, representations, and even sexual theories
— that are influential in constituting women’s sexualities in East Asian countries. Through
the exploration of East Asian sexualities, I also revisit the theory of embodied sexual

scripts to explore ‘sexuality in transit’.

‘East Asian’ Sexualities

‘East Asian sexualities’ constitute neither a discipline nor a theory, but are a generalisation
referring to any study of sexualities located in ‘East Asian’ countries. I use this section to
discuss the predominant thoughts and cultural norms that constitute women’s sexuality in

‘East Asian’ countries, with a particular focus on Taiwan and China. The term ‘East Asian

29 My nationality is Taiwanese. Odinsleep is Taiwanese; one of Alexia’s parents is from China; Steel Vagina’s
parents are Chinese; and Pumpkin is Chinese. For participants’ details, refer to List of Participants (Appendix
2).
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sexualities’ is highly problematic, yet it has been so commonly used in academic research
that when I first thought about addressing the cultural constitution of sexuality in China
and in Taiwan, this is the term that immediately came to mind: I thought, ‘I have to write a
section on East Asian sexualities’. To start with, the definition of ‘East Asia’ is ambiguous
— even though it refers to a geographically and geopolitically designated area which
includes China and countries near its east coast, such as Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea
and Taiwan®’; North Korea is quite often left out — perhaps because it is impossible to
conduct ‘Westernised’ research or to discuss human rights under its regime — from this
academic area of study. Secondly, even though historically and culturally the
aforementioned countries have close relationships with one another, the umbrella term
oversimplifies the diversity and conflicts between them, as though ‘East Asia’ is a
homogeneous zone. More importantly, the use of ‘East Asian sexualities’ reproduces
otherness, suggesting that there is an area of study that has to be named because it is

outside the normative framework of Western sexuality research.

Nevertheless, since the term ‘East Asian sexualities’ has been so prominently used to
address research on sexuality that encompasses cultural and social lives in the area, the
term is sometimes helpful for understanding the values and norms that are more or less
shared and mutually influential amongst these countries. By using ‘East Asian
sexuality’ [in scare quotes], I hope to address the ambiguity and the problematic
simplification of the term while I attend to the cultural scripts — particularly constituted
around Confucianism-inflicted patriarchal culture — which shape the understanding and

construction of women’s desire.

There are several cultural and religious traditions in ‘East Asia’, such as Confucianism,
Taoism and Buddhism, of which Confucianism is the most influential in constituting
gender relations (Taga 2005). In China, before the Communist government, Confucianism
was the dominant system of values that governed people’s thoughts and practices; and in
Taiwan, literature around this line of thinking is part of the core materials in obligatory
education. Its influence is extensive. One of the key components of Confucianism is its

focus on collective rather than individual welfare; hence, within Confucian ethics, an

30 To avoid confusion and for ease of reading, I use the names China and Taiwan rather than People’s
Republic of China (China) and Republic of China (Taiwan); likewise, I also choose to use South Korea
(Republic of Korea) and North Korea (People’s Republic of Korea).
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individual’s personal decisions and actions should be based on, and contribute to, the
interests of society: it is one’s responsibility to serve the whole. One of the key ways to
achieve this is for everyone to stay in their role and perform accordingly. One can see why
this philosophy is popular among the ruling class: it strengthens the hierarchies in favour
of those people who are already privileged and in power, amongst them the unequal

relationship between men and women.

According to Confucian philosophy, a woman’s virtue lies in her ignorance and obedience
to men (Mao 2012; Sechiyama 2013). In The Analects, the only recorded quote in which
Confucius addressed women?!, he compared them to ‘uneducated people’ or ‘morally
inferior men’ (Mao 2012)32. In Confucianism, public space is occupied by men; whereas a
woman’s role is in the domestic sphere, primarily serving the males in the family — her
father, and after marriage, her husband and son. Patrilineal tradition and the Confucian
attitude towards gender reinforce a woman’s inferior position in society. A woman’s
sexuality only serves the purpose of producing a male child to carry on her husband’s
family lineage (only a boy can do this, as a girl will grow up and marry into her husband's
family); that 1s, her sexuality is constituted for procreation within marriage. Even when the
communist regime in China denounced Confucianism along with other traditions and
proposed equality between men and women for both to join the labour force, women were
still largely portrayed as dependants (Jackson, Liu and Woo 2008). Although this rather
misogynist Confucian attitude is being challenged in modern East Asian countries

nowadays, it is still influential in shaping people’s gender identity and sexual subjectivity.

In his research on ‘East Asian’ — Chinese and Japanese — masculinities, Taga (2005)
defines modernisation as the dramatic social changes under the influence of Western
culture and politics that began during the mid-19th century. Taga argues that, rather than
bringing gender equality, modernisation reinforced gender divisions and hierarchy in Japan
and China. In the context of Japan, the Meiji government enforced the household ie, an

exclusive patrilineal family system, during the 1890s in order to construct a modern

31 From The Analects of Confucius: " M7z F8il/N A AEEEM » T 2 HI % » =2 HIZZ - | Confucius
said, “Women and the uneducated people are most difficult to deal with. When you are familiar with them,
they become cheeky, and when you ignore them, they resent it” (Translated by Lin Yutang, n.d.).

32 There are different interpretations for the term /[N A\ [xiao” ren’]. Its literal meaning is ‘little (“]\) person
(A\)’. In this context, the term ‘little’ carries a demeaning tone.
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nation-state (Ueno 2009)33. During this period, the ideology of the ‘good wife, wise
mother’ also emerged — and later spread to China and Korea — to emphasise women’s
domestic responsibilities in helping to strengthen the country (Sechiyama 2013). Even
though the virtue of the ‘ignorant woman’ in pre-modern Confucian ideology was replaced
by the ‘capable woman,” women’s social status remained lower than men’s. As a result, one
may conclude that the norm of patriarchal households and the gender vision between

public and private spheres were reinforced during modernisation in Japan.

However, this conclusion does not suggest that women and men had an equal status in pre-
modern Japan. Taga (2005) claimed that, before modernisation, women were considered
equally as important as men under the Japanese nationalist ideology that ‘women also
contribute to the nation through the production of high-quality children’ (p.131). I disagree
with Taga in the sense that defining women’s equal position based on the premise of
reproductive ability strips women of their subjectivities, not to mention that the
deployment of this discourse once again constrains women’s sexuality within procreation.
While one may argue that modernisation institutionalised gender inequality in Japan, it
nevertheless also brought in different norms and values from the Western world that

reshaped local sexualities.

With the development of global capitalism and the use of communication technologies,
women in ‘East Asia’ are provided with multiple cultural scripts which allow them access
to Western-initiated values such as individualism and feminism. These scripts offer women
possible ways of reconstituting their gender and sexual subjectivities. I recall the first time
I saw the Spice Girls on TV when I was twelve years old. At that time, many boy bands
from the United States and the UK were popular in Taiwan. The appearance of five
energetic young women with their own distinct personalities (packaged for sale, of course)
was not only refreshing but also inspiring. As I turned my attention to their songs, the
lyrics of 2 Become 1 — at first ambiguous because of my lack of sexual knowledge and
limited comprehension of English — seemed to me to be a representation of a Western
‘openness’ within which women could express their desire and initiate sex without any

negative connotations (I mean, look at their glamorous styles!). My perception of the

33 According to Ueno (2009), before the Meiji era, only about 10% of the Japanese population — the warrior
class and their families — followed the patrilineal family system; 90% of the population had diverse family
structures.
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sexual ‘openness’ of Western culture was nevertheless a misconception constructed by
popular media — ranging from Hollywood films to music videos. However, my experience
is an example of how my attitude towards women’s sexuality changed as I picked up this
particular script. My stance on women’s freedom of sexual expression was reaffirmed
when | came into contact with liberal feminism at university; hence I am able and happy
both to speak about my own experiences and to conduct research on women’s sexual desire

now.

Referring to Gagnon and Simon’s dramaturgical metaphor: even if individuals are
presented with the same script, it is likely that everyone will experience the sexual drama
differently. Even though extensive representations of women as autonomous sexual
subjects exist, they are not necessarily appreciated or adopted by ‘East Asian’ agents. In
fact, Jackson et al. (2008) suggest that, since feminist sexual liberation movements attack
the central value of Confucian traditions, they are usually seen as ‘unwelcome Western
imports’ (p.23). Apart from media representations, social changes — such as giving women
equal legal rights to education and employment — can also give rise to women’s autonomy,
which then opens up the opportunity for their sexual subjectivities to be reconfigured.
Unfortunately, women in East Asia are still conditioned by patriarchal values and practices;
hence, it is difficult for them to attain sexual autonomy, particularly when their sexuality
falls outside the heterosexual norms. Additionally, there are always competing scripts
which both reflect and reproduce dominant attitudes towards gendered sexuality. Chan’s
(2008) study of Hong Kong women’s sexualities indicates that, although local TV media
may broadcast explicit materials against the background of a sexually conservative society,
they usually represent women as providing services for men’s desire and pleasure rather

than women being sexual subjects.

Still, some researchers remain optimistic about the ongoing input of multiple scripts and
the potential for ‘East Asian’ women to reconstitute around a more positive sexual self. Ho
(2003) argues that young women in Taiwan are using social tools to express and reshape
their sexualities. She proposes that the pop star Vivian Hsu’s photo album Venus, produced
in 1996, provides visual material for teenage girls to create a type of ‘innocent yet sexy’
image of themselves which is widely popular and accepted in Taiwan (p.326). Even though

one can argue that the production of these young women’s images is an indication of
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sexual exploration and expression, I ask: why is this combination of innocence and
sexiness so prevalent, and whom does it serve? One possible answer can be found in Chen
Mei-Hua’s (2008) study of female sexual workers’ experiences in Taiwan. She argues that
women sexual workers have to perform a type of embodied femininity in which they
represent themselves as not ‘real whores’ — prostitutes who are sexually inexperienced — in
order to turn on their male clients. This is because these clients tend to eroticise innocent
girls, and they enjoy being in a knowledgeable — hence dominant — role to teach young
women ‘how to do it’. Indeed, the representation of an ‘innocent sexy girl’ caters to
heterosexual Taiwanese men’s desire; however, I wonder if this successful sexual
performance can symbolically destabilise the cultural imagination of a ‘passive, innocent’

woman — after all, it is just a show that she puts on.

Finally, women’s sexual subjectivities can be reconstituted as they move across national
borders, both literally and metaphorically. In her study of women migrant workers in
Taiwan, Lan (2008) suggests that migrant women negotiate with constraints in various
social settings, thus their sexual conduct is situational (p.48). In her PhD thesis, Juhyun
Woo (2007) reflects on her personal journey towards finding a language to comprehend her
sexual identity. Coming from a South Korean background, Woo could only understand
homosexuality as a ‘cultural difference’ in the Western world because heterosexuals were
the only visible people in South Korea. When she first studied in the UK as an international
student in 1995, she did not know how to describe her intimate relationship with a woman
without using unintelligible metaphors, even though she had started reading coming-out
stories in Britain to search for something that could help define her own experiences. After
she moved back to South Korea, the only available method to ‘be a lesbian’ for her was to
live a double life: with her family, old friends and colleagues, she was Juhyun; and in the
lesbian community she inhabited, she was Parang. Her journey of negotiating her two
identities continued, and in 2003 she learnt about ‘sexual citizenship,” a Western concept
that allowed her to incorporate Parang as part of Juhyun; that is, rather than defining

Parang as a sexual other, she could interpret herself as a sexual citizen.

From my participants’ materials and my own experience, I recognise that moving from one
country to another — in my study, from ‘East Asia’ to the ‘West’ — requires an individual to

learn, and to negotiate with local scripts in order to perform what is culturally acceptable
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and personally preferable; hence, one’s sexuality is in transit as the social agent moves on.
I personally find it more comfortable to talk about my sexuality — and to conduct research
on women’s sexual desire — in the UK than in Taiwan. Additionally, one participant
acknowledges that both her sexual practice and her understanding of sexuality have
changed since she moved from China to the UK. Similar negotiations and fluidity can be
observed in participants whose parents were the ones to embody that cross-national
movement. Born and raised in the UK, one participant has ideas of desire that she is
willing to share with me but which need to be kept completely confidential from her
parents. This act of being a ‘double agent’ is not unfamiliar to many participants, who also
shift to another (sexual) ‘identity’ when they are with different people in different social
settings. This performance takes practice and it is an important skill for participants to
learn in order to manage their micro-politics. But what role does this micro-politics play in

a broader feminist battle against patriarchal norms and within feminist debates?

Sexuality — at the Heart of Feminist Debates

A research project focusing on women'’s sexuality cannot ignore the feminist debates and
theorisations around this subject. On one hand, feminists have long been concerned with
how women’s sexuality is subordinated to men’s in patriarchal societies. On the other
hand, many feminist studies on sexuality focus on women’s lived experience and aim to
overturn the social inequality constructed around gender. The feminist debates that began
during the second-wave movement3* brought up the political necessity of rejecting
heterosexuality in order to deconstruct patriarchal norms; meanwhile, some feminists
propose versions of sexual liberation as a way to reclaim women’s subjectivity and equal
rights. These debates, as I discuss in this section, indicate the dilemma of choosing
between women’s collective endeavour to battle against institutionalised heterosexuality

and individual women’s pursuit of reclaiming desire and pleasure.

The heated debates between feminists on the subjects of sexual liberation, pornography
and sex work are commonly believed to have started during the 1970s as part of second-

wave feminist movements in the United States. However, the feminist concern about

34 As part of the first-wave feminist movement, sexual purity was advocated to resist men’s sexual
domination and exploitation of women. Sexual purity emphasises the abolition of prostitution and demands
equal morality from men and women.
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women’s sexuality in relation to that of men’s had already revealed itself in the nineteenth
century, when feminists proposed using ‘asexuality’ to challenge male sexual privileges
(Vance 1984). In fact, sex has long been regarded as a possible political tool. I am
immediately reminded of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, a Greek comedy that was originally
produced in 411 BCE which depicts women using a collective sex strike as a way of
putting an end to a war initiated and fought by their husbands and lovers. From the late
1970s, radical feminists, who were critical of male-dominated heterosexuality, such as
MacKinnon (1982, 1989) suggested that (hetero) sex in patriarchal societies is the male
pursuit of control over women, hence sex cannot be liberating for women. To stand against
the institutionalised heterosexual norms and patriarchal control over women, Andrea
Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon dedicated themselves to calling for the censorship of
pornography, as they argued that the whole pornographic industry is based on the
exploitation of women, and its products reduce women to sexual objects. On the other
hand, sex-positive feminists such as Nina Hartley — who works in the pornographic
industry herself — Amber L. Hollibaugh and Josephine Ho argue that sexual freedom is
essential to women’s liberation and that, by pursuing sexual freedom, women can disrupt

the gender norms and develop a sense of sexual agency.

These two irreconcilable views on what women should do with their sexualities, I argue,
are based on their fundamental epistemological differences in tackling gender inequality.
On one hand, radical feminists target heteronormativity as an institution, proposing that
women need to act as a whole — presumed as a homogeneous category, or a political
collective — to reject male oppression. However, their assertion that all women are victims
of male perpetrators is unwelcome to many people because of its hostility towards all men,
many of whom would be women’s family and friends who also hold gender equality dear
to their hearts. This assertion also assumes an aggressive male sexuality, reproducing a
sense of female passivity in which women are ‘fallen victims’. In her study of school
education and teenage girls’ sexuality in the United States, Michelle Fine (1988) argues
that the rhetoric of a victimised female sexuality can prevent young women from
developing sexual subjectivities and responsibilities; as a result, these teenage girls are
exposed to dangers such as unwanted pregnancies and experiences of sexual victimisation

which, in turn, make them more vulnerable.
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On the other hand, the sex-positive feminist approach relies on individual women to
express their sexual desire, obtain sexual knowledge, and put their fantasies into practice in
order to confront the patriarchal order that silences women’s sexuality. It is reliant on the
individual’s endeavour to reconstitute women’s sexual subjectivity and to renegotiate the
sexual relationship between men and women, in order for women’s autonomy and an equal
gender relationship to be possible. As Dimen (1984) argues, the creation and discovery of
one’s own sexual pleasure is very much an individual journey, and it is a result of both
personal desire and cultural forces. With the aim of sexual autonomy, Hollibaugh (1981)
suggests that feminists should encourage women to explore their sexualities. She points out
that the problem of radical feminism is that, by claiming pornography and BDSM fantasies
as violence against women, these feminists are saying that these various desires are
‘imposed upon’ women, ignoring the fact that women can, and do, explore their
sexualities. Furthermore, radical feminist criticisms themselves become moral judgements
that regulate women’s sexuality in a manner reminiscent of patriarchal norms. This forces
women to face a double dilemma: either they return to conformity with heteronormativity
and silence their desires, or they are judged by feminists for being open about their desires

and fantasies (Hollibaugh 1984).

Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality edited by Vance (1984) is an iconic
collection of writings which represent the feminist struggle to negotiate between the
pursuit of sexual agency and the continuous battle with the patriarchal structures within
which women act. Vance’s introduction to the book, as I read it, is an exploration of ideas
such as Foucault’s discursive power, a symbolic interactionist approach to sexuality, and a
trait of queer theory. In Vance’s narrative, ‘woman’ is a taken-for-granted identity that is
fixed. She argues that, even though some might regard sexuality as organised and polarised
in accordance with gender dichotomy, it is actually dynamic and unsettling. As it is
constituted through discourse and meaning, sexuality — one’s identity, desire, erotic
practices and as a concept itself — changes when it is located in a different cultural and
historical context where the local discursive framework would reshape the meaning of
sexuality as well as the knowledge constructed around it. As such, sexuality is
reconstituted every time it is theorised — by Vance’s work or in my project — and
experienced by individuals. Thus, this is a further argument that one should understand

sexuality as being shaped both within social webs/environments and in personal life. Vance
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further proposes that women are agents who embody diverse interpretive frameworks;
hence, they are capable of producing various sexual meanings. Since there are so many
possibilities for interpreting sexuality, its meaning must be multiple, ever-changing and

hence impossible to regulate.

In her article, Vance (1984) proposes that feminists should not make generalisations about
women’s experiences to construct ‘woman’ as a homogeneous whole. She emphasises the
diversity of women’s experiences and argues for the complexity of women’s sexuality as it
encompasses age, class, religion, cultural values, ethnicity and many other aspects of life.
However, Vance does not call into question her own assumption of the predetermined
gender identification: ‘woman’. After all, the power of collectivity cannot be ignored,
either. Perhaps a good strategy is to find a way to incorporate the individual and the
collective women’s experiences in the pursuit of gender/sexual equality. Practising ‘the
personal is the political’, Vance suggests that women should study our sexual stories and
explore which elements play into women’s pleasure and displeasure individually and

together, and seek to make pleasurable experiences occur more frequently for us (p.6).

The book Jane Sexes It Up: True Confessions of Feminist Desire is exactly one example of
a collective endeavour with contributions from individual women. Almost two decades
after Vance’s book, women still face risks for telling their sexual stories, and the editor
Merri Lisa Johnson (2002) points out that all the contributors are publishing their stories to

confront a world that is hostile to women who are brave enough to share their sexuality:

Before going all out — balls to the wall, if you will — I want to acknowledge what we
are up against. Each contributing essayist puts herself out there in the world, naked
and exposed, not because she thinks it’s safe to speak frankly about sex, desire,
bodies, and personal histories, but because she knows it’s not. The fact of living in a
rape culture underlines the bravery and seriousness of essays that might otherwise be
taken as flippant, a-historical, privileged post-feminist play. Our writing is play, but it
is play despite and in resistance to a context of danger and prohibition, not a result of

imagining there is none [emphasis in the original] (pp.1-2).

The bold words and sexual metaphors in these essays challenge readers — including myself
— who have embodied patriarchal ideas of an appropriate sexual expression. From my

perspective, this form of collective individual endeavour serves several political purposes.
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Firstly, by sharing these stories, women can learn that they are not alone with their
individual experience, even though each story is also personal and distinct. I recall one
time when I was teaching in an undergraduate seminar. In order to demonstrate how people
can potentially be connected with one another across identity categories — such as gender,
age, ethnicity — I asked students to write a short piece about the body. The result was quite
fruitful. Some students revealed the same concerns about their bodies, which they had
previously thought was ‘just me being weird’. These short stories that people share connect
us together regardless of our age, gender or ethnicity. Additionally, these pioneer stories
provide a window onto diverse experiences that were probably unheard before. By reading
these stories, we learn about how people live and negotiate their identities in various social
locations. These personal stories can become one form of the cultural materials that
encourage more contributions and exploration. One might become curious and ask ‘what

else is out there?’

In contrast to Johnson’s highlighting of the risks women face when sharing sexual stories,
popular culture seems to be claiming that, nowadays, women can be sexually empowered.
This leads many women in Western cultures to think that feminism is no longer needed.
However, the sense of empowerment that popular culture generates for women does not
mean that women are ‘liberated’ from patriarchal values; rather, it implants the feeling of
being sexually empowered in individual women. In her study of female sexual agency in
advertising, Rosalind Gill (2008) suggests that the constructed sexual subjectivity becomes
a form of regulation because of its focus on female sexual attractiveness, which is
predominantly represented by a young, aesthetically pleasing woman’s body. Furthermore,
Tolman’s (2002) research suggests that there is still a lack of sexual desire and pleasure in
young women’s accounts of why they participate in sexual activities. While I agree that a
personal feeling of empowerment is important for women in order to explore and interpret
their desire — after all, the personal is political — one should not dismiss the necessity of
feminism in societies where patriarchal norms and heteronormative discourses dominate
the shaping of women’s sexuality. To further explore how the personal and the cultural are
negotiated, both in constituting women’s sexuality and in generating a possible political
movement, [ propose that auto-photography is an effective method which illuminates
women’s more personal, diverse sexualities as well as drawing attention to the potential

connections between ‘women’.
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Auto-photography: Personal Desire within Cultural Construction

In the previous sections, I touched upon how queer theory and symbolic interactionism can
inform the use of auto-photography in my research on women’s sexuality. Butler’s ideas
about gender performativity and the fluidity of desire (1990, 2004) indicate that gender is
not intrinsic but is reproduced through its constant making of, and on the body, whereas
desire cannot be dictated by gender, and is beyond comprehension because of its fluidity.
The photographs of women’s desire in this project indicate that women often make images
of their bodies. When presented with these photographs, one might think that most of the
images are not expressions of sexual desire — the meanings of desire are only indicated
through the signs in these pictures. The symbolic interactionist focus on individual agency
within a cultural context illuminates the subtle differences within resemblance in
participants’ photographs which reveal the process by which women negotiate their
personal sexual interests within the broader social influence. In this section, I discuss how
auto-photography — particularly the process of making images — can reveal desire as
multiple and individual by reading Donna Haraway’s (1988) theory of situated

knowledges.

In order to challenge scientific claims to ‘objectivity’, Haraway proposes the idea of
‘situated knowledges’, through which researchers, particularly feminists, are made aware
of their own position and the local context within which studies are conducted. In
particular, Haraway suggests that the metaphor of ‘vision’* can best challenge the claim to
objectivity and the academic tradition that constructs our dichotomised understanding of
the world. By using ‘vision’, feminists can now reclaim the gaze, which is as powerful and
conquering (Haraway 1988) as knowledge. Vision allows one to perceive and interpret;
however, the scrutiniser — as well as the scientist who constructs the ‘truth’ of the world —
was once nowhere to be seen. The metaphor of vision illuminates the scrutiniser, who
previously remained in the dark: that is, it reveals that knowledge, just like vision, is about
the location from which one views. As individuals do not embody the same viewing

positions, their visions of the world must be subjective and multiple.

35 To address an interesting and important question that my supervisor raised: even though ‘vision’ is a
metaphor, what if a person is physically blind? I think vision is only one of the senses that can be used as a
metaphor to illustrate how human beings perceive and understand the world. However, ‘vision’ seems to be
more helpful than other sensual metaphors because the term also refers to the ability to imagine and plan for
the future. This question also brings me to recognise a potential limitation of auto-photographic methods
when I discuss the ‘vision’ metaphor.
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To make it more concise, Haraway tells an anecdote about walking her dog. While they
were walking, she wondered how different the world would be if a person saw and sensed
it from a dog’s perspective. The view that dogs perceive must be very different from what
humans see because of the diverse perceptive systems we embody. Furthermore, human
beings possess technologies which can manipulate images to create meanings — just think
how a 4D ultrasound picture of a foetus is coloured®®. Human beings are active viewers:
we see, and our ways of seeing are shaped — not dictated — by our organs and technologies,
including those of social order, norms and practices. Furthermore, our diverse ways of
viewing lead us to create different kinds of vision: there are no identical representations of
desire, but only partial resemblances which build up ‘webs of connections’ (Haraway 1988,
p.584) that give us a taste of what women s sexualities are. Haraway’s proposition suggests
that there cannot be a comprehensive theorisation of ‘women’s desire’ because a
homogeneous women'’s sexuality simply does not exist. Additionally, the metaphor of
vision is not only inclusive of all diversities but also suggests that there exist other desires
that are not yet seen, not yet researched, and hence incomprehensible. The metaphor of
vision signifies the ways in which auto-photography can reveal women’s desire, both in the
sense of individual diversities and the cultural resemblances in participants’ photographic

creations.

Putting together Haraway’s metaphor of vision with Gagnon and Simon’s scripting theory,
I argue that, although auto-photography might not be able to reconcile the feminist
dilemma between macro- and micro-politics, it certainly can bring to the fore women’s
negotiations between personal choice and the cultural shaping of sexuality. Participants’
photographs embody multiple and complex meanings of desire. These meanings do not
reveal themselves directly; rather, the interpretation of desire comes from many sources. It
certainly relies on participants’ subjective understandings and experiences, which are
constituted within social interaction. It also depends on the viewers’ reading, which is
shaped by dominant discourses. Furthermore, photographic representations are full of
symbols which open themselves up for multiple interpretations. It is important to note that
participants and researchers are all situated; hence, it is not possible to ‘discover’ a unified

women’s desire, or to construct a universal theory of sexuality. Rather, I am presented with

36 The 3D/4D ultrasound images do not reflect the ‘actual’ appearance of the foetus; rather, the representation
is manipulated — coloured and smoothed — for viewing (see Roberts 2012).
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fluid webs of scripts which are constantly changing, intersecting with and diverting from
one another in the process of making sense of desire. These webs reveal connections
between individual women'’s sexuality, such as it being shaped by popular cultural
representations of sexual attractiveness, or that it has to be kept under cover to avoid
conflicts with family or with social values. The webs also demonstrate that each woman’s
experiences and emotions, which weave her interpretation, are uniquely /ers. Haraway’s
concept of ‘webs of connections’ offers a conceptual method to bring women ‘together’

while emphasising the multiplicity and diversity of women s desire.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have explored webs of knowledge which illuminate the interpretation of
women’s desire. The concept of a ‘web’ is particularly helpful in signifying the fluidity of
knowledge and how theories intersect with each other in the shaping of human sexuality.
Unlike ‘layers’, webs do not indicate priorities or bases. Rather, webs suggest a way to
think about how ideas are interwoven to co-construct our desire. These webs are not fixed
but are constantly changing as new and conflicting discourses come into play. Although
popular discourses and cultural norms are powerful in constituting women’s sexuality, they
cannot dictate a homogeneous form of sexual desire because every woman has access to
diverse discursive threads from which she can pick up or abandon the meaning of desire.
Hence, webs are particularly useful for understanding women’s desire — both in terms of
the conceptualisation and the representation — as negotiated between individual choice and

cultural constitution.

