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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the Girl and moving image artworks. The Girld capitalised to mark it
as conceptual question, not an age, stage or designationd is examined as a dimension of
feminine subjectivity that amplifies but also challenges specific forms of feminist thought and
aesthetic practices. It is addressed as a question in this thesis, specifically posed to a text by
feminist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986), and artworks by two artist/filmmakers,
Chantal Akerman (1950-2015) and Eija-Liisa Ahtila (b. 1959).

In Chapter 1, I formulate ‘the Girl’ as an ontological question and a dimension of
feminine subjectivity. I draw upon this philosophically in a close reading of the chapter on
“The Girl’ in The Second Sex (1949) by Simone de Beauvoir, establishing the distinct
temporality of her situation of becoming. In Chapter 2, I explore the relationship between the
Girl and cinema in films by Chantal Akerman, analysing Portrait d'une jeune fille de la fin des
années 60 a Bruxelles (1993) and No Home Movie (2015). For the Girl to be analysed I have
created a concept for Akerman’s cinema: the cinéfille, making the Girl a cinematic position in
addition to a philosophical position. Focusing on the emergence in the 1990s of new forms of
the moving image, in Chapter 3 I elaborate the distinctive relation between the Girl, the
moving image and temporality by analysing a multi-screen installation artwork by Eija-Liisa
Ahtila titled If 6 Was 9 (1995). The chapter considers the relationship between philosophical
and feminist theories of difference, duration and the moving image, situating the figure of the
Girl as a critical agent for imagining the future in terms of radical transformation. The study
aims to contribute to debates on the moving-image from a feminist perspective on the
relationship between the Girl and durational aesthetic practices.

The Girl forms a thread which draws together this thesis by also tracing of theoretical

genealogy from de Beauvoir’s historical inscription of the questioning of the feminine through
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Akerman’s cinematic exploration and then Ahtila’s movement into new forms of philosophical
and aesthetic processes. The thesis identifies a clear historical shift of thinking the feminine at
the intersection with significant technological changes, where the context of our encounter
becomes vastly different. To understand contemporary feminist practice in the moving image,
these three instances that I examine register the shifts, reveal complexity and have far-
reaching significance for the Girl to the question of the feminine and subjectivity addressed to

moving image artworks as a site for exploring such becomingness.
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Preface

In an apartment room in Helsinki at dusk, five girls sit around a table. One girl, Tiina, speaks a
memory aloud; it is a sexual fantasy, which Tiina remembers being particularly significant
when she was a young girl. The eroticism of the memory she recalls is tempered by the
setting—a domestic room where the girls are lit by a low hanging standing lamp. Addressing
the camera as she divulges her tale, the group of girls sit beside her eating snacks and seeming
remarkably unfazed by her bold revelations. It is as if this happened every day.

Almost three minutes into the ten-minute film I am struck by the strangeness of it all.
Tiina speaks in Finnish, a language I do not understand, but beneath the large screens, which
mean the image is cut into three parts, what is said is translated into English. Tiina and her
companions seem to be around thirteen or fourteen but speak of memories and experiences as
if they were grown women. They speak plainly but this only exacerbates the peculiarity. These
are vivid sexual encounters and mundane days spent at home; childhood fantasies and
daydreams of the future—but who are this group of girls, how have they got here and why do
they speak in this way?

The large format of the screens stretches across the room, filling the wall on a
cinematic scale, but much wider than normal and cut into three parts. While Tiina speaks, the
three parts form a panoramic tableau of the room. A girl gets up to move from the left screen,
through centre, to the right, meaning she is bisected by the cut between screen as she moves.
A moment later as Tiina finishes her speech, the next episode begins. Black screens, fast edits
and movement.

The scene I am describing comes from an artwork entitled If 6 Was 9 (1995) by
Finnish artist Eija-Liisa Ahtila, a multiple-screen moving image artwork made for gallery and

cinema. The film is an intense examination of girl-characters, memory and sexuality by means
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of the moving image on multiple screens. In the work the moving dimensions of the image are
brought into contact with the girls, who are the only characters in the film.

The germ of this thesis arose from looking into different forms of moving image
artwork made for the gallery during my MA studies at the University of Leeds in 2013.
Through this search I encountered the work of Eija-Liisa Ahtila at the point where Mieke Bal
had just published the major monograph Thinking in Film: The Politics of Video Art Installation
According to Eija-Liisa Ahtila.' The book situated Ahtila’s work as philosophically, aesthetically
and politically significant in form and content as, for Bal, the moving image in the form of
Ahtila’s installations is a crucial site for engaging a form of political action.>

The collection of Ahtila’s work on DVD, which had been released by the British Film
Institute in 2004, allowed access to a broad selection of Ahtila’s works from 1993-2002, before
I later sought them out in exhibitions. Among the works that I encountered on the DVD, and
even after seeing a broader selection of works in the gallery, it was the ten-minute, three-
screen installation If 6 Was 9 that still captured my attention. The relationship between the
form (the multiplied screen onto which moving images were projected in the gallery) and the
interaction of the girls intrigued me, insofar as both presented themselves as forms or figures
that were difficult for me to get to grips with, resisting categorisation and demanding further
attention.

