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Examining women who create, executive produce, and star in semi-autobiographical 

television series in the 2010s – what I call ‘adult girls’ – this dissertation analyzes 

constitutions of neoliberal femininity produced on narrative television and on the social 

media site, Instagram. Neoliberalization has cultivated impoverished conditions for girls 

and women that incite explorations of gendered freedoms and power as articulated 

through televisual and digitally produced personal narratives. In this dissertation, I argue 

that adult girls subvert narrow and tightly controlled contemporary understandings of an 

idealized girlhood proliferated by postfeminist media through narrativizing and depicting 

gendered bodies who unabashedly claim the freedom to be messy, to be ugly, to be 

confused, to fail, to be alone, while simultaneously remaining legible. This untenable 

freedom is increasingly disappearing from view for women and girls as a late capitalist 

landscape insistent upon proper management of gendered selfhood permeates all facets of 

socioeconomic life, and extends to individuals of all ages. Neoliberal power structures 



 

uphold systems of inequality that ensure that women and girls who do not conform and 

engage in sanctioned practices of gendered self-governance from an early age face 

disenfranchisement and physio-emotional violence.  

Neoliberal gendered power inscrutably works through the body; eternal girlhood, 

a construct promulgated through postfeminist media, operates as a corporeal feminine 

ideal that promises self-fulfillment if maintained through adherence to disciplinary 

techniques characteristic of governmentality. I contend that postfeminist media has 

coopted girlhood as an aspirational way of being, a construct predicated upon 

maintaining an adolescent body and refiguring youthful insecurity as an everlasting 

opportunity to perfect the project that is the feminine self. This dissertation asserts that 

adult girls similarly embrace the instability of bodily and psychic characteristic of 

youthful femininity as foundational to their constitution and continued success. However, 

this instability is not viewed as an opportunity for self-improvement as a neoliberal 

regime would advocate; it is acknowledged an unyielding state-of-being that signals 

freedom and vitality.  

In examining discourses of sex and sexuality, girlfriendship, race, and 

motherhood, I contend that adult girls, through narrativizing private stories of 

disarticulation in public, expose the impermanence and futility of postfeminist 

girlification through permeating its thinness, its fitness, its whiteness, its libidinal desire, 

and its elasticity from their distinct positions of power. As televisual autobiographers and 



  
 

 

celebrity personas marked by authenticity and intimacy, I contend that adult girls 

convincingly articulate bodily chaos as a shameless, mutual material experience through 

which women can discover a sense of generality and sameness. However, in creating 

intimate televisual and social media content, adult girls ultimately endeavor as emotional 

capitalists invested in authenticating their unmitigated realness to establish cohesive self-

brands and to glean cultural and economic capital. I assert that in rebuking corporeal 

disciplinary practices, adult girls rely on traditional tactics of gendered affective 

management and emotional self-surveillance to remain visible and viable entrepreneurs 

of visual media.
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INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF THE PERSONAL NARRATIVE 

 

Growing up, I was enamored with the canonical works of Lucy Maud Montgomery and 

Louisa May Alcott; Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables and Alcott’s Little Women are 

semi-autobiographical works featuring feminist heroines who grapple with the trappings 

of their time and place. Montgomery and Alcott, through their respective doppelganger-

protagonists Anne Shirley and Josephine March, offer distinct insight into the psychic 

and emotional struggles and triumphs of turn-of-the-century Western women who rebuke 

normative feminine codes of conduct. Through their honest narrative styles, controversial 

characterizations, and palpable settings, Montgomery and Alcott foster a poignant 

intimacy with readers that I believe is the reason their work continues to resonate with 

audiences over a century later1. Montgomery and Alcott helped to herald a tradition of 

female storytellers drawing upon their personal experiences to find success, and, more 

importantly, to offer a public yet safe and intimate space of belonging for women and 

girls plagued by a sense of disenfranchisement.  

In the decades since the works of Montgomery and Alcott debuted, the power of 

the gendered personal narrative has been well-established in feminist discourse in both 

scholarly and alternative textual contexts. In the late 20th century, speaking about and for 

 
1 Their iconic coming-of-age stories have been adapted and re-adapted for both stage and screen; indeed, in 

2017, Netflix Anne with an “E” debuted, and in 2019 Greta Gerwig’s film adaptation of Little Women was 

met with audience and critical acclaim. 
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oneself became a tenet of third-wave feminist discourse, as speaking about and on behalf 

of subjugated identities was problematized as a mode of oppression that reinvigorates 

dominant power structures. However, with the advent and explosion of social media in 

the 21st century, storytellers revealing confidential truths about their personal lives has 

been established as a mandate to remain legible, as opposed to a scholarly methodology 

or a distinct artistic genre. Indeed, the structure of contemporary social media networks 

encourage anyone and everyone to strive for visibility through offering – typically 

through use of visual texts – brief, highly produced glimpses into their personal lives. The 

meaningful, skilled and stylized artistry of trailblazing authors Montgomery and Alcott 

has been eclipsed by the democratization and commercialization of instant digital 

personal storytelling. The ideological power that feminist discourse attributes the 

personal narrative has been coopted and reimagined as an effective late capitalist 

marketing tool for established figures in media, and has evolved into a desirable pathway 

for anyone – regardless of skillset, education, or talent – to achieve recognition and 

profitability.   

However, there are contemporary women-identified storytellers who still 

articulate the transformative power of the fictionalized gendered personal narrative; I call 

them adult girls. This dissertation is concerned with contemporary female televisual 

author-stars whose power and prevalence is entirely predicated upon their identities as 

personal storytellers. Unlike social media stars who become recognizable through 

effectively working the machinations of digital presentations of the self, and unlike 

established celebrities who complement their popularity through social networking, adult 
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girls are television creator-performers who take on intertextual meanings through positing 

their celebrity as inherently dependent upon their willingness to narrativize and visualize 

truths about their private experiences. Most contemporary on-screen performers maintain 

a clear delineation between the characters they play and the ‘real’ persona they present in 

the press and on social media; indeed, this separation is repeatedly and overtly claimed to 

ensure dissociation between narrative messaging and the stars as texts themselves. Social 

media influencers, contrarily, are completely reliant on producing a coherent version of 

their personal lives.  

Adult girls, though, are a unique amalgam in that they create, write, produce and 

star-in thoughtful and stylized pseudo-fictional televisual narratives that are meant to 

resonate with women-identified audiences as a version of intimate truths, manipulated 

and often hyperbolized in an effort, I contend, to extend and expand notions of viable 

feminine life. However, adult girls, too, maintain presence on social media; images, clips, 

and captions that depict an unfettered look into their private lives is, I suggest, indicative 

of their complex intertextual meanings when read as an extension of those personas, 

experiences, and messages narrativized on their television shows. Adult girls weave 

complex, interconnected webs of meaning through predicating their relevance upon their 

pointedly gendered personal struggles and triumphs; there is no public dissociation 

between the characters they play and the people that they purportedly are. In this 

dissertation, I explore the nuances of the precarity and the power that comes with this 

connectivity.  
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Eternal Girlhood 

As Alison Winch argues in her book Girlfriends and Postfeminist Sisterhood (2014), “In 

the relentlessly visual landscape of contemporary popular culture, the feminine ideal is 

the girl” (p. 28). Eternal girlhood is a contemporary aspirational figuration of femininity 

promulgated by postfeminist media culture; as Tasker and Negra (2014) note, “girlhood 

is imagined within postfeminist culture as being for everyone’ that is, girlhood offers a 

fantasy of transcendence and evasion, a respite from other areas of experience” (p. 18). 

This democratization of girlhood operates to proscribe ideal postfeminist women as 

‘girly’ in attitude, appearance, and aesthetic, and theoretically works to open a space for 

an extended female adolescence and an imagining of a female lifecycle less affected 

(though not unaffected) by age.  

According to Winch, girlification of women necessitates that “Women must be 

cast as girls, and older or professional women are ‘made safe’ through masquerading in 

the desirable attributes of adolescence … Indeed, girlification is a result of discomfort 

with female adulthood and power” (Winch, 2014, p. 28). Eternal girlhood promises to be 

an equalizing and empowering force that affords all women unyielding access to viability 

and desirability; however, as Winch rightly points out, girlification, in effect, infantilizes 

women thus destabilizing their capabilities to challenge patriarchal systems of power. 

The ‘girling’ of femininity, Tasker and Negra (2014) contend, ultimately operates as a 

tool of late capitalist oppression, re-inscribing pre-feminist constitutions of femininity to 

placate and ‘make safe’ the growing diversified presence and rights of women in the 

public sphere. Binding women to traditional gendered performances and sensibilities as 
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well as consumer habits re-entrenches the hyper-sexualization of female bodies, re-

intensifies misogyny, and reifies raced and classed divisions among and between women 

(McRobbie, 2009). 

The popularization of what Winch calls ‘girl-women’ became undeniable in the 

2010s.2 Beginning in 2011, the visual media landscape became saturated with film, video, 

and televisual texts that, in title and in premise, invoke the imaginary ideal of eternal 

girlhood though centralizing adult women who claim extended youth as a source of 

likability and promise: New Girl (2011-2018), Two Broke Girls (2011-2017), Gone Girl 

(2014) “Girl on Fire” (2012), The Girl on the Train (2015) Good Girls (2018-) Supergirl 

(2015-), the list is seemingly endless. At the heart of this girlification lies a necessary 

commitment to upholding the girly body that is thin and flawless, achieved through 

viewing the self as a constantly unfinished project; “The labour undertaken to achieve 

this body is glossed as ‘me-time’, and portrayed as a strategic means of achieving self-

coherency, empowerment, and autonomy” (Winch, 2014, p. 28).  

 Girlification is inextricably bound up with a neoliberal socioeconomic ether that 

construes the self as entrepreneur, and which identifies girls and women as ideal self-

 
2 However, many iterations of girlish femininity have presented themselves in media culture in history. Most notably, the Riot Grrl 

(sometimes spelled “Grrrl”) underground, a group of young feminists combatting sexism in the music scene appropriated aspects of 

stereotypical girlhood and girliness to assert socio-political power. The Riot Grrls first asserted the concept of “Girl Power” which 

they defined as a way to celebrate “the fierce and aggressive potential of girls as well as reconstitution of girl culture as a positive 

force embracing self-expression through fashion, attitude, and a Do-It-Yourself (DIY) approach to cultural production” (Gonick 7). 
The Riot Grrls endeavored to reimagine the capabilities of young women through subverting normative modes of mass cultural 

production. The Riot Grrls were fundamentally a subculture, defined by their anti-consumerism, and famed for a “Do It Yourself” 

approach to aesthetics, communications, and creativity. Through the use of this underground approach, the Riot Grrl movement grew 

to be an international phenomenon that transcended the music industry, and became a cultural site for female solidarity. to share their 

personal experiences of dispossession and abuse under patriarchy. Girlhood as a liberatory way of being for young women was again 
recognized and utilized as a viable vehicle for navigating gendered sociopolitical contradictions. The re-spelling and re-claiming of 

girlhood was a strategic way for the young women of this collective to distance themselves from “adult and patriarchal worlds of 

status, hierarchy, and standards” (Hesford 45).  
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surveilling subjects; as Rosalind Gill (2007) asserts, “the ideal disciplinary subject of 

neoliberalism is feminine” (p. 156). As David Harvey (2005) reminds us, neoliberalism is 

a “theory of political economic practices that human well-being can best be advanced by 

liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 

framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” 

(p. 2). This structural shift, which took hold in the late 1970s, has resulted in extreme 

global socioeconomic stratification where all institutions and forms of solidarity have 

been abandoned in favor of an individualism that, when navigated successfully, 

supposedly offers abundant personal rewards.  

The gendered implications of this structural shift are most readily discernable 

through examinations of late 20th and 21st century popular media, where what Gill calls a 

‘postfeminist sensibility’ congeals. According to Gill (2007), “there is a powerful 

resonance between postfeminism and neoliberalism” (p. 164), as both a postfeminist 

sensibility and a neoliberal ideology are predicated upon a heightened sense of personal 

responsibility, where “notions of autonomy, choice, and self-improvement sit side-by-

side with surveillance, discipline, and the vilification of those who make the ‘wrong’ 

choices’” (p. 163). Thus, Gill advocates for the continued utility of a postfeminist 

sensibility when deconstructing contemporary visual media. For her, postfeminist media 

culture is predicated upon several interrelated themes, including the idea that “femininity 

is a bodily property; the shift from objectification to subjectification; an emphasis upon 

self-surveillance, monitoring and self-discipline; a focus on individualism, choice and 

empowerment; the dominance of a makeover paradigm; and a resurgence of ideas about 
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natural sex difference” (p. 148). I rely on Gill’s articulation of a ‘postfeminist sensibility’ 

and its connection to neoliberal ideology as the framework through which eternal 

girlhood is reified; this is the site of contestation upon which a subversive formulation of 

femininity, which I call ‘adult girlhood’ is constituted. 

Adult Girlhood 

Concurrent with the explosion of girl-women on the visual media landscape, was the 

emergence of what I call ‘adult girls’. Adult girls, as I have defined them, create, 

executive produce, and star in their own semi-autobiographical shows, all of which 

premiered on television in or soon after 2012. This select group of creator-stars includes 

Lena Dunham of Girls (2012-2017), Mindy Kaling of The Mindy Project (2012-2017), 

Amy Schumer of Inside Amy Schumer (2013-2016), Abi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer of 

Broad City (2014-2019), Rachel Bloom of Crazy Ex-Girlfriend (2015-2019), Issa Rae of 

Insecure (2016-Present), Phoebe Waller-Bridge of Fleabag (2016, 2019) and Frankie 

Shaw of SMILF (2017-2019). These women, their shows, and their Instagram accounts 

constitute the central archive of this dissertation.  