The theoretical webs I have discussed illuminate women’s desire from three perspectives:
the popular discourses and social norms which shape how women understand the meaning
of desire, a feminist symbolic interactionist approach which gives insights into women’s
conceptualisations of their sexuality, and the feminist theories which inform my research
and investigation in this project. Using Foucault’s concept of discursive power, I suggest
that, although psychoanalysis is quite distant from women’s lived experience, its ideas
have slipped into popular sexual discourses and are influential in shaping how women
make sense of desire. In Taiwan and China, social conventions constructed around
Confucianism are particularly restrictive for women attempting to explore their sexuality in

patriarchal societies, let alone constituting a sense of sexual subjectivity — although this
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phenomenon is changing. Sexual scripts incorporating a feminist theory of embodiment
illuminate the ways in which women justify their sexuality, demonstrating their
understanding that desire is shaped by cultural scenarios and experienced within
interaction. This approach also indicates the process by which women make sense of their
desire through reflection. Finally, feminist academic discussions such as queer theory,
sexual debates since the second-wave movements, and Haraway’s proposal of situated
knowledges inspire me to think about the multiplicity of desire, and how negotiation
between the personal and the collective has always existed regardless of how subtle it
seems. These feminist discussions focusing on women'’s lived experience and the
heterogeneity of sexualities inspire me to think of sexual desire as full of opportunities for

change.
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Chapter 3
Auto-photography: Critical Context and Practicality

One might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear. Men look at women.
Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations
between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor
of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object
— and most particularly an object of vision: a sight. [emphasis in the original] (Berger
1972, p.47)

When I first read this passage several years ago, I felt a bit mortified. Having been an
amateur photographer for a few years, I thought that surely my photographs — with or
without myself in the composition — were expressing my perspectives rather than those of a
man? I understood that Berger’s comments are based on a Western context in which
images of female nudes — traditionally produced for male spectators — are so prevalent that
they shape both men’s and women’s viewing and subjectivity. Still, I wondered, what does
a woman see when she thinks about ser desire? How does a woman represent and
communicate her sexuality when she becomes an active photographer rather than a sole
appearance? Hence, I asked women, including myself®’, to take up cameras to photograph

‘our’ desire.

But first, what are auto-photographic practices? In short, they are ways for individuals to
employ photography as a method of exploring their experiences and perceptions, often
about a specific topic or event, in order to generate and communicate meanings for
themselves and/or their viewers. Auto-photography (Ziller and Lewis 1981; Kaloski-
Naylor with Broughton 1999; Burke and Dollinger 2005; Noland 2006; Johnsen et al.
2008; Hensel et al. 2011) is a hybrid genre whose boundaries are not easy to map. My
definition is that auto-photography is self-imaging with the addition of some form of self-
analysis which can be written, spoken, or visual. This demarcation excludes casual
snapshots unless, perhaps, the photographs are later revisited and analysed by their
producers. The characteristics of auto-photography can also be found when individuals
analyse and remake portraits of themselves which were previously taken by others, such as

those produced as family photos (Spence 1988; Kuhn 1995; Sligh 1995; Solomon 1995).

37 See my discussion about why I did not include my own materials in this thesis on page 95.
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Therefore, auto-photographic practices are not restricted to producers making photographs
from scratch for self-exploration. Producers can use existing images — by examining, re-
staging or remaking photographs — to generate profound reflection on personal experiences
and feelings. Auto-photography differs from the photographic methods used in
anthropological studies where researchers record and represent the lives of the researched
as part of the ethnographic data (see, for example, Radcliffe-Brown 1922; Carmichael
1985), because the research subjects do not use those researcher-generated photographs to

carry out self-analysis.

This is a long chapter, and I have divided it into two parts to tackle the complexity of auto-
photography: the critical context of my methodology, and my practice. Auto-photography,
as I explained above, is not a well-defined genre. Hence, in the first part, I examine
different sites to demonstrate how auto-photography has been practised and, by doing so, I
show the breadth of these practices. I consider auto-photography to be an innovative
method which initiates material®® generation. The active making of photographs and self-
analysis encourages me to rethink the ‘roles’ that auto-photographers play in my research
as well as in a broader context. In part one, I explore what the implications are of ‘women’
using auto-photography: does it raise the consciousness of practitioners? Can auto-
photographers produce images that challenge dominant representations? How do
researchers involve practitioners in participatory projects; and by doing so, gain fuller,
more insightful stories? My methodology is informed by two key areas in which auto-
photography is practised: art and social research. For both practitioners and artists>°, auto-
photography can be used to explore and communicate their ideas; and for researchers, it
can be applied to engage participants#’ in creating materials in response to the research

questions.

38 1 prefer to use ‘materials’ rather than ‘data’ in this project, because the images and words my participants
contributed are richer and more in-depth than the term ‘data’ suggests.

39 At times, it is not easy to choose an ‘appropriate’ term to address the auto-photographers, as they inhabit
multiple roles. Mainly to avoid repetition, I use ‘producers’ and ‘practitioners’ interchangeably to refer to
individuals who practise auto-photography in order to produce photographs and generate self-analysis. I refer
to those whose work is widely recognised as artistic contribution as ‘artists’. The artists I discuss in this
chapter are people who have created artwork in ways that inform auto-photographic practices, although the
boundaries between creative practitioners and artists are inevitably blurred.

40T explain the particular meaning of ‘participants’ — instead of research subjects — in a later section.
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The underlying theories and practices of self-photography are already complex, and I
further add journaling and semi-structured interviews to this project. In the second part, I
reflect on my own practice and the difficulties I encountered throughout the process. I
consider my methodology to be a feminist one which engages participants in the co-
creation of knowledge; however, it is challenging to represent participants’ narratives as
valid knowledge itself as well as to examine their accounts critically. Furthermore, using
auto-photographic methods to research sexual desire raises complex ethical concerns as it
touches upon a subject matter that is conventionally perceived as ‘sensitive’; therefore, |
have to decide whether and how to use some photographs, considering both participants’
contributions and the viewers’ perceptions. The aim of this chapter is thus to outline the
theories and practices of auto-photography, to consider where my project is located in this

methodological matrix, and to offer the story of my research.

Part One: Auto-photography

In this section, I offer an overview of auto-photographic practices, focusing specifically on
three interconnected methodological issues: the function of raising awareness of auto-
photographers, challenging predominant popular representations, and my reflections on the
benefits and implications for researchers who adopt auto-photography as their research
method. Although approaches may vary, the process of self-photography and self-analysis
are able to raise consciousness about producers’ own living conditions. When producers
publish and share their materials in various ways — such as via zines, books, blogs and
group discussions — auto-photography becomes an activist practice which reveals the
diversity of people’s lived experience. As a social research method, auto-photography
produces knowledge based on participants’ empirical data, offering them a chance to
explore and articulate the meaning of their lives to a greater degree than with interviews
alone, which is a more usual method of encouraging people to open up parts of their lives
for a research project. Auto-photography also challenges researchers to re-examine their
relationship with the researched, and to consider how participants’ materials are interpreted
within the researchers’ purview. I argue that auto-photography is a form of activism as well
as a strong methodological impetus for social researchers, including myself. The aim of
social research is to propose changes in society, but not every single project is directly
concerned with the people who contribute research materials. Compared to methods such

as surveying, for instance, auto-photography has the potential to raise the consciousness of
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participants and therefore bring changes to their lives. Auto-photographic practices are a
form of activism in two distinct ways: a) they offer, and often encourage, access to more
‘personal’, ‘private’ or ‘hidden’ perspectives and feelings that are hard to articulate and
identify through words and outsider analysis alone, and b) the methodology seeks not only
to investigate an aspect of society, but also to bring changes to the producers — in activism,

the practice is as important as the research or artistic outcome*!.

As a social research method, auto-photography has been practised under different names,
often related to specific methods of data production or to theoretical models. For instance,
auto-photography is sometimes referred to as photo-elicitation (Radley and Taylor 2003;
Frith and Harcourt 2007; Clark-Ibafiez 2007; Samuels 2007; Croghan et al. 2008; Allen
2008) or photo-interview (Kolb 2008) because participants’ photographs are used to elicit
responses in interviews; while Wang and Burris (1997) named this method ‘photovoice’
because it elicits participants’ sharing of their expertise. Researchers argue that this type of
participatory visual method can give voice to participants (Samuels 2007; McIntyre 2003;
Radley and Taylor 2003; Luttrell and Chalfen 2010; Luttrell 2010) and allow them to
reveal significant aspects of their lives in response to research questions. However, none of
these names — photo-elicitation, photo-interview or photovoice — clearly addresses who the
photographers are. Tinkler (2013) uses ‘autobiographical methods’ to refer to self-
exploration initiated by researchers themselves, who reflect on their old photographs
through words and/or remaking the photographs. Part of her ‘autobiographical methods’
fits into my definition of ‘auto-photography’. I decided to adopt the term auto-photography
to emphasise that the photography — both creating new photos and remaking images —
conducted by practitioners carries autobiographical narratives. The multiple meanings of
photographs are contextualised using practitioners’ written and/or spoken accounts, and are

open to interpretation by viewers.

However, when the term ‘auto-photography’ was first used by Ziller and Lewis (1981) in
their research into young adults’ self-conceptions, they adopted a very different
methodological approach. Ziller and Lewis provided each research subject (their own

words) with an Instamatic camera and a twelve-exposure film to take pictures of ‘who you

41 Lucy Lippard is an advocate of activist art. In Get the Message?: A Decade of Art for Social Change
(1984), she argues that artists can make their work directly involved in social change, and she uses examples
to demonstrate how art is involved in political activism.
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are’, and asked each subject to number the photographs from one to twelve; one being the
photograph that describes them best, and twelve the least. Ziller and Lewis then used
content analysis, coding and categorisation of the photographs to investigate their

subjects’ self-conception. For instance, photographs of books were categorised as academic
achievement orientation; while those of natural scenes and art objects were categorised as
aesthetic. Their methods did not allow the young adults to discuss their photos — there was
no self-analysis and the contexts of images were missing; as a result, the meanings of these
photos were reduced to Ziller and Lewis’ coarse categorisation and, ironically, each of their

research subjects’ self-perceptions is lost in their studies.

Methods and ideas of auto-photography have developed in the twenty years since Ziller
and Lewis’ research. Since the 2000s, many research projects which engaged others in
auto-photographic methods have focused on the active participatory aspects of their
research subjects, thus the use of the term participants (Bolton et al. 2001; MclIntyre 2003;
Radley and Taylor 2003; Burke and Dollinger 2005; Noland 2006; Frith and Harcourt
2007; Clark-Ibafiez 2007; Samuels 2007; Croghan et al. 2008; Johnsen et al. 2008; Kolb
2008; Allen 2008 and 2009; Luttrell 2010; Hensel et al. 2011; Richards 2011; Haaken and
O’Neill 2014). Participants were invited to get involved in auto-photographic practice, a
process which enabled them to craft images in response to research questions, and to work
with researchers in reading their pictures. This development suggests that the research
materials participants provide should not be subject to an oversimplified categorisation set
up by researchers, as in Ziller and Lewis’ project; rather, researchers should use these
materials to generate more in-depth investigation into participants’ self-analysis and

identities (Noland 2006).

Participants’ spoken and/or written accounts assist researchers in accessing their self-
exploration and the messages they intend to deliver in their photographs. The meanings of
a photograph are not fixed (Solomon 1995); they change as viewers interpret the visual
signs depending on the diverse cultural and historical conventions which constitute
personal perceptions. For instance, I learnt that the colour red signifies love and passion in
English culture; whereas ‘red’ indicates good luck and celebration in Taiwanese tradition.
Thus, photography is not a ‘universal language’, as claimed by Ziller and Lewis (1981),

although it can certainly be used to elicit conversations in international and cross-cultural
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studies. Participants’ words are important in contextualising their photographs for
researchers as the visual meanings might not translate due to gaps in cultural
understanding?. In my opinion, once researchers learn the background story of
participants’ photographs, they will be able to read the images responsibly in order to

further explore other possible meanings subtly embedded in the pictures.

While auto-photographic practices appear to be based on the individual’s exploration of
experiences and perceptions, their scope extends far beyond the personal. Tinkler (2013)
argues that, by analysing personal photographs, one can observe and explain wider social
and cultural processes. For instance, she suggests that, as an individual analyses a family
photo, she explores not only her personal familial relationships, but also the dominant
ideology of family — which is socially and culturally variable (Tinkler 2013). In her own
project, Family Secrets, Kuhn (2002) employs ‘memory work’ to analyse her family
photos. She argues that when an individual reflects upon a family photo she constructs, in
the present, a memory of the past (see also Kuhn 2000, 2007). The construction of
memories is based on one’s social and cultural understanding of a family and familial
relationships. Memory is therefore approached from a cultural perspective in that it
associates the personal with social and cultural phenomena. Focusing on auto-photographic
projects of the 1980s and 1990s, which explore memory, family, identity and subjectivity,
Tinkler (2013) suggests that these projects are usually underpinned by feminist agendas,
aligned with the notion that ‘the personal is political’ (p.62). Hence, I start by discussing
the ways in which auto-photographic practices, through generating self-analysis, can raise
the consciousness of practitioners and enable them to take control of this means of self-

expression.

Raising the Consciousness of Auto-Photographers

I consider auto-photography to be an effective method to approach women’s experiences
and perceptions of sexual desire, because its practices encourage participants to explore
their ideas, generate research materials, and tell their stories. Another factor in my

methodological decision is that I used to think dominant theories of sexuality — such as

42T am not suggesting that the meanings of words are stable; however, I think words are helpful as they
constitute the primary method by which human beings communicate knowledge.
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psychoanalysis and queer theories — were not embedded in women’s lived experience®;
hence, I wanted to construct a theory of women’s sexual desire that was based on empirical
research. Auto-photography provides me with a method to investigate how women
participants themselves experience and make sense of their sexuality. As my project
developed, I came across other auto-photographic projects which seemed to suggest that
auto-photographic practices empower producers. By ‘empower’ these researchers meant
that auto-photography has the potential to raise consciousness (Radley and Taylor 2003),
allowing producers to become aware of their living conditions and to act upon this
awareness. Although I first found this a seductive theory, my thoughts have since changed.
Even though auto-photography allows practitioners to have some control over their self-
representations, which can bring a sense of empowerment to practitioners, this does not
necessarily mean that the broader cultural environment can be rapidly reshaped to
emancipate marginalised people. Still, practitioners can use auto-photography as a form of
activism in that the generated photographs can reveal experiences and emotions that are

underrepresented, or can be used to challenge dominant portrayals in mass media.

To suggest that one can use auto-photography as a form of activism is to assume that the
producer has control over the means of expression: in the process of taking pictures and
self-analysis, the producer might make photos with the intent of communicating messages
to the audience, including to researchers such as myself. Although the idea of my
participants being able to deliver their messages directly to me is tempting, this raises two
issues. Firstly, some researchers argue that auto-photography allows participants to express
their experiences and perceptions in the ways they prefer (Mclntyre 2003; Noland 2006;
Frith and Harcourt 2007); however, this assumes that participants are always aware of what
and why they are photographing, and that the meanings of their photographs can be
unmistakably delivered to viewers. This claim ignores the fact that participants can take a
chance with snapshots, experiment with photography to explore what they can create, or

still be developing their ideas while they are taking pictures.

The other issue responds to Mclntyre’s (2003) suggestion that, by having control over the
image-making, participants in social research get to represent themselves in the ways they

choose, and that this practice enables them to identify the significant aspects of their lives.

43 My theoretical understanding has changed; and I discuss how theories of sexuality become part of
individuals’ lived experiences in Chapter 2.
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The difficulty with this is that, even though auto-photographers get to decide how they are
producing their photographs, they cannot control how viewers will interpret their
representations even when images are accompanied by their words. Although participants
are able to identify crucial elements relating to the research questions through the process
of decision-making — including what subjects are to be photographed, the set up and the
framing of the images, and the choice of which photographs to submit to the researcher —
researchers should acknowledge that there might still be slippage in terms of which

meaning in participants’ representations are deemed more significant than others.

Still, with auto-photography as a tool of expression, some producers make photos to
disclose aspects of their normally unseen or unrecognised lives, which may be within or
without their intent. For instance, auto-photographer Dennett (1995) took pictures to reveal
the often-hidden lives of working-class pensioners — including her own — as a record of her
family history. Her practice indicates a realist approach in that the photographs became
‘proof” of her life. The actual images are materials that can be passed on in her family; at
the same time, they can be a representation of her intention to unveil a lived experience
that 1s under-portrayed in mass media. Practitioners use auto-photography to produce
images with the intent of having their experiences understood and valued; however, images
as records represent more than just the photographed subjects. A picture embodies
aesthetic and material values which are historically and culturally contextual; additionally,
there are broader social conventions and symbolic meanings embedded in an image. For
instance, a ‘family photo’ not only shows who ‘exists’, but also demonstrates the social
convention of a ‘family’ and might also indicate the power relationships between the
subjects: Who gets to sit down and be in the centre of the frame? Who is excluded from the
photographs? Hence, photographs serve as representations that can be investigated in order

to understand cultural lives.

Nevertheless, having control of the camera and the process of auto-photographic practices
is still a crucial aspect of self-exploration and self-analysis. This not only means that
producers have time and space to develop their ideas, but it also suggests that they have
autonomy in creating their images. Clark-Ibafiez (2007) adopted self-photography with
interviews to study the lived experiences of children in poverty in California. She argues

that auto-photographic practices provide an engaging method which gives children agency
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in the research, encouraging them to take photos and then talk about their images — and
thus their lives — with the researcher. In my own project, I gave participants a flexible time
frame and space to develop their ideas. This flexibility allowed them to develop their ideas

and make photographs in many active, creative ways.

In different research circumstances, projects involving others in auto-photographic
practices might not be able to provide as much ‘freedom’ as was possible with my project.
For instance, in Radley and Taylor’s (2003) research, which investigates patients’ recovery
experiences in hospital wards, the hospital requested at least one researcher to be present
when their participants took photographs. Radley and Taylor argue that their presence gave
them an advantage as they were able to learn the context of the photographs (p.82). When 1
presented my auto-photographic project at the Gender, Sex & Power Conference (2012) at
Hull University, I received a similar suggestion that I should consider being there when
participants take their photos. Indeed, a researcher can decide to be present during the self-
photographic process in order to take ethnographic notes and interact with participants.
However, considering my subject of ‘sexual desire’ and my earlier expectation of finding
participants in both Taiwan and the UK — cultural contexts in which sexuality is deemed a
personal matter — I decided that my presence could make participants rather uneasy, which
might result in preventing them from experimenting with the practice or taking
photographs in more private settings. Particularly in research on women’s sexuality, I argue
that, when possible, a researcher should allow participants to practice auto-photography on
their own. By letting participants take cameras into their ‘private’ lives, there is a greater
opportunity for auto-photography to bring out the usually ‘hidden’ aspects of women’s

sexuality.

Given the time and space, there are several ways in which participants might generate
profound self-analysis with auto-photography. Practitioners can stage scenes and
manipulate their photographs to express their ideas, and this process can trigger a deeper
investigation of their experiences and interpersonal relationships. An example is
Edmeades’ (1995) project, in which her photographs are a diary of her exploration of
herself as a woman with illnesses. She re-photographed, photocopied and manipulated her
images, using the whole process as a therapy to gain a sense of control in her life. When

she re-examined her childhood interactions with her parents, she realised that she was
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perceived as an invalid, and consequently over-protected. She therefore set out to use
photography to fight against this perception and build up her confidence. Having been a
life model and then fallen ill, Collison (1995) felt that she was ‘reduced to an abstract
female form’ (p.39) so that she barely recognised herself. She staged scenes and put herself
in her photographs to take control of her own images; and by doing so, she became the
subject of her photos and of herself again. Also by staging photos, Williams (1995)
explored her identity and her role in the family. She attempted to make images that
revealed the ‘inside work’ of her family, such as the relationships between family members
and their gendered roles, rather than presenting an ‘ideal’ version of a family (p.81). By
taking active control in making their own images, these auto-photographers were able to

generate in-depth analyses of their lives and create a different sense of self.

There is also the possibility that when participants review their photographs, their
memories may be re-enacted, and inner feelings that were previously hidden even from
themselves could be developed. I found examples from auto-photographers who recreated
and reworked their family photos. Upon the death of her father, Martin (1995) staged
fragments of her memories in an attempt to uncover emotions that had long been repressed,
and thus to tell her story from her own point of view. Spence (1995b) also practised auto-
photography as therapy in order to gain access to buried memories and suppressed
feelings. Through the process of re-staging the past and making photographs, she was able
to uncover secrets about her emotions and gain a sense of control. This method of
recreating photographs to re-enact memories is not limited to exploring family relations. It
can also be used by auto-photographers to revisit and make images representing the past,
enabling them to construct narratives which illustrate their present perceptions of past

events.

Depending on the subject matter, such auto-photographic practices, by re-enacting
memories as a therapy, can evoke a very emotional process of self-exploration. Richards
(2011) suggests that if one wants to set up a photo therapy workshop, one needs to hire a
trained therapist with facilitation skills, as she has done for the Representing Self -
Representing Ageing project (p.2). Since my own project researching women’s desire does
not employ ‘therapy’ as a method, I did not expect participants to disclose traumatic

experiences in their materials until one participant wrote about the sexual abuse she went
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through in her childhood. After that, I became conscious that auto-photographic practices,
which stimulate self-exploration, can bring back sensitive and even distressing emotions,
particularly in a project that requires participants to reflect on their past sexual experiences.
Therefore, I collected contact information for organisations that provide consultations —
such as Open Door at the University of York and Women’s Aid — in case participants

needed it.

By using auto-photographic methods, practitioners gain the opportunity to communicate
their ideas with their own images, contextualised by their spoken and/or written account.
These photographs embody meanings that are open to interpretation; however, I propose
that to explore the multiple meanings in these photographs, viewers — particularly
researchers — should read responsibly by acknowledging their own cultural locations as
well as the context of image production. The materials that auto-photographers produce
during their course of self-analysis can reveal their inner emotions, creative output and
marginalised aspects of their lives — such as experiences of illness — that are usually
underrepresented in popular media. These practices and research, when published, not only
offer insights into diverse human experiences, but also have the potential to counter
dominant images in popular media. In the next section, I discuss the potential for auto-
photographic artwork to challenge popular images — particularly representations of

conventionally feminine women.

Challenging Dominant Representations

Since auto-photographic practices raise the consciousness of the producers, either as part
of an individual exploration or as a group effort, I wondered whether my participants could
use auto-photography as an activist method to challenge dominant and biased media
portrayals of women’s sexuality. For instance, | read that in 1985, the Cockpit Art Project
(Grey 1995; Dwedney and Lister 1986) engaged young homeless people in London to
create images of themselves in order to counter the stereotypical pictures presented by
mass media at that time. The project coordinators set up a studio with a darkroom and
cameras to teach these young people how to use the equipment with the aim of helping
them to acquire some skills and engage in new interests. Cockpit encouraged these
teenagers to be the subjects of their photos as well as the photographers. Grey (1995)

suggests that this method helped these young people to ‘assert their sense of identity and
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place’ (p.144), and their photographs presented positive images of ‘self” that were distant
from their traumatic experiences*4. This method, which encouraged young producers to
have control of the cameras for self-exploration and to create images of themselves that
they were satisfied with, made it possible for them to become more confident about

themselves.

Art is one of the two key fields that have informed my thinking about auto-photographic
practices. The boundaries between auto-photography, photography and art are blurred. I
initially intended to identify these boundaries in order to explore my definition of ‘auto-
photography’ but it was a very difficult task. Nevertheless, I came across artwork which
inspired me to think about the potential of auto-photographic practices to challenge the
predominant portrayal of women and the limited, unequivocal view of women’s (hetero)
sexual desire in mass media. Art photographers who particularly inspired me, such as
Cindy Sherman and Deborah Bright, have produced photographs which explore and
challenge popular cultural images of women. In Untitled Film Stills (1977-80), Sherman
put herself in the photographic frame by re-enacting female film characters, while her
other portrait-style photographs depict her wearing dramatic make-up and posing in ways
that disrupt the viewers’ perception of gender, sexuality and the body. Sherman’s work was
created during the contemporary US feminist art movement*, which focused on
consciousness-raising and expressing female perspectives. Hence, critics suggest that
Sherman produced an exaggerated and fake femininity to confront the ways in which
women and their bodies were depicted by mass media (Jones 1997; Marien 2002; Bright
2011) even though Sherman insists that her work was intuitive*¢ (Sherman 2003). A decade
later, Deborah Bright (1989) used existing film images to create montages in Dream Girls,

a series that disrupted the heterosexual relationships in several Hollywood films. By

4 Grey seems to suggest a causal relationship between asserting self-identity and producing ‘positive” images
in The Cockpit Art Project. However, this is not always the case. I discovered in one photographic project
(Clothing Dis/Embodied: The Relationship Between Women's Clothes, Identity and the Body, presented at
Researching Feminist Futures Symposium, University of Edinburgh, 2011) that one participant decided to be
photographed in an outfit she ‘hated’. She told me that she used the outfit in her artwork to constantly remind
herself of her mistake. This is an example of a participant who asserted herself with an image that is not
necessarily ‘positive’, but in a way that strongly stated ‘who I am not’.

45 The feminist art movement started in the late 1960s in the United States. Artists participating in this
movement sought to challenge the male-dominated art canons, and to engage art viewers in political acts,
including those that confront the meaning of art. See, for instance, The Lilith eZine (n.d.), and DiTolla
(2015).

46 In an interview conducted by Berne, Sherman expressed that her work is ‘what it is’, and ‘hopefully it’s
seen as feminist work, or feminist-advised work, but I’m not going to go around espousing theoretical
bullshit about feminist stuff.’
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adding a lesbian subject, Bright altered the still images to suit her own purposes, playing
from one fantasy to another. According to Bright#’, with this set of queer photographs she
also intended to challenge feminist theorists of the 1980s, who regarded sexuality as fixed
rather than fluid. Here I see the potential for auto-photographers to create images that
mimic and challenge popular representations of women’s sexuality — this means that their
materials will demonstrate their understanding of cultural conventions with elements that

are disruptive of the norms.

Some female artists who turned their camera lenses on themselves challenged not only
dominant representations, but also habitual viewing. At the start of this chapter, I quoted
Berger (1972), who suggests that both men and women embody viewing as a male
surveyor. He proposed that if a reader has any doubt about this inhabited ‘male gaze’, one
simply needs to transform the subject of a traditional nude from a woman into a man to
feel the effect (p.64). Berger’s proposal is intended to prove his point about the gender
dichotomy of the male spectator and the female object; however, this ‘experiment’ also
confronts one’s perceptions of gender, sexuality and beauty*3. For instance, Jenny Saville
and Glen Luchford’s (1995-1996) collaborative Closed Contact is one of those
photographic projects which challenge viewers’ perception of female nudes. Saville
directed the photos and used herself as the model, distorting her body against a pane of
glass in the portraits. The artwork was inspired by her observation of plastic surgery
(Gagosian Gallery 2002), and the images were created with an extreme level of
manipulation (Rippon 2011). The project presents an uncommon representation of a

woman’s body with the intent of communicating the pain inflicted by such surgery.

Analysing artwork and its possible meanings poses a difficult task for me. Sometimes,
without the artists” own remarks, or comments by critics, | find it almost impossible to
comprehend the messages they might be delivering through their work. Saville’s work
provided me with a very different image of female nudity in art, and I related this
experience and my thoughts to the comments of Rachael, one of my participants, on the

lack of visual references for her to make photographs which represent /er heterosexual

47 This is a reference to the undated website of Deborah Bright at: www.deborahbright.net. Direction:
Portfolios, Dream Girls 1989-1990, Statement.

48 1n 2011, photographer Rion Sabean created a series Men-Ups! in which men pose in conventional pin-up
‘girl’ style while performing popularly conceived ‘masculine’ activities. Even though this project is not an
auto-photographic one, it nevertheless questions viewers’ perceptions of gender stereotypes.
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woman’s desire. She felt that most of the nudity in art, be it male or female, was made to
cater to heterosexual men’s desire®. This leads me to ask: what are the visual traits in
female nude paintings that are sexually arousing to, perhaps, male voyeurs? In cultures
where sexualised images of women prevail — and are generally perceived as catering to
heterosexual men’s desire — is it ever possible to create a visual representation of women s
sexual desire? However these questions are answered, the experience of attempting to
analyse artwork was quite challenging to my own viewing ‘habit’ and skills, particularly

the way in which I had been taking a conventional portrayal of women for granted>°.

Just as these works of art stimulated my personal introspection, I also wonder whether and
how they can be ‘activist’, and in what ways this thinking relates to my own project.
Mullin (2003) identifies three features of activist art. Firstly, activist art is ‘political art’
plus social action; that is, activist art is not only concerned with political issues, it is also
socially involved. Secondly, activist art engages with political concerns as well as the art-
making itself, including the creation and perception of art. Thirdly, activist artists seek
‘public participation’ in the areas of both politics and art-making, and therefore the process
of creation and the production of artwork are not sharply differentiated (p.191). Mullin’s
definition is clear, and helpful to my thinking about the relationship between activism and
my project. From the researcher’s point of view, my aim was not only to produce
knowledge, but also to raise the consciousness of the participants and myself. To achieve
this aim, I called for participants to engage in auto-photographic practices to explore and
communicate their ideas by creating images, which potentially makes my research an
activist work. Although my participants were not all artists>! — they were not involved in
art-making — there existed the possibility for my participants to use photography as a tool

to create activist work that makes visible women’s diverse experiences of desire.

