Chapter One:
‘I want to be the girl with the most cake’

‘you show me any kind of male-orientated thing that can have a female protagonist and I’m there.’

Courtney Love, 1994

Much of contemporary feminism is engaged in attempts to expose the construction of the feminine as an exercise of power. As Myra Macdonald points out, ‘the long-standing myths of what it means to be “feminine” continue to exist … [and by] posing as “natural”… obscure their ideological role in helping to shore up systems of belief that sustain the power of the powerful.’
 Feminism thus works towards changing how the feminine is constructed, changing the meanings associated with “female” that work to keep females in their subordinate position within Western culture.
 This is a political struggle that cannot always be waged using the methods employed by second wave feminists. Marching cannot change cultural knowledges. Rather, the spaces, activities and institutions that produce knowledges must be identified and then used to produce new, different understandings. 

The academic discipline of cultural studies has suggested such strategies of resistance. Cultural studies aims to establish ‘the cultural centrality of everyday life and popular culture.’
 By arguing for recognition of the ‘different but no less significant kind of way’ that popular culture produces meaning,
 cultural studies foregrounds the importance of cultural spaces and activities such as rock and roll. Rita Felski suggests that feminist theorists should pay ‘serious attention … to the political potential of more popular forms such as … rock music.’
 Certainly, discourses of femininity are produced within popular cultural spaces and texts. Courtney Love, as a cultural figure, is contributing to these discourses. She represents and articulates the problems that feminists need to struggle against: the assumptions about and understandings of the feminine produced within popular culture that naturalise the subordinate position occupied by females in Western society. 

Rock music, as a text of popular culture, thus becomes a site for feminist struggle. It can be used as a space from which feminist ideas can be disseminated and to challenge the (sexist) assumptions upon which it, and the whole of Western culture, are based. Newer forms of feminism thrive on such strategies. As Kylie Murphy asserts, ‘[t]hird wave feminism is distinguished from the second wave by a greater literacy in popular culture … [that] enables both a critical approach and a willingness to work within systems critiqued for being patriarchal.’
 Courtney Love recognises the power of rock music to facilitate such feminism. She explains that rock ‘gives you an incredible voice to speak your truth. It gave me a voice; it gave me power.’
 

Power is something that, traditionally, females have been denied. Girls are taught codes of behavior that define “appropriate” femininity from a young age. As Mavis Bayton argues, from ‘earliest childhood noisiness and rowdiness are proscribed for girls … A certain degree of toleration may come into play before puberty, but such indulgence rarely escapes the onslaught of the “femininity” project associated with adolescence.’
 In response to a 1991 study by the American Association of University Women, Peggy Orenstein (a journalist) spent 1992 and 1993 visiting two California middle schools, interacting with and befriending students. She found that ‘girls were taught often unconsciously by parents and teachers to be polite and quiet; boys were allowed to be, and ultimately were rewarded for being, noisy and aggressive. The most disturbing fallout from this pattern was the incidence of sexual harassment.’
 Such constructions of gendered identity thus work to maintain the power relationship between males and females.

Certainly, girls learn how to be “feminine” through their interactions with social institutions and “real-life” role-models such as parents and teachers. However, figures within popular culture are also extremely influential in producing and reproducing examples of “appropriate” femininity.
 Courtney Love provides an “alternative” role-model for young girls. The behavioural traits Love is renowned for – for example, ambition, vocalization of opinions, and aggressiveness - are examples of characteristics often understood as “unladylike”.
 Love explains, ‘My fortune in life, truly, is that I never went to high school … and because of that I don’t have a lot of fear … I didn’t have to put up with that whole rite of passage and what’s appropriate and what isn’t. I never even knew.’
 In this sense, she recognises the naturalisation processes that teach girls appropriate codes of behaviour.

Love challenges understandings of “appropriate” femininity and has been vilified in the media for doing so. She is often represented in popular media as an example of what females should not be. This denigration of Love is evident in descriptions of her. An article from New Musical Express, for example, begins with some popular descriptions of Love; ‘Hag. Slut. Dirtbag. Goldigger’.
 As Love eloquently put it herself in ‘Celebrity Skin’, ‘I’m all I wanna be / a walking study in demonology’.
 However, while the media in their treatment of Love attempt to minimize her power, such exposure in fact provides her with the opportunity and means of effecting real change for females. 
David Geffen, who signed Love’s band Hole has said, ‘Courtney is the definition of a star. She both excites people and provokes them. She’s on the beat and pulse of the time.’
 Danny Goldberg, chairman and C.E.O. of Warner Bros. Records explains further why Love is a significant figure in rock music:

Courtney is emerging at a time when women in general are becoming important in rock’n’roll, and she is the primary symbol of that. She combatively and assertively identifies herself as a feminist rock singer, and this is at a time when the culture is ripe for that. In some respects she is the most powerful female rock star. I’m not saying she’s the best, because there have been so many great ones - Chrissie Hynde and others. But hers is a kind of cultural power she has that I don’t think anyone since Janis Joplin has had. She has the power of real hard rock … there are many, many artists that get a lot of press and win critics’ awards that don’t really sell a lot of records. But without selling a million records - which she’s going to do with Live Through This - you’re not a rock star. You’re a cult figure. She’s emerging from cult status.

Such statements recognise the power Love commands. In 1996, she was listed as one of the 25 most influential people in America by Time magazine.
 On another of Time’s lists, this time the top ten powerful people in America, Love’s power was recognised once again; this list determined ‘[w]ho’s got the power - as opposed to mere influence’. 
 Although these lists do not offer a particularly nuanced sense of the way in which power operates, the repeated inclusion of Love suggests that she is in a strong position, and she uses this for her feminist objectives. She actively associates her name with feminism. When asked how she responds to the term she argues, ‘I’m a militant feminist. So I would say I respond positively to it. Because it’s my definition. It’s my word, and it’s my mouth the words are coming out of. It’s my language that I’m speaking, and I’m very positive about that word.’
 

Working as a feminist within popular culture, Love challenges traditional definitions of femininity. In particular, she refuses to be categorized within the usual, limited categories available to females. This is reflected through the numerous examples of opening lines from articles on Love that simply list adjectives to describe her. An article titled ‘Endless Love’ from Spin magazine opens,

Heroine, villain, feminist, slut, poet, punk, fashion plate, gossip, punching bag, bitch, survivor, wife, mom: Love slips into each of these roles as if born for the part.

Marilyn Manner explains that the ‘[n]umerous thumbnail descriptions of Love’s contrasts seem intended to convey her many complexities yet often display annoyance that they cannot penetrate and expose the real Courtney Love.’
 They also expose the problem the media encounters when faced with a female who does not easily fit into categories of appropriate femininity. Manner points out, 

[c]ertainly, it is unreasonable to expect that a media, or a culture, based on oppositional thought, hierarchies, and quick fixes will suddenly develop complex critical strategies regarding any cultural icon, but it can nonetheless be fascinating to watch as a huge swath of the cultural discourse begins to leap over the bar that demarcates dirty from clean, whore from mother, madwoman from magnate.
 
The media finds it difficult to represent a female who blurs these oppositions, and this is what Love does. She thus exposes the discourses that separate acceptable from unacceptable femininity. She reveals the roles that are available to females, (and the ones that are not).

The disadvantages females encounter in the male spaces of the rock industry are well documented. Manner articulates that it is ‘as banal as it is necessary to repeat that male musicians are not subjected to the same scrutiny, criticism, name-calling, vitriol, or condescension as are female artists’.
  As Mavis Bayton suggests, in terms of gender ideology, rock music is masculine.
 She explains that rock is defined and understood as such for a number of reasons. Firstly, males have, historically dominated the music industry, and in particular rock. As there are so few female role models available in rock, this sets up ‘a self-fulfilling prophecy.’
 Secondly, Bayton argues, there continues to circulate the belief that to play rock, one requires certain physical and mental characteristics, such as aggression, power and physical strength.
 These characteristics are traditionally associated with the masculine. Thirdly, she notes the association of rock with technology, which is also defined as masculine.
  
Love has successfully infiltrated the male spaces of rock music. Working within the spaces of rock, she is engaged in a struggle to redefine it; she challenges the assumptions upon which rock is based. Figure 1.1 is a poster titled ‘Rock Gods’, on which Love is the only female to appear. It is evident therefore that rock is still a predominantly male space. However the recognition of Love’s position is important. She proves that understandings of rock as a masculine pursuit can be challenged. 