It was, therefore, the question of moving image installation in the gallery which first
drew attention to the figure that has sustained this thesis: the Girl. The girls in If 6 Was 9 first

posed the question of what the relationship between the moving image and the Girl might be.

' Mieke Bal, Thinking in Film(London: Bloomsbury, 2013)
2 Bal, Thinking in Film,p. 5.
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Introduction—Theories of the Girl and the Moving Image

Introduction—Theories of the Girl and the Moving Image

Is the question what is a girl? Or is the question who is a girl? Or, is it neither because the very
term, girl, is neither linguistically nor sociologically—let alone psychologically—capable of
certainty. Is the girl, then, a question at all? To elaborate this issue critically, I have turned to
the arena of cultural practice that inelegantly might be labelled moving image artworks.
Abandoning the generic categorisation of art forms: cinema, video, photograph (let alone
taking up notions of image or narrative, medium or practice) moving image artworks are
themselves the problem to be addressed.

In this thesis, I address the Girl as a question (capitalising it to mark it as conceptual
question not an age, stage or designation) asked in relation to moving image artworks and
pose the form and process of moving image artworks as a site for exploring the becomingness
that I shall argue is one means of thinking the Girl.

I will thus develop one of the key concerns addressed by scholars working in feminist
film studies, namely, in what way do film and moving image artworks explore dimensions of,
or inscribe modalities of, feminine subjectivity?* This phrasing declares its origins in an earlier

moment of engagements between feminist thought and practice and cinema (institution,

3 Significant texts from this classic era of feminist film studies that address this question include: Teresa
de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987); Mary Ann Doane, The
Desire to Desire: The Woman’s film in the 1940s (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987); Kaja
Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1988); Home is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the Woman’s Film, ed. by
Christine Gledhill (London: British Film Institute, 1987); Tania Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too
Much: Hitchcock and Feminist Theory (New York: Methuen, 1988).
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apparatus) and film (form and genre)—strongly, but not exclusively, drawing on
psychoanalysis as a resource for film analysis and theories of cinema.

The moment from which this thesis is written is shaped still by the legacy of classic
feminist film theory, but it aims to engage critically with shifts within and border crossings of
cinema with a hybrid form, the moving image, itself crossing other borders. With the moving
image projected on often multiple screens, cinema enters the gallery—a space associated with
static art forms. At the same time, the aesthetics and politics of video, appropriated as an art
material and medium from the early 1960s, disseminates into other technological formats.
These new digital formats expand the reach and outlook of cinema. Theorisations of film and
moving image artworks crossover or even collide, generating a wider range of philosophical,
rather than psychoanalytical, theorisations of time and the image. These multiple intersecting
shifts have implications for the theorisation of feminine subjectivities and their aesthetic
articulations in temporal, screen modalities.

At the beginning of this research, the correlation between the two aspects, feminine
subjectivity and the moving image, constituted a vast and complex field. What was required
was the demarcation of a space for the philosophical and aesthetic study of the relation of the
moving image with a particular dimension of subjectivity and sexual difference. The space I
have discerned and the intervention I am making concerns a figure, which is also a concept,
and a problem: the Girl. In this thesis, the Girl is understood as a dimension of feminine
subjectivity that amplifies but also challenges specific forms of feminist thought and aesthetic
practices. The feminine is understood, here, neither as synonymous with women nor with
social constructions of gender, but as a concept that guides us towards ways of thinking—
indeed being a challenge for thought itself. Feminist theorists Drucilla Cornell and Elizabeth
Grosz have, drawing on the philosophy of Luce Irigaray, understood the feminine through a
paradox, it being both the negative other in the phallocentric order, and an as yet unmapped

potentiality excessive to it, while inevitably shaped within its imaginary and symbolic
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formations.* Subsequently then, subjectivity, as a philosophical and psychoanalytic
problematic is approached through a particular dimension—the Girl—in order to pose
questions about sexual difference and its creative inscriptions. I am suggesting that the Girl is
to be understood as at once an ontological, psycho-social and linguistic position, which cannot
be grasped simply by terms such as adolescent, youth or teenager. My proposition is that it
can be approached productively at the intersection of philosophy and aesthetic practices,
involving the moving image in an expanded sense that can reconsider its precedents in
feminist-inflected work in cinema.

While the question of ‘woman’ and her becoming has been a topic of concern for art,
film and theory engaged in a feminist problematic for over sixty years, the specific
philosophical and aesthetic issues raised by this dimension of feminine subjectivity has been
generally overlooked, with some significant exceptions I shall discuss later. I want, therefore,
to ask the following questions: How is it that we know so very little about this aspect of
women’s lives and their cultural inscriptions? What kind of aesthetic practices might answer
such questions? What is the relationship between the moving image and the dimension of
subjectivity I am naming as the Girl? In this thesis, these questions are proposed in alliance
with The Second Sex (1949) by feminist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986), and the
work of two artist/filmmakers—Chantal Akerman (1950-2015) and Eija-Liisa Ahtila (b. 1959).