4 Bearing this comment in mind, I went to an exhibition of Sylvia Sleigh’s paintings at TATE Liverpool in
May, 2013. The exhibition introduced her as ‘particularly well-known for her explicit paintings of male
nudes, which challenged the art historical tradition of male artists painting female subjects as objects of
desire’ (TATE 2013). Looking at Sleigh’s paintings of both male and female nude portraits, my attention was
drawn to the body hair, bikini suntans and a male sitter’s uneasy gesture. I could not relate those paintings to
sexual desire myself. This experience raises more questions than answers for me: what is the relationship
between representation, artists and viewers? Who has the authority to ‘interpret’ artists’ work?

30 This is related to my reflection (Chapter 1) on my commonsensical understanding with which I equated
popular portrayals of a ‘sexy woman’ with women’s sexuality.

31 Rachael arguably made images that demonstrate her creative skills and counter dominant representations;
hence, I consider some of her work to be ‘artistic’. I discuss her photographs in more detail in Chapter 6.
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Some of the participants’ photographs bear visual traits similar to those depicted in popular
cultural representations of a ‘sexy’ woman; however, many images also surprised me with
ideas of desire that are relatively unseen in mass media. Since auto-photographic practices
allow producers to reveal the underrepresented and dynamic experiences of their lives,
they also have political potential. For instance, Mikki Ferrill’s (1991) Portraits visualises
and celebrates diverse images of people who joined a gay pride parade. Photographic
images deliver messages that ‘shape our concepts of what is real and what is

normal’ (Spence 1995a, p.31); therefore, to visualise these diversities through photography
is to publicly proclaim and appreciate different lifestyles and sexualities, to reject labelling,
and to dismiss one single imposed standard of femininity and heteronormativity. In auto-
photographic projects initiated by researchers to engage participants, the practices
correspond to the idea of giving voice to and recognising participants’ experiences that
would otherwise be ignored or taken for granted (Radley and Taylor 2003; Clark-Ibafiez
2007; Luttrell and Chalfen 2010; Luttrell 2010). For instance, Luttrell’s (2010) study
focuses on how working-class immigrant children perceived social diversity at school. She
argues that participants may deliberately choose ways to represent themselves and others,
sometimes with an effort to speak back to the dominant or stereotypical images in mass
media. These practices make me wonder: can my participants develop this activist work
with their auto-photographic practices? Can my method possibly encourage participants to
create activist work? These are the topics to which I return for my discussion in the

concluding chapter.

Benefiting Social Research

In this section, I outline the advantages of applying auto-photography to the study of
‘others’ by reflecting on several social research projects. I engage with three
methodological issues: I first discuss how using self-photography is appealing to
participants. Then I examine the ways in which auto-photographic methods provide
insights into participants’ experiences and perceptions that are not available via standalone
interviews, and consider how self-exploration and multiple methods enable researchers to
get a fuller ‘picture’ of participants’ stories. Finally, I discuss the implications for
researchers who adopt auto-photography in their projects, in particular how participants’
materials can potentially reshape the research agenda, and lead to rethinking the

relationship between the researcher and participants.
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One benefit of employing auto-photography is that it appeals to people, one of the reasons
being that this method can be approached by participants across linguistic levels, language
and age>? (Noland 2006; Clark-Ibafiez 2007). Self-photography serves as a “first step’ for
participants to respond to research questions without having to worry too much about their
linguistic abilities. Participants are then able to make further remarks relating to the images
in whatever ways they can. It is therefore less intimidating to children and people who do
not speak the same language as the researcher. In her study of sexual cultures in schools,
Allen (2009) argues that auto-photographic methods were successful in attracting
underrepresented young participants to join her project, including those whose cultural and

religious backgrounds prohibited them from talking about sexuality.

My own findings, however, suggest otherwise: my participants already had ways of
communicating their sexuality, and some of them wanted to bring these ideas into
academic research. Nevertheless, my method attracted women who already had an interest
in photography and those who considered auto-photography an interesting approach to
women’s sexual desire. Compared to interviews, auto-photography is still not a
‘mainstream’ research method. However, with the popularity of making and sharing
images online, auto-photography might become a trend in researching social lives. The use
of this visual method in my research has aroused some people’s curiosity, making them
wonder how it might work in generating research materials. It is a playful method that
encourages participants to explore and experiment with their own cameras, and it provides

the possibility for them to make photographs in ways that give them pleasure.

For researchers, auto-photographic methods can be more beneficial than interviews alone
for several reasons. Firstly, participants might feel more comfortable talking about their
own photographs as those images provide contexts of their choosing for discussion. In
projects where participants get to select which photos to submit to researchers, participants
might have prepared themselves on the major themes to discuss in interviews. Participant-
generated photographs also elicit lengthy responses because people get to talk about their
pictures rather than worrying about having to provide a ‘standard’, ‘correct’ answer (Clark-

Ibafiez 2007; Samuels 2007), although some might still be cautious about their responses.

52 This is not to assume that vision provides a universal means of communication, and I do wonder whether a
kind of ‘visual knowledge’ is essential for auto-photographers to produce images.
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In addition, photographs can also be used by both researchers and participants to raise
questions, reframe conversations, and to communicate dimensions of their lives in a unique
way — such as discussing the details of images and the process of making photographs.
This method opens up more space for conversation between participants and researchers,
making it less intimidating for participants to talk about their experiences, especially in
cases such as engaging children or investigating aspects of lives that are hidden and

secretive in the greater cultural and social settings.

Researchers might also consider auto-photographic methods because they can provide a
more detailed insight into participants’ perceptions and experiences than standalone
interviews. When participants are involved in the auto-photographic process, they need to
take action and decide what content is significant and meaningful in response to research
questions>3 (Ziller and Lewis 1981). This is especially difficult when participants have to
visualise sexual desire, which has been considered an emotion, a drive or a concept — none
of which is easy to represent in photographs — by my participants. Then, in projects such as
mine where participants were asked to assess their pictures and decide which ones they
were happy to use in the research, they must ‘prioritise’ their thoughts and choose what
they want to share with the researcher. As a result, the photographs participants made, and
the decision-making process they went through, are both valuable for the research as these
materials reveal participants’ perspectives, an aspect which is central to understanding
broader social and cultural phenomena (Kolb 2008; Allen 2009). For these reasons I asked
my participants to keep a journal during the auto-photographic process. The journal helps
me to identify the significant aspects of their decision-making, including what photographs
and stories they decided to submit or omit; it also informs me of the contexts of the
photographs, including whether they were staged, snapshots, or part of a playful

exploration.

Samuels’ (2007) reflection on his two research projects supports the notion that auto-
photographic methods are more effective in gaining insights into participants’ experiences
than those without self-photography. His auto-photographic project adopted interviews to
understand the lives of child Buddhist novices in Sri Lanka in 2003 and 2004. He

33 Although one may argue that participants also need to decide what to respond to in interviews, auto-
photographic methods require participants to first take the initiative in producing images, then actively reflect
on these images they have made.
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compared this experience to his previous research which employed observation and
interviews without photographic methods. Samuels recorded that, in his earlier research, he
had already observed that one of the major activities for these Buddhist monks was floor
sweeping, and his participants agreed with this. When he later employed auto-photographic
methods, the monks revealed that the act of sweeping, especially around the Buddhist
statues, was powerful in relation to spiritual merit. This relationship of act to space was
only revealed when participants themselves explored the central meanings of their lives as

monks, as ‘insiders’ in their own research.

Samuels (2007) argues that, with auto-photographic methods, participants are more likely
to engage in constructing meanings and expressing their perspectives (p.28). In particular,
participant-generated photographs are a visual record>* which is a representation of
participants’ culture rather than about their culture (Bolton et al. 2001); that is, these
photographs not only show objects surrounding participants’ lives, the pictures embody the
multiple cultural meanings in which participants’ lived experiences are embedded. Hence,
photographs produced by participants are ‘first-hand’ representations informed by their
emotions and ideas, which are both personal and culturally constructed. The images thus
provide insights into participants’ subjective understanding of their experiences and
perceptions (Clark-Ibafiez 2007; Croghan et al. 2008), and the way in which they perceive
themselves (Mclntyre 2003; Noland 2006) as cultural beings. Using auto-photography in
my research thus emphasises participants’ authoritative voice to speak for themselves
about their sexual desire, while recognising that their narratives and desires are both

constituted under cultural influences.

Besides gaining insights into participants’ perceptions, auto-photography also helps access
a fuller story of participants’ experiences because it facilitates multiple methods. Auto-
photography is intrinsically self-photography plus other methods, and a variety of
materials allow the researcher to investigate one issue with multiple approaches. As |
mentioned earlier, participants’ spoken and/or written accounts are important as they
contextualise the images for viewers. This is not to suggest that participants are always

conscious of the reasons why they take certain photos, nor does it claim that participants

34T use the term ‘visual record’ here to indicate that participants’ photographs are physically part of the
‘records’ — evidence of the data — in a research project, just as interview transcripts and journals are also
records in this sense. This does not dismiss what I have discussed about photographs not being taken at their
surface value.
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give ‘honest’ responses all the time; but it is important to provide an opportunity for
participants to talk about their photographs and present their stories. In addition, the
images and the words are both material that a researcher can analyse for the project. Frith
and Harcourt’s (2007) research, for instance, uses auto-photography to generate narratives
and photographic records of women’s experiences of chemotherapy. They suggest that
participant-generated photos can represent experiences in various symbolic, abstract or
more concrete forms; and interviews allow participants to tell their stories as well as
contextualising the photographs. Thus, researchers can read the photographs and interview

transcripts to analyse the multiple meanings in participants’ narratives.

The multiple methods initiated by auto-photography can reveal underlying meanings
within participants’ experiences that may otherwise remain hidden. Bolton et al. (2001)
adopted self-photography with interviews, focus groups and written diaries to investigate
children’s part-time job experiences in Britain. They argue that auto-photography allows
them to uncover details of children’s working conditions from these young participants’
subjective dimensions; furthermore, the multiple methods enable an understanding of
several layers of meaning in participants’ photographs — including the physical setting of
the workplace, the children’s job details and responsibilities, and the relationships between
children and their employers — some of them not obvious at first glance. For instance, the
children’s snapshots of empty workplaces indicate their relative powerlessness at work, in
that they were not able — or not allowed — to take pictures when it was busy. This
information was gathered in the interviews when participants discussed what happened
when the photos were taken. With the photographs alone, researchers may not have been
able to discover the underlying meanings in the images. Likewise, with interviews alone,
researchers may not have been able to ‘picture’ the physical environment of these
children’s workplaces; in addition, the power dynamics between the employers and the

child workers were revealed in deeper ways.

The choice of which methods to use as part of auto-photography depends on the aim of the

research and what sort of materials researchers seek to generate. I adopted self-
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photography with journaling and semi-structured interviews>. With journals, participants
kept a record of the photographic process and wrote down the part of their self-analysis
that they were happy to share with me. This is a record that participants could revisit to
add, delete or revise as they wished. The written diary is like ‘a letter to the researcher’ that
consists of participants’ self-reflections. An interview, on the other hand, is a conversation
(Berg 2007) between the participant and the researcher. During the conversation, both
parties can raise questions and exchange ideas; and with this interaction, more materials
can be generated for the researcher to approach participants’ emotions and

conceptualisations of an idea.

Auto-photography as a ‘multiple method’ in itself can generate rich research materials in
two ways: eliciting memories and eliciting responses. A photograph can be a captured past
that is explored in the present (Frith and Harcourt 2007, p.1345); and in interviews
participants’ images can be used to spark memories (Clark-Ibafiez 2007; Samuels 2007;
Croghan et al. 2008). The discussion of photographs in interviews, in my experience, can
elicit three levels of memories, all of which are crucial materials for research: memories of
the event the participant intended to represent in the photos, if any; memories of the
circumstances in which photographs were taken, and memories of the decision-making
process. This detailed information can help researchers gain a more thorough
understanding of participants’ perceptions and self-analysis. In Clark-Ibanez’ (2007) study
— which investigates children’s lives in poverty in inner-city schools in California — she
utilised photographs taken by her participants to elicit memories in interviews. Clark-
Ibafiez argues that photography stimulates children’s memories; and it provides a friendly
interview experience for child participants via a nonlinguistic prompt. Auto-photographic
practices and participant-generated photographs can both stimulate participants’ memories,
revealing their present interpretation of past events and how their perceptions might have

changed over time.

As photographs elicit participants’ memories, they also elicit a narrative response.

Photographs are a ‘visible fragment’ of particular experiences (Radley and Taylor 2003, p.

331 could have used focus groups as part of my methods. Focus groups can be an effective method in auto-
photographic projects which are concerned with participants in certain communities, engaging participants in
exchanging their opinions on specific issues from their subjective point of view; by doing so, there is the
potential for participants to provide each other with support or propose changes to their lives (see Mclntyre
2003; Richards 2011). However, I decided not to use focus groups because I anticipated that the idea of
talking about sexual desire with a group of strangers would be off-putting for potential participants.
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79). When participants look at their photographs, they are often able to describe the content
of their images as well as tell a story about their intention. Their responses can be multi-
layered, revealing their thoughts, emotions, and their understanding of the topic in question
(Samuels 2007; Croghan et al. 2008). Croghan et al. (2008) examined young people’s
construction of self by asking participants to take snapshots of consumer items that are
important to them. They argue that photography brings about a discontinuity between the
moment recorded and the moment of looking; and photo-elicited interviews allow
participants to bridge this discontinuity by ‘inventing’ stories that explain the photos.
However, this argument is only valid if based on a process wherein participants take
snapshots that they are not able to revisit until the interviews. I consider my research
practice which requires participants to take digital photographs and keep a journal of the
photographic process. Both reviewing and writing about photos allowed participants to
continuously reshape their stories. As a result, my participants might provide a more
comprehensive narrative of their sexuality when they talked about their images in the
interviews. That said, participants’ photographs still elicited narrative responses in both

research projects, but with different approaches.

What are the implications for social researchers of involving ‘other people’ — participants —
in auto-photographic methods? One is that participants are given more ‘freedom’ in what
materials to contribute to the research; hence, auto-photography can bring in significant
aspects of participants’ perceptions that might be outside of the researcher’s purview
(Clark-Ibanez 2007; Samuels 2007). There is potential for participants to add new themes
to the research and, by doing so, to reshape the research agenda (Kolb 2008; Allen 2009).
Allen’s (2009) research applies auto-photography with diary entries and interviews to
investigate sexual cultures within schools. Her study found that young participants,
through the process of selecting photographs for the research, chose what they wanted to
talk about and then focused on that topic. This participant-orientated material therefore has
an influence on what scenes might appear in the analysis. In my project, it might not be
surprising to learn that ‘a sense of freedom’ is seen as a positive element of sexual desire;
however, I discovered that participants who talked about freedom commonly used outdoor
scenes of ‘nature’ to represent this idea®. This is one of the themes that I had not thought

about before I received participants’ photographs, but it brings me into contact with

56 T discuss this part in the section ‘The Underrepresented Desire — “Other” Cultural Scripts’ in Chapter 6.
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participants’ materials in a specific way, which allows them to lead me into interpretations

of the relationship between desire, freedom and nature.

Since auto-photography enables participants to reshape the research agenda, I again rethink
the theme of empowerment, as this method potentially reconstitutes the power dynamics
between the researcher and the researched”’. Instead of purporting to already know
participants’ understanding and experience, I designed a visual method that helped me to
access participants’ lives, engaging them in a profound analysis of their sexual desire.
Hence, for a while, I thought I was collaborating with participants to reveal their sexuality
and their conceptualisations of desire through my methodology. I presented this thought in
an oral paper at the Transformative Feminist Methods Conference at Durham University in
2014, and I was challenged by a professor to think about who was leading this project and
how participants’ material would be analysed and represented. Indeed, my methodology
encouraged participants to take a much more active role in creating research materials
rather than simply being ‘responsive’ to interview questions; furthermore, it generated
profound reflections from both my participants and myself. Nevertheless, it was ultimately
me who initiated this project for my personal interest in sexuality studies; whereas
collaborative research should allow participants to lead the project with the analytical skills
researchers bring in. Additionally, Burck (2005) suggests that collaborative projects should
enable participants to add comments to transcripts and analyses; however, this was beyond
the scope of my research: I was the one who decided the analytical themes and interpreted
their materials. Even though I worked with my participants to ensure that I complied with
their wishes — including which images not to publish, and to share my research ‘findings’
upon request — to claim that my research is a collaborative project would be ill-judged and
untrue. This experience prompted me to re-examine my position as a researcher in this
project; more importantly, it questions to what extent — if any — my project empowers

participants.

In conclusion, auto-photography is a ‘multiple method’ which engages photography and

other methods of self-analysis in written, spoken or other visual accounts. The practice

57 The ‘empowerment’ I discuss here is contextual to the research practice in which participants’ auto-
photographic materials might reshape the research agenda, hence changing the power relationship between
researchers and the ‘researched’. I still question whether a change in the broader social climate can be
achieved through auto-photography. I am aware of the potential contradictions, and I return to this topic in
Chapter 7.
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itself raises consciousness and empowers producers as they create images as a form of
activism to counter dominant media portrayals of people’s lives. The auto-photographic
projects I have discussed foreshadow the possibility of participants in my research gaining
a sense of empowerment; however, there were many challenges. I wonder, in what ways
can I regard my research and my participants’ input as activist work? To what extent am |
involving my participants in the co-creation of knowledge? While my auto-photographic
method generated rich materials from participants, and thus provided me with insights into
their understandings and experiences of sexuality, it also raises particular ethical concerns.
In Part Two, I discuss my own research practice, telling the story of the practical element
of my research, addressing the process of recruiting participants, material generation and

analysis, and the ethical issues that arose in this ‘sensitive’ study of women’s sexual desire.

Part Two: My Research Practice

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, ‘photographing desire’ originated from the idea of combining
my two research interests — exploring women’s sexual desire and photography — into a
single project. By doing so, I am not assuming that desire is aroused exclusively by the
visual, although vision, being one of the senses, can be part of the sensation that leads to
sexual desire. Reflecting on my choice of using photography — rather than any other
possible sensory construction or medium — I am aware that my decision stemmed partly
from being accustomed to the prevailing sexual images in popular culture. I did not intend
to compare participants’ photographs with popular sexual images, although I understand
that the participants themselves and their generated materials are embedded in cultural
norms which shape the meanings of visual signs. This means that participants can use their
cultural knowledge to construct an image that either fits in with or challenges dominant
media portrayals of women’s sexuality. I facilitate journaling and semi-structured
interviews as part of the auto-photographic project in order to approach women’s diverse

experiences and feelings associated with their sexual desire.

I describe the methodology in this project as innovative not because using visual methods
is new or uncommon. While diverse photographic methods have been used in social
research, as I have already discussed in this chapter, this project offers a space for
participants to be creative in expressing themselves, and it initiates material generation.

Additionally, auto-photography motivated my participants and me to think about what
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sexual desire meant to us, and how to represent it in photographs. Using auto-photography
to investigate women’s sexual desire is not in itself an original idea (see, for example,
Hensel et al. 2011; Allen 2008, 2009), although it is still quite rare; however, I hope that
my project can inspire other social researchers to explore this method. I propose that the
self-analysis generated by auto-photography can provide researchers with profound
insights into how participants negotiate their personal preferences by using cultural
conventions. In this project in particular, participants had the autonomy to develop their
ideas and choose what materials they wished to contribute. By examining the reasons for
their decision-making, I was able to uncover how participants’ social relationships shaped

their personal choices.

This project adopts feminist epistemology to explore women’s sexual desire. Feminist
epistemology is not a coherent way of understanding but, on the whole, it takes seriously
women’s own interpretations of their experiences. This research appreciates the
multiplicity of women participants’ stories because ‘woman’ is not a unified category.
Women come from various social and cultural backgrounds, have different interpersonal
power relations with each other, and have diverse experiences (Ramazanoglu and Holland
2002). The project avoids generalisation so as to avoid silencing participants’ stories.
Furthermore, my methodology encouraged participants’ active engagement, a feminist
move which turned my research ‘objects’ into active subjects (Acker et al. 1983), not only
in the production of research materials but also during self-analysis and conceptualisation.
Although the project aims to investigate women’s sexual desire, this does not mean that
gender is taken as an unchallenged, unproblematic social concept; rather, it examines how
each participant conceptualised desire as a self-identified woman from her own unique

social location.

Feminist research should allow participants to have autonomy in articulating themselves in
their own words, rather than to be spoken of by the researcher (Reinharz 1992). Margrit
Shildrick (1997) theorises two aspects of autonomy: passively, it means freedom from
interference; and actively, to do something (pp.86—7). To state that participants have
autonomy in expressing themselves suggests that they have both the wil/ to do so, and the
means to put their thoughts into action. However, 1 do acknowledge that participants, as

cultural beings, can never be completely ‘free’ from social norms in the process of
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producing and selecting materials for research. Still, I hope that with this methodology
women are able to express their thoughts, experiences and emotions in their own voice,
even though their subjectivities and narratives are undoubtedly shaped by social norms and
cultural discourses. As I invited participants’ active engagement and input into this project,
I also invited them to co-create themes and ideas for it. Auto-photography provided some
flexibility for participants to explore the question ‘what is (not) sexually desirable to you?’
while the interviews I conducted are conversations with participants, in which we
exchanged and generated ideas. As a result, new themes, ideas-in-development and

reflections all form part of the research materials generated.

I now move on to discuss my research practice. I begin with my recruitment strategies,
followed by details of the three-phase material generation, and then discuss the ethical

concerns that arose in this project.

Recruiting Participants

Because of the highly participatory methods I facilitated in this project, and the sensitive
subject of ‘sexual desire’, I expected that recruiting participants would be a challenge. It
required me to explore various options and consider possible online recruitment methods,
and also demanded flexibility in modifying part of my project. This section thus reflects on
shifts in the research process, focusing on the participants’ required age-range, the
challenges of using online recruitment, and the difficulties of finding participants living in

Taiwan.

When the project began, my plan was to recruit about 16 women — 10 living in the UK and
6 living in Taiwan — aged between 20 and 30. I originally set it up like this because these
were people ‘like me’: I have personal experience of living in the two countries and am in
this age group. I wanted to explore, within this ‘sameness’, what were other women’s
experiences and ideas of sexuality? I also hoped to conduct some form of cross-cultural
analysis. However, right from the start, I encountered difficulties recruiting participants for
the pilot research. It appeared that only women who were passionate about this topic and
highly motivated were prepared to commit to their participation. Furthermore, a pilot
interview | undertook with Celeste made me wonder if the age limit was useful. Celeste

was a fifty-year-old British woman who shared with me ideas about how her desire has
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changed over the years, including how her menopause has made her feel undesirable. She
reflected on her life trajectory and decided that her sexuality could best be described as
‘currently in a same-sex relationship’. After this interview, I thought about how many
important stories might be missed out if I restricted the upper age-limit, and I did not want
to stop women from expressing their ideas in this project simply because of their age.
Eventually I opened up the age range to ‘over 18’, after considering the age of consent in

both the UK and Taiwan?8.

I adopted several methods to recruit participants, and found the Internet efficacious. To
begin with, I started a blog called ‘Photographing Desire’ (http://
photographingdesire.wordpress.com/) to provide details of the research, information about
how to take part, and some examples from the pilot participants. There are posts in both
English and Taiwanese Mandarin, the main languages used in the two focus countries.
Secondly, I sent out an e-mail call for participants (Appendix 1). This contains the project
outline and a link to the blog. It was not long before I realised that e-mail was not very
effective for recruitment. At the same time, my personal experience of social networking
gave me the idea of creating a Facebook event (https://www.facebook.com/events/
392196510837307/) to spread the news. Facebook offers several advantages over email.
When using the e-mail call for participants I could not readily follow the spread of the
information, and my friends and colleagues could be a potential ‘filter’ because they had to
choose who was ‘appropriate’ to send the e-mail to, as this particular mode of

communication is still a relatively private exchange of information between people.

Sharing a Facebook event is different from forwarding e-mails, and there are two ways
people can spread my call for participants on Facebook. They can either share the event on
their profiles — which is less private than a personal message — or ‘invite’ friends to the
event to draw specific people’s attention. Since Facebook notified me of the invitees and
whenever someone shared the event, I could get an idea of how many people might have
heard about the research. In addition, Facebook is the way I keep in contact with the
majority of my friends in Taiwan; hence, I expected that networking — both through my

own and my friends’ pages — should be an effective method for me to find Taiwanese

38 The age of consent is 16 in both the UK and Taiwan; however, the laws in Taiwan prohibit people under 18
years of age from viewing sexually explicit materials. Considering that participants in this project might
produce sexually explicit materials or discuss their sexual encounters in order to discuss desire, I set a
minimum age of 18 to comply with the laws in both countries.

82


http://photographingdesire.wordpress.com
http://photographingdesire.wordpress.com
http://photographingdesire.wordpress.com
http://photographingdesire.wordpress.com
https://www.facebook.com/events/392196510837307/
https://www.facebook.com/events/392196510837307/
https://www.facebook.com/events/392196510837307/
https://www.facebook.com/events/392196510837307/

participants. The event page also provided a platform for interested audience members to
ask questions about my research. Using a Facebook event to call for participants meant that
I depended largely on my friends to share the event to a wider audience. Yet, one risk of
using Facebook event recruitment is that I worried about participants’ identities being
exposed. My strategy was to encourage whoever supported this project to click ‘join’; and
to emphasise that provisional participants should contact me via e-mail or private

messages.

I was approached by 30 women. 19 of them agreed to take part, and 4 dropped out before
they could finish the photographs. Including the 3 women in my pilot studies, 18 women in
total participated in this project (see Appendix 2). As pilot participants put as much effort
into their materials as later participants, and their materials were inspiring to me, I decided
to include them in this project. Although several women living in Taiwan contacted me
during the early stages of recruitment, none of them decided to join the research. I
originally scheduled interviews in Taiwan for after I had finished the material generation in
the UK. Provisional participants in Taiwan all agreed to wait for further notice of the dates
and confirmation of participation; however, when I tried to contact them again, many
simply did not respond. Eventually, only one Taiwanese woman, who was studying in the
UK at the time, joined this project. It is difficult to know why there was a lack of ultimate
involvement from participants living in Taiwan. It could be that it is unconventional for
women to talk about their sexualities in Taiwan, and that the time gap and geographical
distance only made them feel more uncertain about participating®®. Although I was keen to
find out why these women had changed their minds, I could not know as they did not
respond to my requests for information. As a result, the 18 participants who took part in
this research were all living in the UK, although they span seven® nationalities. The

following section explains how we proceeded with material generation.

39 Participants living in Taiwan would have started their self-photography and journals in early 2013, as I
planned to conduct interviews in April/May 2013.

0 As one participant identified her nationality as ‘Scottish’, I am classifying Scottish as a separate nationality
to British.
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Material Generation: The Three Phases and Beyond...

My methodology facilitated the generation of material in the following order: firstly, a
preliminary meeting/Skype video chat; secondly, the self-photography and journaling
process; and thirdly, the semi-structured interview. A guide to each phase was described on
the research blog, linked to the ‘call for participants’ message. The three phases were
designed to ensure that participants were given enough information about the project, and

that they had some time and personal space to develop their ideas.

Phase 1: Preliminary Meeting/Skype Video Chat

I learnt from my master’s project that participants could feel awkward and nervous when
they disclosed personal information to a researcher whom they barely knew. Hence, in this
project, I considered it more appropriate to arrange an early individual meeting with each
participant. The purposes of this meeting were for participants to learn more details about
the project, to have their questions answered, and to fill in the demographic and consent
forms. The preliminary meeting was also a good opportunity for participants to get to
know me better. In fact, as it turned out, many participants were keen to know more about
the origins of this project, including how I composed the methods and why the research is
important to me. I met most of my participants in person in cafés in York, while I Skyped

with those living in more distant locations.

A word about Skype. It is an online communication software application that one can
download for free. If two Skype accounts are connecting to each other through the Internet,
it is free to use typed messages and live chat with or without a webcam. One can also pay
at different rates for the computer to access phone services. Skype is a cost-effective tool
for interviews (Cater 2011) as it saves time and money by removing the necessity for long-
distance travel. It is also very convenient to send digital documents to participants through
the software as we chat. Although it is slightly more limiting to interact via Skype than in
‘real life’ meetings — as the latter allows physical contact and the observation of more body
language — it is an effective medium for interviews when meeting in person is not
convenient, especially if one uses the video chat facility. I therefore arranged to ‘meet’
several participants on Skype to talk about the research. As well as the technological

advantages, video chat engages our emotions in interpersonal communication. Firstly, the
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video function creates a ‘closer’ form of interaction than a telephone call can offer.
Participants and I were able to see each other’s facial expressions and some body language
through the live video. The use of Skype video chat can also be quite ‘intimate’ because of
the close-up shots that focus on the face, and habitually many users prefer to use Skype
chat in a more personal setting, such as talking to friends and families. Many users,
including me, also prefer to chat on Skype in a quiet, closed environment to make sure
conversations are not interrupted. These elements altogether have brought me closer to my
participants as we exchanged information on Skype. We observed each other and ourselves
through the windows on the screen, we apologised for our messy hair and untidy
bookshelves and then laughed together. In general, these preliminary meetings reassured

us, and developed positive feelings about the research.