I have chosen to call this collective ‘adult girls’ first and foremost, because I 

contend that they subvert the postfeminist construct of girl-women. Girlhood is, in fact, a 

stage of the feminine lifecycle marked by constant change and chaos; the corporeal, 

psychic, and emotional life of a girl is decidedly unsteady. Postfeminism has coopted 

girlhood as an aspirational way of being, a construct predicated upon maintaining an 

adolescent body and refiguring youthful insecurity as an everlasting opportunity to 

perfect the project that is the feminine self. Adult girls similarly embrace the instability of 
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bodily and psychic youthful femininity as foundational to their constitution and continued 

success. However, this instability is not viewed as an opportunity for self-improvement or 

growth as a neoliberal regime would insist; it is, instead, acknowledged as a state-of-

being that signals freedom and vitality. As celebrity women, and as pseudo-fictional 

personas, adult girls are decidedly precarious characterizations. Their success is 

predicated upon their commitment to laying bare the (often bleak) realities of their lived, 

gendered experiences which makes them inherently vulnerable; these stakes are 

indicative of adult girls’ inherent socioeconomic privilege. Moreover, these televisual 

author-stars are undeniably ‘adult’ most obviously in that they are over 18; however, the 

unprecedented individual power they wield as female television creator-writer-executive 

producer-stars marks their maturity. They not only have a great deal of control over their 

own image and content, but they are responsible for myriad other people and problems 

given their respected positions3. To be an eternally unstable, vulnerable and messy, yet 

distinctly empowered female, adult girls suggest, is to be free and to be legible in the 

intimate public of women’s culture (Berlant, 2008). 

I contend that adult girls hold a great deal of sociocultural, economic, and 

emotional capital; they are undeniably a privileged cohort that do little to address their 

class status and the stratification that contributes to their elevated positions. I focus on 

how adult girls deploy that capital to suggest that legible femininity is articulated through 

personal struggle with hegemonic gendered ideals that are socio-historically constituted. I 

argue that these creator-stars, when assessed as a collective, configure embodied self-

 
3 It is notable, however, that no one individual has total power over televisual content; adult girls’ projects are subject to approval by 

parent companies and studios. 
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actualization unachievable, and therefore a fallacious route to empowerment, most 

readily through interrogating the gendered body as a site of empowerment. Neoliberal 

gendered power inscrutably works through the body; eternal girlhood operates as a 

corporeal feminine ideal that promises self-fulfillment if maintained. Adult girls aim to 

expose the impermanence and futility of this ideal through permeating its thinness, its 

fitness, its whiteness, its libidinal desire, and its elasticity from their positions of power.  

Known in the industry and among audiences as televisual autobiographers, adult 

girls’ performances of selfhood on Instagram are tightly tied to their on-screen 

doppelgangers. As emotional capitalists intent upon deploying their personal struggles to 

remain marketable, I contend that adult girls grapple with their relationship to popular 

feminist discourse both on-screen and off, which complicates their intertextual meanings. 

They each convey objection to postfeminist evaluations of ideal femininity, but I 

necessarily interrogate adult girls’ subscription to affective practices, which are 

invigorated by popular feminist discourse. To interrogate the emotion work adult girls’ 

engage in, I rely on Whetherell’s concept of ‘affective practice’, where affect is not just 

characterized as an effect, but as a practice constituted by the emoting body; for 

Wetherell, affects are not only assembled in social formations, but located in actual 

bodies. “Affective practices offers the most productive way of understanding the passing 

of affect from one to another, forming what can be seen like pulses of energetic relation” 

(2012, p. 142). Following Whetherell, I take an affective-discursive approach to my 

analysis, where adult girls’ intertextual meaning is framed by neoliberal regimes of self-

entrepreneurship and governmentality.  
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This small collection of female comedienne author-stars have simultaneously 

emerged at a common historical moment when the socioeconomic and cultural milieu is 

characterized by what David Harvey (2005) calls “a debasement of freedom” (p. 182). 

Despite the promise of personal autonomy and efficiency that would result from the 

privatization and marketization of institutions and public services, Harvey contends that 

neoliberalization is defined by a starkly narrow definition of freedom where only a 

liberal-style market, or freedom for capital, is effectively upheld. Freedom from hunger, 

from insecurity, and from violence are essentially abandoned in contemporary public 

discourse in the neoliberal United States: “For those left or cast outside the market system 

– a vast reservoir of apparently disposable people bereft of social protections and 

supportive social structures – there is little to be expected from neoliberalization except 

poverty, hunger, disease, and despair” (Harvey, 2005, p. 185). Neoliberalization has 

become the ultimate instrument of control, where public services, institutions, workers, 

and private individuals have been reduced to efficacious tools of free enterprise, subject 

to market disciplines and systems of surveillance. It is in this panoptic climate that adult 

girls emerge, and this landscape determines the lens through which I conduct my analysis 

of their intertextual meanings.  

Ultimately, through linking the personal and the public spheres, I argue adult girls 

offer an innovative articulation of what Lauren Berlant (2011) calls ‘the good life’, where 

what is recognized as an ordinary, conventional life for young women shifts to centralize 

what Dorothy Parker calls ‘the messes’ of life. As opposed to a continued focus on the 

happily-ever-afters that typically dominate the texts of what Berlant (2008) calls 
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‘women’s culture’, adult girls do not strive to reach traditional feminine goals or to 

achieve self-transformation; they strive to articulate the permanence of gendered personal 

struggle. In doing so, they visualize a shared ageless feminine experience of 

disarticulation to constitute a site of recognition and normalcy based in instability. 

However, I contend that the optimism of adult girlhood is indeed cruel, as the freedoms it 

extends are predicated upon social, racial, and economic privilege (Berlant, 2011). 

Why Television? 

As stated, all of the women discussed in this dissertation create, write, executive produce, 

and star in their own television series. I have focused on television for two reasons. First, 

television is the medium where historical and contemporary notions of eternal girlhood 

are readily established. As noted above, the 2010s gave way to an onslaught of visual 

texts that feature girl-women, which are predicated upon a history of similar popular 

televisual characterizations. Katherine Lehman delineates the mid-century figure of the 

single girl through exploring television shows like That Girl (1966) and The Mary Tyler 

Moore Show (1970).4 The Golden Girls (1985) pushed well beyond mid-century 

proscriptions of eternal girlhood in the 1980s through featuring septuagenarian as still-

desiring and desirable sexual subjects. By the 1990s, the quintessential televisual 

postfeminist text, Sex and the City (1998)5 reified contemporary meanings of eternal 

 
4 The single girl character, Katherine Lehman argues “was a pivotal figure in postwar popular culture who helped viewers negotiate 

sweeping changes in gender roles and sexual mores” (1) as she was a palatable and commercially viable version of the liberated 

woman: single (meaning unmarried) and independent yet not steadfastly feminist as she was subject to “heartbreak, addictions, and 
violence when [she] carried [her] newfound … freedoms too far” (1-2). 
5 Sex and the City marked the democratization of girlhood that characterizes postfeminism. Femininity itself was rebranded, or ‘girled’ 

through “both the celebration of the young woman as a marker of postfeminist liberation and the continuing tendency to either  

explicitly term or simply treat women of a variety of ages as girls. To some extent, girlhood is imagined within postfeminist culture as 

being for everyone’ that is, girlhood offers a fantasy of transcendence and evasion, a respite from other areas of experience.” (Tasker 
and Negra 18). This democratization of girlhood operated to proscribe ideal postfeminist women as ‘girly’ in attitude, appearance, and 

aesthetic, and theoretically worked to open a space for an extended female adolescence and an imagining of a female lifecycle less 

affected (though not unaffected) by age. 
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girlhood, where neoliberal women are called upon to maintain girly bodies, friendships, 

and behaviors to acquire personal and professional success.  

Second, I contend that television as medium still “belongs to the everyday, to the 

normal backdrop of expectations and mundane pleasures” (Ellis, 1982, p. 160). Despite 

fluctuating practices of watching, quantity and quality of content, and essentially 

mutating meanings of television within what Henry Jenkins (2006) calls ‘convergence 

culture’, television maintains its place in the fabric of everyday life (Silverstone, 1994). 

Despite the multi-screen digital world of streaming content, the television screen remain 

the centerpiece of household living rooms, and is therefore posited as a quotidian object 

and force with the potential to reproduce hegemonic ideology in contemporary Western 

life. As Andrea Press (1991) argues, the organic nature of television allows it to blend in 

and “impinge upon our view of the world and upon our very definitions of who we are” 

(p. 16). Because narrative episodic televisual content is now available to stream on 

computers, tablets, and phones, in addition to the screen itself remaining the living room 

centerpiece, I assert that television has only become an even more organic and thus 

potently constitutive force of values and identities. Press applies her assertion to 

constructions of femininity and feminism, asserting that “television is both a source of 

feminist resistance to the status quo, and at the same time, a source for the reinforcement 

of many of the status quo’s patriarchal values” (p. 96). This contention is foundational to 

my analysis in this dissertation, where I find the adult girl to be a force of recalcitrance 

against postfeminism, but a constitutive force of popular feminism. The boundary 
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between these two ideologies is blurred and ill-defined, and thus adult girls’ relationship 

to any clear formulation of feminism is frustratingly amorphous.  

Feminist Capitalists: Creator-Writer-Executive Producer-Stars 

After a decades-long tenure of being decidedly out-of-style, in the 2010s, feminism 

rebranded itself as a stylish and cool politics. With the publication of Anne Marie 

Slaughter’s piece “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All” in the Atlantic in 2012, as well 

as the publication and mainstreaming of Sheryl Sandberg’s memoir/how-to 

guide/corporate feminist manifesto, Lean In in 2013, feminism was again “in the water” 

(Banet-Weiser, 2018, 2). Celebrity culture, fashion, and even the U.N. celebrated this 

newly invigorated feminism, which Sarah Banet-Weiser calls ‘popular feminism’.  

Popular feminism builds upon a Western, pro-capitalist estimation of feminism 

that relies on a neoliberal culture of individualism, and highlights the gendered disparities 

that prevail in the corporate sphere; a lack of female leadership and CEOs, as well as a 

widespread toxic culture of sexual harassment is well-marked by popular feminism 

(Banet-Weiser, 2018). Celebrities, moguls, brands, and commodities themselves have 

very publicly adopted a rhetoric replete with objections to gender inequality and 

celebrations of feminine empowerment. Beyoncé’s 2014 performance at the VMA’s 

caused a cultural explosion when the word “Feminist” lit up behind her; Emma Watson’s 

2014 “HeForShe” campaign speech at the U.N. was played in high school classrooms; T-

shirts with slogans like “This is What A Feminist Looks Like,” “The Future is Female” 

and “This Pu**y Grabs back” were worn on the Paris fashion week catwalks, and on the 

backs of superstars like Natalie Portman and Rihanna in the mid-2010s. With the demise 
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of Hillary Clinton’s 2016 bid for the Unites States presidency on the horizon, and the 

#MeToo movement percolating, the relevancy of feminism made a comeback; it rose 

from the ashes of postfeminist disavowal to claim a place in Anglo-American popular 

culture. 

Despite its overt avowal of feminism, popular feminism is complicit with systems 

that uphold gender inequality, most obviously, capitalism. As Banet-Weiser (2018) notes, 

“popular feminism needs a neoliberal capitalist context. Related to that, it needs digital 

media and its affordances, its commitment to capitalism, its expanded markets, its 

circulation capabilities” (p. 541). As Nancy Fraser (2009) reminds us, capitalism is 

inherently at-odds with second-wave feminism’s ideological foundation, a system that 

reinforces gender inequalities with the aim of sustaining hierarchies of power that benefit 

paternal bureaucracy. While second-wave feminists incorporated Marxist critiques of 

political economy within their ideology that worked to illuminate the multifaceted and 

nuanced operations of oppressive power structures, all gestures towards a Marxist 

critique in the fight for equality have been clouded by a neoliberal centralization of 

identity politics and rampant individualism. It is in this contradictory climate that adult 

girls find traction.  

While popular feminism touts an avowal of feminist sensibility and identity and 

thus distances itself from postfeminism, in fact, as discourse it bolsters aspects of a 

postfeminist sensibility; both popular feminism and postfeminism uphold individual 

resilience, gumption, and an entrepreneurial spirit as foundational to their credo (Banet-

Weiser, 2018). While I contend that adult girls present narratives dominated by doggedly 
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unstable doppelgangers who implicitly and explicitly debunk a neoliberal spirit of 

gendered self-entrepreneurship with individual gusto, the author-stars themselves are 

undeniably self-enterprising emotional capitalists who deploy their heightened visibility 

to align themselves with mainstream feminist politics.  

To be creator, executive producer, contributing writer, and star performer is to 

have a great deal of creative control over televisual messaging. These titles and jobs are 

important because they reveal the complex power I want to suggest adult girls possess as 

storytellers. To be female and to possess this combination of control is significant; 

indeed, it signals feminism because, as Banet-Weiser (2018) explains, popular feminism 

constitutes the mere presence of women in leadership roles as indicative of progress.  

Adult girls benefit from this constitution as their endeavors to accumulate more personal 

wealth are understood as a feminist effort to acquire more communal gendered power.  