An analysis of the Girl as a philosophical concept must begin with de Beauvoir’s
influential feminist text The Second Sex.s The existential-phenomenological study allowed her

to ask the question: ‘what is woman?’ propelling ‘the feminine condition’ [la condition féminine]

4 Elizabeth Grosz, Time Travels: Feminism, Nature, Power (Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2005); Drucilla
Cornell, Transformations: Recollective Imagination and Sexual Difference (New York: Routledge, 1993).

5 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. by Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier
(London: Vintage, 2010).



Elspeth Mitchell

into philosophy and a philosophical register.® The famous line, correctly translated as, ‘One is
not born, but rather becomes, woman’, introduced the concept of becoming, insisting that
crucial to the question of woman is how exactly one ‘becomes’” We cannot understand how
one ‘becomes’ woman without undertaking the task of understanding the Girl. Yet it is vital to
insist, even at this preliminary stage of introduction, that ‘becoming’ does not register a
simple process, a teleology of development. As an ontological problem, becoming renders the
Girl specifically significant in any analysis of the feminine as a becoming and not a fixed
terminus and a concept: woman.

The aesthetic practices and theories I engage with are not about knowing what the
Girl ‘is’ in a manner seeking one definite answer. This study addresses itself to the
intersection of philosophy and aesthetic practices in order to expand possible meanings of the
Girl and to explore what might potentially register different moments of what de Beauvoir
defined as lived experience of the becoming feminine subject.® The Girl is an unruly concept, a
slippery figure and a complex problem. My theoretical analysis of texts and films feeds upon
the unruliness, slipperiness and complexity, exploring how aesthetic forms of the moving
image might be suited to the task of envisioning the Girl.

Cinema and other cultural practices, what Teresa de Lauretis has called ‘technologies
of gender’, are a crucial site of feminist contestation, both for feminist critique of patriarchal
hegemonic discourses that, in de Lauretis’ terms, inscribe the non-presence of Woman, but

also crucially for re-visioning technologies and the gender and representations they produce.®

¢ De Beauvoir, The Second Sex (2010) p. 17.

7 De Beauvoir, The Second Sex (2010) p. 293. Before the recent translation of The Second Sex by
Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier in 2010 English speakers only had access to a partially
published version, abridged and translated by Howard Parshley in 1953.

8 The description of lived experience is de Beauvoir’s phenomenological-existential method in the
second volume of The Second Sex, focussing on the question of existence beginning from the
particularity of lived experience. See: de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (2010) p. 17.

° De Lauretis, Technologies of Gender, pp. 9-10.
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How do we free investigations of the feminine and subjectivity from the impossible burden of
describing Woman? The archive addressed in this thesis represents texts, films and artworks
that have resisted dominant feminist engagements with the object/subject Woman—focusing
on young women and girls through creative inscriptions.

Belgian filmmaker, Chantal Akerman (1950-2015) produced a substantial body of
cinematic work from 1968, when at eighteen she made her first film Saute Ma Ville, until her
tragic death in 2015. This work has comprised a sustained feminist exploration of the
boundaries of femininity and subjectivity, autobiography and fiction, shot and duration.
Akerman’s cinema, in particular the celebrated Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce, 1080
Bruxelles (1975), provided feminist theorists from the 1970s with the resources to explore a
new cinematic language, imagining cinema and women other than in the terms given to them
by patriarchal culture. Over many years I have been repeatedly drawn to Akerman’s work by
its use of colour, sound, duration and her creation of the shot that produced particular
narratives or ways of shifting cinematic experience. In the context of the Girl, her cinema
made me completely rethink what a cinema of the Girl might be.

From the first, Akerman films display a distinct interest in the representation of young
women on screen. In Saute Ma Ville, eighteen-year-old Akerman plays a young woman
erratically performing domestic activities within the space of a small apartment kitchen. Six
years later, Akerman plays another young woman in Je, tu, i, elle (1974). The characteristic
long duration shots and minimalist formal style frame the journey of her character Julie, who,
from solitary moments at home, embarks on a road trip meeting a truck driver and ending
with a former girlfriend. The short film J'ai faim, j'ai froid (1984), one of Akerman’s comedies,
marks another instance where girls are a focus. It follows the escapades of two teenage girls in
the city who are absorbed by their friendship, constant hunger and cold. Portrait d'une jeune
fille de la fin des années 60 a Bruxelles (1993), is a commissioned film about une jeune fille

exploring the boundaries of desire and freedom on the streets of Brussels—the filmmaker’s



Elspeth Mitchell

home city. La folie Almayer (2011), her re-imagination of Joseph Conrad’s novel from 1895 of
the same name, focusses on a girl named Nina’s relationship to her father, Almayer.*

Girl-characters are figures to which Akerman’s cinema returns to again and again. The
significance of the Girl in Akerman’s cinema, however, is not solely grounded in girl-
characters who appear in the films. It extends towards the position of Akerman as filmmaker.
In interviews, Akerman repeatedly narrates her discovery of cinema through her encounter
with Jean-Luc Godard’s Pierrot le Fou (1965) when she was fifteen and living in Brussels.
Moreover, many scholars of Akerman’s cinema have drawn conclusions from the connection
they make between Akerman’s biography and the narratives produced by her cinematic work.”
Resisting the tendency to posit her films as stories about her girlhood, I want to argue that we
might study her cinema to develop a theorisation of the Girl. Reversing this proposition, I also
want to ask: can attention to the figuration of the Girl in Akerman’s cinema reveal new
perspectives on her work? The dimension in her work I am calling the Girl has neither been
addressed adequately in the now considerable body of scholarship on Akerman’s cinema, nor
in feminist film theory.