For the preliminary meeting, I prepared a package of three documents for participants to
read and sign. The package contained an information sheet (Appendix 3), a consent form
(Appendix 4) and a demographic form (Appendix 5). The information sheet describes the
three phases, provides guidelines for the auto-photography process, and gives contact
information for me and my supervisor. The consent form is a checklist for participants to
confirm how their data will be used, that they agree to take part in this research, and that
they understand their right to withdraw. The demographic form asks about participants’
backgrounds, information which might be useful in my analysis. | emphasised that they
could leave certain sections blank, or be creative with their answers if they wished. I
believe this ‘flexibility’ gives participants space to express how they see themselves, and
importantly what they identify with, in line with their own epistemology. There is an
additional space for participants to write down other information that they would like to be
in the record. This allows them to add items that are important to their lives that I might
have ignored. Josephine, for instance, was very surprised that I did not put ‘religious
belief” as one of the demographic questions, and she used this space to state her identity as
a Pentecostal Christian — as religion plays a crucial role in her life and the ways in which
she approached ‘desire’ in this project. At the bottom of the demographic form there is a
section where participants can confirm if they want to be anonymous or not; and if relevant
to choose a pseudonym. The anonymity and the choice of personal pseudonym have ethical

implications which I address later in this chapter.
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After the preliminary meeting, I suggested that participants keep in touch with me, and
take about three weeks for the photography and the journaling. This process is what I

framed as ‘the second phase.’

Phase 2: Self-photography and Journaling

In this phase, participants were given time and space to take photographs of props and/or
their bodies, representing what they find sexually desirable and undesirable. To decide
what ‘key terms’ to use in the guidelines for self-photography, I had quite detailed
discussions with native English speakers. The language around sexual desire is
complicated, and I found it challenging to find the most appropriate terms. I needed terms
that were clear enough to guide participants; also they needed to inspire and not limit

participants’ photographic explorations®!.

In terms of what subjects to photograph, I discounted terms such as sexy or desiring. Prior
to the material generation, I had a discussion with some fellow PhD students about the
terms I was using. One of them told me that she would describe chocolates as ‘sexy’ but
not ‘sexually desirable’. (I jokingly replied that maybe chocolate half unwrapped would be
even sexier.) ‘Sexy’ seems to suggest an objectified, sexualised image; Schwarz (2010)
describes the term as a ‘standard for visually exciting objects’ since the visualisation of sex
became more common during the 1950s in Western cultures (pp.638-9). I was
investigating how women participants engaged with their sexual desire as active agents,
particularly how they experienced sexual desire and what they felt about it, rather than
looking at what participants might objectify in their representation of sexual desire. In the
pilot studies, I used the term ‘sexually desirable’ in the instructions for participants to take
photographs. I considered changing it to ‘sexually desiring’ and consulted with Celeste,
who told me that this alteration would not make much difference. After much
consideration, I decided to ask participants to take pictures of subjects that represent (a)
what is sexually desirable and (b) what is not sexually desirable. I am aware that the term
‘desirable’ may lead participants to think of ‘desirability’, which suggests the
‘attractiveness’ of the objectified body rather than the women’s subjective sexual desire
(see Jackson and Scott 2010b, pp.144-5). However, I also explained the aim of my

research to participants through a written description and discussions, which helped to

61T also discussed finding appropriate terms in Taiwanese Mandarin in Chapter 1.
86



establish an understanding that I intended to investigate their emotions and experiences of
desire. The use of ‘sexually desirable’ enabled participants to engage with the various
aspects of their desire via photography, which may still include the objects of their desire,

but not exclusively so.

I encouraged participants to take as many pictures in as many ways as they wished;
alongside this, I asked them to keep a record of how they chose the subjects, focusing on
their feelings and any related stories. Then participants were asked to choose about 10
pictures — five of the desirable, and another five of the undesirable — and send them to me
along with the journals. I let participants know that if there was any photo that represented
their desire in a useful way, but they did not feel comfortable sharing, they could describe
the image in journals for later discussion. Furthermore, the setup of ‘5/5” pictures was more
of a guideline than a definite rule. There was no specific format for the journal. I suggested
that participants write in any style they preferred that would help me understand their
photographs. A photograph itself can represent multiple ideas, memories, emotions or
imageries that are personal to the participant. The journal, thus, offers a context for me to
understand what participants wanted to express with their pictures. Most participants also

wrote in order to develop their thoughts and interpretations of sexual desire.

These two methods are complimentary because there are some meanings that photographs
by themselves cannot express, while there are also messages that photographic images
communicate better than words (Berger and Mohr 1979-80). For instance, pictures of
suffering animals can be more powerful than words alone to raise people’s consciousness
about animal testing; while, in this project, words were used to provide contexts for the
photographs. Using both photography and journaling during this phase made participants

feel that they could tell a fuller story; as Celeste said in interview:

I quite like doing the, I like the style of it, doing the photo journal. Because I think having
the opportunity to take a photograph and write something, it helped you to kind of...I think
if you would have just one or the other, it would have been much more limiting. If you
just have a photo that just captures one second, it doesn’t give you the opportunity to write
about it. While if you just have the writing, it’s...the photo really helps to illustrate what

you are trying to say, I think. (Celeste, interview)
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The photographs and the journals were made and sent in digital formats. The use of digital
media has become so taken-for-granted that neither the participants nor I thought about
confirming it. Participants in this research were familiar with working with computers and
online; all the files were either sent through e-mail or shared with me in online space. At
the time of material generation, to transfer digital files between devices and to share
images over the Internet were not difficult, but the vast development of Internet technology
and file-sharing applications since then has made it even more convenient to communicate

digitally®2

As I have mentioned, my research practice has been revised several times. Likewise, the
design of the second phase has undergone some adjustments and benefited from pilot
participants’ feedback. My original idea was to have women participants take pictures of
their bodies, in part or as a whole, that are sexually desirable and undesirable to them.
There were several concerns arising from the pilot interview experience. Firstly, the setup
of photographing ‘desirable body parts’ can put off potential participants, making
recruitment very challenging. I imagined many women would feel uneasy about
participating because they might link the idea with ‘photographing sexual organs’,
although this may not necessarily be the case. Secondly, photographing an ‘undesirable
body’ in the pilot studies made participants feel unhappy. Jessica told me that it felt as
though she had to ‘find fault’ with her body. Additionally, this design might make
participants feel as though they have to scrutinise and expose their bodies: rather than
focusing on their subjective desire, participants might turn to focus on objectified sexual
bodies. As a result, the instruction to photograph ‘only’ the body was revised and opened
up to include props and other elements that participants find appropriate. This means that
participants can have more space to be creative in producing their visual representations; it
also suggests that desire, associated with embodied experiences and feelings, is not

confined to the physicality of the body%.

Another adjustment that I made was to the ‘instructions’, which appears to be trivial, but

was in fact influential in the process of material generation. I originally asked for five

62 The Office for National Statistics estimated that, in 2014, 84% of households in Great Britain had Internet
access, and 76% of the adult population accesses the Internet every day. The percentage of Internet access
using a mobile phone has more than doubled between 2010 (24%) and 2014 (58%).

63 T discuss participants’ embodied experience of desire in Chapter 5.
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photos for each category (desirable / undesirable) and this was changed to encourage
participants to take as many pictures as they wanted, and then to choose which images to
send to me. This adjustment led to a change in practice. In the previous exercise,
participants would aim to complete the 10 pictures while the revised instructions
encouraged them to experiment more, and to become more involved in active decision-

making by choosing photographs that best represent their ideas.

I acknowledge that the material generation demanded much time and effort from the
participants. Even though I suggested that the second phase could be done in three to four
weeks, many participants required more time before they could do the interviews. Most
participants needed eight to nine weeks to finish the second phase — the shortest length was
three weeks and the longest was 22 weeks. How long this phase took for each participant
depended largely on their personal commitment and the ways in which they approached it.
Several processes were delayed because participants were busy with their studies, and one
was postponed because of the Christmas holidays. Participants who lived in London and
Edinburgh had slightly more time because I had to plan my travel, although they had less
flexibility to extend the process. Some participants were very committed to the project, and
aimed for ‘high standards’ for their photographs, so they took longer before they were
satisfied with their images. At the same time, there was time pressure for me to complete
the material collection. Under these circumstances, keeping track of each participant’s
progress became a crucial but difficult task. After our first meeting, I kept in contact with
each participant every two weeks via e-mail or Facebook messages. I did not intend for
participants to rush, but I also wanted to be sure that they did not encounter too much
difficulty during the process. Once participants were ready, they would send me their

photos and journals and we would arrange for the interviews.

Phase 3: Semi-structured Interviews

In this last phase, I conducted in-person interviews with each participant. I decided to do
this for several reasons. Firstly, even though Skype is a useful tool for interviews and there
is software that can help with recording, there was still a physical distance between
participants and me. While Skype ‘face-to-face’ video chat does create the feeling of
closeness during the first stage of meeting, many people still think that it is the interaction
in ‘real life’, the in-person meeting that counts as being formally introduced to each other.
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When participants who lived outside of York and I met for the interviews, we greeted each
other with ‘it’s great to finally meet you.” Also, travelling to places that were convenient
for participants was the least I felt I could do in appreciation of their devotion to this
project. Having in-person conversations also helped to build up friendships between
participants and me. This interpersonal relationship is valuable because of my feminist
concern with women'’s lived experiences and the support we offer to each other. At the end
of each interview, I suggested that participants keep in touch if they wished, both to add

more ideas to their materials if relevant, and to learn more about my analysis®*.

There were two main sections to the interview. In the first section, participants and I shared
our ideas and stories of sexual desire; and in the second, participants talked about their
experiences of auto-photography. Prior to the interview, I prepared open questions in
response to each participant’s photographs and journals. I started each interview with the
same question: what words pop into your head when you hear the term ‘sexual desire’?
Then we chatted about various aspects of sexual desire, based on their pictures and
journals. We also talked about the process of auto-photography — the difficulties they
encountered, the things they enjoyed, ideas that were helpful for me both to assess this
project, and to adjust my methods for future research. The interviews, or ‘conversations’,
were arranged in quiet, closed environments, such as participants’ homes and private

offices, to provide privacy and for the convenience of audio-recording.

Semi-structured interviews provide participants with more space in the conversation to
elaborate upon their thoughts and tell their stories than a survey or a structured interview.
In this project, interviews are ‘conversations’ that I had with each participant; they did not
simply ‘answer questions’. Instead, participants and I exchanged our views and
experiences. Through the discussions, participants and I had the opportunity to reflect on
each other’s comments, and our understanding of desire could potentially be reshaped. As
a result, subjects covered in each interview varied depending not only on participants’
materials, but also on how the conversations ‘flowed’. As the journals assisted me in
approaching participants’ photographs, the conversations help me to access a more
thorough picture of the cultural norms, embodied experiences and theories associated with

women’s desire. Additionally, I conducted four follow-up interviews with three

64T will address the issue of building friendships and ‘friends as participants’ in the ethics section.
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participants to clarify some ideas that emerged from their materials, and to further discuss

their conceptualisations of desire.

It was also during the last phase that I confirmed participants’ anonymity and their consent
to the use of photographs in publications. I am cautious about the ethics of using data in
this research, particularly the photographs created by the participants, for two possibly
contradictory reasons: maintaining participants’ anonymity and acknowledging
participants’ effort. In addition, I am aware of my friendships with participants — some I
already knew before the project, while others have built friendships with me — and where I
locate myself in this project has some influence on this research. I now turn to these ethical

considerations.

Ethics

In order to conduct this research, I obtained ethics approval from the University of York by
completing a form in which I provided information about how I have ensured my own
safety and that of my participants, and confirmed that I have also paid careful attention to
privacy and copyright issues. However, the ethics of this research stretched far beyond the
requirements of this form, and in this part I cover four significant concerns: participants’
choice of ‘names’, the publishing of participants’ photos in different contexts, building

friendships with participants, and locating myself in this research.

Firstly, in this project participants could choose whether they wished to be anonymous, and
if so, they could pick their own pseudonyms. Although much social research does not offer
any options — and the informants are usually numbered or named by the researcher for
privacy and convenience — in this project, I left this choice to participants as I appreciate
their commitment and that they took their creative output seriously. They are ‘participants’
who produced texts and developed knowledge, and as such should be credited for their
effort and creativity. Yet while I do not consider that participants need full ‘protection’ in
the context of this project, I do want to ensure that taking part in this research will not
cause any undue inconvenience or uncomfortable feelings for them. A few participants
took anonymity seriously. Alexia, for instance, did not want her friends or family to know
about her participation; she was also very conscious that what she said in the interview

should not reveal any personal traits. Some other participants did not mind sharing their
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experience of taking part, and they picked pseudonyms that are personally important.
There is also Rachel, who decided to go by her official name because she perceived her
participation to be an act of bravery. By providing the options of anonymity and choosing
their own pseudonym, on one hand, I let participants decide how their materials can be
represented — which is important for recognising their contribution in co-creating
knowledge. On the other hand, I use this design to take responsibility for interpreting each
participant’s materials; hence, if a participant thought that I might have misrepresented her

materials, she could contact me for discussion.

The second ethical concern is how the photographs would be presented in different
contexts, and how that might violate participants’ privacy. Some photographs are presented
in this thesis, a few on the research blog, and more might be published at conferences and
in journal papers. Some participants did not feel comfortable sharing images that contain
personal traits or private items that could potentially disclose their identities to the public,
particularly because this project deals with the sensitive subject of sexuality. Therefore, I
confirmed with participants three types of publication: my online blog®®, in journals and at
conferences, and in this thesis. I did so in response to the social ‘reality’ that sexuality is a
sensitive subject for many; hence, participants’ images should be carefully managed so as
not to reveal who they are. Another thought I had was to respect participants’ feelings
because they might feel more comfortable sharing their images in a more ‘private’ setting
rather than seeing them in public forums. Most participants felt more comfortable with
their images being presented in the thesis, partly because it is grounded in an academic
context, and also because it may not reach a large audience. Some participants were much
more concerned about their photographs being published online, since the pictures could
easily be taken out of context and used by someone else, not to mention the fact that
anyone who has Internet access can potentially find their images. The context of journal
papers and conferences is located in the middle of the spectrum, as some participants
understood the value for me to present their materials in research; however, they needed to
weight this against the possibility of being recognised. Due to the fact that a digital copy of
this thesis will be published on White Rose E-Theses Online and the University of York

65 T am quite cautious about how images might be used when they are taken out of their original setting; and
when photos are published on the Internet, they can be easily accessible and used. In order to make
distributing ‘stolen’ images more difficult, I inserted a watermark of the blog link onto those photographs
displayed online. I also reassured participants that I would consult them before publishing their photographs
on the blog.
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Library website — a factor that I was not aware of until much later — the images I present in
this thesis are the ones that participants would ‘at least’ agree to being published in journal
papers. Reflecting on this experience, | am aware that I could have asked participants not
to contribute any images that they could not give me full permission to publish; however,
this would have elicited a stronger self-censorship and prevented me from accessing such

rich materials.

Even with participants’ consent, there are a few sexually explicit photographs which made
me think about wider issues related to publishing such images in research. Sexuality is a
sensitive subject; for instance, mainstream visual media such as films, TV or exhibitions
which explore or depict ‘sex’ always come with a warning: ‘contains sexual scenes’. As a
researcher, I need to be attentive to readers’ feelings that some sexual images can generate
disturbing emotions. In our research centre, where all the other PhD students had to share
offices, I was even allowed to have my own work space so that my colleagues would not
encounter these explicit materials accidentally. However, I think it is equally important to
challenge the notion that sexual materials should receive special treatment. Sexuality can
be regarded as just another aspect of human lives rather than a feature that should be kept
in particular secrecy and privacy. Furthermore, I wonder what is at stake if I censor
participants’ images, which represent their sexual desire, while in popular and high culture
it has mostly been women’s bodies that are sexualised®®? Does this not suggest that women
can never make their self-representations and their subjective desire visible, but can only

be objects of desire? This is a particularly difficult task that I am not sure how to negotiate.

A further issue that arose in terms of publishing images was third-party copyright and 1
had to consult the University copyright advisor about this. A few participants photographed
— not copying and pasting — materials such as a still from a video, or a celebrity photo they
found on the Internet; furthermore, I also intended to use a few images from
advertisements and from Google Search Engine for analysis. Hence, I was worried about
whether participants or I would infringe the law by publishing these images in the thesis. I
was advised that unless my participant had transformed the photo in some way, she would

have breached the law by taking a picture of such images on the computer screen and

% Feminist artists such as Guerrilla Girls have been challenging the extensive representations of naked
females in popular and high culture, and they have pointed out that the work of female artists is almost
invisible in museums.
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sharing it with me; however, it is arguable that my participant was quoting such materials
provided that her use was fair dealing; and that the quality of her reproduction was so low
that it could not have affected the market for the original work. As for my case, I was
advised that, according to the law®’, one does not infringe any copyright by quoting the
work for criticism or review, as long as one provides sufficient acknowledgement. The
advice I received affected my decision about whether to publish a few of the participants’
images or to describe them in words instead. As a researcher, I have to be cautious about

my ethics to both respect the original creator and protect my participants.

My third ethical concern is about doing research with friends. Forming friendships with
participants in this project is a reasonable and expected result. James (1986 cited in
Reinharz 1992) argues that building a friendship with participants helps avoid the
alienation of the researcher from the participants (p.20). This connection can bring the
researcher closer to sympathising with participants’ experiences and emotions. Feminist
research is concerned with human beings’ gendered experiences; in its pursuit of
knowledge building it is embedded within a context of care and support for people. The
friendships established between participants and me could potentially be long-lasting and
will enable continuing support, or even co-creation again in the future. One challenge that
emerged was around difficult sexual experiences being disclosed, and one participant told
me about being sexually abused as a child. This was unexpected and indeed quite upsetting
for me. It was not easy to negotiate my personal emotions at the same time as
contemplating how I should react, both as a researcher and as a friend. In the end, I
listened to her story of how that past experience affects her thoughts about sexual desire
and decided that she was not asking for help; otherwise I would have suggested some

professional consultants.

Doing interviews with friends is practically beneficial, although it may also have generated

some limitations to this project. For instance, friendship might affect participants’

67 See Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, Section 30: <http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/48/
section/30>
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decisions about whether to disclose specific experiences or feelings®®, such as my friend’s
disclosure of her experience of sexual abuse. Another possibility is that my friends and 1
may share similar views, for instance, on the subject of women’s desire; therefore, the
scope of this research may be limited. However, doing interviews with friends does not
make the data less valid. I argue that building friendships with participants is consequential
to understanding women’s lived experience. Some women might feel restrained in talking
about their sexuality because of cultural conventions. Participants might be more at ease
about sharing their stories with someone they know and are comfortable with.
Additionally, friendship building with participants was an expected result in this research
because it brought together women with shared interests. It is almost certain that women
who are willing to go through this demanding process will have some passion for
exploring women’s expression of sexuality, photography, or both. Thus, the relationship
between each participant and me was very likely to become closer than before the

interviews because we have exchanged ideas and stories with each other.

Finally, it is important to recognise where / am located in this research. I position myself as
a woman who belongs to the ‘group’ being researched, and I experimented with this
methodology to explore my desire as part of ‘women’s desire’. I went through the process
of making some photographs and writing journals of my sexuality; however, I did not
include my materials in this thesis. This was partly because I could not ‘complete’ the
whole process: I kept changing my mind during self-photography, and although
participants and I exchanged ideas, I could not interview myself. Furthermore, I did not
have the choice to be anonymous in my own project: I struggled between wanting to
include my own visual experiments of representing my sexuality, and being nervous about
my family and relatives’ reaction to my images. I felt much more comfortable considering
myself a ‘facilitator’ who generated materials and discussion with my participants. I
recognise my own cultural location and that my interpretation of participants’ materials is
dependent on my personal knowledge, which is constituted within available discourses.
Even though I wanted to sit down with my participants on a more equal level — because

they were the active creators and subjects of this research — I am aware that, after all, I was

68 Participants might choose what information to disclose depending on their relationship with the researcher,
be it friends or not. However, here, I am particularly concerned with how ‘friends’ would assume that I have
readily acquired some personal knowledge of them, or might sideline the research context. In the workshop
Research/Ing In Asia at the University of York, Ting-Fang Chin (2015) talked about putting on a
‘researcher’s mask’ when she interviewed her friends to remind them of the research setting. This is a
potential method to consider for future projects.
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the researcher who designed this methodology, and the one who actively chose which

materials to use and how I should analyse them.

Analysis

As would be expected from this complex research practice, my method generated multiple
materials: 22 interview transcripts (including four from follow-up interviews), 21 journals,
and a total of 183 photographs created by 18 participants. | was keen, as I have indicated
before, to engage participants’ ideas as valid knowledge in order for them to become co-
creators of my research investigations; meanwhile, I also wanted to read participants’
materials critically to examine other subtle meanings embedded in their words and images.
This is not a straightforward task. My analytical method needs to be as flexible as my
method of material generation in order to represent participants’ understanding while I
keep to my critical reading. The analytical methods I discuss in this section apply to
Chapters 4 and 5, where I focus on participants’ own understanding. I adopt different
approaches to reading participants’ photographs in Chapter 6, and I explain my methods

for visual analysis in that chapter.

I used thematic analysis with techniques drawn from discourse analysis and a narratives
approach to interpret participants’ words. Using thematic analysis, | identified ideas that
were frequently and extensively represented by participants themselves. Meanwhile, by
adopting techniques from discourse analysis and the narratives approach, I treated
participants’ interpretations of desire as felt and experienced in a local context, rather than
as ‘social realities’. Additionally, I paid attention to how participants made sense of their
sexuality by constructing a coherent story which aligned their photos, journals and

interview accounts.

My analysis started when I received participants’ journals and photographs. Before each
interview, | read participants’ writings alongside their corresponding images — sometimes
there would be a few pieces of journal on their own, as participants chose not to send
through the photos — to prepare the interview questions. During this process, I familiarised
myself with the contexts of the photos; and by picking out important themes which I
wanted to talk about, I was readily interpreting participants’ materials. However, as |

brought my questions to our conversations, participants were able to develop new ideas
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surrounding their created work and their previous thoughts on desire; thus redirecting my
thematic focus. After gathering all the materials — including participants’ journals,
photographs and interview transcripts — I put each participant’s products side by side to get
a fuller picture of her theorisation and developing ideas. Two interviews were conducted in
Mandarin Chinese. I transcribed them first, and then translated the resulting data into
English contextually, in keeping with the theme of discussion rather than using a literal
word-for-word translation. I am aware that the ways in which I transcribed and translated

are clearly a result of my interpretation (Locke 2004; Burck 2005).

Besides reading multiple materials by each participant, I also used NVivo — a qualitative
data analysis package — to code the research materials by identifying common themes. |
chose NVivo over other software because it allows me to code the photographs by
capturing parts or as a whole, and the codes I created can be used for both words and visual
data. When I viewed participants’ materials as a whole, they were full of diverse ideas; as a
result, [ ‘instinctively’ created 44 codes at first. Aronson (1995) suggests that, by
constructing themes through thematic analysis, researchers can bring together fragments of
ideas that are meaningless on their own. To bring out the ‘shared’ ideas, | examined each
code and its corresponding materials. I identified five main themes which had a larger
representation: participants’ interpretations of desire, their interactions with and
expectations of their sexual partners, their focus on sexual acts and pleasure, an
understanding shaped by feminist ideas, and their extensive references to the body —
including their body image and embodied feelings. As I further engaged with these
materials, I found that many participants and I all had difficulties defining desire. I
conducted follow-up interviews with three participants to discuss this finding, and their
responses — including Briggitte’s developed analogy that I quoted in Chapter 1 — led me to
focus on the more ‘cultural’ and ‘personal’ dimensions in my previously constructed
themes. The ‘cultural impact’ incorporates one’s upbringing — including religious, family
and cultural background — popular sexual representations and feminist ideas; and the theme
of body includes self-perception, sensory experiences, and embodied interaction. The in-
depth conversations not only helped me to understand how participants thought about my
interpretation (see Tuckett 2005) — at the very least, they agreed that it was not possible to
talk directly about desire — it also generated a more profound language of desire that |

incorporated into my research.
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Conclusion

This research facilitates auto-photography as an innovative feminist methodology which
engages participants’ ideas in co-creating knowledge about women’s sexual desire. Other
auto-photographic projects have suggested that the practice raises the consciousness of the
producers, and images created through this method can become activist work to counter
popular media representations. When applied as a social research method, auto-
photography functions to generate materials that provide insights into participants’ lived
experience and the cultures they inhabit. [ hoped, perhaps rather naively, to bring positive
change to participants’ lives, so I incorporated self-photography, journaling and interviews
in a three-phase practice to generate participants’ in-depth self-analysis of their sexuality.
Participants’ materials suggest that they were reflexive about their lived sexualities, and
that their ideas developed as they exchanged thoughts with me in our conversations.
Furthermore, their varying textual and visual representations brought to light the diversity
amongst ‘women’ that is relatively unseen in the ubiquitous discourses of ‘female

sexuality’ in popular media, indicating that this gendering is not homogeneous.

This social research project has activist potential. By allowing participants personal time
and space, I encouraged them to experiment and be creative with their own auto-
photographic practices. I designed flexible methods for participants to explore ‘desire’ via
self-photography as well as to make choices about the construction of their images and
their publication in my thesis. Thus, participants were confident when they provided
materials that I was taking their knowledge into account as valid. Furthermore, by working
with participants over a period of time, particularly with a few follow-up conversations, |
incorporated their profound understanding into my analysis. Participants’ insightful
contributions and our ongoing interactions inspired me to re-examine the relationship
between the researcher and the researched, and made me more aware of my own position,
of my power as well as my limitations as the designer and facilitator of this project; thus,
throughout this work, I endeavour to find my own creative way in order to understand and
weave together the ingenuity of the women who generously gave their time and energy to

this project.
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Chapter 4

The Cultural Practice of Desire

In my interview with Pumpkin, she suggested that desire was related to ‘choice’ which, she
asserted, was a personal response to a desired other. Reflecting on an earlier chat about
‘cultural influences’ on sexuality, I asked Pumpkin whether she thought the ‘choice’ she

mentioned could be culturally conditioned rather than a ‘free choice’. She answered:

Now that you mention it, I think desire might be similar to choice in this sense. Like,
the choice you talk about is, whether you would make a choice or not make a choice is
under the cultural influence. [pause] Some of these influences, are, for instance, not,
not analysed when it comes to emotion and desire. I think there are reasons behind
[emotion and desire]. So, I think there are two aspects to it. One is the choice that is
constituted by the broader, cultural elements, and the other is a kind of a personal
choice, a deeper personal choice that has gone through self-reflection. I think these
choices can be used to explain some, probably some things that are usually quite

difficult to explain, such as desire and sexuality. [translated] (Pumpkin, interview)

I was, once again, surprised by my participants’ ability to solve the difficult task of
articulating how desire accrued meaning for them, and here we see Pumpkin trying to
make sense of the relationship between cultural norms and personal values. Her narrative
can be read in two parts: the first is her ‘musing’ on my question, and the second part is her
‘conclusion’, her interpretation. Crucially, she decided that the ‘personal choice’ she was
talking about was partly shaped by broader cultural materials, and partly constituted
through self-reflection. Pumpkin’s association of desire with choice suggests that desire, as
a feeling, can be rationalised; hence, desire is not spontaneous, nor is it a ‘natural drive’.
Since desire comes with ‘choice’, when one’s choice is understood as culturally
conditioned as well as being a personal preference, desire must be conceptualised as a
personal negotiation within cultural mores. However, there is no distinct boundary between
cultural and personal desire, as what is claimed to be ‘personal’ must be shaped by the
available cultural materials, and what is ‘cultural’ must have been reproduced based on
human experience. In particular, Pumpkin pointed out that personal choice is the result of
self-reflection, suggesting that one has to examine the available cultural scripts and look

back on one’s embodied sexual experience in order to decide what one prefers. Without
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social interaction or cultural materials, one would hardly have anything to ‘reflect’ on;

furthermore, without embodiment, one would not be able to perceive the outer world.