Television creation and production remains a male-dominated industry, even 

despite women’s extraordinary historical strides, and the “recent spate of high-profile, 

Zeitgeist-defining shows conceived, written, and starring women” (Press, 2018, p. 2). As 

Joy Press writes in Stealing the Show, “According to a report by the Center for the Study 

of Women in Television and Film, out of all the series on the air in the 2016/17 season, 

only one in five broadcast TV creators was female. It’s only slightly better at the 

supposedly more adventurous cable and streaming outlets, where 26 percent of creators 

are female” (2018, p. 2). Adult girls are thus an anomalous and distinct category of 

women. Though women like Lucille Ball, Donna Reed, Marlo Thomas, and Mary Tyler 

Moore all played a role in the creation and production of their respective eponymous 
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series, no woman was fully responsible, fully credited, fully recognized, or fully paid for 

their work as television creator, writer, and star until Tina Fey and 30 Rock in 2006. On 

30 Rock, Fey portrayed Liz Lemon, the head writer of a live variety television show; 30 

Rock drew from Fey’s experiences as the first-ever female head writer of Saturday Night 

Live, a position she held from 1999-2006.  

Like Tina Fey, adult girls are women telling stories of their own imagining and of 

their own making; however, unlike trailblazer Fey, they intend for their content to be 

informed by and interpreted as personal, unmediated, and uncensored stories about their 

own lives6. All adult girls have spoken publicly about the semi-autobiographical nature of 

their shows.7 Thus, I suggest that the televisual performances of adult girls are presented 

to audiences as a form of direct address, which, in turn, makes them uniquely vulnerable 

and uniquely powerful. Not only are adult girls overexposed due to their commitment to 

telling stories spawned from their own experiences, but they stake their visibility on the 

 
6 Fey’s work preceded the explosion of female television creator-stars, airing its final episode in January of 2013. Her unprecedented 

accomplishments in television created the conditions under which adult girls could arrive and thrive, but 30 Rock and Fey herself were 

not a part of those conditions. 30 Rock and Fey were dependent upon now-outdated forms of viewership that did not engage social 
media sites or the use of multiple screens. Fey herself is famous for abstaining from social media, and despite her celebrity, remains 

uniquely opaque; she is one of few celebrity women whose relevance and popularity is principally reliant upon her televisual 

performances.  
7 In a 2014 interview about Girls with Paris Match, Dunham claims “My work has always been autobiographical;” the premise of 

Girls reflects her real life, and is widely acknowledged by Dunham as a show spun from her lived experiences. Inside Amy Schumer is 
a sketch-comedy show based on Schumer’s original stand-up comedy, and she conducts unscripted interviews as part of the series. 

Rachel Bloom calls Crazy Ex-Girlfriend “an emotional autobiography” in a 2017 interview with Stuff. In a 2019 interview with The 

Guardian, Waller-Bridge says of Fleabag “Of course I’m drawing on really personal things and things that echo in real life,” and 

“Fleabag” is Waller-Bridge’s childhood nickname. In a 2016 interview with The Hollywood Reporter, Ilana Glazer claims of Broad 

City “Most TV and film is so fake. I'm not saying that our show is reality, but it's based on authentic moments, and most TV and film 
is not.” On Broad City Ilana and Abi keep their first names, and they widely acknowledge the fact that their show is drawn from their 

real experiences as best friends living in New York City. Issa Rae has openly discussed the semi-autobiographical nature of Insecure, 

and claims in a 2016 interview with Vox that, in making the show “The two most important things were that it was set in South Los 

Angeles, and that we highlighted Inglewood, Baldwin Hills, all these places where I grew up and knew.” Shaw’s SMILF is understood 

as loosely autobiographical, the parameters of which she addresses in a 2018 interview with Deadline: “the fact that I was a single 
mom for a while who was struggling financially and otherwise, and then my son’s dad started a relationship with a beautiful blonde 

woman—that is all true. It really, on one hand, starts and ends there, but it’s very important when we’re writing the show to stay true 

to real experiences, and true stories, and issues that I care about, and the network cares about, and the other writers care about. It’s 

always rooted in truth.” Finally, Mindy Kaling’s The Mindy Project is the least autobiographical text in the adult girl canon. Instead of 

narrativizing her own life, Kaling draws upon her mother’s life as an OB/GYN at St. Elizabeth’s hospital in Boston (Rodman). “I grew 
up there,” she says of the hospital where her mother, Dr. Swati Chokalingam, saw patients and delivered babies for more than 30 

years. “I was basically living there, and I actually know what it was like the way my mom saw it, so it was kind of an interesting 

experience” (Rodman). 
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synchronicity of their pseudo-fictional televisual selves and their performances of 

selfhood on Instagram. I suggest that this is a calculated risk as adult girls operate in a 

contemporary media landscape where believable presentations of intimate realities have 

become the sociocultural hallmark of both morality and marketability.  

(Feminist?) Celebrity Emotion Work 

While Richard Dyer notes of classic film stars that “Stars … are always inescapably 

people in public” (Dyer, 1998, 12), the nature of celebrity and spectatorship has changed 

significantly with the development of social media. Within the Web 2.0 landscape, 

celebrities are called upon to visually represent intimate portraits of their personal lives 

on social media to complement their artistic talents and ultimately foster an emotional 

connection with audiences grounded in relatability and likability. This is especially true 

of television stars, as Catherine Squires notes, “Social media sites have become integral 

parts of contemporary television” (2012, p. 145).  

As argued above, adult girls as famous personas are distinct in that they are 

inherently intertextual, understood not just as the pseudo-fictional characters they play, 

but as distinctly powerful televisual autobiographers who, through participation on social 

media, have the potential to authenticate or contravene of those on-screen 

characterizations. Adult girls’ success, I suggest, is predicated upon effectively conflating 

their digital emotion work with their televisual writings and performances. Thus, part of 

this dissertation includes focused close readings of adult girls’ Instagram accounts in 

order to unpack their individual intertextual meanings. Most definitively, adult girls 

emerge in a new era of emotional capitalism, where the commoditization of authentic 
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feeling in digital spaces has exchange value. Their constitution is therefore reliant upon 

the unprecedented intimacy between celebrity and audience that Web 2.0 technologies 

make possible. Gendered understandings of affective labor work to theoretically ground 

my analyses of adult girls’ digital emotion work; I draw from the works of Arlie 

Hochschild, Akane Kanai, Amy Dobson, and Heather Nunn and Anita Biressi to support 

my study. These scholars each work from the premise that under the regime of late 

capitalism, women and girls in particular are increasingly called upon to effectively 

express and manage their emotions in digital spaces.  

Arlie Hochschild’s The Managed Heart (1983/2003) identifies “emotion work” as 

the work involved in performing and feeling the ‘right feelings’ which are determined by 

the setting and operate in service of capital (p. 7). Through study of everyday work 

cultures, she articulates ‘feeling rules’ as the set of guidelines that govern emotional 

responses and exchanges. Since the publication of Hochschild’s study in 1983, scholars 

have become increasingly invested in understanding affect as a mobilizing and structural 

force, and with the era of Web 2.0, ‘emotion work’ has become a viable commodity in 

and of itself: “The circulation of emotion has been suggested as the primary source of 

capital for leading social media corporations … and participation in social media has 

been theorized as a form of affective and immaterial labor” (Dobson, 2015, p. 249).  

Hochschild’s work suggests that women are the primary producers of emotional 

labor, and thus affective theory has been taken up by feminist media scholars and applied 

to understandings of texts, advertisements, brands, and social media spaces. To conduct 

this analysis, I draw from the work of Alice Marwick and Sarah Banet-Weiser. I have 
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chosen to focus on Instagram because it is an image-based medium, and as Alice 

Marwick (2013) asserts, “the Internet is increasingly a visual medium, and more and 

more individuals are using images rather than written self-descriptions to express 

themselves” (p. 138). Furthermore, articulations of female self-hood have always been 

bound up with making the body visible, a foundation upon which Instagram thrives.  

The critically interrogated understanding of photographs – both paper and digital 

– as accurate representations of objects is relevant to my discussion here. Tom Gunning 

makes a case contesting the importance of indexicality when it comes to viewing paper 

and digital photographs as representative of a truth, or as accurate representations of their 

object; he asserts, instead, that we engage a “phenomenological fascination with 

photography that involves a continuing sense of the relation between the photograph and 

a pre-existing reality” (p. 45). For Gunning, there is a consistent understanding of 

photography as a medium vested in accurate representations – “This sense of the 

photograph as accurate remains inherent even while contradicted in a manipulated 

photograph” (p. 45). I take up this theorization as grounds for my analysis of adult girls’ 

Instagram accounts, where photos posted by celebrities are processed by media and 

individuals as an accurate representation of their intimate lives. Instagram is undeniably 

an image-based platform; however, captions are almost always provided to offer context 

for photos. I bring Gunning back to the discussion here, as he claims that the apparatus of 

the photograph cannot be deceitful or truthful in and of itself: “Bereft of language, a 

photograph relies on people to say things about it or for it” (p. 42). My analysis is 
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therefore not limited to just the photos posted by the adult girls, but includes the captions 

they post as well.  

 Self-Branding 

Neoliberalism and popular feminism encourage processes of self-reflection as a mode of 

cultivating the self as enterprise. I submit that as celebrity personas operating on social 

media, adult girls champion the value of introspection, as they quite literally stake their 

public resonance and relevance on the commercialization of their private experiences and 

feelings. According to Sarah Banet-Weiser, this form of what she terms self-branding, 

where affective disclosure aligns with authenticity, is a neoliberal moral imperative for 

young women and girls endeavoring to acquire and maintain an audience. For Banet-

Weiser, aspects of life that were once understood as inherently authentic and 

noncommercial - most notably, the self - are now branded spaces. Adult girls’ 

participation on Instagram operates as a site to interrogate their varied approaches to 

acquire cultural and economic capital in the era of Web 2.0; while I find that some 

successfully foster coherent self-brands that resonate across media platforms, others 

cultivate a more disparate performance of self that results in inconsistent levels of 

visibility. (Notably Phoebe Waller-Bridge does not participate on social media, which 

will be addressed using theorizations of media refusal.)  

To brand the self is the ultimate form of self-governance for women and girls 

under late capitalism according to Banet-Weiser’s AuthenticTM (2012), where 

postfeminism and neoliberalism work together to create a “moral framework where each 

of us has a duty to ourselves to cultivate a self-brand” (p. 56). The creation, development, 
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and success of a self-brand is now a process that occurs primarily on social networking 

sites. The blending of an affective internal life and a commoditized public life come 

together to form the moral female subject. “Technologies of the self have vast and often 

contradictory implications for women in the 21st century, where “putting oneself out 

there,” and the ensuing quest for visibility, is an ever more normative practice” (Banet-

Weiser, 2016, p. 54). Foucault’s terminology is employed here to highlight the gendered 

nature of this moral imperative of self-branding that asks women to become ‘who they 

are meant to be’ through the practice of candidly revealing the intimate details of their 

private lives in public in hopes of gaining a following on digital platforms.  

Adult girls are therefore circumscribed within what Nunn and Biressi (2010) call 

the “ideology of intimacy” (54) where integrity is determined through an exposition and 

measurement of the private self in public, that is, a self which is considered more real and 

more true. Nunn and Biressi claim that celebrities are not propelled by good fortune, but 

by “suffering, dysfunction or the personal flaw, once concealed but now revealed to the 

public, and this is because the celebrity trope always contains within it the potential to 

become undone; to unravel spectacularly in the midst of its own success” (p. 53). Adult 

girls, both in produced televisual content and on Instagram, adhere to this sensibility. 

Through intentionally revealing their real-life imperfections and struggles through the 

genre of televisual autobiography, and either cohering or contravening that vulnerability 

on social media, part of their construction is therefore to be always on the cusp of 

unraveling. I suggest that this adherence complicates their resemblance to adolescent 

girly subjects. Not only do adult girls constitute everlasting girlhood through conveying 
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the permanence of corporeal chaos, but through investing in an eternal state of emotional 

unrest and insecurity. The notion of articulating – and indeed, over-articulating intimate 

feelings of struggle is most readily associated with teenage emotionality.  

This multifaceted precarity, I argue, makes adult girls appear altruistically 

disinterested in their profitability, but their commitment to emotional capitalism is in fact 

the basis of their success. Indeed, contemporary articulations of the private self in public 

are considered to be more authentic if they articulate personal suffering, and thus 

constitute an ideal commodity. As Illouz notes (2007), “The therapeutic biography is 

almost an ideal commodity: it demands no or little economic investment – it demands 

only that the person allows us to peek into the dark corners of their psyche and that they 

be willing to tell a story” (p. 56). According to Banet-Weiser, the hidden labor that 

typically plagues commodification is refreshingly visible in the production of the self-

brand: “in the practice of branding the self, the construction of the self-brand necessarily 

acknowledges the individual’s role as the producer of her individual life narrative. A 

crucial difference between commodification and branding is thus the self-conscious role 

of individual labor in the production of the self-brand” (2016, p. 59).  

Thus, the adult girls’ investment in transparency is not compromised by her 

paradoxical mission to display and disclose the chaos that characterizes women’s 

everyday lives, and her intent to personally profit from that disclosure. Instead, adult girls 

are interpreted and understood as more authentic because their success is explicitly bound 

to their willingness to display and recount their personal psychological and physical 

discomfiture and transform it into a commodity: “authenticity is not only understood and 
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experienced as the pure, inner self of the individual, it is also a relationship between 

individuals and commodity culture that is constructed as “authentic”” (Banet-Weiser, 

2012, p. 11). Adult girls, I suggest, endeavor to occupy a moral high-ground through 

offering uncomfortable content that becomes all the more disruptive when it is 

understood as true. To lay bare the shameful and painful experiences of their lives, both 

through televisual pseudo-fiction and through facsimile performances of self on social 

media, is to make their popularity and relevance appear the precarious yet powerful, and 

effectively masks their socioeconomic privilege. 