Eija-Liisa Ahtila’s (b. 1959) films and gallery installations are part of a distinct post-
cinematic mode of moving image art. Told across multiple screens, her work comprises of
fictional stories that address feminist issues of relationships, sexuality and subjectivity by
examining how image, sound and narrative are constructed. Artworks such as Today (1996)

deal with family relationships and shifts of identity. In The Present (2001) five episodes

' La nifia also means the Girl in Spanish.

" Around this discussion see: Alisa Lebow, ‘Identity Slips: The Autobiographical Register in the Work of
Chantal Akerman’, Film Quarterly, 70 (2016), 54-60 and ‘Memory Once Removed: Indirect Memory and
Transitive Autobiography in Chantal Akerman’s D’Est’, Camera Obscura, 18, (2003) 35-83. See also:
Maureen Turim, ‘Personal Pronouncements in I...You...He...She and Portrait of a Young Girl at the End of
the 1960s in Brussels’ in Identity and Memory: The Films of Chantal Akerman, ed. by Gwendolyn Audrey
Foster (Wiltshire: Flick Books, 1999) pp. 9-26 and Jennifer Barker, ‘The feminine side of New York:
travelogue, autobiography and architecture in News from Home’ in Identity and Memory, pp. 41-58.

8
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explore the shifts and borders of subjectivity and feminine experience through portraits of
near-hysterical characters on the brink. Amid immaculately constructed stories, the Girl is a
figure who appears repeatedly. The daughter in Me/We, Okay, Gray (1993) is followed next by
five girls as the only characters that appear in If 6 Was 9 (1995). More girl-characters appear in
Today (1996) and The Present (2001)—both inscribed simply as ‘Girl’ in the scripts. In The
Wind (2002) girls appear to mock the young woman plagued by a strange gale invading her
apartment. Embodying in different ways the disruption of conventional representations of
women and femininity, the artworks expands to multiple screens and new forms of image
making to express and understand them.

Again, however, my interest in Ahtila’s work does not simply rest on the exploration of
girl-characters. Her multi-screen gallery films have perplexed and fascinated me since my first
encounter. Moreover, scholars have explored how Ahtila’s approach is invested in examining
how images and narratives are constructed through their particular multi-screen formats.
Layering and combinations of image, sound, screen and narrative are used as a critical tool
upon themselves. I want to propose that Ahtila’s moving image gallery installations and films
are distinctly also invested in a project of ‘thinking’ the Girl as part this critical examination. I
also want to ask: how does examination of what the Girl or the moving image might be,
through new durational forms of presentation, bear upon issues of temporality and difference
as one key concern for feminist theory.>

The ten-minute three-screen film, If 6 Was 9, in particular, is central to this question.

The film reworks notions of sexuality and embodiment, spatial and temporal co-ordinates and

> Feminist theorists, including Elizabeth Grosz, Rebecca Hill and Dorothea Olkowski, have shifted
feminist philosophy to engage with philosophies of duration and difference often drawing on concepts
developed in the writing of Gilles Deleuze, Luce Irigaray and Henri Bergson. See: Grosz, Time Travels;
Rebecca Hill, The Interval: Relation and Becoming in Irigaray, Aristotle, and Bergson, (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2012); Dorothea Olkowski, Gilles Deleuze and the Ruin of Representation, (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999).
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narrative cinematic forms. Girls are the only characters who appear, delivering estranged
monologues about sexual experiences, memories and fantasies interspersed with landscape
shots of the city of Helsinki.” The relationship between temporality and femininity is
addressed by the subjects of the film—girls who are thirteen to fifteen—and the form of the
film itself, drawn into distinct rhythms and movement by the spatial and temporal format of
the work.

In Ahtila’s vision of what Alison Butler names for her as ‘feminist film in the gallery’,
where the multi-screen installation format provides an arena for inscriptions of meaning and
intensity, crossing borders of subjects and experience through layers of sound, image and
duration, the Girl emerges as a productive site that has prompted this investigation.* The Girl
as a productive site of investigation leads back to a philosophical text that initiated a new
phase of feminist interrogation of the question of woman and women’s lived experience, to
the cinema of Chantal Akerman, a key figure in the doubled histories of feminist cinema and
feminist film theory in order to return to the work of Ahtila and the specificity of its
mediation of this genealogy, through transformed possibilities of image and the philosophy of
duration in her moving image art installations.