This interaction between cultural scripts and personal reflections illuminates the webs of
participants’ understandings of desire — in terms of both meaning and feelings. I was keen
to find out how cultural scripts defined and framed desire for participants, and the ways in
which they conversed with these scripts: what ideas did participants adopt or abandon in
order to weave their lived sexuality? How might participants rationalise their ‘choices’?
While exploring these issues, I examine in detail how participants’ negotiation of desire
took place; in addition, I intend to demonstrate that the process of negotiation is not only

meaningful, but meaning-making.

This chapter focuses on ‘cultural scripting’. In particular, I investigate how participants
took into account and reflected on cultural sites that were important in their lives. Within
these sites, their practices involve interpretation and negotiation, including the ways in
which they might struggle with cultural scripts. I discuss four cultural sites which provided
participants with diverse materials of desire: ‘Christianity’®, ethnicity, popular culture and
feminist ideas. Christianity and ethnicity are represented by relatively small samples;
however, as part of these participants’ upbringing, they were strongly and specifically
pinpointed by participants as sites which provided them with influential sexual scripts.
Popular culture and feminist ideas are sites that I identified from multiple participants’
materials. These two sites embody powerful scripts which constituted part of participants’
subjectivities. Comparatively, participants seemed to be more reflexive about the effects of
Christianity and ethnicity in shaping their desire, while they were less able to be critical of

some of the materials they had learnt from popular culture and feminist ideas.

It is crucial to note that gender never ceases to exist in participants’ narratives of sexuality.
The lived reality of ‘being a woman’ had a major impact on the ways in which participants
practised their desire. Participants frequently referred to the gender expectations they
encountered in their everyday experience. In particular, they discussed how cultural scripts
— their interpretation of texts and erotic representations — perpetuate dominant ideas of

‘female sexuality’. As I will demonstrate in this and the next chapter, participants were

69 “Christianity’, in this thesis, refers to participants’ interpretations of some parts of the Christian teachings.
100



mostly aware of, and clearly indicated that, the double standards in patriarchal societies
demand different things from women and men. Some participants described this double
standard as a fact, while others actively expressed their discontent and their intention to
seek a way out. Gender is, thus, the most important and recurring theme in this study of
sexuality. Participants’ identification as women had a strong effect on where they were

located in various cultural sites which, in turn, shaped their practices of desire.

Participants identified certain aspects of their background, such as religious belief,
ethnicity and family, as influential in their practice of desire. These institutions offered
multiple scripts, which became intertwined in the shaping of participants’ desire. Their
desire relied on their evaluation of and negotiations within social conventions as to what is
‘permitted’, such as finding ‘appropriate’ ways for them to communicate their sexual
feelings to other people. According to participants’ own interpretations, these cultural
institutions played a crucial part in constituting their sexuality; however, rather than
accepting the given scripts, some participants questioned the social values embedded in

these institutions.

Christianity

In this section, I focus specifically on participants Briggitte’s and Josephine’s
interpretations of ‘Christianity’ — a term they used to refer to an aspect of their upbringing
— and how their understandings of the Christian texts had an impact on their practice of

desire.

Christianity and the development of Western sexual culture are said to be ‘integrally
related’ (Hawkes 2004, p.39). Even though there are diverse theological and popular
approaches in Christianity, Hawkes (2004) argues that controlling sex and pleasure has
been a crucial practice since the early establishment of Christianity. One possible reason
for this control might be the mind/body dualism — a philosophy dominant in Western
thinking — which permeates the history of Christian thought (Baker 1995). This dualism
locates sexual desire — a carnal feeling — as the opposite to spirituality; hence, the pursuit
of bodily desire can be a threat to spiritual growth, although the Bible contains sensual
books such as the Song of Solomon. Sexual desire, as a result, has to be controlled and

managed. One common interpretation of Christian dogma is that sexual practices are only
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allowed within marriage. That is, marriage provides a ‘legitimate’ context for carnal

activities and the enactment of sexual desire.

In Briggitte’s and Josephine’s narratives, Christianity has overt influences on their sexual
desire. Both participants represented Christianity with a Bible in their photographs
(Figures 4.1 and 4.2) rather than using other symbols such as a cross, a church or an image
of Jesus Christ. This could be because the Bible is a script itself, which provides Christians
with guidelines for ‘appropriate’ sexual behaviours and values; whereas other symbols do
not offer such ‘instructions’ for daily life. The scripts in the Bible are open to interpretation
and contestation. For instance, Briggitte’s photograph is of an open Bible focusing on a

specific passage about sexuality, as she explained:

I have a troubled relationship with my faith. This Bible is open at Romans 1:18-327°,
the passage that condemns homosexuality. I was raped at the age of seven, and
Christians’ emphasis on sexual purity seems ridiculous to me. I have not been a virgin
since I was a child, yet I am expected to behave as though I am. I was raised Calvinist,
which means that everything that I have experienced was pre-ordained by God, but

doesn’t that include my sexual pleasure with a female partner? (Briggitte, journal)

By reflecting on her experiences and her understanding of Calvinist Christian values,
Briggitte questioned the Christian scripts. In her narrative, she pointed out two paradoxes:
firstly, God has given her a sexuality that is deemed ‘inappropriate’ in her learnt Christian

norms. Secondly, the Christian focus on sexual purity required /er not to have sexual

70 For reference, I quote Romans 1:18-32 from the Common English Bible (CEB) here: ‘God’s wrath is being
revealed from heaven against all the ungodly behavior and the injustice of human beings who silence the
truth with injustice. This is because what is known about God should be plain to them because God made it
plain to them. Ever since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities—God’s eternal power and divine
nature—have been clearly seen, because they are understood through the things God has made. So humans
are without excuse. Although they knew God, they didn’t honor God as God or thank him. Instead, their
reasoning became pointless, and their foolish hearts were darkened. While they were claiming to be wise,
they made fools of themselves. They exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images that look like
mortal humans: birds, animals, and reptiles. So God abandoned them to their hearts’ desires, which led to the
moral corruption of degrading their own bodies with each other. They traded God’s truth for a lie, and they
worshipped and served the creation instead of the creator, who is blessed forever. Amen.

‘That’s why God abandoned them to degrading lust. Their females traded natural sexual relations for
unnatural sexual relations. Also, in the same way, the males traded natural sexual relations with females, and
burned with lust for each other. Males performed shameful actions with males, and they were paid back with
the penalty they deserved for their mistake in their own bodies. Since they didn’t think it was worthwhile to
acknowledge God, God abandoned them to a defective mind to do inappropriate things. So they were filled
with all injustice, wicked behavior, greed, and evil behavior. They are full of jealousy, murder, fighting,
deception, and malice. They are gossips, they slander people, and they hate God. They are rude and proud,
and they brag. They invent ways to be evil, and they are disobedient to their parents. They are without
understanding, disloyal, without affection, and without mercy. Though they know God’s decision that those
who persist in such practices deserve death, they not only keep doing these things but also approve others
who practice them.’
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intercourse; however, the sexual abuse was done to her, an incident that was beyond her
control. Briggitte’s account of being ‘raised Calvinist’ suggests that this particular
Christian approach to understanding human lives was brought to her by other people;
hence, the paradox of ‘God predetermined a person’s sexuality and lived experience
against its own rules’ was a result of people’s interpretation. It is unclear whether Briggitte
accepted the idea that her sexuality was ‘innate’ as prescribed by God; however, the social
expectation still existed to discipline her acts, as she wrote: ‘I am expected to behave as

though I am [a virgin].’

The contradiction between Briggitte’s personal desire and her interpreted Christian values
was also represented in another part of her journal and in a set of two photographs.
Briggitte laid out two spreads of the Tarot’! to signify what she should desire (Figure 4.3)
and what she did desire (Figure 4.4):

I wanted to show the difference between what I should desire, and what I actually do
desire. This spread represents what I feel I ought to want. All of these cards are happy,
positive cards in the Tarot. They represent a legitimate and celebrated sexual union —

marriage. (Briggitte, journal)

These cards represent the side of my sexuality that most frightens me. I am fascinated
by BDSM and enjoy being dominated. So in the spread you can see pain, addiction,
judgement, and bondage. (Briggitte, journal)

In the first quote, Briggitte’s analysis indicates the social expectation that was imposed
upon her: the only legitimate desire is the one embedded in heterosexual marriage, as seen
in ‘The Lovers’ card showing a man and a woman as a couple (Figure 4.3). This layout is
Briggitte’s interpretation of cultural conventions in which marriage was equated to
‘positive’ emotions and events that were normalised as something everyone should pursue.
The terms ‘happy’, ‘positive’, ‘celebrated’ also refer to a common perception which
embodies social values. Contrasting with this ‘norm’ are sexual acts which Briggitte found

desirable and pleasurable: BDSM 72 She used nouns such as ‘pain’, ‘addiction’ and

1 Tarot is considered pagan by many Christians. Briggitte’s use of the Tarot here suggests a more relaxed
attitude towards Christian beliefs.

2 The abbreviation BDSM is commonly understood to stand for: bondage and discipline (BD), dominance
and submission (DS), and sadism and masochism (SM). However, the meanings of the terms shift and are
largely dependent on the practices (see Weiss 2011).
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‘bondage’ which are facts and acts that suggest fewer moral judgements, although these
terms embody relatively ‘negative’ connotations. BDSM desire was unsettling for Briggitte
as she was unsure about the legitimacy of her sexual interests, and was thus afraid of being
defined by her ‘unconventional’ desire, as seen in the card ‘judgement’ (Figure 4.4).
Reading this piece of writing alongside the quote I discussed earlier, there is a suggestion
that her sexuality potentially made her question her faith even more, although this is

unclear.

Briggitte’s narratives focus on her reflections on the contradictions between her faith and
her desire. Josephine’s materials, on the other hand, demonstrate that, for her, desire was
constructed around her faith — more specifically, her interpretation of Christian principles.
Josephine identified herself as a Pentecostal Christian, and she emphasised that faith
played a crucial role in her life. In fact, when she was filling in the demographic form, she
pointed out with dismay that I should have listed ‘religious belief” as one of the basic
questions. Josephine explained to me that, as an unmarried Pentecostal Christian woman,
having or thinking about sexual desire was not permitted. Hence, during the material
generation, she diverted the subject ‘sexual desire’ to ‘attractiveness’ and regarded her
participation as a way to share her perspectives and experiences. However, I wondered
about this connection between ‘desire’ and ‘attractiveness’. After all, women’s bodies have
always been regarded as seductive in Christian-tradition-embedded Western culture (Bordo
1993). Because of the Christian principle that one should not feel desire or provoke desire
in others, being ‘physically’ attractive could be seen as potentially problematic. While this
principle should apply to everyone, regardless of gender, it seems that the responsibility is

placed specifically on women to discipline their appearance.

As a Christian I’m a strong believer in sex after marriage and under no circumstances
would I purpose to make myself sexually appealing to anyone. One of Jesus’ teaching
[s] says that if you lust [after] a woman (in the case of the women, ‘lust [after] a man’)
in your heart, you have committed fornication. I’m sure this scripture speaks about the
motives behind looking at a person and/or liking them. For me this becomes very
difficult when I dress and when I pick up what I wear. I love to dress to feel good and
I do not intend to make myself attractive to be sexually desired. Therefore the motive
for my dressing is what counts. I also believe that how I dress and make myself appear
also counts. If I decide to dress up provocatively, by leaving aspects of my body

showing i.e. my cleavage for instance, so I can attract the attention of others to myself
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and/or make guys fall victim to the temptation of sex, my attraction then becomes

problematic. (Josephine, journal)

Josephine not only followed her Christian sexual scripts — not having sex before marriage
— she took these scripts as a belief in itself. In her interpretation, ‘Jesus’ teaching” —
manifested in the Bible — equates sexual feelings with sexual acts. Hence, having sexual
desire is just as sinful as having sex before getting married. The Christian understanding of
sexual relationships, in Josephine’s writing, is heteronormative: she particularly
emphasised the lust between men and women rather than using non-gendered terms such
as ‘people’. In addition, Josephine applied these scripts to first interpret other people’s
behaviour, then to discipline her personal choice of clothing. Josephine’s Christian
principles led her to believe that when a man looked, and expressed a compliment, he
probably had sexual motives; hence, she would be attentive to her clothing so that she
neither drew attention nor appeared to be sexually appealing. Josephine’s narrative
demonstrates the paradox of her thoughts: she pointed out that her core intention was not to
generate men’s desire; however, she also felt responsible if her clothing turned out to be
arousing. The issue in question is this: regardless of how she dressed up, Josephine could
never have full control over how other people perceived her body image. This is a
contradiction Josephine was not able to address. Instead, she seemed to take great
responsibility for disciplining her own actions in order not to commit the ‘crime’ of

generating men’s desire, so men would not become ‘victims’ of a sin.

Josephine did not discuss her subjective desire in her materials because she was not
supposed to feel, or even think about, her desire. Therefore, she focused on how not to
become an object of desire, particularly by managing her appearance. She related women’s
physical beauty to a ‘curse’ (Josephine, journal) because, in the Bible, this attribute arouses
men’s desire and results in the sexual objectification of women. Josephine explained how

she read the scripture’? about the relationship between men and women:

73 Josephine was specifically responding to Deuteronomy 21:10-14 in the Old Testament. She wrote the
verses in her journal: “When you go for a war against your enemies and the Lord deliver them into your
hands and you take them captive and you see among the captives a beautiful woman, and if you desire her
and want to have her as a wife; Then you shall bring her home to your house and she shall shave her hair and
trim her nails. She shall put away the clothing of her captivity, remain in your house and mourn for her
parents for a month. After that you may approach her and have sex with her and you shall become a husband
and a wife. If you later realise that you no longer fancy her, then just let her go as a free woman and don’t sell
her for money as a slave because you violated her.’
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Because when [men] went to war, there would be so many women there, but they were
picked. [Men] would point and pick the beautiful ones. Possibly when she comes,
she’s going to be used as a sex object, isn’t it? The moment [men] satisfied themselves

sexually, they dump [women]. (Josephine, interview)

Josephine’s narrative suggests a dichotomy between men as sexual subjects and women as
objects of desire; furthermore, men hold power over women, and women do not have a
choice but become men’s sex objects. Reading this alongside Josephine’s earlier journal
entry, two contradictions emerge. Firstly, a woman could not stop herself from being an
object of men’s sexual desire, but she was still held responsible for disciplining her action
so0 as not to arouse men’s desire. Secondly, Josephine described men as ‘victims’ of sexual
desire in her earlier writing, but here, it was obviously women who suffered from men’s
sexual actions. Perhaps another way to read Josephine’s narrative is that she avoided
dressing up in a sexually appealing manner, so that she might be able to avoid men’s desire
and abuse. However, this interpretation is built on the foundation of an over-simplistic
view of human subjectivity which draws on the dichotomy between male perpetrator and

female victim.

There is one common theme in the Christian scripts of sexuality as expressed in Briggitte’s
and Josephine’s narratives: the principle that sex is legitimate within heterosexual
marriage. Rather than saying ‘one should not have sex before getting married’ in a negative
voice, both Briggitte and Josephine described sex in marriage in a positive tone by saying:
‘sex is encouraged within marriage’ (Briggitte, interview), or ‘I’m a strong believer in sex
after marriage’ (Josephine, journal). These participants’ language suggests that sex itself is
not sinful or unacceptable in their interpretation of Christian scripts, but it is only

‘positive’ and celebrated within the context of marriage.

‘Christianity’ shaped Briggitte’s and Josephine’s practices of desire in two ways. The
Christian scripts — the Bible — acted as a guideline which constructed participants’
conceptualisation of desire. The dominant sexual scripts in the Bible, as Briggitte and
Josephine illustrated, were ‘sex within marriage’ and heteronormativity. These scripts
suggest that there exist certain types of accepted, appropriate sexuality. Hence, Briggitte
and Josephine referred to verses in the Bible either to raise questions about their sexuality,

or to examine the unbalanced sexual relationship between men and women. The two
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participants also used these scripts to reflect on their interpersonal experiences and to
renegotiate their intrapsychic interpretations: Briggitte focused on the contradictions
between her faith, past experiences and desire, while Josephine transformed desire into
‘attractiveness’ and questioned a man’s motives for complimenting her on her looks.
Additionally, both participants’ interpretations of Christian scripts might lead them to
discipline their own actions. For instance, Briggitte might choose not to disclose her desire
or her experience of sexual abuse because they were not part of the ‘legitimate’ sexuality
defined by Christianity. In Josephine’s case, she neither talked about nor referred to any
experience of desire at all. Furthermore, her rationale for choosing clothing was certainly
affected by her understanding that she should avoid inflaming men’s desire — despite how

contradictory her view seemed.

Christianity, as part of these participants’ upbringing and lived experience, offered
influential cultural scripts that shaped how they interpreted and negotiated their sexual
desire. Even though the scriptures in the Bible might provide guidelines for ‘appropriate’
sexualities, it is probably through families and/or local religious communities that the
cultural mores are being reinforced. Like Christianity, ethnicity was another key cultural
site that participants identified as having overt scripts that could shape their practice of
desire — mostly through their parents’ backgrounds and within their friendship groups —

particularly in the ways in which they communicate sexual desire.

Ethnicity

Ethnicity is a rather ambiguous term to use; in this context, it covers participants’
references to their locally experienced cultural conventions and their family’s cultural
background, usually discussed in terms of nationalities. Participants’ materials demonstrate
that ethnicity had an impact on their cultural practice of desire in two ways. Ethnicity
signifies the social norms within which participants learnt about the ‘appropriate’ settings
for telling sexual stories. In separate interviews, I discussed with Beth, Pumpkin,
Cassandra, Steel Vagina and Alexia how we, as women, were encouraged to talk and
discouraged from talking about’ desire in different social scenarios in a given culture.

Furthermore, participants who encountered multiple cultural scripts were reflexive about

74 There are, of course, many methods to communicate sexuality; and in this project women use writing,
photography and conversations. In this section, however, the main focus is on the talking.
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different social conventions, and they negotiated their desire within these ‘norms’.
Specifically, Alexia discussed how her parents’ embodied cultural values affected her
attitude towards sex; whereas Pumpkin focused on how she became capable of

communicating sexuality after moving from one nation to another.

In everyday life, I often observe and compare my experiences with other people based on
ethnicity to make sense of the differences. It turned out that I was not alone in doing this.
During the interviews, I noticed that participants (and I) would compare different cultural
attitudes towards sexuality to interpret which was more ‘open’ or ‘conservative’.
Participants with a Chinese background by birth or parents’ birth — Pumpkin, Alexia, Steel
Vagina — and I talked about the sexual culture in the UK as being more open than the
Chinese or Taiwanese’>; however, British participants, such as Beth and Cassandra,
interpreted British culture as more prudish and conservative compared to other Western
countries. Beth told me that, in her opinion, it was not common for British people,

particularly women, to communicate desire.

We don’t talk about [desire and sex] very often at all’®. Well, actually that’s not
entirely true. I think, between friends actually, certainly my group of friends, we do
talk... I don’t think it’s something that women really talk about outside that very small
group. Some of my friends do, and obviously some of them will come up with
something I said in the past in the wrong kind of company. That’s embarrassing. [...]
Somebody who was in the group shares it with somebody outside the group. That’s
definitely awkward. Particularly because you addressed that ‘I told you that in
confident, why did you say that?’ So it can get, I guess, even complex in that respect.

(Beth, interview)

Beth accepted the cultural script that, for a British woman, desire or sex was only
discussed within a group of close friends under an unspoken contract that the conversation
would be kept to this group. Interestingly, the act of sharing sexual stories was so secretive
that she did not even acknowledge it at first. Additionally, Beth’s description made it very

unclear in what capacity she and her friends communicated desire — did they share

75 Participant Odinsleep was from Taiwan; however, she did not particularly share her views on ‘cultural
difference’ in her materials.

76 Foucault (1978) disputes this view in The History of Sexuality and argues that telling sexual stories has
existed in public discourses in the form of confessions since the seventeenth century, and in scientific
publications as ‘knowledge’ since the turn of the eighteenth century. However, just because there were social
scenarios in which sex was spoken of in the Victorian era, this did not necessarily mean that ordinary women
had the same opportunity. I discuss this issue further on page 115.
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fantasies, discuss sexual knowledge, or talk about sexual experiences? In fact, Beth’s
narrative is full of ambiguities as though she was not just describing the awkward moment
when her ‘secret’ was revealed unexpectedly; she was also embarrassed to admit in the
interview that she talked about sex at all. From reading this interview transcript, I get a
sense that desire was a private issue which Beth mostly kept to herself; not only that, but
she interpreted this attitude as common amongst many women in British culture. Hence,
when a friend broke the informal social contract and exposed her sexual stories to an
‘outsider’, it became a difficult situation for her to negotiate. The embarrassment and the
awkwardness emerged not only because Beth’s private lived experience was exposed, but
also because she was aware of the social norms and cautious about how other people might
react to her stories. Beth’s decision to talk about her desire relied on trust and mutual
understanding within the friendship group — that is, everyone in the community should
have learnt the ‘commonsense’ cultural scripts of sharing sexual stories. After an
unexpected event like this, Beth might need to renegotiate her interpersonal relationship,

which would potentially make her social life more complicated to deal with than before.

Another participant of British nationality, Alexia, said:

I don’t find it that hard to talk about [desire]. Not that hard because my friends, some
of my friends are really liberal, they talk about sex very easily, like amongst our close
group of friends. So in that sense, you become used to it and so you’re not really

bothered about talking about how you feel and so on. (Alexia, interview)

Alexia’s narrative indicates that when a local culture ‘allows’ its inhabitants to talk about
sexuality, the communication of desire becomes a social norm which can encourage people
to feel more at ease sharing their sexual stories. One of the reasons why Alexia felt capable
of discussing sex — even though she might not particularly enjoy the telling — was because
of familiarity. Since a few of her friends frequently shared sexual stories in a
straightforward manner, Alexia interpreted this act as part of the common social scenarios:
communicating desire amongst friends was an acceptable act, therefore she could also do it
if she chose. However, Alexia identified that it was, once again, only within a ‘close group
of friends’ that they could discuss sex more easily than in other social settings. Although
discussions about sex are not uncommon in mass media in the UK — I am thinking
particularly of ‘problem pages’ in magazines or on reality TV — in personal, everyday

experience desire is still constructed around a sense of privacy and secrecy, especially for
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women. Nevertheless, friendship groups provide a social environment that crosses between
private life and the public sphere. For some British participants, friendship groups were a

‘legitimate’ setting for communicating sexual experience and knowledge.

In my view, the act of communicating desire enables women’s sexuality to become public
knowledge grounded in individual experience: this research itself is based on the premise
that participants’ analyses can bring to light how they interpreted and negotiated their
personal desire within a broader cultural context, such as the ways in which they carefully
evaluated what kind of sexual stories they could tell in different scenarios. Plummer (1995)
argues that telling sexual stories makes personal and private narratives become ‘the most
public property’ (p.9). However, the extent of this ‘publicity’ depends on the context in
which the stories are told. Whereas a friendship group provides a semi-public environment,
other platforms or settings can make personal conceptualisations of desire more accessible
to the general public. Beth, Alexia and Cassandra told me that, depending on the scenario,
they adopted different approaches when they talked about desire. Although this seems
fairly obvious, it does reinforce the idea that people are able to evaluate interpersonal
settings in order to construct narratives of desire that would seem suitable in response to
the social setting. In the context of my research, many participants focused more on the
concepts of desire rather than explicit illustrations of their sexual experiences. Cassandra, a
British participant, told me that she felt more comfortable talking about sex from a
theoretical perspective in our interview. If she were to talk about the mechanical side of
sex, she would prefer to discuss it with her best friends. In some ways, this approach —
talking about their interpretation rather than the sexual acts — was easier for these three
British participants because they were able to discuss sex without disclosing a part of their

lives that was deemed private.

The social norms of telling sexual stories are highly gendered. Beth reflected on her
understanding of British culture to elaborate on how women are ‘judged’ if they talk about

Sex:

I certainly think that, traditionally, the society and culture don’t talk about it, sex, you
know... Women, well there’s a whole women, not seen or not heard, you know, ladies
particularly are demure, don’t talk about these kind of things. Girls who do talk about

them, traditionally, are seen as easy. And it’s not the case, you know, well just because
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you say ‘he’s attractive’ does not mean you’re going to jump into bed with them.

(Beth, interview)

Beth argued that it was not conventional for people, particularly women, to discuss sex,
suggesting that sex did not exist in public discourse in British culture. However, people do
talk about sex in mass media in Western societies’’, but ordinary women struggle to find a
way to do so. For instance, Duncker (1992) suggests that, in the 1960s, women could not
talk about sex because they did not have a language of their own to do so; then within the
‘women’s liberation movement’ of the 1970s and 1980s, they started to search for new
ways to speak of sex. Despite changes in the social climate since then, one thing remains,
though: women who openly express their desire face the risk of being criticised or
abused’, particularly in societies where this act is not part of the general mores. As Beth’s
narrative suggests, women who discuss desire are ‘named’ for their behaviour. Beth
pointed out that ‘women’, ‘ladies’ and those who are ‘demure’ do not discuss sex publicly.
These terms carry connotations of higher social status and a particular fashion of
femininity that is preferable within British social norms. In contrast, Beth turned to
describe how ‘girls’ could be judged as ‘easy’ — as in easy for men to take sexual advantage
of — if they talked freely about desire. This shift in language suggests that females who told
their sexual stories were less ‘mature’ than women. Additionally, the term ‘easy’ is
gendered, and is derogatory to women. Beth’s account demonstrates the double standard in

the communication of sexual desire for men and women.

Since the experience of sex was scripted as a private matter for many participants, and
because in their interpretation women were judged for communicating desire in the public
sphere, my participants tended to keep their sexual talk between friends or partners.
However, this project offered incentives for participants to share their sexual stories: [ was
inviting participants to contribute to the construction of knowledge. Whereas in everyday
experience women'’s stories about their sexuality might risk being ridiculed by other
listeners, I treated their materials seriously and critically. Additionally, I offered an
opportunity for participants to talk about their understanding of how their desire was

negotiated within a broader cultural context, a topic that was uncommon in daily

77 Also see Foucault (1978) in footnote 76 on page 112.

8 See, also, my discussion in Chapter 1 (page 11) and Johnson (2002) in Chapter 2 (page 51).
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conversations. In a research context, women can make a significant contribution to the

knowledge of human sexuality by telling their sexual stories.

My Taiwanese cultural background and my personal experience once made me wonder
whether communicating desire is liberating for women’. I had an opportunity to ask
Alexia about her view on this as we were talking through what it meant for her to tell her

sexual stories in the interview and in other settings. She told me:

If I were to talk about [my sex life] in the vaguest sense, | would distance myself. |
would be to say, for example, ‘if someone was having sex’. I’d talk about it in a third
person and that sort of thing whilst not referring to myself specifically... I don’t like to
share too many personal details about myself and so, like it’s, I don’t think it’s due to
shyness as I don’t like it. I wanna keep certain things private and so I don’t find it

necessarily liberating. But it’s nice to talk about it if you want to. (Alexia, interview)

Alexia’s account suggests that she has negotiated a particular way of talking about sex: in
order to keep her sex life to herself, she would represent her sexuality by making her
narrative impersonal. Alexia was very clear that this was her subjective decision (note the
references to ‘I’ in this narrative). She pointed out that even though she did not find it
liberating to talk about desire — and she distanced herself from the act of telling in the last

sentence — it was good that people had the choice to do it.

Here, I think again about whether women’s telling of sexual stories can have a political
effect. Duncker (1992) points out that ‘sex [is] a private act with public consequences’ (p.
9). By this she suggests that women’s talk of desire can have an impact on reconstituting
interpersonal and cultural scripts. Even though Alexia did not find speaking of her desire a
liberating act, she still considered having the option a positive thing. This choice would not
be possible if existing scripts — shaped by agents in the social world — did not make it
available to women. This indicates that women telling sexual stories can reconstruct sexual
scripts; hence, it has the potential to reshape cultural norms, to give more women the

‘option’. For me, I am still capable of (and did not stop) talking about my sexuality,

7 See Chapter 1.
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although I feel that this practice has become secondary to other political activism that

strives for gender equality ®C.