A Shared Suffering: The Feminine Body 

What’s more, revealing personal suffering has long been bound up with feminist 

discourse: “Feminism was one of the major political and cultural formations to adopt the 

therapeutic discourse as early as the 1920s and more forcefully in the 1960s” (Illouz, 

2007, p.58). The third wave, despite its disavowal of earlier feminist essential 

foundations, also embraced this tenet of articulating “personal experiences to provide 

knowledge about how the world operates and to trouble dominant narratives about how 

things should be” (Snyder, 2008, p. 184). In keeping up conversation with multitudinous 

feminisms, the figure of the adult girl is predicated upon the power of articulating a 

personal experience of gendered struggle; however, in my approach to adult girlhood the 

category of ‘women’ must be necessarily essentialized to facilitate a space for 

togetherness and recognition.  

While the materiality of cisgender femininity operates at the heart of my analysis, 

it is central to my argument here, and throughout this dissertation, that the anatomical 
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body be repositioned as a viable site for feminist inquiry. Postfeminism and popular 

feminism have coopted the gendered body as a site for neoliberal articulation and power. 

This procedural cooption has occurred in concert with the important rise of intersectional 

queer and trans politics, which object to the binary system of sex and gender upon which 

the second-wave feminist movement was predicated, and insist upon conceptualizing 

boundless identity structures that not only account for, but champion difference. The 

performative nature of gender as a system of identification produced by active citational 

and reiterative practices is not up for debate. As Judith Butler importantly reminds us in 

Bodies That Matter (1992) the toxicity of sex as an ideal construct forcibly materialized 

by regulatory norms essentializes corporeality and disallows a destabilization of the 

heterosexual imperative. It is paramount for the advancement of queer discourse that 

Butler’s push for disidentification of regulatory norms be honored. That said, I want to 

suggest that feminist discourse has effectively been coopted by a neoliberal 

socioeconomic order in part because sites of unification and solidarity like the 

reproductive female body have been diluted by necessary theoretical and political 

interventions that prioritize identification over materiality, and in part because sites of 

unification and solidarity like the reproductive female body have been resignified as 

privatized and individualized wells of empowerment.  

My aim here is to reacquaint queer theory with second-wave feminism, and 

suggest that there is untapped space within current feminist discourse for the political 

mobilization of the biological cisgender female body to work with and in support of 

queer and transgender identities and issues. While the distillation of the biological 
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cisgender female body is dependent upon binary, essential, and material formulations of 

the sexed body, it also involves identificatory practices, just as non-binary and trans 

identities are necessarily attached to a material body. Moreover, the vast majority of 

physio-emotional violences perpetrated against all women by outside forces and actors 

are perpetuated by the belief that there are proper codes of gendered embodiment, the 

foundations of which are grounded in the concept that gender and genitals are, or should 

be, inextricably linked.  

However, experiences of bodily trauma and dispossession remain a relatively 

unrecognized common ground amongst cisgender and trans* subjects. Here, I invoke 

Jack Halberstam’s asterisk when discussing transgender identities because, as he argues 

“the term “transgender” names a wide array of bodies with varying relations to cross-

gender identification; I believe that the term “trans*,” … more accurately captures the 

provisional nature of sex reassignment” (2017, p. 25). Halberstam centralizes the 

experiences of trans* masculine subjects in his book, Trans*, in an effort to give a more 

comprehensive understanding of the historical, scientific, and social discourses that shape 

understandings of trans* identities. In his exploration of trans* experiences, Halberstam 

accounts for the bodily traumas incurred by trans* people due to limited and 

circumscribed estimations of gendered embodiment. As a trans* man himself, 

Halberstam offers a first-person account of his decision to have “top surgery” and the 

problematic scrutiny of trans* bodies within the medical community.  

Beyond this, however, Halberstam is interested in the privileging of trans* bodies 

as a unique way of being. He draws from Maggie Nelson’s memoir The Argonauts to 
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consider the common experiences of embodiment; in the text, she narrativizes her 

personal experience of being pregnant while her husband is in the process of 

transitioning. She writes, “On the inside we were two human animals undergoing 

transformations beside each other, bearing each other loose witness. In other words, we 

were aging” (qtd. in Halberstam, 2017, p. 31). Of this passage, Halberstam writes that 

“the notion of change as a side-by-side process of transformation pushes back on the 

tendency to represent trans* embodiment as unique and exceptional,” (2017, p. 31), 

which is a ground, he admits, that few have dared to tread upon: “Fewer still think about 

the shifts and changes in the trans* body alongside the shifts and changes that buffet all 

bodies as they move through the roller coaster changes of adolescence, the indignities of 

aging, the painful processes of disease, the body-altering experiences of pregnancy, and 

so on” (2017, p. 31). It is through this kind of unearthed exploration where shared 

processes of material, bodily change and trauma could unite disparate identities that have 

been so divided by academic and sociocultural discourses. The instability of the body is 

perhaps the greatest unifying certainty of the human condition; I want to suggest that that 

instability is exacerbated for those inhabiting systemically disenfranchised bodies, which 

includes anyone who is not cisgender, white, and male. 

I do not wish to subvert nor decentralize the importance of alternative, non-bodily 

identificatory sites of unification or the disproportionate violences that befall 

intersectionally marginalized subjects8. The second-wave feminist movement failed to 

recognize intersectionality as imperative, and its ideological and active leaders endured 

 
8 Transgender women are 4.3 times more likely to be the victim of homicide than all women, and the vast majority of the victims are 

Black (Human Rights Campaign). 
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deserved critique for a pushing narrow agenda that benefitted white, privileged, cisgender 

women, and oppressed women of color as well as queer and non-binary identities. In 

response, second-wave critic Audre Lorde advocated for a disavowal of competition 

amongst women, theorizing a celebration of difference as a point of strength and 

unification; it is this sensibility that I wish to apply here when I suggest that cisgender, 

trans, and queer women deploy their distinct embodiments as a point of common ground. 

I want to rethink the material body as a site of constant change, marked by precarity and a 

lack of control that no amount of proper self-governance can stabilize. 

Because girls and women have been identified as ideal neoliberal subjects, a 

reclamation of the sexed cisgender female body - from neoliberalism for feminism - is 

imperative to facilitate recognition of both the routine and extreme violences inherent to 

inhabiting that form, and to reinvigorate a site of feminist solidarity that has been lost in 

the wake of contemporary capitalism. Cisgender female corporeality has never been 

eliminated as a political site of identification, it has simply been used against itself, as a 

tool of division, as opposed to for itself, as a tool of unification. Dismantling the potential 

unifying power of anatomical feminine experience is misguided. Though historically the 

essentialized female body has operated to produce privileged and exclusionary 

articulations of womanhood, I want to suggest that the corporeal cisgender female 

experience remains a fundamentally dispossessed state of being that should be 

reintroduced as a site of solidarity, a site that has been toxically resignified and should 

instead offer itself up as a space where disparate subjectivities can come together. 
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Part of my endeavor with this dissertation is to reintroduce the cisgender female 

body as an identity that invites and inspires solidarity through illuminating the everyday 

pain, discomfort, and messiness that is inherent to inhabiting the female form. As Jack 

Halberstam illuminates in Trans*, this struggle is not inherent to cis corporeality, but it is 

what I will focus on here. A postfeminist sensibility constitutes feminine bodily failures 

as opportunities for self-transformation. I believe that through televisual and social media 

representations, adult girls are attempting to highlight the “crisis ordinariness” of 

biological femininity under neoliberalism, and in doing so, submit that calling attention to 

that instability and messiness, instead of covering over it, shifts conceptualizations of 

normalcy, and creates an innovative way of getting by (Berlant, 2008).  

The Good Life? 

I consider the adult girl a new and powerful figure within what Lauren Berlant (2008) 

calls women’s culture; Berlant theorizes women’s culture as a distinct intimate public 

where there is “an expectation that the consumers of its particular stuff already share a 

worldview and emotional knowledge that they have derived from a broadly common 

historical experience” (Berlant, 2008, p. iii). Adult girls as intertextual figures are a 

construct created and produced for and by women-identified women. Berlant suggests 

that all women are united by a desire to be normal, to be emotionally important, to be 

affectively recognized as a part of a unified general group; most women, she argues, are 

denied this recognition because they are part of a sociocultural power structure that 

champions privatization, competition, and charges individuals with getting by on their 

own. She asserts that women are “held by the promise of the normal as ideal” (2008, p. 
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211), and therefore they continue to seek traditional fulfillment, because ultimately, they 

do not desire an escape from surefire pain or trauma. What they desire is normativity.  

At the same moment that popular feminism began to take shape in the media, 

female creator-stars pervaded the televisual airwaves with programming that presents an 

alternative conception of women’s experiences where the attritions of female life are 

bleakly, unapologetically displayed. Their shows are characterized by displeasing 

aesthetics and jarring narratives through which female-identifying viewers (who make up 

the target audience) are challenged to find pleasure in discomfort and suspend their 

conception of what normative femininity looks like, sounds like, and feels like. 

According to Berlant (2011), women’s texts offer up stereotypically gendered sites of 

identification that facilitate a universal feeling of legibility, despite the fact that material, 

lived dispossession continues to plague most women. She contends that the historical 

present is a dogged grind that people necessarily cope with through engaging with objects 

of cruel optimism – described as a “cluster of promises” – that are actually prohibitive of 

progress. We sustain these attachments because “the loss of what’s not working is more 

unbearable than the having of it” (Berlant, 2011, p. 27).  

Adult girls, I contend present a distinct “cluster of promises” where an acute 

affective sensibility can mediate painful processes of disenfranchisement. Indeed, this 

extends understandings of normative feminine life, but in doing so creates new barriers to 

structural change. Berlant insists that we understand fantasies of the good life through our 

attachments to optimism, but also recognize the cruelty these objects of desire can carry 

in order to resist and question normative structures of power to “work on suspending the 
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rules and norms of the world” (2011, p. 49). Ultimately, I suggest that adult girls attempt 

to create new rules and norms, they do not suspend them.  

Adult Girls: Power, Freedoms, and Feminisms 

Neoliberalization has cultivated impoverished conditions for girls and women that invite 

exploration of gendered freedoms and power as articulated through televisual and 

digitally produced personal narratives. In this dissertation, I argue that adult girls subvert 

narrow and tightly controlled contemporary understandings of an idealized girlhood 

proliferated by postfeminist media through narrativizing and depicting gendered bodies 

who unabashedly claim the freedom to be messy, to be ugly, to be confused, to fail, to be 

alone, while simultaneously remaining legible. This untenable freedom is increasingly 

disappearing from view for women and girls as a late capitalist landscape insistent upon 

proper management of gendered selfhood permeates all facets of socioeconomic life, and 

extends to individuals of all ages. Neoliberal power structures uphold systems of 

inequality that ensure that women and girls who do not conform and engage in sanctioned 

practices of gendered self-governance from an early age face disenfranchisement and 

physio-emotional violence. Indeed, as Harvey (2005) reminds us, “the feminization of 

poverty has been a notable feature of neoliberalization. The neoconservative assault on 

women’s and reproductive rights, which, interestingly, got into high gear at the end of the 

1970s when neoliberalism first came to prominence, is a key element in its notion of a 

proper moral order built upon a very particular conception of the family” (p. 202).  

I interrogate adult girls in relationship to hegemonic gendered mechanisms of 

control that are pervasive in postfeminist media texts, which operate in concert and 
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complicity with neoliberal ideology. Through narrative and visual analysis of television 

and social media content, I find that adult girls unearth the everyday suffering that 

typifies contemporary femininity, which constitutes a distinctly liberated, heterosexual 

female way of being characterized by ugliness, discomfort, and pain. As televisual 

autobiographers and celebrity personas marked by precarity and vulnerability, I postulate 

that adult girls convincingly articulate bodily chaos as a shameless, mutual material 

experience through which women-identified women can discover a sense of generality 

and sameness, where they find they can be “somebody in a world where the default is 

being nobody, or worse, being presumptively all wrong” (Berlant, 2008, p. 3). However, 

through exploring the social media accounts of adult girls in relationship to the content 

they produce and perform on television, I argue that, in rebuking corporeal disciplinary 

practices, adult girls rely on proper affective management and emotional self-surveillance 

to remain visible and viable entrepreneurs of visual media. Adult girls’ subscription to 

late capitalist machinations enervates readings of their critiques of patriarchal 

panopticism, as they protect and preserve the value of emotional capital. Thus, adult girls 

are figures of cruel optimism, where the promise of reimagined girlhood is diluted by the 

implicit prerequisite, yet deliberately unspoken economic and racial privilege that 

provides them a platform. 

In Chapter 1, “Fat, Funny Feminists: Adult Girls, Messy Bodies, and 

Affective Regulation” I explore the televisual worlds and Instagram accounts of Lena 

Dunham of Girls, Amy Schumer of Inside Amy Schumer, and Rachel Bloom of Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend. I argue that Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom engage in shameless performances 
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of unpretty feminine corporeality and sexuality on television and social media, revealing 

the precarity of material gendered embodiment and innovating the notion of embodied, 

empowered girlhood through the premise of pseudo-autobiography. I find that these three 

author-stars effectively establish coherent self-brands marked by an oxymoronic 

conflation of brazen self-assurance and lighthearted self-effacement; they make fun of 

their own bodies while insisting on the futility of corporeal disciplinary practices. Thus, 

through techniques of affective management, I contend that these adult girls make their 

power and presence smaller, revealing that they are complicit with a popular feminism 

that is grounded in friendliness, palatability, and marketability. Their performances of 

selfhood subscribe to neoliberal gendered affective regulations as a practical mode of 

self-governance; this is central to their work as emotional capitalists who deploy self-

reflection as an enterprise.  