Before we can undertake these close textual and visual readings of three works by
Simone de Beauvoir, Chantal Akerman and Eija-Liisa Ahtila, I want to examine closely the

term Girl as noun, concept, figure and problem.

¥ The estranged monologue refers to the girls who speak the memories and fantasies of older women.
There is a strange disjunction between what is said and who is saying brought about by instances where
what the girl says seems to jar with her age as a thirteen to fifteen-year-old, as a consequence of the
experiences stemming from older woman.

4 Alison Butler, ‘Feminist Film in the Gallery: If 6 Was ¢’, Camera Obscura, 20, 1 (2005), 1-30.
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girl /0 o/ EOUN
The Girl is the central concept of this thesis. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, girl
has several different meanings:

1. Chiefly in plural. A child of either sex; a young person. [...]

2. a. A young or relatively young woman. [...]

b. A woman of any age. [...]
3. A female child. The counterpart of boy. [...]
4. collog. A sweetheart, a girlfriend; a wife. [...]

5. Used as a form of address to a girl or woman. [...]
6. A prostitute.’s

By grouping the definitions, it appears that gir] can mean almost anyone—except an adult
man—and we discover a particular emphasis on age and positions women are able to occupy
under a patriarchal social order which seem to define girl in her filial or sexual relation to a
man. How, then, for our purposes here, do we define the word girl? Unlike French, the English
language distinguishes between girl and daughter making it easier to discern a feminine
position not related to patriarchal social roles—such as daughter, wife, mother and
prostitute.” In French la fille means both daughter and girl, derived from the Latin filia, a
female child, alongside filius, a male child, both originating from felios—meaning suckling,
describing the infant’s attachment to another. In Finnish (the spoken language in work by
Eija-Liisa Ahtila), tytt0, meaning girl, is derived from tytdr, meaning daughter. The etymology
of daughter in English derives from Old English dohter, describing a young feminine person in a
specific relation to her parents. By tracing these words, I am calling attention to the fact that

there is no transparent transfer between languages but singularities and their differences that

' ‘girl, n.” OED Online, Oxford University Press, (2018) <www.oed.com/view/Entry/78475> [accessed 15
July 2018]

¢ It should be noted, however, that definitions of ‘girl’ include girlfriend, wife, daughter and prostitute.
The conflation of positions in the term ‘girl’ requires a feminist theorisation of subjectivity that
provides a way of conceptualising feminine subjectivity that is not simply reducible or in reference to
these positions.
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make it possible to approach and interrogate the girl, and which prove to be particularly useful
for my wrestling with the problems pursued in this thesis.”

In the chapters that follow, I engage with the problematic of terminology and the Girl,
as conceptually, aesthetically, sexually and linguistically difficult to pin down. Etymologically
this starts from the very beginning, as the definition of gir] has ambiguous origins.”® While
linguistic scholarship on the word identifies it as part of the core vocabulary of Modern
English, it is, at the same time, as linguistics scholar Ursula Lenker describes, one of the most
investigated words in English linguistics because of its etymological ambiguity.” The puzzle of
its etymology has given rise to several opposing theories. Historian and theorist of Old
English, Fred Robinson has developed the most widely accepted theory, which derives girl
metonymically from Old English girela or gyrela meaning ‘garment/apparel’.> The Girl
emerges from the clothes she wears.

Developing in the thirteenth century, girl in Old English did not mean ‘a female child’,
as in common usage today, but instead referred to a young person of either sex as a colloquial
expression.” Tracing the usage of the word, Lenker proposes that it was only later from the
sixteenth century onwards that girl came to refer to a female child exclusively. Lenker also
points out that the moment in which girl enters more common usage occurs at a specific

cultural moment when a concept of childhood and a concept of adolescence manifested.>

7 See: Joan Scott, ‘Gender: Still a Useful Category of Analysis?’ Diogenes, 57 (2010), 7-14.
' Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, ed. by AM MacDonald (Edinburgh: Chambers, 1977), p. 550.

¥ Ursula Lenker, ‘Gerles, girls, grrlz—Girl Power! Cultural Phenomena and the semantic changes of
girl, in Words, Lexemes, Concepts- approaches to the Lexicon, ed. by Wolfgang Faulkner and Hans-Jorg
Schmid, (Tubingen: Narr, 1999) 7-22 (p. 7).

** Fred Robinson, ‘European Clothing Names and the Etymology of Girl’, in Studies in Historical
Linguistics in Honor of George Sherman Lane, ed. by Walter W Arndt (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1967) 223-240.

> Lenker, p. 13.

* Lenker, pp. 10-11.
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Thus, gir] once referred to a young person of either sex but then saw its meaning specialised
and refined. Boy emerged separately as the counterpart from its original meaning of servant—
boy was the belated supplement to girl.