Although Alexia was born and raised in Britain, she had to negotiate with other competing
scripts. She emphasised that her parents — who embodied two other ethnicities®! and

cultural values — had a strong impact on her attitude towards sex:

My background may have influenced me in, like, certain ways. But overall that, I
don’t know. I’d say the way it affects me is that I’'m very scared to getting pregnant.
Because in Chinese, well, in both of my [parents’] backgrounds, you might get banned
if you become pregnant early. And now it’s the fear that still continues even though at

my age, they’re open to women who have kids. (Alexia, interview)

Alexia’s account reveals how the scripts from her parents’ cultural origins affected her
feelings about the ‘risks’ of sex. Her narrative also emphasises (heterosexual) women’s
experience, particularly the concern with pregnancy. In the interview, Alexia told me that
in both her parents’ cultural backgrounds, sex was not something people talked about. The
only time her mother spoke to her about sex was to remind her to use contraception,
because, she suggested: ‘the fear of pregnancy overcomes the embarrassment of talking to
me about it’ (Alexia, interview). The presumption was that if she married, pregnancy
would not have been an issue — that is, pregnancy, as a possible result of sexual activities,
was only accepted within marriage. Desire and sex, originally kept as a personal issue,
would become public with the visible signs of pregnancy. The parental cultural
communities that Alexia related to, as she understood them, would regard pregnancy
outside of marriage and particularly at a young age as a dishonour and disgrace®?. This
cultural value passed down by her parents in family education has had a significant impact
on Alexia’s sexuality as she understood the serious consequences a single woman would

face if she fell pregnant. A woman in Alexia’s position might either pay more attention to

80 Scripts are not fixed, and one’s adaptation of scripts changes, too (see my discussion in Chapter 2). As [ am
engaging more with popular cultural representations, women’s narratives of embodied experiences and
theoretical discussions on sexuality, these scripts have reshaped my own cultural practice and how I
understand the ‘use’ of sexual desire.

81 Alexia asked me to only declare one of her parents’ cultural backgrounds. I chose to discuss the ‘Chinese’
one because she revealed it in the interview whereas she only told me about the other ethnicity after I
inquired off the record.

82 This was different from Briggitte’s and Josephine’s account of the prohibited ‘sex before marriage’ in their
Christian understanding. While ‘not having sex before marriage’ focuses on disciplining the act, ‘not getting

pregnant before marriage’ suggests that one treats sex outside of wedlock as an ‘elephant in the room’ that it

is, in some ways, ‘acknowledged’.
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contraception, or avoid heterosexual intercourse. Furthermore, in Alexia’s narrative,

pregnancy is linked to having a baby, implying that abortion was not an option.

Alexia identified her parents’ cultural backgrounds — partly Chinese — as the main reason
why her parents were ‘prudish’. The relatively ‘conservative’ sexual attitude in Chinese
culture was also identified by Pumpkin, a Chinese woman studying in the UK. She
reflected on her experience of communicating about sex in the two countries and pointed

out the cultural differences she observed:

Between friends, we talked about [sexuality and the body], but it was more of a, it
probably counted as a private discourse, not a social discourse. So we didn’t have a
way to express it. The change in cultural environment provides this opportunity,
provides a way of expression, a medium of expression. For instance, a British friend
once said I was sexy. Perhaps my friend in Shanghai would have made a similar
comment, but it wouldn’t have been so straightforward... I don’t think I’ve heard such
a thing from female friends, not unless they’re lesbians. I have never heard any female
friend of mine say I was sexy as a more ‘positive’ expression. [translated] (Pumpkin,

interview)

The change in cultural environment encouraged Pumpkin to work with different sexual
scripts; for instance, being described as ‘sexy’ has a different connotation in British culture
than in China. The comment ‘you’re sexy’ has multiple implications: it can be a
compliment, a criticism, a tease, or an invitation. Pumpkin’s narrative suggests that her
friends’ use and her perception of ‘sexy’ are shaped by cultural and interpersonal scripts,
meaning that the interpretation of this comment is reliant on a person’s ability to evaluate
the cues — which can be subtle, thus not easy to identify — in cultural scenarios and in
interactions. This personal capacity — what Pumpkin referred to as ‘a way’ or ‘a medium’
that she did not have — developed as she moved to a different culture that exposed her to
new sexual scripts. Thus, Pumpkin was able to renegotiate her intrapsychic scripts, which

allowed her to understand the comment ‘you look sexy’ as a more ‘positive’ expression.

Both Pumpkin and I were aware of the social norms in Chinese and Taiwanese cultures, in
which expressing sexual desire is ‘unconventional’ for women. In my experience, the
transition from Taiwanese to British culture has made it possible for me to explore and

communicate my desire more freely, yet [ am not suggesting that women in the UK can
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discuss their desire however and wherever they want. I realised that the ‘sense of freedom
I felt came not only because I was exposed to different sexual scripts, but also because |

could temporarily leave my ‘original’ cultural burdens® behind.

Participants’ accounts of the ethnic effect on their cultural practices focus on how they
experienced and interpreted sexual scripts through social interactions, specifically with
their friends and family members. Having learnt various cultural scripts, participants were
capable of renegotiating their sexuality and their communication of desire in different
social settings. Whereas ethnicity shaped participants’ cultural practice on a more
‘interpersonal’ level, popular culture has the potential to constitute their sexual
subjectivities with widely reproduced and distributed sexual representations. The popular
cultural representations I discuss in the next section are not limited to texts, but also

include visual materials such as videos and pictures.

Popular Culture

Popular culture represents gender and sexuality in several ways: through texts, still or
moving images, sounds and even tactile feedback. In this research, because of my
methodology, texts and images are the most dominant scripts used by participants to
reconstitute their desire and sexual subjectivities®*. Here, I focus on three functions of
popular culture in shaping participants’ cultural practices. Firstly, popular culture has
propounded several theories of human sexuality, thus leading many participants to think of
desire as a biological, uncontrollable urge®. Secondly, participants interpreted the sexual
materials in popular culture — including erotica and pornography — as gendered in its
medium. For participants, there was a lack of visual representation of and for women s
desire, even though women’s bodies were highly sexualised in mass media. Finally,
popular cultural products, such as perfumes and lipsticks, were adopted by participants to

reconstitute their desire; in some ways they have become an inseparable part of

83 By ‘cultural burdens’, I mean a range of social expectations that are imposed on women in Taiwan. For me,
the most stressful of all is the gendered expectation that I am frequently reminded of by my family members.
For instance, my grandfather told me that I ‘have to’ let my son carry the family name ‘Tsao’, with the
presumption that I will have to get married and have children in the future.

84T discuss the impact of popular cultural images on participants’ visual representations in Chapter 6.

85 However, a more significant amount of qualitative material suggests that desire is culturally constituted,
including participants’ understanding of ‘intrinsic desire’. See my discussion of this and Freud’s
psychoanalytical theory in Chapter 2.
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participants’ sexual subjectivities. Popular culture was so influential in participants’
practice of desire that they usually adopted the scripts rather than identifying or being

critical of their impact.

Popularising the Sexual Drive

Gagnon and Simon (2005) suggest that Freud’s3¢ and Kinsey’s theories — which
characterise desire as an intrinsic drive that ‘presses against and must be controlled by the
cultural and social matrix’ (p.8) — are famous in popular and sexological literature. It was
not uncommon for participants to talk about their understanding of desire as an innate,
uncontrollable drive that could emerge spontaneously. In each interview, I asked
participants to tell me the first few words they thought of when hearing the term ‘sexual

desire’. Here are two responses:

I suppose love, but probably lust first because lust is not always accompanied by love.
Erm, passion, some kind of atavistic animal level, operating at instinctive level, |
would think, rather than a thought-out one. Erm, something very raw... very
naturalistic, something beyond thought. Not rational in its most extreme form. I think
sexual desire is very animal like. That you see somebody and you just have that kind

of passionate feeling. (Celeste, interview)

Sex, beauty... erm, actually no, I think beauty is more pure. So actually love, sex,
anything kind of like animalistic, primal. I guess it’s something you don’t think about,
it’s just instinctive... I guess it’s primal, animalistic and perhaps raw, too. Yeah, raw. |
was gonna say animalistic but it’s perhaps too raw. I’ll say maybe it’s, if you think
about sexual desire, like animalistic is like, on the extreme side, [ guess it’s sort of

erm, lust? (Alexia, interview)

Celeste’s and Alexia’s words suggest that they had adopted biological and psychoanalytical
discourses in their conceptualisation of desire. These scripts are built on the dualism of
nature/culture and body/mind — a concept that is a ‘practical metaphysics’ deeply
embedded in our social lives (Bordo 1993, p.13) — which places desire in contrast to
rationality. Hence, desire was ‘rationalised’ as inbuilt, original and crude, and thus

‘raw’ (also in Rachael’s interview). As Celeste emphasised, desire is ‘not rational in its

most extreme form’. Celeste seems to interpret desire as a powerful drive which makes one

86 See section ‘From Freud to Foucault: a move towards the cultural construction of desire’ in Chapter 2.
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act without considering the consequences. Yet, despite the sense of desire as
uncontrollable, she used the term ‘somebody’ — not anybody — implying that there might be

some personal choice involved.

Both Celeste and Alexia talked about ‘love’ in their narratives; however, love is not
necessarily a precondition or a product of desire. In fact, ‘love’ is such an ambiguous term
that when participants talked about their desire in relation to their partners, they more often
referred to a sense of intimacy and closeness®’. Another term used by both participants was
‘lust’. The meaning of lust suggests libidinous desire with a theological connotation of sin.
Hence, in Christian tradition, sexual desire should be disciplined and controlled. Although
lust was related to desire, participants did not necessarily conceptualise it as equivalent to
desire. In the follow-up interview, Mina suggested that, for her, lust was a term more
definite and more fleshy than desire. The word lust indicates a strong physical urge, and

implies a powerful, uncontrollable emotion?®.

The idea of desire as ‘uncontrollable’ is consistent with its popularised psychoanalytical
discourse. There are two aspects of this ‘uncontrollability’: desire is interpreted as such a
strong feeling that one cannot help being overwhelmed by it, and this uncontrollable desire
is also portrayed as a drive, a motivation for sexual acts (Vandermassen 2004). Celeste
interpreted desire as an overpowering emotion which initiates action, leading a person to

prioritise sexual satisfaction over one’s ordinary role:

I think there’s a sense of being out of control. I think in a lot of relationships, early in
that relationship you have the real kind of, that drive, where it isn’t controllable, and
you don’t... it’s very chemical, isn’t it? It’s a real kind of chemical buzz that you just
want to rip someone’s clothes off, you think about them a lot in that way. I think all
these things operate on a very, not rational level. If you think about it, in a wider
sense, people do all sorts of ridiculous things when they’re in the heat of passion,
don’t they? You know they act in ways that are out of character, they jeopardise job,
they jeopardise relationship because of sexual desire, because of lust and, you know,
Bill Clinton jeopardised his presidency of the bloody United States to have a quick

shag with a woman. (Celeste, interview)

871 discuss ‘intimate relationships’ as a precondition for participants’ embodied sexual feelings in Chapter 5.

8 Also see my discussion about language and the understanding of desire in Chapter 1.
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Celeste’s narrative, once again, emphasises an understanding of the dichotomy between
body and mind: desire is located in the biological body, generated by ‘chemicals’, and thus
cannot be controlled. Since Celeste framed desire within a relationship, her account
indicated that this powerful emotion was directed towards someone as an object of desire.
Nevertheless, desire should be disciplined in line with one’s social role in case one acts
‘out of character’. Character suggests social responsibility that is led by the ‘mind’; thus,
sexual desire functions to reveal the ‘natural’ self of the actor. This implication, once again,
responds to the popular discourse of desire as ‘innate’ and something that should be kept

under restraint.

For Jessica, the concept of ‘uncontrollable desire’ had a negative connotation, and
particularly for women:

I think the first word that came, when you said negative, to my mind was like the
‘uncontrollable’ desire. You know, growing up from a young age we’re taught, ‘be
careful! Because your boyfriends have uncontrollable desire’, to keep that in check.
And, like, for women having like an uncontrollable desire, in some ways I think it’s

celebrated. I think it should be celebrated. (Jessica, interview)

Jessica pointed out a few problems with the ‘gendered’ desire in popular discourses. In her
experience, women were asked to manage men’s uncontrollable desire. The social
implication is that a woman is told to play a disciplinary role: she is expected to ‘reduce’
men’s sexual desire by regulating her own actions. This way of thinking illuminates the
culture of victim blaming in which women are wrongly held responsible for abuse. This
social problem is based on the second issue, that men are assumed to be incapable of
controlling their own actions because they are so powerfully driven. However, this
misconception overlooks human subjectivity — it is unfair to suggest that men cannot take
responsibility for their behaviour — furthermore, it makes sexual desire a scapegoat for

sexual crimes.

In addition, Jessica argued that women do experience ‘uncontrollable’ desire; thus, women
and men should not be conceptualised as different in this respect. However, Jessica’s
narrative turned from overtly stating that women’s unruly desire is celebrated, to
suggesting that it might not have been so. This shift in her account indicates to me that
popular cultural discourses represent women’s sexuality in a way that encourages women

to communicate their desire; however, women in their everyday experience still face risks
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for expressing desire publicly. Jessica’s narrative demonstrates the multiple dilemmas
women face. On one hand, she proposed that women’s desire should be acknowledged; on
the other hand, it was difficult to negotiate within dominant scripts that constructed human

sexuality as gendered.

Gendered Sexual Representations

The most common visual sexual representation — pornography — is a site full of cultural
scripts. Even though pornography includes literature, still images and videos, more
recently the term ‘porn’ within popular culture refers to the visual representation of sex®”.
Mainstream pornography is understood to portray women as sexual objects in order to
cater to heterosexual men’s desire (Rutter and Schwartz 2012; Eisner 2013; Mayhem 2013)
and Rachael shared this view. As a British student of History of Art, Rachael told me that
sexualised images of female bodies were so pervasive that women just interpreted them as

depictions of desire — but whose desire?

I think [women] just come to accept that these images [of naked women] are what
porn is about, and then they’re just about sexual desire, rather than thinking that,
actually, this is catering to, this is akin to male desire. But I think a lot of women
don’t, don’t even think. They don’t even realise that it’s sort of excluding the way that
they see sex themselves, and how they actually see desire. I think they kind of, just,

learnt to adapt to that. I know I do it sometimes. (Rachael, interview)

In Rachael’s interpretation, many women have acquired sexual scripts from pornography
without any critical evaluation. However, since pornographic images constitute a large part
of cultural scripts, and not every woman has access to a variety of other sexual
representations, it is not surprising that some women adopt pornographic scripts in order to
negotiate their desire. For instance, Steel Vagina told me that she found some porn
arousing. Furthermore, pornography provides multiple sexual scripts®® that lie outside of
conventional sexual norms, offering ideas for women to experiment and explore with.
Rachael’s frustration also stemmed from the fact that images of objectified female bodies

were so prevalent that they overshadowed women’s subjective desire. While Rachael

89 There are written representations of sex that could be considered as porn, such as Fifty Shades of Grey.

% There is a ‘bigger’ script in pornography which represents women at the service of men, but there are
multiple ‘micro’ scripts portraying a variety of bodies and sexual acts, as can be observed from the long
‘lists’ on porn websites.
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acknowledged that her sexuality was partially shaped by pornography, she also suggested

that a woman could only start to explore her own desire by resisting pornographic images.

Rachael’s narrative also indicates a constructed distinction between heterosexual men’s
and women’s desire. Mainstream pornography is usually positioned from the male
character’s viewpoint, hence focusing on sexualising female bodies as objects of desire.
Even though in popular culture there are also images of ‘sexy male bodies’®!, Rachael did

not think those images really represented her subjective desire. She explained:

I think I do find men’s body sexy and so on, but it’s not as heightened to me, as
important as many other factors about them. That probably is a societal thing. Like,
I’ve always been probably taught not to sexualise their bodies that much. But
nevertheless it’s there, so I feel like it’s the project that I wouldn’t just take loads of,
like pictures of men’s bodies. I feel like in a way it kind of wouldn’t be true to my
actual view... yeah, it’s a combination of not so sure, not being sure if it was totally
true to my actual desires, as much as my actual, like, one desire to have more, like,

equality. (Rachael, interview)

Popular sexual scripts are gendered in several ways. Firstly, heterosexual men’s desire can
be shaped by scripts from mainstream pornographic images. These images lead men to
focus on the visual representations of female bodies for sexual pleasure; in turn,
heterosexual men might adopt these scripts to interpret their desire as based on a
visualisation of the sexy female body. As more men look for objectified female bodies to
stimulate sexual arousal, the porn industry continues to reproduce these representations to
reinforce the male gaze. For women, it is different. In Rachael’s interpretation, popular
cultural scripts neither provided visual representations of a woman’s subjective desire, nor
encouraged her to adopt images of sexualised male bodies for her pleasure. Since she did
not really interpret ‘sexy male body’ as her desire, photographing such a body would not
represent her sexuality. In addition, popular discourses construct women’s subjective desire
as based on ‘emotions’ and relationships, thus diverting women from constituting their
sexual feelings around others’ bodies. Rachael’s ‘object’ of desire was a person as a whole:
there were many features altogether, rather than the body image on its own, which aroused

her.

ol For instance, pictures of male celebrities such as Brad Pitt, Christiano Ronaldo and Ryan Reynolds posing
topless, and as seen in the film Magic Mike.
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Although Rachael was critical of how visual sexual representations were gendered, she did
not question why women'’s desire should be, and has been, represented in a more ‘textual’
way. In fact, Rachael made a photo of the ‘texts’ which, according to her, had shaped her
sexuality (Figure 4.5). The careful positioning of the books suggests that Rachael did not
simply mean books to represent knowledge; rather, she was emphasising the importance of
each written work in shaping her sexuality. At the centre of this image is a piece of erotica

written by Anais Nin. Rachael explained:

Just, like, [these books] ground my sexuality, I guess. Erm, sort of give me words to
express it. If I read other people’s words and I sort of find, like a language in a way if [
come to think about my sexuality and how to relate to it. [...] And it also, reading
erotica by Anais Nin, like I think I was fifteen when I found so... and again, if you like
a female writer writing erotica, | found that interesting. So I guess that for me, ways
that helped me to think about my sexual desire, so... [ don’t know if cultivate is the
right word, but things to relate to and things to, like, know how to think about it and
know it’s okay to think about it, or whatever. So, they’re quite important to me. [my

emphasis] (Rachael, interview)

Rachael’s books represent the scripts that she chose to embed the theoretical and practical
basis of her desire. These texts shaped not only her interpretation of desire — as she talked
about a ‘language’ that enabled her to think and relate to her sexuality — but also her
‘women’s sexuality’ itself. Anais Nin was one of the first acknowledged female writers of
erotica in Western societies. Her writing demonstrated to Rachael that women could
communicate their sexual desire; furthermore, reading Nin’s construction of women’s

experience has helped develop Rachael’s own desire.

Unlike pornography, which, in Rachael’s reflexive understanding, failed to provide her
with visual resources to represent her desire, erotica such as Anais Nin’s work offered her
textual scripts to both interpret and portray her sexuality. Here, I consider the ways in
which popular cultural scripts can lead women to frame their desire in terms of emotional
development and sensual pleasure more than sexual intercourse; as a result, women might
prefer ‘erotic materials’ rather than pornography because the former place more emphasis
on the storyline and foreplay (Rutter and Schwartz 2012). Erotic literature, ‘erotica’, was a
genre interpreted as being more ‘for women’ by participants Beth, Alexia and Cherry,

while they viewed pornography as arousing for heterosexual men. Like Rachael, Alexia
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has read Nin’s novels, and she considered them ‘sensual, subtle and

imaginative’ (interview). As she explained in the interview, Alexia interpreted Nin’s erotica
as arousing for women because her writing provided space for women readers to fit in their
own fantasies. This reasoning suggests that Alexia’s pleasure was focused on how she

could develop her desire within the story.

Alexia, Cherry and Rachael used sexual representations to generate desire by identifying
with the female characters as sexual subjects, and they found more potential for this in
‘erotica’ than ‘pornography’. Nevertheless, Steel Vagina used still frames®? from
pornography to explain the importance of being a subject of desire in her sexual
experience. She particularly picked out scenes from the video where the female character
appeared to be initiating sex and leading the interaction: for Steel Vagina, these were the
moments when porn became much more arousing than when the male character had
control (interview). Participants’ narratives on sexual representations indicate that their
subjectivities constituted a significant part of their practice of desire®*: whether with

erotica or porn, they needed to occupy an active role to develop their sexual feelings.

Constituting Sexual Subjectivities with Popular Cultural Products

In popular cultural scripts, particularly in the form of advertisements, consumer products
have been given sexual meanings. Some participants adopted these scripts and used
commodities such as jewellery, lipsticks, shoes and perfumes in preparation for their
sexual encounters. On one hand, these accessories functioned to draw attention to
participants themselves and their bodies; on the other hand, participants used these items as
a practice of changing their emotions, making them ready to be a desiring subject. In some
cases, these cultural products have become an inseparable part of participants’ sexual
subjectivities®. In this subsection, I mainly discuss participants’ use of scents — the
commercials for which are highly sexualised in mass media — as I shall analyse other

cultural products alongside participants’ photographs in Chapter 6.

921 decided not to display these images because of concerns about copyright law.

93 Being the subject of their own desire was very important for participants to develop sexual feelings, and I
discuss this in Chapter 5.

94 My focus in this section is on how items are used to reconstitute sexual subjectivities rather than
participants directing their desire onto items — the latter is considered a ‘fetish’.
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In advertisements, consumer products have been given certain meanings in order to sell;
and these constructions have been taken up by some participants to negotiate their
intrapsychic scripts. For instance, since our media technologies have not been able to
deliver scents, advertising agencies had to find a way to visually represent perfumes in
their commercials: by attaching cues of social status, sexual desire or sexual power to
perfumes. Personally, I cannot remember how I got the idea that one ‘should’ apply
perfumes to the wrists and the neck, but I can certainly find visual hints from TV
commercials in which female celebrities either put perfume near the neck (see, for
instance, Chanel 2011, 2014) or are being subtly sniffed around the neck by their potential
sexual partners (see Commercial 2012). This constructed association between scents,
specific body parts and desire was made by participant Rachel, who linked the smell of an

aftershave to her partner:

As I have previously said, smell and sound have a great effect on my mood. As well as
uplifting my spirits, they can remind me of certain people or certain events in my life.
This smell reminds me of being close to my partner, whether it’s in bed or when
hugging. It reassures and comforts me, but mostly, it reminds me of when we are
being intimate and my head gets buried in his neck and the smell instantly takes me to

a time and a place when I felt closest to him and at my most sexual. (Rachel, journal)

In Rachel’s interpretation, certain sensory cues generate memories® of particular sensuous
experiences during her previous social interactions. The smell of her partner’s aftershave,
in particular, reminded her of their physical interactions and a feeling of intimacy.
Aftershave, of course, is different from perfumes; however, Rachel’s emphasis on the
gesture of ‘burying her head in his neck’ illuminates how the connection between scent and
a sense of closeness — hence sexual desire — is established. Although Rachel’s narrative
illustrates her private experience and interpretation, her connection between scents and
desire is not personal but shared by many people, including myself. This suggests that
there exist cultural scenarios which have a more extensive effect on people’s cultural
practices of desire. Rachel’s interpretation indicates the popular cultural influence on

reshaping her intrapsychic scripts, enabling her desire to be initiated by an accessory.

95 There is a more detailed discussion about sensations generating desire — through memories — in the section
‘Sensations’ in the next chapter.
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In a similar manner, Alexia saw perfumes as capable of both shaping her emotions and
communicating her personality. She attached different meanings to various types of scent.

She wrote:

Apart from the cologne, I also have several perfumes which I love to wear. They make
me feel more desirable and it almost feels like each perfume communicates a certain
personality that I want to wear for the period when I wear them. For example, [ wear
one of my heavier perfumes at particularly nice events (like dates), because it makes

me feel sophisticated and sultry. (Alexia, journal)

Alexia used perfumes as an ‘add-on’ to renegotiate her sexual subjectivity: making her feel
more attractive and ready for sexual attention than she already was. Alexia’s statement that
‘each perfume communicates a certain personality’ has several implications. Firstly, Alexia
made sense of scents as embodying different meanings. Some scents can represent
‘sophistication’ and ‘sultriness’ while others might endow her with other characteristics
that she wished to amplify for a particular scenario. Alexia’s narrative also suggests that, as
an accessory, perfume was something that she could manipulate — she was free to take it
off or replace it depending on how she wanted to present herself to others. Thirdly,
perfume’s ability to ‘communicate’ is reliant on a culturally shared interpretation of scents.
A communication was not just about how Alexia ‘expressed’ herself with scents, it also
required the recipient of the scent to be knowledgeable and able to interpret the symbolic
meanings in order to respond. Finally, Alexia used perfumes to communicate with other
people as well as with herself. Her choice of perfume relied on her understanding of the
event she was attending, the result she was anticipating, and how others might perceive the
scent she had chosen. Once she put on the perfume, the scent contributed to shaping her

emotions and helped her keep to the character she was playing.

In Celeste’s narrative, the scent turns into an essential part of her sexual subjectivity. She

told me that a sexual encounter without her perfume was unimaginable:

Perfume makes me feel very sexual. I can’t imagine not wearing it when anticipating a
sexual encounter or date with someone. I always have lots of perfume even when [ am
a bit hard up financially. It feels like an ‘essential luxury’. There is something very
exciting about applying perfume just before a date, when you are dressed and have

maybe put on some make-up and jewellery of course! I like it when you can smell
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your own perfume on a scarf or catch a drift of someone else’s as they turn their head.

(Celeste, journal)

Celeste focused on herself being a sexual subject in her opening statement: she felt

‘sexual’ rather than ‘sexy’ with perfume. Hence, when she put on her perfume, it was not
done (simply) for other people but, importantly, for her own desire. When she went
through the routine of preparing herself for a date, putting on perfume was the final,
concluding ritual which accelerated her excitement. Celeste’s interpretation of perfume as
essential for her sexual encounters indicates that this popular cultural product has become a
part of her sexual being rather than just an accessory for her sexual experience.
Furthermore, Celeste’s enjoyment of smelling perfumes — attached to ser — implies that she
liked the moment when she recognised herself as being a sexual subject. Scents have been

written into Celeste’s intrapsychic scripts of desire.

In this section, I have offered a few examples of popular culture as one of the cultural sites
that provide women with scripts to work with. These scripts creep into participants’
intrapsychic scripts by creating familiarity with the extensive distribution of sexual
materials. At times, these popular scripts were challenged by participants because of their
gendered ‘nature’; although participants found it easier to question pornography, as
catering to male desire, rather than reflecting on how ‘erotic literature’ was also
constructed as representing female sexuality. Almost all my participants had been in
contact with feminist ideas, and were able to identify the gendered double standards in
cultural scripts, including the ones I discussed in previous sections. In the next section, I

turn to examine popularised feminist ideas as a cultural site.

Feminist Ideas

By ‘feminist ideas’, [ mean that I am interested in the ways in which my participants
interpret feminism and use popularised feminist ideas to evaluate cultural scenarios.
Hence, I am not engaging with the heterogeneous theories and politics in ‘feminism’.
Feminist ideas have a significant impact on participants’ negotiation of desire in two ways.
Some participants pointed out their struggle with certain feminist scripts of ‘appropriate’
sexuality. In particular, they reflected on their personal desire to suggest that these scripts

ignored their women’s experience. However, these participants did, in fact, adopt feminist
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discourses to question dominant sexual representations. This leads to the second aspect, in
which I explore how participants applied their feminist ideas to deal with normative sexual
scripts. Participants’ materials suggest that once an idea, a scenario or an object challenged

feminist politics, they found it difficult to experience desire.

Participants who were familiar with feminist ideas quite often reflected on their knowledge
of feminism as they conceptualised their sexuality. For them, feminist ideas are cultural
scripts that need to be negotiated in order to reconstitute their intrapsychic scripts.
Briggitte and Rachael specifically picked out the ‘anti-pornography movement’ and
‘radical feminism’ for discussion. In Briggitte’s interpretation, the anti-pornography
movement and its discourse perpetuated the idea of an ‘appropriate’ sexuality, which made

her struggle when thinking about her own desire:

I worked a lot, I’ve been looking a lot about porn sites for men, and in anti-
pornography movement there’s still this way of talking about the right kind of sex and
the wrong kind of sex. And the right kind of sex is egalitarian, and loving and gazing
into one another’s eyes and stimulating clitorises; and the wrong kind of sex, is, you
know, ‘bang bang thanks madam’, anything to do with kind of, erm, sex toy, anything
like that, because that’s patriarchy involved. And I find it very interesting, two things
are kind of, I think ideologically what shape me the most, which are feminism and
Christianity, both really have a problem (laugh) with people’s experience of sexual

desire, the way they experience it. (Briggitte, interview 1)

For Briggitte, the feminist anti-pornography movement signified the ways in which sexual
acts were given value — just as in social norms, certain kinds of sex were defined as
‘appropriate’ and others ‘perverse’. In her understanding, this movement contributed to
classifying what kinds of sex women should and should not have, and hence to disciplining
women’s desire. As a result, sexual desire is stratified; and those sexual acts deemed
undesirable to ‘anti-pornography feminists’ are marginalised or considered inappropriate.
In this sense, a feminist discourse that perpetuates what sex is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for women is
no different from what it stands against: the cultural stratification of sexuality in patriarchal

societies which defines what sex men or women should enjoy.

