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  Introduction Branded Bodies

  Why are we so afraid of women’s bodies? Some four decades after women in most Western countries gained complete legal and equality, our societies continue to cultivate a rigorous, stage-managed loathing for female flesh. Whatever our age, race, physiotype and social status, women’s bodies are punished and policed. We are bombarded every day with countless thousands of messages informing us that we do not look young enough, slim enough, white enough and willing enough, messages that come to us subtly and not so subtly, through film, television, advertising, print media and casual acquaintance, messages from which there is no reprieve. Corralled into rituals of consumption and self-discipline that sustain a bloated global market in beauty, diet, fashion and grooming products, three quarters of women in countries where food is plentiful go hungry every day in an effort to take up as little space as possible. Even if we do attain something close to the perfect physical control demanded of us, we are aware that our bodies are not our own: we are at constant risk of sexual violence and murder; one in five women in Britain and America is a victim of rape, and the rest of us learn to live in fear of rape. We are required to appear confident and sexually available at all times, but shamed and ostracised if we express arrogance, ambition or any sort of erotic desire. Everywhere, in every part of women’s lives, physical control, self-discipline and sterile sexual display are the watchwords of a new gender conformity that is branded into our very flesh.

  Female flesh is a powerful resource. Even in societies where women now have equality on paper, it is still women who are obliged to produce, bear and raise children and perform the majority of domestic and caring tasks entirely for free, often on top of full-time paid work outside the home. In addition, over 80% of everything that is sold in developed countries is bought by women1, providing a vital engine for the consumption required to sustain neoliberal modes of production. Modern economies rely for their very survival upon women’s paid and unpaid labour, purchasing power and reproductive capacity. That women should have this much power cannot be borne; the threat of revolt is too great.

  If consumer society is to continue to exist in the manner to which it has become accustomed, it is essential that this latent power be appropriated, tamed and made docile. The ways in which contemporary capitalism undermines women’s bodies, from advertising to pornography to the structures of gendered labour and domestic conflict, are not private troubles with no bearing upon the wider world. They are necessary fetters in a superstructure of oppression that has become so fundamental to the experience of femininity that it is effectively invisible. This superstructure is vital to the very survival of the patriarchal capitalist machine. If all women on earth woke up tomorrow feeling truly positive and powerful in their own bodies, the economies of the globe would collapse overnight.

  This short book is an attempt to chart some of the ways in which women’s bodies are marginalised and controlled under late capitalism. In four chapters, covering sexuality, eating disorders, gender capital and domestic labour, Meat Market sets out some of the parameters for the trade in female flesh as sexual and social capital, and demonstrates how women are alienated from their sexual bodies and required to purchase the fundamentals of their own gender.

  In her criminally neglected The Dialectic of Sex, Shulamith Firestone identified this process as a campaign to alienate women from the “means of reproduction”. Expanding on the work of Marx and Engels, Firestone advocated “a materialist view of history based on sex itself.” It is just such a materialist vision of gender and society that Meat Market attempts to offer. What could be more material, after all, than the body and the idea of the body?

  Meat Market does not waste time apologising for feminism or explaining why feminism remains a vital strand of thinking almost a century after women began to enfranchise themselves in the battle for the vote. Other books, essays and activist groups have already begun this work in the past five years, charting the emergence of a new generation of feminist agitators across the Western world and beyond. In a spirit of respectful enquiry, Meat Market devotes space to examining some of the analytical stumbling blocks of contemporary feminist thought, including a certain poverty of materialist analysis that stifles action and closes down debate. In particular, the questions of sex work and of the status of transsexual women within the movement are raised in the hope that feminism will soon be able to move towards a greater understanding of political totality and of the practical bases of women’s oppression.

  Meat Market is not a complete survey, nor one that exists in a vacuum. This book is a part of the new feminist movement, and it is indebted to the writing of bell hooks, Shulamith Firestone, Andrea Dworkin, Gloria Steinem, Germaine Greer, Nina Power and Naomi Wolf. Nobody has written about the marginalisation of Western women’s bodies more powerfully than Wolf, whose lyrical description of the “iron maiden”of body and beauty fascism imposed upon women across the world suffers only from a hesitancy to relate the tyranny of beauty and bodily control to wider issues of labour, power and work, and to question the material basis of the idea of western femininity.