Chapter 2, “Best Friends For-never?: Visibility and Adult Girlfriendship” 

deploys Sarah Banet-Weiser’s conceptualization of an economy of visibility as a 

framework through which to investigate neoliberal female sociality. Eternal girlhood, as 

part of its extension of youthful emotionality, purports that coalitions of female love and 

support supersede romantic partnerships. Adult girls, I find, expose the underlying 

conditions of this construction, where female sociality is encouraged as part of a late 

capitalist market where feminine subjects are idealized as producers and consumers. I 

suggest that adult girlhood displays that girlfriendship has transformed into a site of 

contractual relations and surveillance. This is most clearly displayed through adult girl 

texts where ageless girlfriendship is a primary site of ruthless competition for visibility. 
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In this chapter, I explore Phoebe Waller-Bridge’s Fleabag, which exposes the toxicity of 

competing for visibility in a sociocultural ether of hyper-individualism. Waller-Bridge’s 

abstention from social media, I assert, complements her televisual messaging. Contrarily, 

Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer of Broad City, I argue, effectively imagine a utopic, 

altruistic friendship between females that is co-constitutive and non-competitive which 

resembles a childlike companionship. Broad City show stands out as a surrealist text that 

punctures the value of visibility as its characterizations operate on the periphery of 

economic and social codes and structures. I assert that the utopic nature of Broad City is 

clarified on Instagram, as Jacobson and Glazer explicitly invest in the value of visibility 

as individuals, attempting to capitalize on their established co-brand which is marked by 

inherent irrationality. Ironically, however, they each ultimately find more visibility when 

remaining true to their Broad City persona.  

Chapter 3, “Black (Adult) Girl Magic?: Insecure and Postfeminist 

Blackness” questions the racial homogeneity of adult girlhood. I interrogate historical 

discourses of racial protection to consider intersectional modes of self-governance under 

neoliberalism. I problematize the racial homogeneity of adult girlfriendship through 

interrogating the singular Black televisual author-star of the 2010s, Issa Rae, whose show 

Insecure is still on the air as of 2020. In this chapter, I argue that creator-star Rae and the 

characterizations on her pseudo-autobiographical show Insecure take it upon themselves 

to adhere to practiced performances of Black womanhood to constitute aspirational Black 

femininity, or “Black Girl Magic.” White adult girlhood combats postfeminist 

proscriptions of feminine corporeality from the inside out through deploying non-
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normative bodies; I assert that Rae’s Insecure attempts to rupture postfeminist discourse 

through permeating its inherent whiteness with performances of postfeminist blackness. I 

take up David Theo Goldberg’s theorization of the new racism to contend that Insecure 

and Rae suggest that Black women are charged with fostering their own means of 

protection under late capitalism. Rae’s televisual work suggests that adhering to gendered 

neoliberal indictments to self-govern all facets of life is a practical mode of self-

preservation, and thus operates as a crude form of liberation for Black women. I find that 

Rae’s intertextual meaning is marked by the opacity of her black feminine body due to 

the historical and contemporary racist nature of protection. Thus, ultimately Rae and 

Insecure redraw the boundaries of material precarity that characterizes adult girlhood. 

Chapter 4, “Yummy Mompreneurs vs. Mommy Bodies: Adult Girls and 

Motherhood” navigates a history of televisual motherhood as basis for interrogation of adult 

girls’ articulation of viable maternal bodies and psychic lives; I contend that adult girls 

challenge the ‘good mother myth’ through an appeal to the validity of ‘affective practices’ as 

opposed to an ethos of self-betterment accomplished through an entrepreneurial approach to 

maternal professional, psychic and bodily life. Frankie Shaw’s SMILF, Mindy Kaling’s The 

Mindy Project, and Lena Dunham’s Girls, all of which feature mother-protagonists within 

their narratives are analyzed as sites where the hegemonic construct of what I call the yummy 

mompreneur is subverted through articulations of painful maternal embodiment. I submit that 

adult girls have constituted a subversive formulation of the maternal that disrupts hegemonic 

postfeminist estimations of motherhood, which I term ‘Mommy Bodies’. I suggest that 

Mommy Bodies convey that all mothers fail when held up to pervasive, impossible 
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contemporary sociocultural expectations; embracing that failure, and openly struggling 

through the physio-emotional pain of pregnancy and motherhood becomes the project. 

Mommy Bodies, instead, assert that individual feelings about oneself as a mother, and a 

sense of viable emotional connectivity to offspring are the only viable indicator of effective 

parenting. The Instagram accounts of these three women are mined for photos and captions 

that illuminate a relationship to motherhood, and I contend that while Kaling and Dunham 

cohere their expressions of maternal corporeal precarity, Shaw’s performance of a maternal 

self on Instagram contradicts her televisual imagining.  
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CHAPTER I: FAT FUNNY FEMINISTS: ADULT GIRLS, MESSY BODIES, AND 

AFFECTIVE REGULATION 

 

 

Introduction: Visual Displeasure in Women’s Television 

Laura Mulvey’s (1975) influential piece “Visual Pleasure in the Narrative Cinema” 

deploys psychoanalysis to develop the concept of the cinematic male gaze, and most 

importantly to formulate the concept of the cinematic female subject as an object of 

voyeurism and/or fetish. According to Mulvey, there is a binary structure in place in 

cinematic representations, where the proverbial gaze is constituted as active and male, 

and the object of the gaze is constructed as passive and female. Using Freud’s concept of 

scopophilia, “pleasure in looking at another person as object” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 61) 

Mulvey explicates voyeuristic scopophilia and fetishistic scopophilia where women are 

either positioned as subjects to be watched, demystified, and debased by men, or they are 

idealized and fetishized, reduced to objects, pure visual spectacle.  

Despite the 1975 copyright of Mulvey’s essay, her argument still holds much 

validity in the contemporary media landscape where strict binary rules of gendered 

depiction and agency are followed. Representations of women have extended beyond the 

liminal symbolic constructions found within the Hitchcockian texts Mulvey discusses; 

women on screen are now protagonists and heroines who are “not straight-forwardly 

objectified, but portrayed as active, desiring sexual subjects” (Gill, 2007, p. 151). 

However, when it comes to depictions of the gendered body, Mulvey’s claim that women 
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“connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (p. 62) has only become truer over time. As Rosalind Gill 

claims, postfeminist sensibilities that prevail under late capitalism render femininity as a 

bodily property rather than a psychic, structural, or social one (2007, p. 149); “in today’s 

media, possession of a ‘sexy body’ is presented women’s key (if not sole) source of 

identity” (Gill, 2007, p. 149).  

Lena Dunham of Girls, Amy Schumer of Inside Amy Schumer, and Rachel Bloom 

of Crazy Ex-Girlfriend subvert the expectations that have come to define televisual and 

cinematic representations of gendered bodies through offering up their unsexy, ungirly 

figures to the gaze on both television and social media screens. They deploy their flawed 

bodies as shameless, sexual, and assertive sites of chronic pain and messiness, not as sites 

of improvement or eroticism. As creators, writers, executive producers, and stars of their 

pseudo-autobiographical own shows, I assert that Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are 

uniquely positioned to wield and control the content of their televisual performances and 

star-images; they knowingly embrace their ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’, making them 

simultaneously powerful and assailable. I assert that they fully commit to expectations of 

exhibitionism, openly inviting the proverbial gaze to look upon their self-proclaimed 

imperfect, flawed bodies. In doing so, I argue, they produce displeasure in lookers, 

ultimately creating a distinct fantasy of feminine normalcy centered around a shameless 

embrace of the material messiness of gendered embodiment. I argue that the televisual 

texts of Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom articulate an innovative form of extended 

girlhood that is marked by a chaotic, non-aspirational corporeality.  
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However, I contend that Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom, performing on television 

as their own doppelgangers, engage in good-humored self-effacement as a mode of 

affective management that ensures their relatability and profitability. This, I assert 

betrays their investment in neoliberal economic nuances where gendered mitigations of 

projected confidence and power is required to maintain individual visibility. In exploring 

their Instagram accounts, I find that these author-stars effectively establish self-brands 

marked by this contradiction, which strengthens the verisimilitude of their television 

shows, and thus the relevance of the adult girls themselves. I argue that the fictionalized 

personal narratives that appear on television cohere with the performances of selfhood 

presented by Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom on Instagram as they each lay bare the bleak 

realities of their embodied gendered lives on social media while maintaining a 

commitment to lighthearted self-flagellation. As adult girls, I argue that Lena Dunham, 

Amy Schumer, and Rachel Bloom negate the gendered body as an aspirational construct 

and reconstitute it as an unyielding site of precarity; but, these author-stars remain 

aspirational through humorizing their self-mockery and commit to their position creative 

capitalists who, as visual autobiographers are uniquely vulnerable, and require a 

supportive audience.  

The Imperfect and Performative Shamelessness 

In her piece “Notes on the Perfect” (2015) Angela McRobbie delineates a particular 

neoliberal device called ‘the perfect,’ which facilitates gendered competition and acts as a 

“countervailing force” (p. 9) to new modalities of feminism. McRobbie asserts that 

neoliberalism is complicit with a new feminism that has recently emerged and been made 
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available and popular through media. She claims that this rebooted feminism is attached 

to a neoliberal “ethos of competitive individualism” (p. 6), and interpellates Western 

women distinctly through fostering particularly gendered forms of competition in which 

young, middle-class women in particular are called upon to compete, “to constantly 

improve themselves and manage a self” (p. 6) with the aim of achieving unattainable 

perfection. Under this regime, each young woman is called upon to “‘fix’ things for 

herself, by means of a constantly monitored life-plan. It is a practical mode of self-

government” (p. 17) that is seemingly complementary to a reinvigorated feminism. 

McRobbie (2015) argues that young women now feel that blatant gender inequalities that 

can no longer be overlooked, and thus, with revived feminism on their side, they are 

instead encouraged – and ‘empowered’ - to compete with one another, and with 

themselves, to achieve perfection.  

Defined as “a heightened form of self-regulation based on some idea of the ‘good 

life’” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 9), McRobbie invokes Berlant’s terminology in order to 

explicate that the promise of ‘the perfect’ is yet another formulation of ‘cruel optimism’; 

‘the perfect’ masquerades as a route to happiness and fulfillment, but in actuality operates 

as a tool of patriarchal subordination: “The compulsion to compete for perfection and the 

requirement to self-regulate are forms of violence, and also an anti-feminism masked by 

meritocratic ideals which reflect the new practices of gendered governmentality or the 

feminine ‘conduct of conduct’” (2015, p.16-17). ‘The perfect’ facilitates the illusory idea 

of female control most readily obtained through adherence to strict bodily standards 

marked by appearing “girly and flawless” (Winch, 2014, p. 2). Drawing from a 
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Foucauldian understanding of biopolitics, McRobbie (2015) asserts that “Contemporary 

power works through the body, circling round it, often in enticing ways, offering an 

illusion of control, a promise of sexual pleasure, a promise of longevity to those who 

undertake the required amount of personal maintenance and so on” (p. 7). According to 

McRobbie, women are called upon to effectively manage their bodies with the aim of 

attaining a girly figure, of obtaining top marks on what she describes as “a kind of 

neoliberal spreadsheet, a constant benchmarking of the self, a highly standardised mode 

of self-assessment, a calculation of one’s assets” (2015, p. 5). This battle for corporeal 

perfection works symbiotically with a new feminism characterized by discovering 

individual strength and self-worth through battling with, and defeating, other girls and 

women.  

Adult girls Lena Dunham, Amy Schumer, and Rachel Bloom reject this call to 

consistently and continuously calculate and benchmark towards ever-more bodily fitness. 

I suggest that they intentionally subvert the device of ‘the perfect’ through explicitly 

displaying and discussing their self-proclaimed messy bodies on television and on 

Instagram. McRobbie affords for this reaction to ‘the perfect,’ theorizing ‘the imperfect’ 

as a largely ineffectual feminist-informed response, asserting that its construction 

ultimately reifies ‘the perfect’ as hegemonic device. When conceptualizing ‘the 

imperfect’ as a countervailing force, she directly addresses Lena Dunham, whom she 

finds deeply problematic. McRobbie fails to view Dunham’s willingness to lay bare her 

unfit body on screen as a notable endeavor: “Dunham’s quasi-feminism seemingly scores 

her points for being ‘brave’ in regard to having her ‘imperfect’ body shown on TV 
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screens across the world. I query the status of this achievement” (2015, p. 15).  

I want to establish the importance of not only Dunham, but also of Schumer and 

Bloom, displaying their messy bodies on television and on social media. ‘The perfect’ 

renders corporeal flaws as sites of shame that must necessarily be fixed. The bodies of 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are depicted and discussed as shamelessly ungoverned; 

they engage in what Amy Shields Dobson (2015) calls ‘performative shamelessness’ to 

render their embodiment and behavior as a site of power as opposed to humiliation.  