However, Briggitte seemed to have equated the feminist anti-pornography movement with

radical feminism: the former focuses on how pornographic representations of hetero-sex,
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and pornography as part of a wider sex industry cause harm and violence to women;
whereas the latter identifies heterosexuality and hetero-sex in patriarchal culture as a site of
oppression for women (MacKinnon 1982, 1989; Graham 1994). Even though some radical
feminists support the feminist anti-pornography movement, there are still differences
between the two. Dworkin (1985) wrote in support of the anti-pornography movement by
arguing that pornography offers insults to sex by perpetuating the subordination of women
(p.9), implying that she does not necessarily consider hetero-sex itself to be male
dominance over women. Nevertheless, since radical feminists argue that heterosexuality in
patriarchal societies is a form of male control over women, many heterosexual women who
read this would find themselves being negotiated as having no subjectivity in their sexual
relationships with men. As a result, radical feminism is often perceived as hostile to
heterosexual, penetrative sex. This is probably why Briggitte interpreted radical feminism
as problematic; and it was certainly Rachael’s feeling that her sexual self disappeared in

radical feminist thinking:

[Having control of my body and desire] gives me a sense of, um, like, my sexual
desire being about myself and my own body. And I’'m probably quite self-conscious
about it. From, you know, reading feminist theory and so on, and little, I don’t know,
Andrea Dworkin idea’s of sex is essentially like rape, ‘it’s all for the men’ blah blah
blah. So in my head I want to really fight against it. But it’s probably slightly quite
self-consciously that I want to be like, ‘No! This is for me, and ’'m going to make this

to me!’ [my emphasis]. (Rachael, interview)

As discussed earlier, Rachael regarded some literature as providing her with a way to
understand her sexuality. Other feminist scripts also made it possible for her to interpret
gendered sexual representations in popular culture. However, in this context, she found it
difficult to claim her desire as hers because radical feminists framed her heterosexuality
(within patriarchy) as serving only men’s interests. What if Rachael enjoyed sex with her
male partner? How could she negotiate her feminist identification in relation to her desire?
As Rachael could not relate radical feminist ideas to her desire, she rejected these scripts

because of her wish to claim her own sexual feelings.

Another reason why Briggitte picked out radical feminism in her material was because of

her personal history. Because I was curious as to why Briggitte felt so strongly about
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radical feminism rather than other feminisms, I conducted a third interview with her. She

told me:

What frustrated me when I first became engaged in feminism, in a real sense when I
was about the age of 18 or 19, is that suddenly there is this whole new group of people
telling me that [ wasn’t doing it right. So coming from a [Christian] background where
you have been told to have zero sexual desire, it just wasn’t meant to happen until
you’re married, like nobody wants to think that you were meant to feel any sexual
desire whatsoever, to then be, surrounded by a group of women who were saying,
‘well you can feel sexual desire, but only in this way’ was very frustrating. (Briggitte,

interview 3)

From Briggitte’s perspective, the radical feminist rejection of hetero-sex ignored many
people’s — not just women’s — desire and how they experienced sexual feelings. Despite its
political importance, denouncing heterosexuality could discourage heterosexual women
from exploring and communicating their sexuality. Additionally, this view of women as
oppressed within patriarchal heteronormativity constructs heterosexual women as having
no sexual subjectivity unless patriarchy is abolished. Briggitte’s narratives demonstrate that
ideas of Christianity and feminism had a similar impact on her practice: she struggled with
both sets of cultural scripts. Although Briggitte refused to have her heterosexual, BDSM
desire® interpreted via this feminist approach — as she explained later in the same
interview — she still adopted some of the ideas to aid her criticism of pornography. As she
pointed out, pornography is not simply a sexual representation but an ‘industry’ embodying
unequal power relations. Hence, she argued that if one did not engage in the consumerist
nature of pornography, one might lose sight of other gender issues — such as women’s sex

work — related to this industry (Briggitte, interview 3).

Likewise, Rachael was able to use her feminist scripts and her focus on women’s sexual
subjectivity to criticise pornographic images. As discussed earlier, Rachael argued that she
could not find visual representations for and of her desire because mainstream
pornographic images were produced to cater to heterosexual men’s sexual interests. In her
narrative, these images of sexually objectified women (see Rachael’s photo, Figure 4.6) are
‘offensive, annoying and irritating’ (Rachael, interview). Rachael was unhappy with those

pornographic images, not only because she did not find them desirable for herself but also

% Briggitte’s BDSM desire was discussed in the first section: Christianity.
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because, from her point of view, the women represented were just an implement for

pleasuring men:

Erm, but then, more, sort of personal level, I just feel, like, it’s maybe hard to connect
to the, kind of images, because they really are, selling something that is like the
extortion of sex. Like, they’re not like selling people and their feelings. They’re
selling, like, stereotypes. You’ve got like, the, uh, you’ve got these sort of wife who
has just left her husband, and you’ve got like this old granny, and you’ve got like
underage girl, which is slightly creepy and, all these little figures, they’re not real
people there. Erm, and I find this totally not sexually appealing to me. (Rachael,

interview)

Rachael first acknowledged that, even though for herself these pornographic images were
not arousing, other people might feel differently. Nevertheless, from her perspective, these
sex adverts stripped women of their personalities by reducing them to ‘social roles’.
Particularly in representations like these, women became merely images of a stereotyped
feminine body to be scrutinised by heterosexual men instead of ‘real people’ who invested
in sexual interactions: women were reduced to images of sexually attractive bodies that
seduced male spectators for money. Rachael emphasised that these images are selling an
‘extortion of sex’, indicating a sense of violence and abuse attached to them: these adverts
not only disconnect desire from ‘people and their feelings’, they seem to be trafficking
women. To make it even more appalling, these adverts were selling gendered stereotypes:
‘wife who has just left her husband’ suggests that she was probably both emotionally and
sexually desperate, and in need of a companion; ‘old granny’ was perhaps built upon age
play; and ‘underage girl’ indicated that she was innocent, curious and needed a man to
instruct her. Even though viewers might interpret these characters differently to fit in with
their desire, it seems to me that all these three roles are based on one common trait: the

vulnerable woman.

Vulnerable women were really not my participants’ ‘cup of tea’. Rachel, for instance, was
unimpressed by how the female protagonist was portrayed in the bestseller Fifty Shades of
Grey”’. Mirroring Alexia’s desire for ‘literary’ erotica, Rachel complained about the poor
writing in Fifty Shades. Rachel found the book even more unbearable when she interpreted

the representation of BDSM:

97 Beth, Alexia and Mina also mentioned this novel in their materials. Beth and Alexia found the book
‘undesirable’ whereas Mina mentioned it as an example of how women’s desire has been commodified.
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It’s very poorly written, and that makes it worse. Because then it’s like things are not
properly explained. Cos like you said, it’s not proper BDSM. They use things like
cable ties which is dangerous, you know. And it makes, and it’s odd because, she was
virgin before she met him, and then, they had consensual sex, yes, and she does
consent to what is being asked of her. But it’s in a very bizarre way cos she had to say
things like, ‘yes, sir.” To me, it’s not my idea of consent. Also, her only sexual
experience was with this one man. So she doesn’t know anything. Whereas BDSM,
dominant and submissive agreements, happens with normally, two sexually
experienced people. And the submissive knows what’s going to happen, and wants to
be in that situation. So it makes BDSM community look crazy, which is bad for them.
It makes this woman look weak, but it also, I’m not supportive of the man who wants
to, you know, injure this woman. But if that is lifestyle where, cos he’s been a
submissive before when he was younger, and if that’s his lifestyle, it makes it looks
like it’s an illness that needs fixing. Whereas if he was with someone was experienced,
and that he didn’t play out in this weird cable ties and this dangerous stuff. [my

emphasis] (Rachel, interview)

Rachel’s criticism of this novel is manifold. Firstly, she focused on the content of the
sexual interactions and concluded that it misrepresented BDSM. Rachel had her own
knowledge of BDSM, and many parts of the novel — the use of props, the portrayed
relationship between the characters, and the female protagonist’s sexual knowledge —
contradicted her understanding. Additionally, Rachel disagreed with the ‘consent’
represented in this novel. In her interpretation, informed consent should be established
between people in an equal relationship; however, the female protagonist’s response ‘yes,
sir’ clearly demonstrated an imbalanced power relationship. Rachel’s narrative further
indicates that she did not treat Fifty Shades as sexual fiction to be used for arousal. Rachel
criticised this book as leaving some issues ‘not properly explained’, suggesting that she
thought the writer had the responsibility to do so. Rachel critically viewed this novel as

powerful cultural material that could perpetuate stereotypical gender and sexual roles.

This fiction provided cultural scripts that strongly contradicted Rachel’s intrapsychic
interpretation of BDSM sexuality, and this contradiction was manifested in her narrative
when she said that she could not make sense of the BDSM relationship in Fifty Shades —
particularly in terms of the female character’s lack of sexual experience. Rachel was very
invested in reading this novel. In her account, she emphasised ‘this woman’ twice,

implying that she sympathised with the female character’s experience. It could be that
136



Rachel interpreted this character as a ‘woman victim’ who was vulnerable to the male

character’s domination and to the unsafe sexual play he initiated.

Fifty Shades, in many ways, challenged Rachel’s feminist politics. For her, the book
perpetuated cultural sexual mores: the stereotypes of BDSM practitioners, gendered roles,
and a conventional romance between a dominant older man and a submissive younger
woman (also mentioned in Alexia’s interview). She not only found the fiction undesirable,
but also felt angry and worried about how the scripts reproduced romanticised gender

identities:

It’s just like one of the biggest turn-offs. My partner picked it up and read it, and he
was like ‘this is actually what women find...” Like it’s been on chat show where people
are saying, women are saying it saved their marriage, because of the erotica and things
like that. The erotica is no worse than the regular Mills and Boon you pick up, you

know, the romance. (Rachel, interview)

Rachel’s interpersonal experience demonstrated to her that this book did have an impact on
how people interpreted heterosexual women’s sexuality: men thought this fiction reflected
what women really want sexually, and some women might read the scripts as what women
should desire. These misconceptions were reproduced in popular media which emphasised
that the book was widely purchased by women. The rhetoric ‘women are saying it saved
their marriage’ suggests that heterosexual couples actually practised and enjoyed the sex —
perhaps also the gender relationship — in this fiction. This means that the sexual scripts
embodied in this novel have been adopted to renegotiate readers’ desire. This would have
been okay in the sense that at least some women enjoyed their sex; however, in Rachel’s
interpretation, Fifty Shades of Grey was yet another typical romance novel like those
published by Mills and Boon, which perpetuated gender stereotypes and emphasised

women’s subordination to men (Cummins and Bindel 2007)%8.

Rachel’s personal understanding of BDSM practices and her feminist ideas allowed her to
criticise cultural representations that construct the imbalanced power relationship between

men and women. Cassandra’s feminist awareness also led her to identify sites and

9% Fifty Shades of Grey has received many criticisms. Reviews suggest that, besides the bad writing, it is
questionable whether the female protagonist has individual agency (Alliston and Greenfield 2012);
furthermore, its plot is a cliché of a young woman falling for a rich older man, making it as corny as Mills &
Boon (Barnett 2012) or worse (Sheehy 2012).
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behaviours which reinforced gender stereotypes. This perpetuation of a particular kind of
masculinity and femininity removed individuality from a person and reduced diversity.
Cassandra discussed how she felt put off by the male-centred sex industry with her picture

of a lap-dancing club (Figure 4.7):

Lap dancing is not about, is not about the women who are dancing, expressing their
sexuality in a way that’s suitable to them. Maybe for some women it is, but, [ would
imagine most of them do it for the money. Erm, it’s about men’s sexuality, it’s about

being men, just to be the object of men’s sex. (Cassandra, interview)

The problems Cassandra had with lap-dancing clubs were about women’s bodies being
objectified for men’s desire as much as the perpetuation of the gender dichotomy which
has constructed social norms for men and women to behave accordingly. Women who
worked as lap-dancers were unlikely to be acting upon their sexual subjectivity. Since lap-
dancing was about running a business, women dancers had to follow certain protocols to
ensure that their performance catered to the viewing consumers’ desire. Furthermore,
heterosexual men’s involvement in this sex industry signified that some men took part in
such activities to ‘make a point’, to demonstrate their masculinity and to even become
masculine (‘being men’). That is, men used their participation in the sex industry to

reconstitute their intrapsychic scripting.

What really infuriated Cassandra was not only the lack of women’s sexual subjectivity in
the sex industry, but also how conventional gender roles were reproduced as social norms.
For instance, Cassandra presumed that there was a dominant image of a ‘sexy, feminine
body’ that was reinforced in the sex industry. This hegemonic femininity removed
individuality from a woman, persuading her to perform and ‘fit in’ with patriarchal norms.
Cassandra’s concerns indicated that neither men nor women really had a choice — their
subjectivities were limited within dominant discourses. In this sense, a woman in sexual
employment was sexually exploited through the way in which she had to reconstitute her

subjectivity around men’s desire in order to continue earning.

But again, apart from the exploitation of women that happens in there financially, the
premise of lap dancing says to me, is, ‘this is what men like, they like these women to
have this kind of hair, and they have this shape breasts, and this shape waist, and they
do this kind of thing.’ Is it all men like things to be just one way? That irritates me. It’s

not that it just irritates me because it seems to be saying that all men are sexists.
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Because they all only like this particular kind of sexual object to look at. They’re not
interested in the woman’s sexuality at all, they’re only interested in their own. And

that’s why it makes me want to not like men. (Cassandra, interview)

Since hegemonic masculinity has constructed men as a homogeneous group, and in the
context of lap-dancing clubs heterosexual men are the usual consumers, this suggested to
Cassandra that every man objectified and exploited women for his own sexual desire.
However, human subjectivities are more active than Cassandra’s description, and there
exist various, competing scripts that social agents can use to negotiate their sexuality.
Cassandra’s language, rather than targeting individuals’ intrapsychic scripts, is directed at
cultural scenarios she felt strongly about: the idea that the existing sexual culture could
perpetuate dominant gender roles was unsettling. Cassandra’s feminist approach
illuminates the underlying gender inequality in patriarchal societies. There exist cultural
expectations of people to take up their assigned gender roles, which reinforce the
imbalanced power relationship between men and women: as masculinity is bound up with
superiority, femininity is, ‘essentially’, inferior to its counterpart in the gender dichotomy.
Cassandra used the example of men in sports to illustrate her analysis of dominant

masculinity:

So the sporting masculinity is a particular masculinity that I abhor, because it’s so
exclusively male. Yeah, and homosocial as well so that the only people that can be
such as friends or, respecting them on an equal level would be other men, and other
heterosexual men. Probably other heterosexual men who like sports. Which means it’s
close to violence and bullying of gay men and women, and so around big sporting
events like the World Cup, you get much more of them being violent, and so that
masculinity because it’s so tied up with sexist attitudes, just makes me furious. I
wouldn’t, you know, it turns me off, I suppose. It makes me angry, angry in a sort of

get the shears out and snip their cocks off kind of way. (Cassandra, interview)

In Cassandra’s interpretation, the superiority of masculinity was constructed upon the
foundation of belittling ‘others’ — those who were not heterosexual men. In turn, only
heterosexual men could possibly benefit from the perpetuation of masculinity. Men whose
performance successfully ‘fit in’ to the conventional masculinity created an exclusive
social boundary, and they were encouraged to use violence to reinforce their privilege.
These ‘masculine men’ were the products as well as the perpetuators of the ‘macho

culture’ in patriarchal society. Cassandra detested the sexism embodied in macho culture;
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hence, whenever she encountered symbols of masculinity, she would become too occupied
with anger to think about or experience desire. That is, Cassandra’s adopted feminist ideas
were readily negotiated into her intrapsychic scripting. She was not only interpreting a
scenario as undesirable, but any sign of sexism could stop her sexual feelings from being

initiated.

Using feminist ideas, participants renegotiated their intrapsychic scripts and established
themselves as individual agents of their own sexuality. Thus, participants were capable of
mobilising these ideas to criticise the unequal gender relationships in normative sexual
representations — both texts and images — and in the sex industry. Furthermore, participants
confronted cultural scripts which perpetuated a sense of ‘appropriate’ sex, including the
perceived radical feminist view on hetero-sex, suggesting that participants refused to be
framed as objects that serve men’s interests; rather, they claim their desire as part of their

subjective selves.

Conclusion

My analysis of the cultural practice of desire reveals that participants interacted with
cultural scripts in a complex way. Dominant cultural scripts did not unilaterally constitute
participants’ sexuality. In fact, sexual scripts from different cultural sites provided diverse,
often conflicting, meanings for participants to converse with. Participants were more aware
of the impact of certain cultural sites, particularly aspects of their upbringing which they
understood and interpreted as ‘Christianity’ or ‘ethnicity’. However, even though some
have adopted scripts from popular culture and feminist ideas as a crucial part of their
intrapsychic scripting, they did not necessarily specify these two sites. In their cultural
practice, participants interpreted and negotiated their desire by using existing scripts: they
might adopt some materials to make sense of their sexuality, reject certain sexual
representations, and struggle between the learnt cultural scripts and their personal
experience of desire. It is crucial to acknowledge that this cultural practice is an ongoing
process that involves women’s reflexivity; and it is within this process that strings of
discourses, ideas and representations come in to weave the webs of women’s

understanding of desire.
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The four cultural sites that [ have discussed in this chapter provided different sexual
meanings of desire, and participants’ interactions with them varied. The Christian texts, as
two participants interpreted passages from the Bible, suggested that desire was sinful
outside of wedlock and was heteronormative. In response, one participant disciplined her
own emotions and actions so she neither felt desire nor aroused desire in other people. The
other participant, however, reflected on her own sexual feelings and demonstrated how she
struggled with the scripts. In participants’ understanding, their ethnic backgrounds —
predominantly British and Chinese — framed desire as private and dangerous. These
meanings were mostly delivered through social interactions with friends and family. As a
result, some women felt that their sexual stories should only be told — if they chose to do so
at all — within close friendship groups. However, the narratives of two participants who
experienced multiple ethnicities indicated that intrapsychic scripts can be renegotiated

within different cultural and social scenarios.

Compared to the previous two sites, popular culture offered relatively messy and extensive
representations which portrayed desire as uncontrollable, gendered, pleasurable and
consumable. These ideas were embodied in multiple media such as texts, still images and
videos. Many participants appeared to have adopted these meanings without identifying
the influence of popular culture because it is so ubiquitous. For instance, some participants
characterised desire as a ‘natural drive’. However, this understanding is shaped within
popular discourse and their narratives are paradoxical. A few participants acquired scripts
from commercials to reshape their sexual subjectivities using consumer products. Some
participants understood the sexual representations in popular culture as highly gendered,
and they questioned this phenomenon with their feminist ideas. Participants’ feminist ideas
predominantly instate them as individual agents; thus, when they confronted feminist
scripts or sexual norms that suggested otherwise, they found that these ideas quenched
their desire. Thus, women who embodied feminist ideas in their intrapsychic scripts
considered patriarchal norms and sexism repellent to their sexual feelings; furthermore,
they used their feminist understanding to criticise their perceived ‘radical feminism’ and

perpetuated gender roles.

My analysis also suggests that scripts provide the basic knowledge for social interaction;

and, in this project, scripts allow women to understand and use ‘cues’ to communicate their
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desire. Sensory cues — including scents and images — and language such as ‘sexy’ all
embody multiple meanings. Participants had to negotiate their intrapsychic scripts within
cultural scenarios in order to make sense of the signals, so they could interpret other
people’s sexual ‘messages’ as well as sending out their own; at the same time, participants
also relied on other people’s capacity to decipher sexual meanings for this communication
to ‘succeed’. For instance, participants who used their perfumes to amplify their sexual
attractiveness would expect their potential sexual partner to understand this cue; likewise,
participants had to judge whether ‘you are sexy’ is a comment sent by an admirer or a hater
in order to respond accordingly. Similarly, women making images to communicate their
desire — which is what this project is about — might appropriate visual cues which embody

multiple cultural meanings, as I will discuss in Chapter 6.

In this chapter, I have demonstrated the complex relationship between cultural scripts and
participants’ interaction with them. There might be occasions when participants have
conversed with dominant scripts in similar ways — such as adopting materials from popular
culture in order to constitute their intrapsychic scripts — but more often individual
participants would respond to these scripts differently in their cultural practice. Although
participants sometimes appeared to be picking up or abandoning certain scripts out of
‘choice’, their personal reasons may be obscure because the choices themselves were
culturally conditioned. The four cultural sites I have discussed here focus on ‘broader’
scenarios which allowed participants to make sense of desire; however, participants’ rich
materials also demonstrate the contexts and scenarios in which they feel desire. In the next
chapter, I turn to explore the embodied experience of desire by examining the

preconditions which potentially generate sexual feelings for participants.
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Chapter 5

Preconditions for Desire: Embodying Sexual Pleasure

[The] body has always been a topic that fascinates and confuses me at the same time.
Born into a Chinese family, I was not allowed to express my sexuality, or even think

of it. Of course as a result, I wanted it even more.

Every relationship I had started with [the] body, though I thought I was looking for a
soulmate. When I moved to the UK, I had the chance to feel more comfortable about

my body, yet more confused about its user, myself, who I really am.

Gradually I learned to feel the harmony of sexuality and feelings; as a student of
anthropology I understand how our sense of our bodies and the self is shaped by our
culture and society, however | just want to be comfortable, and in this sense honest

with how I feel.

The most essential and foremost relationship one can have, is with oneself. The photo
shooting took place in my friend’s bathroom. I was behaving as if | was with myself,
expressing my body, and how I felt about it — without which I cannot relate to anyone,

or anything in the world. (Pumpkin, journal)

Pumpkin wrote this journal entry in relation to a photo® which represents her desire. This
piece of writing reads as rather fragmented, yet it offers an insight into the development of
her emotions and her relationship with her body. At the start, Pumpkin’s narrative suggests
that she perceived a link between the body and sexuality; however, she did not elaborate,
nor did she explain why the body ‘fascinates and confuses’ her. A hint can be found in the
second section, where Pumpkin wrote that her relationship started with bodily interaction —
perhaps as an enactment of desire — although she was looking for a like-minded partner
(my interpretation of ‘soulmate’). The entry implies that Pumpkin located sexuality in her

body and, during her early life, her body was in irreconcilable conflict with her mind.

9 This image contains Pumpkin’s facial appearance; hence I am not displaying it due to anonymity. The
image contains three incomplete photos of herself that were hung up on the wall. In these photos, Pumpkin
appears to be on her own — undressing, wiping the mirror with her hand, looking down and pondering — in
the bathroom. Although she was being scrutinised and captured by the camera — and hence the hidden
photographer — she seemed comfortable with her acts. The photo implies that her feelings about her body are
confident and even ‘thoughtful’.
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As Pumpkin’s journal continues, the binary of mind and body in her interpretation of
sexuality seems to have been discarded as she learnt a new set of discourses: anthropology.
As she constructed it, the idea of ‘embodiment %" — although she did not use the term —
was how she started to reconcile her sexuality with her self: she accepted her sexual
emotions as part of who she was. Despite her cultural knowledge, Pumpkin decided to
focus on her sexual emotions as she experienced and understood them rather than being
defined or restrained by existing sexual scripts. In the final section, Pumpkin emphasised
that, through her embodiment — which was the most important relationship one can have
with oneself — she was able to experience herself as a sexual being, to connect with other
people, and to make sense of her desire as well as obtaining other knowledge about the

world.

Pumpkin’s journal was very reflexive about her past experience and her understanding of
sexual scripts. Her account is an excellent example of how I wish to theorise

‘embodiment’ in this thesis. The language around ‘body’ and ‘embodiment’ is very
difficult. Drawing upon Jackson and Scott’s (2007) concept, I use the term embodiment to
suggest the relationship between body, emotions and mind rather than just the ‘body’,
which is often understood in the body/mind dichotomy. These three elements are usually
entangled, and are all important in experiencing sexual desire. Although, grammatically,
‘embodiment’ is a noun, conceptually I also regard it as a verb'?! involving a process of
self-reflection and interaction with cultural scripts. I ask: how does embodiment enable a
woman to have sexual feelings? Under what preconditions can embodiment generate desire

for a woman — be it on her own, or in her social relationships?

Whereas in the previous chapter I focused on how participants interacted with broader
cultural scripts to interpret and negotiate desire, in this chapter I turn to participants’
personal, embodied experiences of sexual feelings. Reading participants’ materials, I
examine the contexts and scenarios in which their desire was generated or enhanced. I
identified four preconditions for desire: body perception, sensations, fantasy, and intimate
relationships. The narratives reflecting on preconditions demonstrate that sexual desire,

more often than not, involves a process of ‘becoming’ rather than appearing spontaneously.

100 T discuss my ideas and Jackson and Scott’s theory of embodiment in the section ‘Symbolic Interactionism
and Sexual Scripts’ in Chapter 4.

101'See my discussion on how embodiment is a process on page 151.
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Participants were more likely to experience desire when their preconditions were satisfied;
however, these preconditions were not determinants that would necessarily lead to sexual
feelings or arousal!'?2. Even when the preconditions were met, there were still times when
participants did not experience sexual desire at all. Desire only came to be when
participants picked up cues and interpreted a scenario — be it an imagined or a physical
sexual encounter — as desirable. My analysis of preconditions supports the notion that
desire is culturally constructed. Reflecting on their past experience, participants were
aware that the circumstances in which their desire was aroused were changeable depending
on the social interaction and the cultural environment in which they were located. Hence,
these preconditions involve crucial interpersonal and cultural elements which shaped

participants’ sexual feelings.

Perception of Body Image

Perhaps not surprisingly, body image has a strong effect on individuals’ sexual conduct.
Research suggests that an association is commonly observed between women’s self-
perception of body image and their sexuality (Wiederman and Hurst 1997; La Rocque and
Cioe 2011). In their quantitative research with 362 undergraduate students, both male and
female, at a university in Canada, La Rocque and Cioe (2011) examined the relationship
between body image — including their research subjects’ self-evaluation, investment and
emotional experience — and sexual avoidance. They claim that women’s awareness of their
body image might occur because they were conscious of the body as an attractive visual
stimulus for their sexual partners, and women who perceived their body image more
positively were more likely to be sexually confident and have satisfactory sexual
experiences (p.404). While similar connections have been found in other quantitative
studies (see, for instance, Wiederman and Hurst 1998; Wiederman 2000; Meana and
Nunnink 2006; McCabe and Goldhammer 2012), little empirical research has been done to
investigate how or why women’s self-perception of body image becomes part of their

sexual subjectivity 19,

102 In my interpretation, arousal involves physiological reactions, whereas desire is related to emotions.

103 Koch et al. (2005) suggest that most of the empirical research on the relationship between body image and
sexuality focuses on women with disabilities or disorders.
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Although I agree that if women have a ‘positive’ perception of their body image this can
give them greater sexual confidence, women’s embodied desire is not only, if at all, about
being a visually stimulating object in the way that La Rocque and Cioe (2010) suggest. A
woman can be aware of how her body is perceived as an object of desire, but her
embodiment allows her to experience desire in many sensuous ways other than being a
visual stimulus in a sexual encounter. Without a closer examination of their research
subjects’ experiences, quantitative researchers were unable to explain how a woman’s body
image influences her subjective sexual feelings. The questions to ask here are: how is the
body influential in women’s subjective desire? In what way does the perception of the

body act as a precondition for participants’ sexual feelings?

‘Body’ is the most mentioned and photographed subject in my participants’ narratives of
desire. Of the eighteen participants, only three — Odinsleep, Cassandra and Lucy — did not
send any pictures of their own bodies!'%* or body parts; but even so, Odinsleep and Lucy
took pictures which represent ideas related to their bodies. This extensive focus on their
bodies, in fact, suggests that embodiment is an essential part of participants’ desire. Their
emphasis on ‘body image’, for instance, is at the very least concerned with their perception
(how they think and feel) of the look of their physicality (the body). In this section, I
explore how embodiment works within participants’ perceptions of body image — including
their own and those represented in cultural scripts — to possibly generate or suppress their

sexual desire.