By the twentieth century, however, girl was fully integrated into binary structures of
girl/boy and woman/man. Where in Old English girl did not refer to a specific gender but only
to the individual’s availability for marriage, in Modern English girl was positioned as the
asymmetric opposition to boy and woman, lacking the qualities of both ‘adult’ and ‘male’.
Despite girl being a noun under much etymological scrutiny, it also functions as a
foundational example for teaching linguistics. Lenker writes, “The contrasts between boy, girl,
woman and man are given in almost all textbooks on English semantics where they serve as
prototypical examples for the introduction and exemplification of componential analysis.” In
the study of semantic relations, girl supposedly represents an unquestioned cornerstone of
meaning, tethered firmly to other terms functioning only as a negative value against the
positive values of ‘adult’ and ‘man’.*® This transformation of usage effaces some of its
etymological history. Tracing the fluctuating meanings and paradoxes of girl, including being
different from daughter, provides a point of ambiguity, which this study takes advantage to

push against the tendency to fix notions of the Girl in relation to patriarchal social roles.

* This is similar to the example of female and male, which is even more surprising due to the similarity
of their spelling. Girl, boy, female and male are unrelated in their etymological origins. Female derives
from a Latin root, femella (young woman) as a diminutive form of femina (woman). Femella was changed
to female due to an erroneous alteration in the late fourteenth century to reflect the spelling of male.
Male instead derives from the Latin masculus, meaning worthy of a man. The alteration of femella to
female occluded the difference between female and male suggesting that the two words developed in
tandem. Accordingly, the similarity of the spelling suggests that female is merely male + something.

> As issue, however, as de Beauvoir argues in The Second Sex, is the girl does not become an independent
adult in patriarchal society. As daughter, she is to be exchanged, married and made into a mother. See
also: Luce Irigaray, ‘Women on the Market’, This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter and
Carolyn Burke, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).

* Lenker, p. 13.

26 Although ‘positive’ values, both terms are still imprecise and neither adult nor man are spared the play
of the signifier.
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Despite their semantic pairing, the kind of linguistic and existential ambiguity the Girl
inhabits is different from the situation of boys. The conditions under which one might be
called boy are not symmetrical to the situations in which one might be called girl. While a
grown man might be called boy in certain circumstances, it is much less common. To be called
boy can and has signified a condition of servitude with often racialised connotations, for
instance in the Southern States of America or in colonial and apartheid South Africa.

Being hailed as a gir], however, is much more common for grown women, as in ‘the
girls’. Girl is also used for women of an advanced aged as in ‘the old girl’. In another case, baby
boys are affectionately called little man while no baby girl is deemed a little woman. In her
discussion concerning word pairs for men and women, Linda Bebout writes: ‘[t]he terms lady,
woman and girl are not used in reference to the same age ranges as the corresponding
masculine terms—especially girl, which can refer to a much older person than a boy.””
Although both boy and girl might call up the image of a child, the temporal distinction between
girl and woman is different not just chronologically but in quality to that of boy and man. If girl
is the immature version of woman, then those living under the sign girl or woman are
connected differently, if not forever, to notions of immaturity and dependence.

This analysis reveals a number of difficulties when thinking about these words, their
categorisation and how they might connect to lived experience. What does living (or having
lived) under the sign of gir], or ‘as’ a Girl, really mean?

After I had embarked on this research I became closer to the Girl, having ‘grown’ while
writing this thesis and becoming entangled in the term, yet effectively moving further away
from my own girlhood. In the latter half of my twenties I am no longer a girl, yet I might still

occasionally be called one, or even call myself one. Moreover, the boundaries between ‘being’

7 Linda Bebout ‘Asymmetries in Male-female Word Pairs’, American Speech, 59 (1984), 13-30 (p. 14).
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a girl or woman, as I and others live it, are not so clearly demarcated and in fact can change
between the different situations in which we find ourselves day to day.

Culture makes so much of the ‘transition’ of Girl to Woman yet understands so little
about what this might mean.”® As my research has progressed I have paid attention to the
myriad of ways the Girl is invoked in social situations and produced in media and different
artforms. Moreover, this study is also an intensely personal search for forms in which the Girl
might be unveiled or inscribed differently, in what de Lauretis locates in Technologies of Gender
as a feminist desire to produce or encounter that which is not represented in the dominant
frame yet remains crucial for an expanded understanding of all subjectivities and their social
situations.”

In the titling of her chapters in The Second Sex, de Beauvoir makes a crucial distinction
between ‘Enfance’ and ‘La Jeune Fille’. In Chapter 1 of this thesis I shall discuss the problem of
translation in naming the chapter ‘The Girl’ in de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, where the
problem provides an opening for discussing ‘la jeune fille’ or “The Gir!l’ as a distinct ontological
dimension of femininity. Following de Beauvoir, other terminologies which may describe a
similar figure—young woman, youth, coming of age, teenager, tween, adolescent—tail to capture
the complexity and significance of the Girl, a term that provides access to and challenges
specific forms of feminist thought and aesthetic practices. Young woman, for example,
qualifies itself against Woman. Coming of age sets up a framework in which one will have
arrived at a certain age and maturity having passed through appropriate stages. Teenager is

imbedded in a specific age, -teen meaning ‘ten more than’ being the element making numbers

28 Catherine Driscoll writes: ‘Somewhere in the nineteenth century, such texts suggest, people started to
talk about how a girl becomes a woman in new scientific terms that made it possible to better
understand what happened to girls when they became women.” Girls: Feminine Adolescence in Popular
Culture, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002) p. 3.

* Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender, pp. 24-26.

15



Elspeth Mitchell

thirteen to nineteen.* Teenager find its origin in the 1940s, as a marketing term for
adolescents who became newly visible in post-war American culture.* While adolescent comes
from Latin adolescere, meaning to grow up, come to maturity or ripen, G. Stanley Hall’s book
Adolescence (1904) is viewed by historians and psychologists as ‘discovering’ adolescence as an
area of study and a typology with a particular psychological profile. Emphasising a distinct age,
growing up, development or typologies, these terms resist the examination of, what de
Beauvoir calls, a situation, focusing on the next stage, where one might arrive, or a particular
age, rather than the lived experience of the Girl herself and without considering sexual
difference.
‘Feminine adolescence’ is a term coined by cultural studies scholar, Catherine

Driscoll in in her influential book Girls (2002). ‘Feminine” and ‘adolescence’ are combined to
produce a useful explanatory category for analysing the meaning of girlhood in the twentieth
century and the impact of girls in culture. Driscoll highlights the feminisation of terms such as
adolescence and teenager in terms of their close association with dependence and
disempowerment. Hall’s famous study of adolescence, for example, draws strong analogies
between adolescence and woman:

woman at her best never outgrows adolescence as man does, but lingers in,

magnifies and glorifies this culminating stage of life with its all-sided interests, its

convertibility of emotions, its enthusiasm, and zest for all that is good, beautiful,
true and heroic.®

As Driscoll argues, however, despite incorporating ‘feminised’ attributes, Hall neglects and
dismisses girls themselves.? In response, her deployment of ‘feminine adolescence’ aims to

capture the specificity of girls’ lived experience and their representation in late-modernity.

3 ‘teenager’, <https:/fwww.etymonline.com/word/-teen#etymonline_v_7678> [accessed 20.08.2018].
3" Jon Savage, Teenage: The Creation of Youth Culture, (London: Pimlico, 2007) p. xiii.

3 @G. Stanley Hall, Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex,
Crime, Religion and Education, Volume 2, (New York: Appleton, 1904) p. 624.

3 Driscoll, Girls, p. 54.
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In addition to Driscoll’s approach, my use of the term Girl allows me to pose it as a
concept, figure and problem. I have, furthermore, decided that it is necessary to distinguish
between the Girl, as the position or concept, and a girl, as the embodied subject and individual
of a certain age. This follows curator and writer, Taru Elfving who uses the capitalisation of
Girl to mark a conceptual-lexical distinction in similar way as Woman, as sign and symbol,
marked a difference from women as social and historical subjects.* In her discussion of
moving-image installations by Eija-Liisa Ahtila, Elfving differentiates between the girl as a
character versus the conceptual deployment the Girl. Building on this distinction allows me to
analyse the Girl as a concept addressed to the intersection of philosophy and aesthetic
practices, rather than girls as living beings who are an object of socio-cultural or
psychoanalytical study. It also captures de Beauvoir’s efforts to suspend the moment of the
Girl as a concept in order to examine its wider ontological significance in her project to

understand that one is not born woman, but becomes so.

Girl as Concept

A discussion of the Girl as a philosophical concept must begin with philosopher Simone de
Beauvoir’s foundational feminist text of the second half of the twentieth century, The Second
Sex, published in 1949, which propelled the question of woman and the concept of becoming
into philosophy and onto a philosophical register. Analysing and describing woman as spoken
and defined in biology, psychoanalysis, historical materialism, art and myth, as does de
Beauvoir in The Second Sex, was complemented in the second volume by a close study of the
various moments at which sexual difference takes its hold. Identifying or rather pausing to

delineate the condition of the Girl, de Beauvoir displaced the concept of woman in a different

3 Taru Elfving, Thinking Aloud: On the Address of the Viewer, unpublished thesis, Goldsmiths, University
of London, 2009.
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way, and thereby made visible, as I shall argue, the Girl as a central ontological concept for
feminist thought. De Beauvoir does this by providing an existential-phenomenological analysis
of the moment of the Girl in order to identify a dimension of and in feminine becoming that, I
shall also argue, is not to be misunderstood only as a stage.

Treating the Girl as a concept expands the horizons of what might constitute a study
of girls. Key figures in the growing field of Girls’ Studies, Mary Celeste Kearney and Catherine
Driscoll have suggested, however, that The Second Sex only addressed ‘youth’ in order to
understand adult women.’ I want to complicate this perspective by showing the significance
of naming and demarcating the chapter on “The Girl’ that renders the Girl a concept for de
Beauvoir’s philosophical contribution. By making the Girl, a philosophical question within the
overall project of her investigation into woman, de Beauvoir opened the Girl to being analysed
for its own complexity and far-reaching significance. The Second Sex has given other scholars
permission to create Girls’ Studies, which contribute to my research at the level of
representation or social experience but translating her chapter into socio-cultural studies
misses the philosophical issues of the Girl as an ontological question. Creating an age-group
concept of girls is different from pondering what is the subject position that is neither Child
nor Sexual Initiate, Lesbian, Married Woman, Mother—her other categories of ‘lived
experience’.