Love infiltrated the male space of rock, and claimed it as her own to make her gender revolution. Love represents a generation of feminists who demand to be taken seriously as females and as professionals. She fights against assumptions that her gender has anything to do with her ability to be a rock musician, and even prefers that gender and 

Figure 1.1: 'Rock Gods'

sex are not considered when her music is discussed. When questioned on how things are different for girls in rock Love responds, ‘That question lessens me and makes me defensive. Like any frontier, there’s going to be all sorts of doors to kick down and all sorts of people to kick in the head and all sorts of people to clang bells in their ears and wake them up and stomp on them and be warriors and move along.’
 Love willingly takes on this role. She points out that ‘rock and roll is no more sexist than … society is. Everyone’s in need of this big kick in the head.’
 She recognizes that the space she is working in simply reflects the assumptions and understandings of Western culture as a whole.

It is certainly the case that the sexism evident in rock is also evident in the critical literature on rock. Manner examines how females in rock find themselves in this double bind: restricted not only in the male spaces of rock music, but also by the discussion about rock.
 She argues that ‘academically sanctioned gender criticism on women in rock can mirror the conflicting constrictions expressed in much more popular venues’.
 That the critical literature reflects the gender assumptions and discourses about rock is not surprising; only in recent years has gender become a consideration in many aspects of cultural studies. This is something that Love is helping to remedy. Simply by being a female in rock she makes gender a focus of studies on rock. 

For example, the issue of “authenticity” has been an important one in the literature and practice of rock music. Michael Coyle and Jon Dolan examine the concept of authenticity in rock: the idea that one cannot merge ‘authentic artistry and commercial success.’
 The contradiction of rock “authenticity” lies in the fact that to be authentic is to be revolutionary against authority, yet to be a successful revolutionary one must reach a wide audience, and thus participate in the corporate machine that gets work distributed. The concept of authenticity is also connected with ideas of masculinity: the understanding that authentic rock also masculine rock. 
In this sense, rock music is a discourse that produces masculinity. The relationship between ideas of rock, authenticity and masculinity result in females being excluded from the spaces of rock music. As Love points out, ‘when you’re a girl coming up through punk-rock, or a subcultural scene, you get all this received wisdom that’s really meant for males. It’s truly, I believe, a male rite of passage … it’s almost like “I’ll achieve my manhood by being in a band and not selling out.” There’s not a lot of room for a kind of fluid ambition.’
 

Yet, as Felski argues, just because ‘a particular form [is] marketed for profit, we may not automatically conclude that it is irredeemably compromised and cannot constitute a legitimate medium of oppositional cultural activity.’ 
 Love challenges the masculinist discourse on authenticity along these lines. She reconciles the idea of rock authenticity and commercial viability to further her sexual revolution. Certainly, Love is now part of the mainstream, and she argues for the importance of her position there. She answers accusations of “selling out” by arguing, ‘Well, y’know, once you’ve stood onstage bleating your schoolgirl poetry, are you going to stay there? When you have the power and ability to give yourself a platform?’
 Love continues, ‘If you sign on for corporate sponsorship, you know you’re corporately sponsored … and if you have a true mind for mainstream subversion - well, I know my subversion can go wide. And that’s why I’m here.’
  Through such comments, she is challenging some of the fundamental premises upon which rock is based, and is forcing a re-evaluation of our understandings of rock. 

Consequently, rock music is recognized as a predominately masculine culture, which becomes a form of gender subversion when taken up by females. As Bayton articulates, for many boys, 

playing rock music is part and parcel of youth rebellion … this is true for many women, too, although their rebellion has an extra dimension. Rock is a man’s world, and the conventional guise of a ‘“rock’n’roll” gypsy - rootless, free and promiscuous’ is a male image so that, for women, making rock music has often been a subversion of the restrictions imposed by femininity.

Like Bayton, Love points out that there is a huge absence of girls in the spaces of rock and roll. They are permitted to be singers, as singing is coded as feminine, but they are rarely musicians.
 Bayton argues that within popular music ‘singing is seen as “natural” or innate … Women’s singing is seen in contrast with the learnt skills of playing an instrument’. Thus female musicianship is hidden and ignored. ‘Moreover,’ Bayton argues, ‘the singer’s only “instrument” is her body. This both confirms and reinforces the longstanding association of women with the body and nature which runs through our culture and contrasts with the image of men as controllers of nature via technology.’
 Love challenges these assumptions and understandings pointing out that ‘I get asked about lyrics all the time, but not about the fact that I put a lot of fucking thought into using a Vox AC30 amplifier’.
 Love explains, ‘Girls who saw the Lilith Fair and said, “Well there wasn’t one single female, apart from the front person, on that tour, so why should I pursue being a bass player? Why should I pursue being a drummer? Why work in this field when I’m obviously only going to get punished or broken?” Because if that isn’t the case, then where are they, all our female guitar gods?’
 Here, Love points out that rock, as an institution, warns females off entering its space, making it as uninhabitable as possible for them, and destroying many of those who try. It is this recognition that underpins the activist dimension of her work; she encourages females to enter the spaces of rock. She acts as a rock role model for females, not least through challenging the limiting understandings of the capabilities of females. As she herself explains, ‘what I’m excited about is - whose career will we start? Which girls will we inspire?’
 