Many participants stated quite clearly that feeling comfortable with, and confident about,
their body image was crucial to experiencing desire. This perception of their body image,
as a precondition, was strongly associated with the ways in which they adopted
conventional femininity in negotiating their personal desire. When participants learnt and
appropriated the cues of ‘sexiness’ as their own, they might turn into desiring subjects.
Their performance of sexiness was informed by cultural and interpersonal scripts which
not only represented but also reproduced dominant images of desired femininity. The
adoption of conventional femininity into one’s body image requires the ‘working’ of

embodiment, particularly self-reflexivity.

194 Here, I focus on photographs participants took of their own rather than other people’s bodies. Odinsleep
and Lucy did not photograph any bodies or body parts at all; whereas Cassandra sent five pictures of other
people and their bodies.
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Perception of the body is directly linked to objectified embodiment. With self-reflexivity,
participants scrutinised and evaluated how their bodies as objects might be observed and
desired by others; and participants’ perceptions of their body image could have a strong

impact on their self-confidence during sexual interactions. The idea of what constitutes a
desirable body, in participants’ narratives, comes from cultural and interpersonal scripts

which, in turn, construct their self-consciousness about their body. Rachael, for instance,
shared the story of her ex-boyfriend commenting on her teeth (Figure 5.1) — a part of the

body which Rachael found ugly.

When [ first met one of my previous boyfriends I was utterly taken aback by his
beauty, though when I told him this he grimaced and replied with some hesitation that
when he first met me he was rather taken aback by the appearance of my teeth! I was

utterly devastated. (Rachael, journal)

Rachael uses ‘taken aback’ twice, and this expression creates distance between Rachael
and her ex-partner: both of them were ‘surprised’ by the other’s appearance; however, their
feelings stemmed from very different responses. For Rachael, their first encounter was
rather desirable: she was drawn to his attractive appearance. However, as Rachael’s
narrative suggests, since her ex-boyfriend indicated that her teeth looked unappealing, she
has become more conscious of this part of her body image. In the interview, she told me
that she would modify this part of her body if she could afford the money to do so,
indicating her knowledge of the social convention of attractive teeth — white and aligned —

and the possible ways to achieve it.

Another dominant script of an ‘ideal’ female body is ‘thinness’. Even though participants
did not mention ‘thinness’, their references to ‘fat’ suggest that having a thin body was
more desirable for them: Odinsleep, Rachael, Rae and Briggitte all stated that ‘being fat’ is
unattractive. When participants thought of thinness as a desirable body feature, usually
they were scrutinising their body images rather than using slenderness to evaluate whether
another person is desirable to them. For many women, having a slim body — which is
usually seen in both Western and East-Asian popular media — fits into the dominant
cultural representation of ideal femininity. Female attractiveness, in Western societies, is
based on a slim body (Adam 2001), which can be achieved either through muscle-building

or being trimmed close to the bone (Bordo 1993, p.191). The popular cultural exposure of
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Figure 5.1 Chipped and Scarred (Rachael)




thin ideals can further generate comparison and body dissatisfaction for women
(Tiggemann and Slater 2003; Wykes and Gunter 2005), leading women to feel that a
slender body is essential for constructing desirable femininity. Similar perceptions of ideal
female body image can be found in ‘East-Asian’ societies, in which many women
emphasise how much thinner they need to be before they will be happy with their
appearance. Many participants stated that having a satisfying body image was crucial for
them to have confidence in themselves before they became a desiring subject; hence, at
times when they overly focused on their body image and perceived it as ‘undesirable’, they

might not see themselves as having sexual feelings at all.

Some participants clearly identified this compulsory femininity as a form of patriarchal

control over women’s bodies. Briggitte, for instance, talked about ‘fat’:

The one thing, and this is a horrible thing to say. I find fat people sexually undesirable.
And I find, therefore myself, the way I have been for the past four years, I find my
body, I do not see my body as sexually desirable. I get all the arguments about it, and I
get sort of patriarchal control, and I get all of that. But when I look at my body,
because I used to be extremely fit, I do not see it as being sexually desirable. And I do
not see other people whose body shape is similar to mine as being sexually desirable.

I’m a bad feminist. [laughs] (Briggitte, interview 1)

Briggitte’s narrative demonstrates that she was reflexive about her own desire as
negotiated between the cultural norm of ideal femininity and her feminist ideas. She
interpreted her desire for a ‘skinny body’ on herself and on other people as being imposed
by patriarchal culture. These normative ideas of attractive bodies overpowered her feminist
politics, and this was reflected in her not having sexual feelings towards fat people. An
idealised woman’s body under patriarchal control in Western culture is one that is intensely
managed and highly disciplined (Bordo 1993): clean shaven, with tight and smooth skin,
looking slim. Briggitte claimed that she was a bad feminist because a ‘good’ feminist
should celebrate diverse body shapes — and, perhaps, use the body ‘as a site of struggle’ to
resist gender domination (Bordo ibid., p.184). However, even though she knew these
feminist ideas, she could not follow them emotionally. Briggitte would probably prefer that
her feelings towards a fat body were different, but she could not help it since the cultural

norm had shaped her intrapsychic scripts. Furthermore, Briggitte’s dissatisfaction with her
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body image, in her account, seems to have become intensified as she compared her current

and previous body shapes.

Even though some participants shared the same idea that they should not collude with the
patriarchal norms of femininity, there were times when they felt that fitting in with cultural
expectations made their lives a lot easier. From my personal experience, I also conform to
the social conventions of femininity. For instance, deciding whether to shave various parts
of my body is something I struggle with; I feel very self-conscious if [ do not shave ‘it’ off.
At the same time, I do not want to conform to the patriarchal definition of female sexiness.
My experience of the relationship between body hair and patriarchal desire is my
embodiment — my continuous interpretation of cultural scripts and my self-reflexivity —
which concerns me. That is, my embodiment is constantly in process and engaging in
cultural practices. Likewise, Cherry’s interview shows the interplay between scripts and

embodiment:

I think, often myself I can be quite a vain person. So I do like looking at myself going
‘yeah, I look sexy’. And thinking that about myself also makes me feel sexy. So I do

very much enjoy being perceived as sexy. [my emphasis] (Cherry, interview 1)

Cherry’s idea of ‘sexiness’ would have come from broader cultural and interpersonal
scripts which categorise certain body images as sexually attractive. These scripts have been
written into Cherry’s sexual subjectivity in such a way that her successful enactment of
sexiness enhanced her desire. Cherry stated that she enjoyed asserting her sexiness to
herself — that is, her reassurance to herself that she was sexy gave her great pleasure, and
could boost her confidence as a desiring subject even further. Cherry’s interpretation of
herself as a vain person suggests that she made sense of her feelings as narcissistic;

furthermore, the term ‘vain’ carries a moral judgement of superficiality.

Cherry’s pleasure in perceiving her body image as sexy depended on her knowledge of
what composes female sexiness, not only for herself, but also for other people to perceive.
She explained that her sexual embodiment, with which she interpreted her sexiness as

desirable, was shaped by patriarchal norms:

In this culture, I think it’s a very female, feminine thing to be expected to be pretty and

to be sexually desirable. I mean, I very much feel like the patriarchy has me. I bought
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into that idea, I know I have, and I know it’s not right, really. I know I shouldn’t say as
many words on my appearance as I do, but it’s, it’ll be so much work to undo all that.
[...] The other thing is that even though I know that things I find attractive, including
things I find attractive on myself, even though I know they’re very socially normative,
even though I know that those aren’t actually the only way to be beautiful, I do know
that they do generally fit the dominant social paradigm of it, and I feel like, well, just
because I know that I've been spoon-fed these images since I was little, doesn 't mean 1
don 't find them attractive. It doesn t mean that the feelings I have as a result of them
aren 't real. [...] And I don’t feel like I would want to deny myself, that, the pleasure I
get from that, even though, those, that appreciation that comes from having being, to
an extent, to a greater or lesser extent, like, indoctrinated with patriarchal

heteronormative ideas of what’s beautiful. [my emphasis] (Cherry, interview 1)

Cherry recognised that women were ‘expected’ to fit in to a certain form of female
attractiveness. This expectation could be a powerful mechanism for tempting women into
accepting and pursuing the cultural mores of femininity. Cherry judged her desire as ‘not
right’, echoing Briggitte’s ‘horrible’ desire, suggesting that she thought it might be
inappropriate to adopt these cultural scripts. Nevertheless, she could not help but feel good
about being sexy. To justify her desire as a choice, she emphasised that she knew of many
types of attractiveness and that there was a variety of beauty; however, she still found
dominant femininity more desirable despite it being ‘spoon-fed’ to her, as she strongly
stated. In fact, it was exactly because she had been immersed in these ideal female images,
and because she had successfully appropriated them onto her own body, that she eventually
interpreted them as attractive. Furthermore, her emotions were — as she argued — real,
because her ‘reality’ is culturally situated and personally experienced. As Cherry had long
been living with dominant images of female attractiveness, she had learnt the cues and
made sense of them as her own, and used them in her constitution of desire. Cherry’s
narrative suggests that she was actually quite ‘critical’ and analytical about how patriarchal

norms had shaped her desire, rather than being ‘indoctrinated’.

To achieve the ‘ideal’ feminine image requires self-discipline and certain levels of body
modification. At the very least, it required Cherry to shave her body hair. Cherry shared the
story of how she started shaving, and her narrative demonstrates how cultural and

interpersonal scenarios shaped her embodiment:
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It was probably when I was in my mid-teens, between fourteen or sixteen or
something like that. I was really struggling with my feminism, and I was, ‘oh! My
body hair is normal. I shouldn’t have to do this.” And I was going to school wearing a
dress and having hairy legs, and so many times people suggest your legs are hairy or
‘why don’t you shave your legs?’ Eventually it became more of an effort to have to
keep justifying it every time than just to shave my legs and get it over with. (Cherry,

interview 1)

Cherry’s story is a constructed narrative of how she made sense of her body modification.
She thought that the ‘decisive moment’ for her to start shaving might have come during her
teenage years. The idea of shaving was against Cherry’s feminist politics. She tried to
convince herself not to shave in order to not conform to patriarchal norms (she ‘struggled
with feminism’). However, Cherry could not resist the peer pressure — a form of
interpersonal script — which eventually persuaded her to start shaving. Shaving is one way
of achieving the cultural convention of femininity. By deciding to shave, Cherry shifted
from being ‘normal’ to being part of ‘the norm’. Social interaction, in this instance, had a
strong impact on Cherry’s embodiment. It made Cherry aware that her body was being
perceived, which also propelled her to examine her body more closely. Additionally, the
pressure from people around her made her feel ‘more comfortable’ with shaving than
explaining why she refused to do so. Social interactions had a direct influence on how
Cherry experienced her body; and as she evaluated the interpersonal scripts, she found that
shaving was preferable. Finally, this body modification, after being re-enacted for a period
of time, became a gender performance'®. Cherry’s embodiment made sense of this
performance and the ways in which it made her body sexually desirable, to the extent that

she now wanted to maintain this body image in a more permanent way:

Actually, something [’m intending to do this winter is to get laser hair removal on my
legs because I can’t be bothered to think about it anymore. Like, I sort of got to the
point where, the time I take to shave it, I get my hair waxed or epilate my legs, and the
pain that it causes, erm, compared to, alternatively, the amount of time I have to spend
explaining why my legs aren’t shaved, smooth, or the way I would feel about not

actually quite happy with the fact that my legs are hairy, is just such a waste of my

105 T yse the term ‘gender performance’ here to emphasise that participants’ gender practices are shaped by
existing scripts. This is slightly different from Judith Butler’s gender performativity, which conceptualises
identity as an imitation without an origin, and a doing that cannot be dictated (see the section ‘Queer Theory’
in Chapter 2).
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time. I could just spend the money, make my legs smooth, and then I will never have

to worry about it again. [my emphasis] (Cherry, interview 1)

The thought of shaving seemed to constantly haunt Cherry. By this time, it was no longer
the peer pressure that caused her to shave. The thing she could not be bothered to think
about was shaving instead of her previous struggle between whether she should shave or
not. This indicates that shaving has readily become part of Cherry’s sexual embodiment.
She evaluated the benefits of getting laser hair removal, but I suppose none of the other
reasons was as important as the fact that she wanted fo remove her hair permanently.
Cherry’s plan appeared to be ideal for her: her legs would be hairless and smooth; more
importantly, she would not have to struggle with contradictory feelings anymore. This
indicates that Cherry’s sexual embodiment would perhaps align with her feminist ideas in
the sense that, if she no longer had body hair, she would not have to consider whether it

was okay to shave.

Body maintenance and modification are essentially about keeping the body under control.
While permanent hair removal might reduce the contradictory feelings Cherry had about
shaving her legs, there were some other body maintenance tasks, perhaps more subtle or
less emphasised in dominant cultural scripts, that she considered influential in her
embodied experience of sexual desire. One example is the appearance and smell of her

feet:

I know my feet are sometimes quite smelly. I know my mom has smelly feet, so |
don’t know if it’s something that I’ve picked up. Like when I was around, my mom
has really smelly feet, and I know I’m paranoid about it in myself. But in general, I
don’t feel... My feet at the moment that I’ve got a couple of blisters and dry skin that’s
peeling a bit. And it’s sort of a part of my body that I think no matter what I try, I can’t
make it attractive. I probably could if I just wore flat shoes and looked after my feet
properly but, erm, yeah, I just feel like that all the parts of my body, my feet are

always in the worst condition. (Cherry, interview 1)

Cherry’s account indicates that ‘body perception’ goes beyond ‘the look’. She identified
two features of her feet that were undesirable: the smell and the skin condition. Cherry
projected her perception of her mother’s feet onto her own embodiment, and she became
concerned that others might consider her feet undesirable. On one hand, Cherry seemed to

suspect that her smelly feet were hereditary. On the other hand, she used the term “pick up’
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which indicates that the smell was something that she had ‘adopted’. This contradiction
shows that Cherry was either uncertain about the cause or that, by interpreting it as genetic,
she was expressing her feeling that the smell was beyond her control. In terms of her skin
condition, Cherry thought of possible ways to improve it, such as ‘wearing flat shoes’. Her
retrospective account shows that she chose to wear high-heeled shoes, which symbolise
feminine sexiness in popular culture. High-heeled shoes could physically reshape her legs
and make her body image more appealing, even though they worsened her skin condition
and even gave her pain. Since Cherry assumed that she could not do anything more to
improve the smell of her feet, and that she had decided to perform the gendered scripts of
bodily sexual attractiveness, she left this body condition as it was rather than keeping it up

through maintenance.

Conlflicting scripts are common; in practice, the perfect body image of popular cultural
scripts is almost impossible to achieve (Bartky 1988). As implied in Cherry’s narrative,
wearing high-heeled shoes, on one hand, is regarded as enhancing a woman’s physical
appearance towards conventional femininity; on the other hand, it might lead to blisters
and pain, scenarios that either contradict the ideal body image of smooth skin, or can
potentially suppress one’s subjective sexual feelings. Furthermore, these scripts led Cherry
to scrutinise her body ‘in parts’!% as she evaluated her efforts bit by bit and picked out the
imperfections of her body. This could be an unpleasant process which potentially made her
less confident about her body image, and hence stopped her from becoming a desiring
subject. To negotiate with these conflicts, Cherry had to decide which forms of body
maintenance she would keep up instead of others, meanwhile reflecting on her own sexual

embodiment to choose the scripts that helped to further enhance her desire.

While Cherry chose to adopt conventional femininity to compose her desirable body
image, Rachael decided that she would challenge these dominant scripts. Rachael
attempted to create an image which represented her sexual desire, meanwhile countering
popular cultural scripts of a sexy female body °”. Her journal documents her knowledge of
the visual cues of ‘sexiness’, and the ways in which her body modification was personally

important to her embodied desire:

106 T also discuss participants’ representations of ‘body parts’ in the section ‘Embodying Femininity — The
Effect of Popular Culture’ in Chapter 6.

107 This image, Making My Body, is displayed as Figure 6.4 (page 203) and analysed in Chapter 6.
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I tried to prevent as many ‘tropes’ of the female photographic nude pin-up style as
possible, cropping the image and taking the photo from above to deemphasise the
curvature of my body. Instead, I focused on my coloured hair and my pierced nipples,
aspects of my body that I have fashioned myself; they remind me that my body is my
own to control as I desire, and they give me a sense of joy. The piercings are
particularly symbolic for me; I got them at a time when I had begun to explore my
sexual desires more, and they have become sexually desirable for me in and of
themselves, giving me an increased sensitivity that heightens my sexual pleasure.

(Rachael, journal)

Pin-ups are usually taken from a horizontal level to include the whole female body and in
order to emphasise the curves. Rachael went against these visual cues and brought the
focus onto her modified body, in particular her purple hair and pierced nipples. Making
these modifications were Rachael’s personal decisions, and the act suggested to Rachael
that she had control over her body image, both in everyday experience and in her photo
production. The result was that her image would stand out from other cultural portrayals of
women. This gave Rachael pleasure because her body modification — and I think also her
choice to avoid traditional visual cues of female sexiness!%® — symbolises that she was the
subject of her sexual embodiment, and it was she who got to use her body image for Aer
own desire. Rachael’s story of her nipple piercing suggests that her body perception was
extended to other senses than the visual. Her piercings marked a time when she first
became more adventurous with her own sexuality, and they provided her with pleasurable
tactile sensations. Rachael’s creation of a ‘counter-image’ means that she still relied on her
knowledge of dominant visual cues: she needed to know what not to do with her image.
Nevertheless, she was able to make a more personal choice to visualise a satisfactory body

image for and of herself, rather than following the cultural norms.

Body perception is concerned with participants’ consciousness of their body image, their
modification of their bodies, and the ways in which they negotiate this modification within
patriarchal norms and feminist ideas. My examination of this precondition suggests that,
with embodiment, participants facilitated their understanding of dominant cultural scripts
and their concerns — both thoughts and feelings — about how their bodies might be
perceived to evaluate and reshape their body image. As suggested by participants’

narratives, those who felt positive about their body images gained confidence that assisted

108 Body piercings are common signs of sexiness; but for Rachael, they have radical meanings.
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them to become desiring subjects; whereas participants who were less satisfied might turn
their focus to consider certain bodily features, such as ‘fat’ or ‘smells’, that they felt were
damaging to their desire. However, the latter scenario does not stop women from
experiencing desire; rather, it indicates the ways in which participants’ perceptions of their
body image became amplified when they rationalised their sexual feelings. The perception
of the body is not limited to the visual, but also involves other senses such as the olfactory

and tactile, to which I now turn.

Sensations

In this section, I explore the ways in which sensations — a precondition — can generate
sexual desire or emotions that are potentially sexual by evoking sensory embodiment. |
argue that sensory gratification can arouse sexual desire directly, or produce ‘positive’
emotions which can then develop into sexual feelings. The process of sensation generating
emotions is sometimes mediated by memory, which is a reconstruction by participants in
which they associated desire with previous sensual experiences or sexual encounters. This
project of reconstruction required ongoing self-reflection and interpretation of the
embodied experience. As a result, participants were able to recognise and elaborate the
effects that sensations had on changing their emotions. In addition, participants actively
mobilised sensations through the use of cultural materials — such as music or perfume — to
reconfigure their feelings into something ‘positive’, enabling them to feel sexual and to

enhance their desire.

Although sensation does not equate to emotion, Ahmed (2014) argues that, within lived
experience, they are not separable. Firstly, sensation evokes emotion. A sensation that
arises from inhaling a scent or listening to a piece of music can make one feel melancholic

or, as in Rachel’s example, give rise to a sense of intimacy, happy and desiring:

The aftershave, I definitely knew that was, I think, coz he put it on and I was like,
[sniff] that’s, you know, that to me reminds me of intimacy. [...] Yeah, I like it when
[my senses] are kind of, alive, because then I guess that’s when I feel everything is
most desirable. If I have kind of a room with the things I like to listen to and smell of,
I would feel, my happiest, probably at my most sexual and, you know, wanting to have

sort of, desire, and be desired. (Rachel, interview)
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Rachel attached emotions to the scent of her partner’s aftershave: it was a reminder of the
intimate moments she had with him, and the smell generated a feeling of closeness in her.
Her olfactory experience constructed a link between the scent and her partner, and this
connection was built into part of Rachel’s sexual embodiment: the moment she smelt the
scent, she could feel her desire for him. Rachel explained that she enjoyed her active
sensory embodiment — ‘alive’ in the sense that it is sensitive — because it allowed her to
experience the world, and to feel her desire for the things she enjoyed. Her sensory
experiences, particular those linked to ‘positive’ emotions such as happiness, could turn her

into a sexual subject to desire others as well as anticipating being desired.

Secondly, emotion shapes the interpretation of sensation. In this sense, I am tempted to
describe it as emotion providing sensation with a ‘context’. Physical contact between two
people, for instance, can be interpreted as intimate or intrusive depending on one’s
established feelings towards the other. Beth illustrated how a person’s emotion can

determine the meaning of physical sensations:

Well, it is a few levels. You can have, if somebody who you are attracted to, even just
sort of touching your arm, you can feel reaction in your body. And it’s, as you said,
sort of basic, non-intrusive. And yet in some respect if somebody who’s touched parts
of you, they then make a connection with you. And if you then, say, you don’t want to,
you know, it can be very intrusive. And then it all goes down to that route when, you
know, pretty much, so much keen on that, not just a hand on arm but two people’s
body actually press on top of each other, and that is sort of intimate. [...] You know, a
hand on arm could have as much, other than sex, in terms of feeling, and you know,
being completely naked with each other. This is something very new and exciting. [my

emphasis] (Beth, interview)

In Beth’s account, whether a physical contact can be interpreted as sensual or not is reliant
on the established emotions between the two people, no matter how ‘subtle’ those emotions
are: if one is attracted to another person, then a touch can provide pleasure; if not, the act
can be interpreted as intrusive. Hence, the emotion one has, or the emotional state one is
in, has an impact on how one makes sense of a sensation. Beth’s narrative illuminates the
idea of embodiment: she did not regard touch as simply a physical contact, but saw it as
capable of establishing a deeper connection. A sensory experience is associated with
memories, interpretations and emotions; hence, a touch generates multiple meanings

beyond a ‘body contact’, such as the motivation of the person who is reaching out. In
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Beth’s conceptualisation, the relationship between sensation and emotion is interactive and
constantly in process: a couple who are affectionate to each other can demand more bodily
interaction — tactile sensation — such as sex, which in turn reinforces the sense of intimacy.
Beth concluded by stating that it was the emotion which made sensation meaningful;
hence, ‘a hand on arm’ could communicate as much desire as two people being ‘naked

with each other’.

When I discuss sensation as a ‘precondition’ for desire, my understanding is that
participants have mostly focused on how sensation generated emotions — how sensory
pleasure evoked sexual desire — rather than the other way around. Sensory pleasure as a
precondition for desire has a few distinct attributes. In this project, many participants
strongly associated desire with ‘positive’ emotions!?. One of the reasons might be that, in
Western societies, women’s sexualities have become a more visible subject since the
second-wave feminist movement. Even though some feminists argue that the ‘sexual
liberation’ starting in the 1960s might possibly have been used to justify greater access to
women’s bodies for men (see Jackson and Scott 1996, pp. 4-5), this movement suggests to
many women — including me — that women’s sexuality is a political issue that can be
liberating. Furthermore, the advertising industry, upon recognising the political and
economic changes underway for women, started to portray ‘sexually empowered women’
to promote consumer products during the late 1980s (Gill 2008). These extensive
representations and the changing social phenomena paint a picture of women’s desire that
is not only allowed, but should be celebrated. Despite this portrayal, participants in this
project were aware of the everyday risks they faced when portraying themselves as sexual
subjects within patriarchal societies. However, provided with an intellectual setting and a
relatively ‘safe’ context, participants were willing to share their thoughts and sexual stories

as an affirmative contribution to academic research.

Another possible reason why participants related ‘positive’ emotions to desire was that
they identified confidence and feeling good about themselves as crucial preconditions for

experiencing desire, as I discussed in the previous section. This ‘positive’ feeling was

109 T thought about whether my research design, which requested participants to photograph things that
represent what is sexually ‘desirable’ and “‘undesirable’ for them, might have contributed to this association.
However, I think it is unlikely to be the major reason why participants made a positive emotional connection
to sexual desire. Some participants still pointed out their struggles with their desire, such as Briggitte’s
interests in BDSM; however, in terms of ‘sensations’, it is related to what participants enjoy sensuously.
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further affirmed by participants’ reports that being busy, tired or bored made them unable
to think about desire (Rae, Cassandra, Jessica, Steel Vagina). Additionally, the ‘pleasurable
sensations’ I discuss here were identified from participants’ accounts of their preferred
stimulants; they emphasised their sensuous enjoyment — hence the ‘positive’ emotions —

they experienced.

Besides the association with ‘positive’ emotions, another attribute of sensation is that it
quite often evokes memory. This is notably emphasised in participants’ accounts of the
olfactory sensation, although memory can also be evoked by other senses. Researchers
such as Herz and Engen (1996) argue that memories evoked by odour are more
emotionally loaded than those generated by other senses. Willander and Larsson (2006)
found that odour made their research subjects experience a stronger feeling of ‘being
brought back in time’ (p.242) than words or pictures, after they presented these three
different types of sensory cues to 93 adults aged between 65 and 80 and asked for their
self-reported memories. Rachel was one participant who also found that smells evoked

strong memories, and for her, the reminiscences were both ‘good’ and ‘bad’:

I have certain smells that always remind me of stuff, like, whenever I smell certain
flowers and stuff, I think of childhood and stuff like that, so that always, I’m not sure
what it is, really. I guess everything just relates to sort of, good. And I suppose bad
memories as well, you know. If there’s been people in my life that [ don’t agree with,
or things like that, and if they’ve got a distinctive kind of scent, and if [ smell that in

the air I’m like, ‘oh, is it that person I don’t like?’ (Rachel, interview)

Despite the fact that Rachel tried to make sense of it, she could not explain how scents
generated her memories. Although she did have the experience of the olfactory generating
a sense of her past, she could not find a direct association between a certain smell and a
particular event. However, she described these scents as something ‘she had’, suggesting
that smells are deeply embodied. Later, Rachel tried again to elaborate upon how olfactory
sensations may also evoke ‘bad’ memories by making a more direct link between a person
and a distinctive scent, even though the details were unspecific. When Rachel recalled her

experience, she was simultaneously reconstructing her understanding.

When participants talked about their memories of an event, they were, of course,

reconstructing and reinterpreting their experience. When participants described sensational
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experiences in their materials, they were not usually feeling them at that moment. Rather,
participants’ narratives are their reflection on a particular sensual experience which had
evoked their desire in the past. The process of ‘recalling’ an event is a self-construction and
self-intervention (Gilmore 2001). One can never ‘truthfully’ report a past event by telling
one’s memory. In fact, in the process of telling, one constantly constructs and revises the
narrative to make a coherent story of the past. Gilmore (2001) suggests that memory
involves ‘looking back in order to look forward’ (p.34). Hence, it is not just the ‘looking
back’ that is important, but also the forms of the reminiscence and how one understands the
meaning of the memory. Participants’ understanding of desire, within this context, was
based on their regular reflection upon and reconstruction of their sensual experiences.
Their memories of past events are not the reality of what happened, but what participants

remembered and made it out to be.

The olfactory is certainly not the only sensation that ‘brings back memories’; however,
odours tend to leave a stronger impression of an encounter than do other sensory cues.
Pumpkin even stated that the olfactory-evoked memory ‘stays the longest compared to
other senses’ (interview). Likewise, Steel Vagina reflected on her experience of how a

slight hint of a scent can immediately take her back into the past:

There was a man’s perfume that came out in the early noughties, that Calvin Klein,
that really, really sends me back. 1 only need to smell a hint of something like, it
doesn’t even have to be it, can just be like a hint of something that smells like it, and
immediately you know, just be transported back to, erm, when I was like sixteen and I
was, like, my first love at the time. [...] I don’t know why it kind of Aits ~iome to me so
much, because it just, a lot of sentiment, you know. I don’t know if you have this, you
know when you smell something and it’s like just right for you? It’s like, your
signature, you’ve found your signature, your ‘soulmate’ scent. That’s what it’s like for

me, that one. [my emphasis] (Steel Vagina, interview)

Steel Vagina’s reflection suggests that one’s reaction to scents is instinctive: the process is
so ‘immediate’ and the effect so strong that i