The Girl as a concept has been important for theorists and philosophers since de
Beauvoir, particularly in relation to ‘becoming’. In their chapter ‘Sexual Differing’, Rick
Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin connect de Beauvoir’s theorisation of the Girl to Deleuze and

Guattari’s concept of becoming-woman:

3 Mary Celeste Kearney, ‘Coalescing: The Development of Girls’ Studies’, NWSA, 21 (2009), 1-28 (p. 11);
Catherine Driscoll, Girls, pp.127-128.
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Deleuze and Guattari appear to be very much inspired by de Beauvoir’s materialist
feminism of the flesh as they equate her becoming-woman with “the girl.” Itis a
thoroughly vitalist concept that performs the hysteric reality of all bodies-to-
come.®*
The Girl, in Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (1987), is the exemplary figure of
becoming woman, which is itself the key towards a new plane of becoming.”
The girl is like the block of becoming that remains contemporaneous to each

opposable term, man, woman, child, adult. It is not the girl who becomes a
woman; it is becoming-woman that produced the universal girl.»*

Deleuze and Guattari’s theorisation of the Girl lifts her out of a teleology of becoming headed
towards a molar identity (such as woman) into a sense of becoming that troubles the primacy
of the subject as a mode of being. The Girl is, ‘an abstract line, or a line of flight. Thus, girls do
not belong to an age group, sex, order or kingdom: they slip in everywhere, between orders,
acts, ages, sexes.”” The body of the Girl is stolen first and becomes the place from where other
molar identities emerge; thus, the Girl (as Girl becoming Woman) becomes the founding
moment from which the dichotomous logic of representation proceeds. She may be the first
casualty, but she is also, as Claire Colebrook describes, ‘the becoming of becoming’.** She is
the becoming of man’s (the subject defined as being) other (woman) and who thus holds the
potential to go beyond binary opposition. Deleuze and Guattari are not concerned with actual
girls but use the Girl as a state of becoming necessary to pass through to resist dualistic theory

and molar subjectivity—a movement away from identity, recognition and emancipation.

3¢ Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin, ‘Sexual Differing’ in New Materialism: Interviews & Cartographies,
ed. by Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin (Ann Arbour: Open Humanities Press, 2012) p. 149.

3 Hannah Stark, Feminist Theory After Deleuze (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2016) pp. 25-37.

3 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. by Brian Massumi (London and New
York: Continuum, 2004) p. 305.

¥ Deleuze and Guattari, p. 305.

4 Claire Colebrook, ‘Introduction’, in Deleuze and Feminist Theory, ed. by lan Buchanan and Claire
Colebrook (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000) p. 2.
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There is a considerable body of feminist readings and appropriations of Deleuze by
philosophers such as Elizabeth Grosz, Claire Colebrook, Dorothea Olkowski and Rosi
Braidotti, as well as a robust set of criticisms of his philosophy that I will not rehearse here.#
Feminist theorists have thoroughly examined the Girl in Deleuze’s philosophy, in terms of
becoming-woman but also the adoption of Alice in The Logic of Sense (1990).# There are,
however, other concepts in Deleuzian philosophy that are significant for feminism and
feminist theory. Elizabeth Grosz has made a crucial intervention in philosophy by arguing for
a radical shift in feminist attention to futurity. Drawing on the philosophical terms formulated
by Deleuze, she suggests that most significant for feminism are the concepts of difference, the
virtual and duration—namely those that engage with a transformative potential. She writes:

The project of radical politics, and thus of a radical feminist politics, remains

directed at how to envisage and engender a future unlike the present, without

being able to specify in advance what such a future entails. It is thus an investment

in the power of the leap, by which the actual emerges and produces itself from its
virtual resources, that generates the new, in both politics and theory.®

It is, then, a task for feminism to reframe the relationship between politics and future by
investing in processes, becoming and materialities without pre-given aims.#

The Girl is tied by the implicit telos of the transition of a girl into woman as a stage in
development, growing up, or maturing. Thus, the Girl is implicated in a notion of temporality

that is oriented toward the future. As Grosz has argued, how we conceive of that future in

# Alice Jardine’s early reading ‘Women in Limbo: Deleuze and His Br(others)’, published in SubStance in
1984, and later also in Gynesis (1985) questions the concept ‘becoming-woman’ in which woman as a
reality disappears. Luce Irigaray also criticises the concept in This Sex Which Is Not One (1977, translated
in English 1985). Elizabeth Grosz, Claire Colebrook, Dorothea Olkowski, Patricia Pisters and many
other feminist theorists are rereading Deleuze’s writings more sympathetically.

4 See: Rebecca Coleman, The Becoming of Bodies: Girls, Images, Experience, (Manchester: Manchester

ed. by
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