  It is not enough to locate women’s physical oppression in the sexual body, as many feminist thinkers have done. Sexual suppression, repression and oppression still occur, but they are only some of the strategies by which women’s bodies are culturally policed as sites of potential rebellion. By the late 20th century, the partial dislocation of reproduction and labour from sexual intercourse following the widespread acceptance of contraceptive methods in most parts of the West had meant that post-Fordist capitalist control of women’s gendered labour needed to be extended beyond the sexual and into the substantive, the nutritive and the semiotic architecture of gender and physicality itself.

  Late capitalism quite literally brands the bodies of women. It sears its seal painfully into our flesh, cauterising growth and sterilising dissent. Femininity itself has become a brand, a narrow and shrinking formula of commoditised identity which can be sold back to women who have become alienated from their own power as living, loving, labouring beings.

  From the moment we become old enough to want to own ourselves, the corporate cast of womanhood is stamped into our subconscious, burnt into our brains, reminding us that we are cattle, that we are chattel, that we must strive for conformity, that we can never be free. Not everything begins with sex, but this book does.
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  An Anatomy of Modern Frigidity

  Sex sells. That’s our justification for everything. The sex industry has become every industry

  Ariel Levy

  The sexual bodies of women are out of control. Look around: teenagers who should be drinking lashings of ginger beer and going on picnics are wearing thongs and listening to Lily Allen. Children delinquently rummage in each other’s pornographic pencil cases. Even babies are now born with the Playboy Bunny image tattooed onto their eyeballs. Their fault, the little tarts, for daring to look at the future.

  Following the publication of Ariel Levy’s Female Chauvinist Pigs in 2006, Western society finally arrived at the conclusion that the type of sexuality sold to young women in the 21st century might well be neither positive nor empowering. ‘Raunch culture’, as the mileu of lads’ mags, go-go dancing and Girls Gone Wild has come to be known, is unquestionably a strategy of control. Patriarchal capitalism really does encourage young women to engage in a culture of monetised, deodorised sexual transaction in the name of ‘choice’ and ‘empowerment’, eliding the economic basis for all sexual work, paid or otherwise.

  Resisting raunch culture, however, is not a complete answer to the marginalisation of female bodies in contemporary society. Skin mags and sexy dancing are symptoms of the problem, but they are not themselves the problem, and the strain of contemporary feminism that focuses its efforts on writing angry letters to the editors of magazines such as Nuts and Playboy is as flimsy as a stripper’s discarded thong. To understand the mechanisms of objectification and bodily marginalisation that perpetuate women’s struggle, we must cultivate a more ambitious vision of sexual dialectics.

  The other side of sexualisation

  The single story told about the sexuality of women today has them involved in a sort of abject whorishness. Adult society now acknowledges that having to grow up in a hailstorm of media messages encouraging female erotic availability might make life a little confusing for young women struggling with sexual feelings and anxious not to earn the shameful label of slut – but the same dialectic condemns young women as wanton strumpets, serial-shagging, binge-drinking and vomiting our worthless GCSEs into storm drains with our knickers around our knees. Apparently unable to glance at a glossy magazine without becoming pregnant, anorexic, or both, today’s young women are imagined as special objects of pity and contempt. This gleeful horror at female promiscuity is peddled by right and left-wing pundits alike, and has little to do with feminism.

  “There has been a change in the sexual behaviour of young women, but it isn’t as dramatic as the media make out,” said Dr Petra Boynton, a sex educator and academic. “Most young people still don’t lose their virginity until they are over sixteen. If you take the generation who are now in their forties and fifties, many of them were having an awful lot of sex as young people, much of it unprotected sex. As adults we’re very quick to look at young people and say, ‘oh gosh, aren’t they awful’, but a lot of conversations that seem to care for young people actually end up being very moralistic about their behaviour, and start becoming discussions about what they should and should not wear, say and do.”

  There is, of course, a class element to this understanding of sexual victimhood. Hand-wringing tabloid articles about teenage pregnancy are invariably accompanied by model-posed photos of furiously smoking young women pushing prams around sink estates and scowling; in respectable magazines and political rhetoric, this translates to backhanded references to ‘girls from deprived areas'. ‘Sexualisation’ is all well and good when middle-class parents order in crates of champagne for their teenagers’ ‘sweet sixteen’ parties, but utterly deplorable when hip-hop-listening working class kids attempt to Get Their Freak On. “The perception is that it’s only certain young girls who get pregnant,” explains Boynton. “It’s the bad teenage girls who get dressed up in short skirts and hit the town. Class is often associated with the worst aspects of negative sexual stereotyping.”
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