Caitlin Moran claims Love ‘knows what power her simplest gesture has … and she also knows the symbolism. Unlike Kurt, Courtney knows her power.’
 That is, Love recognizes the influence that she has within popular culture to effect changes on behalf of females. She argues, ‘It doesn’t take much of a brain to figure out that popular culture is something one person can change.’
 In particular, she wants to change a culture that uses females as a commodity. She uses the example of when she was touring with male rock band Nine Inch Nail to illustrate her point. She claims it ‘was one of the most atrocious things, as a feminist, I’ve ever seen. The usage of young adolescent girls. And the thing is, on one level [the girls are] participating and they’re playing a game, which is like, “you’re the Antichrist and I’m the Whore of Babylon; let’s play this sex-bondage-dress-up game.”’
 She makes the point that this is the position that females tend to occupy in the spaces of rock music. She continues, ‘There certainly wasn’t a line of 16-year-old boys in little bondage outfits waiting for me, Ok? But, interestingly, there was a line of 16-year-old girls in little bondage outfits waiting for me. I just wanted to spank them and give them all guitars and tell them to go start bands. It’s a bummer that girls have to respond to rock artists sexually rather than like, “Wow, me too.”’
 

Love uses her influence in an effort to effect change to this culture. She gives guitars away at her concerts to female fans. She even developed a guitar especially for girls. She explains, ‘I wanted a guitar that sounded really warm and pop, but which required just one box to go dirty. And something that could also be your first band guitar. I didn’t want it all teched out. I wanted it real simple, with just one pickup switch. Because I think that cultural revolutions are in the hands of the guitar players.’
 These are important feminist gestures. She is encouraging females to do as she has, to claim these spaces as their own. Certainly, she tells females that they do not have to be the sexual toys of males. 
The title of a Moran’s article on Love is ‘The Girl Who Wanted to be God’.
 It begins, ‘Courtney Love wants to kick-start the gender revolution and be the empowering icon for a whole generation of girls with guitars. With Glastonbury conquered and Hollywood about to fall, who on earth can stop her?’
 Certainly, Love views rock music as a vehicle for feminist revolution. In the article Moran asked Love whether she has really done anything for feminism, because ‘[p]op history is littered with artists who thought they were subversive, made a record to cross over, and then, somehow, never quite got around to Phase II – The Revolution.’ The following exchange is recorded: 

“But I already did Phase II!” Love shouts. “So I’m coming backwards.”
Yeah, but what happens next?

“It’s all there in the text!”

No-one ever reads the lyrics.

“That’s OK!” She beams. “It’s all in the subconscious! That’s the best place to hit! I’m in people’s living rooms! I’m there while they drive cars! Mow the lawn! Fuck! There’s no more power. We hook you in, seduce you and then we elevate you. And that’s what pop’s always been to me. If ‘SOS’ or ‘Waterloo’ had subversive lyrics … that’s what I’m looking for.”

She settles back down on her sofa. “I think we have a problem, generationally, of people not assuming leadership positions, and leaving all the power to the Baby Boomers who control everything form Nike to Reebok to Rolling Stone. So now this is a fallen generation - I mean the road is littered with edgy, if you will, women of my generation - and the Boomers are now controlling the minds of the next generation, the 15-year-olds. And we have to get their brains, or they’ll be wearing Tommy Hilfiger and listening to R Kelly, and they won’t know about our nihilism because they won’t get the data.”
 
This is what Love is working to ensure does not happen. Her existence in the spaces of rock, a platform from which she addresses a huge (largely adolescent) audience, allows her to make her feminist voice heard. By infiltrating the traditionally male defined spaces of rock she is forging new ways of experiencing and interpreting this space, that include a broadening of the scope of feminist interest and activity. Love is important for feminism, as she challenges ideas of appropriate femininity and works as an example for young girls of a successful female who does not conform to restrictions based on gendered assumptions.
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