Dobson asserts that contemporary young women who claim and display shamelessness 

through visual performances can be interpreted as attempting to intercept the Mulverian 

male gaze through publicly exhibiting traditionally unfeminine ‘laddish behavior’ 

including self-exploitation, sexual provocation, public drunkenness, and general 

irresponsibility. What she calls ‘performative shamelessness’ has the potential to 

demonstrates an ‘agentic urge’ to both self-define and self-defend against the 

“masculinized, patriarchal, sexualizing, and pathologizing gaze” through “deploying 

signals of pride and pleasure” (2015, p. 159). 

I suggest that adult girls Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom engage in displays of 

‘performative shamelessness’ on television; however, these adult girls take Dobson’s 

concept a step further. Dobson interrogates young women’s social media posts that depict 

them engaged in traditionally unfeminine behavior which she terms a “ladette 

performativity” (Dobson 2015, p. 105); ‘ladettes’ display themselves taking masculine 

poses, shouting, squatting, mouths open, there is a general hetero-sexiness to their 

depictions, and always an intent to communicate the pleasure they glean from their 



 

 42 
 

 

shamelessness. Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom, however, portray protagonists who 

inhabit messy bodies consistently and confidently engaged in behaviors that are vulgar 

and uncomfortable watch. Ironically, though, these performed behaviors are consistent 

with real, lived female bodily experience. I suggest that adult girls Dunham, Schumer, 

and Bloom push beyond ‘laddette performativity’ and engage in exaggerated – even, at 

times, satirical – portrayals of purportedly ‘unfeminine’ behaviors which are, in fact, 

afflictions and experiences rooted in the realities of cisgender female bodily experience. 

Dobson draws from the work of Mikhail Bakhtin who, in examining Renaissance 

art, identifies a binary structure of depicted bodies as either classical or grotesque. While 

classical bodies are opaque and impenetrable, the grotesque body “protrudes, bulges, 

sprouts, or branches off” (qtd. in Dobson, 2015, p. 148) and “it exaggerates and 

caricatures the negative, the inappropriate” (qtd. in Dobson, 2015, p. 149). The grotesque 

female body thus operates in direct opposition to Mulvey’s feminine object of voyeurism 

and fetish; it is mobile, active, and takes up space, and therefore invites feminist 

discursive framing. While McRobbie (2015) theorizes ‘the imperfect’ as hollow response 

to the damaging demands of the perfect, I want to consider the importance of ‘the 

imperfect’ as represented by Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom through interrogating their 

pseudo-fictional doppelgangers as grotesque bodies who engage in performative 

shamelessness, who depict the everyday ugliness of female embodiment which can be 

interpreted as a site of shared experience and togetherness. Adult girls’ performative 

shamelessness does not refigure displays of traditionally unfeminine behavior and 

embodiment as a source of pleasure, but as a source of potential power. 
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The bodies of Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are socioculturally processed as 

messy at face-value because of their size and shape; the most glaring requirement of girly 

corporeal perfection is thinness; “thinness is equated with health, serenity and 

normativity. In particular it is a signifier for girliness” (Winch, 2014, p. 28). However, 

their choice to showcase and situate those bodies on screens as sexually active, socially 

agentic, and unapologetically flawed reifies their establishment of ‘the imperfect,’ as a 

device that counteracts not just the aesthetics, but the control that ‘the perfect’ mandates. 

Flawed figures shamelessly showcased by the creator-writer-producer-stars themselves is 

uncomfortable to watch because it simultaneously subverts expectations of feminine 

embodiment and gendered power. Dobson makes clear that ‘performative shamelessness’ 

is necessarily self-produced; representations of messy bodies that are non-consensual 

cannot operate as articulations of self-definition or self-defense. Women who engage in 

depictions of performative shamelessness assume some agency and control over the 

image produced; thus, they are framed by a “premise of choice, consent and deliberate or 

conscious self-construction” (Dobson, 2015, p. 156). According to Dobson, this element 

of choice is central to a reconfiguration of depictions of female shamelessness as 

pleasurable rather than humiliating. Adult girls’ distinct level of control as televisual 

autobiographers is therefore central to reading their reconfiguration of shamelessness as 

powerful rather than debasing. 

However, public depictions and claims to an imperfect body and disruptive 

behavior within the framework of ‘performative shamelessness’ are not only powerful, 

but are necessarily self-aware. Dobson makes clear that women who engage in 
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performative shamelessness are simultaneously self-effacing and self-confident: “There is 

a sense of drawing viewers’ attention to one’s own weaknesses, inadequacies or 

shortcomings, making light of them and fun of one’s self” (2015, p. 158). This echoes 

McRobbie’s (2015) assertion that women and girls face an injunction to either embrace 

their imperfection and thus self-flagellate, or strive for perfection and self-compete in a 

losing battle to always do better. Both Dobson (2015) and McRobbie (2015) argue that 

neoliberal femininity requires adherence to traditional gender ‘feeling rules’ where 

women are called upon to be subservient, self-deprecating, and apologetic (Hochschild, 

1983). Dobson, like McRobbie, claims that this paradoxical construct, where codes of 

female affective conduct and corporeal behavior are contrarian resonates with the ethos 

of contemporary capitalism as women are expected to be “wild,’ freedom-loving, ‘up for 

it’” yet they are “sanctioned for such gender performativity in broader social discourses” 

(Dobson, 2015, p. 158-159).  

I contend that the personal and televisual performances of Dunham, Schumer, and 

Bloom showcase affective regulation as a viable mode of coping with the double-bind 

that characterizes female life under neoliberalism where women are called upon to be 

both self-confident and self-berating. Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom make fun of their 

own bodies both on television and on social media; while they boldly and defiantly frame 

their corporeal messiness as normative and powerful, they dilute the poignancy of their 

refusal to self-govern through an earnest commitment to be funny and appealing. The 

imperfect’ as created, written, produced, and performed by Dunham, Schumer, and 

Bloom, I suggest operates as a feminist countervailing force that has the potential to 
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rebuke standardized modes of gendered self-governance through sanctioning an 

embodied lack of control on screen in concert with adult girls’ cerebral and experiential 

control off-screen. Through their televisual performances and intertextual star-meanings, 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom constitute an innovative site of togetherness cohered by 

unabashed experiences of feminine bodily affliction which are not within anyone’s 

control. However, the subversive potential of these adult girls’ is paradoxically 

circumscribed by adhering to traditional codes of feminine conduct that mandate women 

be humble, deferential, and take up little space. As capitalists invested in remaining 

likable and marketable, these author-stars conform to individual affective regulations 

which are foundational to a popular feminism characterized by good-humored individual 

resistance rather than structural critique (Banet-Weiser, 2018). The contradiction inherent 

to adult girls’ construction is therefore not limited to performed adherence to affective 

regulations despite their rejection of bodily self-governance, but reified through their 

individual commitment to careful production of their individual star-images where they 

are marketed as funny feminists. 

Girls 

The pilot episode of Girls, which premiered on April 15, 2012 on HBO, opens with a 

shot of protagonist Hannah Horvath, sitting at an upscale restaurant dinner table 

forcefully shoving a forkful of spaghetti into her mouth. Her mother, sitting across from 

her, laughs and chides her to slow down to which Hannah responds “I’m a growing girl” 

(Dunham, 2012). Dunham’s opening line of the series intentionally signals that Hannah 

views herself as a girl, not a woman. In the context of Dunham’s precocious role as co-
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creator (with Jenni Konner), writer, executive producer, star, and director of the pilot 

episode of her pseudo-autobiographical opus provocatively titled “Girls” this opening 

resonates as a reclamation and recalibration of extended girlhood as a cerebral, rather 

than a bodily way of being. Within the first ten minutes of the pilot episode, homage is 

paid to both Mary Tyler Moore and Sex and the City, which establishes the show’s 

understanding of its position within women’s televisual history and feminist sociocultural 

context, overtly signaling an awareness of girlhood as a site of contestation and an 

intention to reformulate its meaning.  Furthermore, however, Dunham here establishes 

that Hannah views herself as someone who is ‘growing’ and therefore unrealized and 

incomplete; her response to her parents cutting her off financially over dinner is “I am 

busy trying to become who I am” (Dunham, 2012). This signals a destabilization of 

eternal girlhood as an aspirational way of being; instead, girlhood is immediately equated 

with being untethered and unsettled. Ultimately, however, this initial claim and context 

makes clear that Hannah is aware of her bodily imperfections, but has no intention of 

changing her appearance regardless of scrutiny and commentary. As a ‘girl’, she is free to 

eat what she wants, how she wants, which rebukes postfeminist girlhood’s relationship to 

bodily control and thinness.  

  Girls most readily challenges the idealized girly body and reconstitutes girlhood 

as a discomforting way of being through its awkward and unruly depictions of sex. In the 

first explicit scene of the series, Hannah and her then-casual sex-partner, Adam, have sex 

on the couch in his apartment in the late afternoon. Hannah initiates the encounter by 

climbing into Adam’s lap and kissing him. Adam soon takes control, however, telling 



 

 47 
 

 

Hannah to lie on her stomach, remove her clothes, and to hold her legs behind her while 

he goes to get lubricant. When she asks him to get a condom he replies “I’ll consider it” 

(Dunham, 2012). Despite this response, Hannah complies with Adam’s request, clumsily 

removing her underwear, struggling so much to get her tights and socks off over her feet 

that Adam has to help her when he returns from the bathroom. Hannah lies face down on 

the couch, her bottom half exposed, as Adam puts on a condom and, for a moment, 

attempts to have anal sex with her. When she objects, saying “Please don’t do that. That 

feels awful” (Dunham, 2012) he stops immediately, and they proceed to have vaginal 

intercourse, during which Hannah asks questions and apologizes to ensure she’s still 

pleasing Adam despite her refusal to have anal sex; he eventually asks her to “play the 

quiet game” (Dunham, 2012). 

Girls and Dunham subvert expectations of representations of female corporeality 

and sexuality by enticing the male gaze with a traditional erotic premise and negating the 

pleasure of that premise through displaying bodily displeasure. In its initial sex scene, 

Girls displays Hannah’s unpretty body engaged in a sexual encounter that is decidedly 

unsexy and even painful. Her body does not conform to rigorous standards of girly 

flawlessness; it is soft, clumsy, and unfit. Her pillowy figure is on full display, her 

cellulite is visible. Hannah struggles to remove her own clothes, and she is eventually 

half-clothed on all fours, exposed in the afternoon light. She awkwardly attempts to 

follow Adam’s directions and movements; neither her enjoyment, nor her comfort are a 

concern. The only moment where Hannah’s bodily experience is acknowledged is she 

when balks at Adam’s attempt to have anal sex with her, and he stops.  



 

 48 
 

 

In this inaugural sex scene, Girls highlights the displeasure of the cisgender 

heterosexual female experience in a way that is rarely depicted on television. While 

shows like Sex and the City famously showcased outrageous sex scenes, the women 

featured on the show are all normatively beautiful, and their engagement in raucous, 

sometimes bizarre sex was displayed for comic effect. As Silverman and Hagelin note, 

“Hannah’s body is not used as a vehicle of comedy, it is also not deployed as a source of 

big-bodied affirmation,” instead, it is displayed to represent “raw unmediated experience” 

(2018, n.p.) The everyday pains of normative feminine embodiment that are typically 

eradicated from televisual representations are ever-present on Girls. Hannah suffers from 

chronic urinary tract infections, she struggles to reach orgasm, she contracts HPV, she 

winces as an OB/GYN inserts forceps into her cervix, she has unpredictable periods 

which result in stained underwear, Adam pees on her in the shower, her boss touches her 

inappropriately, she wipes male ejaculatory fluid off her body after sex, she struggles to 

breastfeed her child after giving birth in the final season. The struggles endured by 

Hannah are, for the most part, not spectacularized on the show, but presented as the price 

of normative feminine embodiment. However, I acknowledge their singularity because 

they inspire discomfort when presented on screen. That discomfort stems, first, from the 

fact that these unpretty realities of female embodiment, despite their mundanity, are not 

represented in the contemporary televisual media landscape; they are covered over, 

pathologized as dirty and gross. Second, the discomfiture inspired by Hannah on Girls is 

undeniably linked to Dunham’s unruly body. 
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Girls suggests that to live within the body of a ‘girl’, is to be sloppy and 

uncontrolled. In the scene following this sexual interlude, Hannah and Adam discuss her 

body. He inquires about the origin of her many tattoos, and she tells him that she had 

them done in high school in response to gaining a lot of weight; she tattooed herself with 

images from children’s books in an attempt to “take control of [her] own shape” 

(Dunham, 2012). In response, Adam tells her that she could have her tattoos removed 

because she’s “not that fat anymore” (Dunham, 2012). Hannah’s tone is mocking when 

explaining that she viewed tattooing herself as a form of control; she intimates that her 

attempt to claim power over her body through changing it with art was misguided, futile, 

and like the origin of her tattoos, childish. Girls here lambastes the postfeminist 

makeover paradigm through presenting an unpretty female character who gets tattooed 

instead of thinner in a failed attempt to self-govern. Adam calling her “not that fat” in 

response to her story is cruel and seemingly incongruous; he is clearly romantically 

invested and sexually attracted to Hannah, but that does not stop him from articulating his 

harsh judgements about her body. Indeed, he continues to refer to her weight two 

episodes later, when he pinches her stomach, calling it “funny” and making it into a 

monstrosity using his voice. He then proceeds to ask Hannah if she has attempted to lose 

weight to which she replies “No, I’ve not tried to lose weight because I decided I was 

gonna have other concerns in my life” (Dunham, 2012). 

Girls here rebukes the neoliberal device of ‘the perfect’ through rejecting the 

transformative potential of body reformation and characterizing corporeal discipline as a 

toxic sociocultural mandate for women. Instead of endeavoring to always self-improve 
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through modification of her bodily makeup as neoliberalism indicts her to, Hannah’s 

body exists in and for the present. As Silverman and Hagelin (2018) explain, Hannah’s 

“is not a body in production—an aspirational physique oriented around future “success” 

in the form of weight loss or athletic sculpting—but rather a body that persists from 

moment to moment, often engaged in mundane tasks and deeply invested in creative 

expression and sensual gratification” (n.p). Hannah is therefore a character whose 

corporeality is always in a state of unrest, always in motion; however, instead of moving 

and striving towards girly flawlessness, Hannah’s active body is decidedly non-

aspirational. Her body is deployed as a crises-laden, uncontrollable vehicle for survival 

that endures pain and enjoys pleasure and is unconcerned with aesthetics. In this way 

Girls “privileges being over meaning, the female body a source of lived reality rather 

than source of signification” (Silverman and Hagelin, 2018, n.p.).  

Hannah’s Grotesque Body 

Like Bakhtin’s grotesque body, Hannah protrudes, she sticks out, her body itself and her 

bodily actions hyperbolize the negative and the inappropriate. Yet, her body is posited as 

the form that is ‘to-be-looked-at’ on Girls. In the scene prior to her encounter with Adam, 

Hannah and her roommate, Marnie, have a conversation in their bathroom; Marnie is 

wrapped in a towel shaving her legs, and Hannah sits in the tub naked eating a cupcake. 

Hannah claims that she is always naked in front of Marnie, when it “should be the other 

way around” (Dunham, 2012), because Marnie is girlishly beautiful. Typically, a body 

like Marnie’s is showcased on television and encouraged to be flaunted in public, but in 

the world of Girls, it is Hannah’s messy body that is consistently nude and engaged in 



 

 51 
 

 

explicit sexual scenarios. Indeed, in comparison to the other three women featured on 

Girls who adhere to gendered bodily ideals, Hannah is naked, partially nude, or scantily 

dressed with startling regularity.  

Hannah is often nude in mundane everyday scenarios; she is naked while eating, 

while writing, while reading, while playing ping pong. These humdrum moments of 

nakedness, though seemingly innocuous when described here, are indeed discomforting 

to see on screen. I contend that they are disruptive and indicative of a recasting of 

feminine corporeality as a literal lived experience as opposed to a symbol of beauty or 

burden (Silverman and Hagelin, 2018). This is made clear first because these scenes 

feature an exposed female body - a form usually reserved for erotic impact when 

deployed on screen - as non-sexual, utilitarian, and chronically chaotic; and second 

because that female body is messy. In the episode titled “Bad Friend” (2013), Hannah 

spends the majority of the episode in a see-through mesh shirt with her breasts exposed 

and snorts cocaine off a public toilet; in the episode “Video Games” (2013) Hannah is 

has yet another urinary tract infection (a chronic condition for her), and strips her 

underwear down to urinate on the side of a railroad platform; in “Queen for Two Days” 

(2016), Hannah and her mother share a room while on a retreat, and Hannah strips down 

to just a sports bra before getting into bed while she and her mother converse. Girls is 

rendered exceptional within televisual discourse because unpretty bodies are typically 

narrativized as a burden to be overcome; contrarily, Hannah’s fierce acceptance of her 

corporeal flaws is evidenced by her willingness to be naked all the time, regardless of 

company or context. Everyday nakedness occurs, regardless of bodily composition; 
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Hannah’s imperfect naked body on constant display signals her shamelessness, and the 

power inherent to such wholehearted self-acceptance of a flawed female form in a 

sociocultural moment where gendered practices of self-betterment signals happiness and 

fulfillment.    

Hannah’s Self-Effacement  

I suggest that Dunham’s articulations of female nudity and exhibitionism are ultimately 

intentioned as self-aware. In the initial sex scene of Girls, as Hannah is poised on all-

fours, her buttocks and thighs exposed, the viewer is meant to be presume that this scene, 

written, directed, and performed by Dunham is her choice. Of course, the well-

established sex-negative and sex-positive debates around pornography must be 

considered here, as anti-pornography feminist scholars argue that the exploitation and 

over-sexualization of women’s bodies is terroristic and is always a site of violence that 

betrays the insidiousness of patriarchal power and the circumscription of women’s free 

will9, while sex-positive feminist scholars endorse the equalizing potential of female 

sexual freedom10. However, in the contemporary media climate, sex positivity is an 

unequivocal sensibility, and Dunham’s considerable and comparative power in her 

industry, coupled with her self-produced image as a (white, privileged, capitalist) 

feminist, posit her as a woman who controls what she does with her own body on screen.  

 Part of that control includes engaging in self-effacement. Open refusal to conform 

to postfeminist standards of feminine embodiment must be curtailed by adhering to 

 
9 See: MacKinnon’s Only Words and Dworkin’s Pornography: Men Possessing Women 
10 See: Gayle Rubin’s “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality and Audre Lorde’s “Uses of the Erotic: 

The Erotic as Power” 
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affective regulations that demand nonconforming women be self-effacing if they want to 

remain legible. To reconcile this affective double-bind, I draw from Rosalind Gill and 

Akane Kanai’s (2018) piece “Mediating Neoliberal Capitalism: Affect, Subjectivity and 

Inequality” where they assert that neoliberal conditions require all contemporary women 

toe the line of performed confidence carefully, as they are charged with managing “new 

affective obligations” while acting “as though such obligations do not exist” (2018, p. 

323). According to Gill and Kanai, women face an injunction to mitigate their level of 

confidence in order to comply with established affective regulations of femininity where 

women and girls are required to “apologize for their presence, please others, and take up 

less emotional space” (Gill and Kanai, 2018, p. 322). While new feminisms have given 

rise to devices like what Gill and Orgad (2015) call ‘the confidence cult,’ a widespread 

media campaign that indicts women and girls to be self-confident in order to find success 

and happiness, traditional feminine ‘feeling rules’ that require women be self-effacing 

remain intact. Humor directed against the self while simultaneously showcasing 

confidence is a new affective regulation under neoliberalism that, when followed, 

demonstrates feminine normativity.  

On Girls, Hannah Horvath distinctly abides by these feeling rules. She proudly 

displays and mobilizes her flawed figure, but she engages in good-humored self-

flagellation which most readily takes the form of fat-talk. The most demonstrative scene 

of this adherence on Girls occurs when Hannah is in talks to have her book published. 

When meeting with two publication executives, Hannah is asked to define her brand, to 

which she smilingly responds “Well, I’m from the Midwest, so I will always be 15 to 45 
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pounds overweight depending on how far I live from the coast. The farther from the 

coast, the fatter I am. So, I guess my brand is Tombstone Pizza” (Brock & Miller, 2014). 

Hannah is laughing as she self-berates, and the executives laugh along with her, which is, 

indeed, her intention. By drawing attention to her messy body, Hannah negates the harm 

of critical commentary from others, intercepting the proverbial gaze before it is 

empowered to judge her. Beyond that, however, Hannah remains relatable and thus 

marketable in this moment; in a meeting about publishing her book of essays, she toes the 

line of confidence carefully. The executives begin by complimenting her, stating that they 

like her, and compare her work to that of Mindy Kaling; they then bluntly ask “Who are 

we selling?” (Brock & Miller, 2014). Hannah responds with good-humored self-mockery 

to win them over and remain humble in a meeting that is, in fact, all about her relatability 

and marketability. By drawing attention to her greatest vulnerability, she is able to appear 

appropriately confident and self-aware, performing a non-threatening but still assured 

femininity and feminism. Hannah adheres to gendered affective regulations in order to 

survive and thrive as a likable woman mitigating the terrain of neoliberal capitalism.    

Thus, Dunham’s Girls depicts the gendered double-bind of neoliberalism. As a 

characterization, Hannah is somehow belligerently self-confident, and also desperately 

insecure. Gill and Kanai (2018) claim that affect is key to understandings of neoliberal 

individualism as presented by modern media where consumers are challenged to not just 

view their appearance as a site to be optimally managed as a route to self-betterment, but 

their emotional and psychic structures and responses must be properly managed as well: 

“Self-transformation under neoliberalism, we suggest, is linked not simply to the notion 



 

 55 
 

 

of personal change (in appearance, parenting skills or sex life) but, importantly, 

mobilizing, acting on, and being sensitized to the right feelings” (p. 321). Girls’ Hannah 

responds to the injunction that she be sensitized to the right feelings in order to improve 

her position in in life. While I contend Girls rejects bodily discipline as a site of self-

transformation, I assert that the show communicates the importance of affective practices 

where “the rapid, implicit and explicit, negotiation process through which we jointly 

begin to figure the affective moment we are in, and what should happen next” 

(Whetherell, 2012, p. 141). 

Inside Amy Schumer 

Inside Amy Schumer is a half-hour sketch comedy show based on the stand-up comedy of 

Amy Schumer that aired on Comedy Central from 2013-2016. The show is created by, 

written, executive produced, and at times directed by Amy Schumer. The program is a 

diverse composite of sketches, songs, interviews with celebrities and non-celebrities, as 

well as video clips from Schumer’s stand-up. To maintain focus on my purpose here, I 

will not include Schumer’s stand-up segments in my discussion. Schumer plays 

innumerable fictitious characters in the scripted sketches on the show, and though all 

clearly resonate as extensions of Schumer, most often she explicitly plays a version of 

herself, aptly named ‘Amy’. Inside Amy Schumer is satirical; it is not bound to a classic 

narrative structure, and thus pushes boundaries using explicit and overt messaging. The 

ways in which Schumer’s program intercepts and subverts the gaze are obvious and 

ostentatious; Amy’s critique of ‘the perfect’ is damning, and her performative 
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shamelessness is hyperbolic. She satirizes the everyday pain and discomfort women 

endure at the hands of neoliberalism, calling direct attention to it.  

Amy Schumer: Famously Unfit for Fame 

Inside Amy Schumer problematizes the profound role popular media plays in establishing 

gender codes of conduct and sustaining unequal power structures. Schumer’s subversion 

of the gaze is not couched within the structure of a cumulative fictional narrative like 

Girls. She openly and repeatedly points to the media as a toxic force of which she is, 

ironically, a part. As such, Schumer uses her position as a recognizable celebrity with a 

platform to draw attention to her bodily unfitness for popularity and fame, and to chastise 

the reductive and oppressive standards of successful femininity which, she asserts, are 

unequivocally bound up with levels of sexual attractiveness as determined by the 

proverbial male gaze. Indeed, in the notable episode titled “Last F**kable Day,” 

(McFaul, 2015) Amy happens upon her comedic heroes Patricia Arquette, Tina Fey, and 

Julia Louis-Dreyfuss, who have convened to celebrate Dreyfuss’ last day as a desirable 

woman, a label bestowed and taken by the anonymous patriarchal male gaze. The skit 

highlights every woman’s eventual erasure; regardless of their corporeal makeup, all 

women age out of desirability according to the male gaze. This highlights the fleeting 

utility of girlification, revealing it as a temporary oppressive construct that contributes to 

a culture of sexual objectification and renders women as passive objects of voyeurism 

and fetish rather than active agents capable of more; “Indeed, girlification is a result of 

discomfort with female adulthood and power” (Winch, 2014, p. 28). In an effort to 
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subvert the power of the gaze, Schumer holds fast to her messy body, consistently 

drawing attention to it, and construing it as the ironic nucleus of her success. 

Indeed, Amy’s objection to ‘the perfect’ is a cornerstone of the show. In “Slow 

Your Roll” Amy satirizes the postfeminist demands of girlish bodily perfection through 

seeing a celebrity nutritionist in an effort to lose weight and, breaking the fourth wall, to 

secure another season of her show. The nutritionist asks her to identify the celebrity body 

she wants to emulate; Amy tells her she wants to look like Christian Bale in The Fighter. 

The nutritionist tells her she’s going to find Amy the perfect diet, and if she sticks to that 

diet, she’ll be “the perfect woman” (Altman & McFaul, 2014). The diet options she offers 

Amy include “The Instagram Diet” where Amy would not eat her food, she would simply 

take and post photos of it, and a cleanse where she could eat whatever she wants, as long 

as she doesn’t swallow it. The sketch concludes with a skeleton entering the room; she is 

a new client of the nutritionist who is aspirational for Amy.  

This sketch calls attention to the toxicity of girly flawlessness, and accuses 

celebrity culture of positing bodily perfection as not only attainable, but worthwhile. 

Amy, as a part of that culture, subverts the power of ‘the perfect’ by illuminating the 

dangers of that construction and through calling attention to her own deliberate 

imperfection. In telling the nutritionist that she wants to look like Christian Bale in The 

Fighter, Amy intercepts expectations of her desired bodily makeup and insists upon the 

futility of the idealized female body. In The Fighter, Christian Bale plays an emaciated 

drug-addict who resembles the skeleton who enters at the end of the sketch. Amy here 

calls attention to the unhealthiness of celebrity weight-loss endeavors, and to the 
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hollowness of seeking out a bodily transformation based upon fictitious and often fleeting 

Hollywood-produced figures.  

A particularly poignant episode that articulates Schumer’s most overt disavowal 

‘the perfect’, and of her industry, is titled “Twelve Angry Men Inside Amy Schumer” 

which parodies the famous Reginald Rose courtroom drama. As opposed to a trial for 

murder, however, Amy’s status as a television star is on trial; the all-male jury are tasked 

with coming to a unanimous vote to determine if Amy is “hot enough for TV” (Schumer 

& McFaul, 2015). In the midst of the debate, the jurors explicitly identify the double-

standard that exists in the media industry; in a moment where Amy is compared to Kevin 

James (a notoriously big-bodied male actor), one juror proclaims that he doesn’t have to 

consider James as an object of desire, “That’s why they hire hot chicks to stand around 

him while he’s talking” (Schumer & McFaul, 2015). Schumer, who wrote and co-

directed the episode, implies here that Mulvey’s 1973 theorization of a dichotomous 

structure of gendered subjects still holds; women on screen remain passive objects of 

voyeurism or fetish who are subject to dispossession if they do not properly embody and 

perform femininity. Throughout the debate, Schumer is compared to an elephant, a 

Cabbage Patch Doll, a toad; she is called a filthy-whore mouth, her explicit genre of 

humor deemed ‘unnatural’ because she is a woman. Moreover, select jurors argue that 

allowing someone who looks like Schumer to star in her own television series sets a 

dangerous precedent, fostering an attitude “that quirky looking dump trucks are okay to 

cast all over the dial” (Schumer &McFaul, 2015). 
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Despite the fact that, at the start, just one juror believes Amy is girly enough to be 

on television, the jurors eventually reach the unanimous decision that Amy is, in fact, 

‘hot enough for TV’, a decision based on the fact that they all admit to experiencing some 

sexual arousal when looking at Amy’s photo. Schumer here not only points to the toxicity 

of the male gaze, which remains the prevailing force when it comes to determining 

feminine standards of beauty and behavior, but endeavors to communicate the prevalent 

theme of Rose’s Twelve Angry Men, which is that one dissenter can create great change. 

As a female comedienne unfit for celebrity because she insists on inhabiting a messy 

body and who is famously critical of the standards and operations of popular media, I 

believe Amy Schumer views herself as an individual agent of change; she works to 

facilitate that change not only through dismantling ‘the perfect,’ but through 

reconfiguring shame as a source of power. 

Amy’s Performative Shamelessness 

Amy Dobson’s evaluation of the grotesque body asserts “These bodies are open and 

active, engaged in poses depicting rowdiness, physical playfulness and hedonistic 

overindulgence. By traditional standards, all these examples would be considered 

typically ‘unfeminine’ in fact, an inversion of traditional femininity (2015, p. 143). Amy 

of Inside Amy Schumer drinks copiously all the time, she watches pornography, she talks 

openly and loudly about the aesthetics of her vagina (which she famously refers to as her 

pu**y), about her sexual encounters, about bowel movements, and about pubic hair. 

Thus, her character is typified by her consistent inversion of girly femininity, ironically 

achieved through drawing attention to her female embodiment. In one sketch titled “The 
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Horror” Amy has a nightmare in which she discovers she is allergic to alcohol, and can 

never drink again. In the same bad dream, Amy imagines that her regular wax technician 

went back to China, and the substitute tells her that her pubic area “Looks like inside of 

barber shop vacuum” (Dunnigan & Brennan, 2013). She wakes up from her nightmare, 

takes a healthy swig from the oversized bottle of wine that she keeps on her bedside 

table, downs several ‘Ambien for Elephants’ and passes out. Later in the episode, Amy 

watches a horror movie and it is revealed that she flatulates when she is scared. Beyond 

this, in an episode from Season Four, Amy parodies yogurt advertisements by selling a 

new product called ‘Yo-Puss’ that supposedly makes her vagina “taste like nothing” 

(Caramele & McFaul, 2016). Amy reaches into her pants with her fingers, and proceeds 

to offer them to her friends to taste the ‘nothing’.  

 These examples showcase Schumer’s portrayal of the grotesque body, and the 

extremity of her performative shamelessness. Amy’s unfeminine behavior pushes far 

beyond hetero-sexy subversions of the male gaze; her copious alcohol consumption is 

simply foundational to her character, as is her participation in rowdy and hedonistic 

behavior. Inside Amy Schumer satirizes neoliberal standards for women, which insist that 

they be both raucous and demure. More distinctly, however, Schumer deploys explicit 

vulgarity couched in satirical comedy to describe and depict unachievable requirements 

of female embodiment in a postfeminist era. As Alison Winch (2014) argues, the “the 

idealization of adolescence forecloses the possibility of not appearing youthful. The 

mediated girl is waxed pre-pubescent, flat-stomached” (p. 29). Amy’s insistence that 

women pass gas and grow pubic hair points to the constrictions implicit within 
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understandings of eternal girlhood, and the gendered nature of vulgarity itself. These 

moments as well as the Yo-Puss sketch, illuminate the realities of biological femininity 

which are eradicated from public discourse but scrutinized in the private sphere. 

According to eternal girlhood, women must be odorless, dry, and hairless as if they were 

pre-pubescent girls, but sexually ‘up for it’ as liberated neoliberal women; all of this is 

implicit within the device of ‘the perfect’, and with contemporary understandings of 

femininity, but rarely acknowledged or spoken on television. Schumer takes it upon 

herself to make these lived realities a part of public discourse in an effort to highlight the 

discomfort and surefire failure that comes with attempting to contort and conform one’s 

womanly body to appear girlish, and to illuminate the double-bind that prevails under 

neoliberalism. Schumer’s shameless, often grotesque, performance of ‘Amy’ 

reconstitutes understandings of normative femininity, and problematizes the aspirational 

nature of eternal girlhood. 

Amy’s Self-Hatred 

Schumer’s ‘performative shamelessness’ and critique of ‘the perfect’ is grounded in her 

self-effacement, and thus reifies affective regulation as a mode of coping with 

inequalities. Her self-proclaimed imperfect body is the touted site from which she 

critiques the toxicity of the male gaze and the gendered nature of shame itself in a 

postfeminist media landscape. Her messy body is therefore mobilized as the source of her 

success and platform; however, her self-awareness borders on self-hatred. Though 

Schumer simply abides by gendered feeling rules mandated by neoliberalism in order to 

remain a marketable, relatable woman, she is scathing in her self-critique. As evidenced 
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in the specifics mentioned, she repeatedly refers to herself as an elephant; in other 

moments on the show she is compared to a chipmunk, and she consistently calls herself a 

‘slut’ or a ‘whore’.  

Though I contend that the overarching message of Inside Amy Schumer is to 

deploy exaggeration to draw attention to the damaging and dangerous standards of 

gendered embodiment, Schumer’s performance could have adverse effects. The most 

ubiquitous conceit of Schumer’s comedy, her celebrity persona, and all the 

characterizations on her show is that she inhabits a messy female body. The 

acknowledgement that she is unpretty operates as the core of her humor; her popularity 

and success is rooted in her willingness to make fun of her body and highlight her 

unfitness for celebrity culture. However, Schumer is, in fact, a fairly attractive woman 

who could be viewed as encouraging her female audience to self-flagellate to the point of 

psychological destruction. Moreover, her insistence that confident and empowered 

shamelessness be inextricably bound up with a reclamation of derogatory gendered slurs 

is questionable. This incites consideration of Schumer’s characterization of ‘Amy’ as a 

performance constructed for maximum shock and therefore necessitated viewing, as 

opposed to a careful approach to parodying women’s contemporary subjugation in an 

honest effort move the needle. Schumer’s performance of ‘Amy’ is thus subject to a 

critique of her self-interest as a capitalist as opposed to her political investment as a 

woman combatting gender inequality. 

Working in concert with her self-proclaimed imperfection, however, is Schumer’s 

insistence that all women’s reproductive bodies are held to unachievable standards of 
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beauty that ultimately reinvigorate patriarchal power structures. Schumer casts herself as 

an everywoman who uses the platform of television sketch comedy to insist that her 

messy body is normative, and that embodiments of eternal girly flawlessness are 

anomalous, reserved for ‘real’ female stars and celebrities, a status she will never 

achieve. What’s more, however is that Schumer gives credence to the pressures of 

neoliberalism and postfeminism through articulating her own struggle against, and 

disdain for self-evaluation and benchmarking. Though Inside Amy Schumer’s Amy 

explicitly problematizes the toxicity of ‘the perfect’, she readily engages with it, unable 

to escape its hegemony as the prevailing force controlling Western women’s behavior 

and sense of self under late capitalism. The vulnerability of this admission is central to 

Schumer’s resonance as an author-star and comedienne.  

Crazy Ex-Girlfriend 

Rachel Bloom and Aline Brosh McKenna co-created and co-executive produced the 

television-musical Crazy Ex-Girlfriend which ran on the CW Network from 2015-2019; 

Bloom is also the star and one of the writers. Crazy Ex-Girlfriend opens with protagonist 

Rebecca Bunch, a high-achieving attorney who attended both Harvard and Yale, on the 

precipice of a promotion at a competitive New York City law firm. When offered the 

position of junior partner, Rebecca panics and runs out of the building, and encounters 

her summer camp boyfriend, Josh Chan. Josh tells her that after just eight months of 

living in New York, he is tired of the city, and is moving home to the quiet suburb of 

West Covina, CA. In a moment of impulsivity, Rebecca decides to quit her job, flush her 
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anxiety and depression medications down the toilet, and follow Josh to West Covina in 

hopes of finding happiness.  

Despite her academic prowess and her professional success, Rebecca is a 

character plagued by dispossession. That dispossession is most clearly addressed through 

the show’s treatment of her mental illness; it is depicted as a chronic and shameless 

health condition that should be openly and honestly discussed in popular discourse11. 

That said, my focus here will be on Rebecca’s gendered dispossession as a contemporary 

woman inhabiting a messy body; despite all her academic and professional success, 

Rebecca knows that her value is most readily associated with her reproductive body. 

Rebecca’s body is invoked as a constant joke on the show: a coworker refers to her as 

having a ‘normal’ body which he considers ‘brave’, and another character dubs her body-

type ‘British Nanny’. Rebecca is overtly critical of bodily scrutiny and the toxic 

fetishization of women’s bodies by the male gaze; she shamelessly insists upon the 

normalcy of untoward aspects of feminine embodiment. She struggles against ‘the 

perfect’, acknowledging its power and cancerous relationship to women’s mental health 

and sense of self-worth. However, Rebecca still desires to be desired, and seeks self-

fulfillment through male approval, and marriage; the construct of desire under late 

capitalism, according to Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, I assert mandates awareness of and 

negotiation with hegemonic forces. She is plagued by this paradoxical structure, and lives 

 
11 Rebecca Bunch is diagnosed in Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) in season three which makes clear that Crazy Ex-Girlfriend 

approaches mental illness as a serious congenital condition that should not be reduced to an effect of sociocultural pressures. The toxic 

and colloquial labeling of a brilliant, but unmarried women avidly searching for happiness as ‘crazy’ operates at the heart of this show 
(and as its title); the show problematizes postfeminist media constructions that typically fetishize or malign single women looking for 

love as mentally unstable. Crazy Ex-Girlfriend posits real mental health issues as a singular aspect of a subject’s persona, as opposed 

to a defining attribute, and is a topic worthy of scholarly interrogation.  
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within the tension it creates. That tension is addressed in the show’s musical numbers, 

which will be the object of my study here. 

“The Sexy Getting Ready Song”: Undoing The Makeover Paradigm 

Rebecca’s mental health struggles frame the show; she grapples against a disruptive and 

often damaging internal monologue, which is set to music. The musical numbers on 

Crazy Ex-Girlfriend are a unique device deployed to reveal Rebecca’s honest thoughts 

about herself and others12. Crazy Ex-Girlfriend satirizes the traditional structure of 

musicals through its insistence on overt and exaggerated exposition, employing decidedly 

unpoetic lyrics, awkward choreography, and often incongruous costuming, using musical 

comedy to reveal stark, difficult, and often unspoken truths about an imperfect woman’s 

experience of the world. Rebecca’s experience of gendered oppression as dictated by 

patriarchal late capitalism is foundational to these musical interludes. Rebecca’s messy 

body is always on display as she is most often the star of these musical numbers; what’s 

more, however, is how she utilizes visual aesthetics and lyrical composition to addresses 

the everyday struggles inherent to her embodiment. 

 After relocating to West Covina, CA, Rebecca quickly maneuvers her way into a 

date to a party, which she views as an opportunity to see Josh. In preparation for this 

party, Rebecca sings “The Sexy Getting Ready Song” (Webb, 2015) which features her, 

accompanied by backup singers and dancers, preparing for her date. The song in title, in 

lyrics, and in performance parodies the postfeminist makeover paradigm, as it exposes 

 
12 In this way, the show stays loyal to the musical genre; musicals typically use songs as a tool to reveal unknown truths. However, 
unlike traditional musicals, the interludes on Crazy Ex-Girlfriend are posited as music videos that organically exist within the 

narrative structure of the show; as such, the songs often feature direct address from the singer, who moves between a few different 

settings, wearing different costumes in distinct scenarios. 
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the ubiquitous device of female bodily transformation on film, and depicts the painful 

processes of feminine beautification that are not explicitly articulated in televisual media, 

but yet are socioculturally mandated as modes of basic feminine self-surveillance. As 

Rosalind Gill (2007) notes in her piece “Postfeminist Media Culture,” the makeover 

process is a paradigmatic element of postfeminist filmic texts: 

More broadly, it might be argued that a makeover paradigm constitutes 

postfeminist media culture. This requires people (predominantly women) to 

believe, first, that they or their life is lacking or flawed in some way; second, that 

it is amenable to reinvention or transformation by following the advice of 

relationship, design or lifestyle experts and practicing appropriately modified 

consumption habits (p. 156). 

While the makeover paradigm has extended well beyond bodily transformation to include 

food, homes, gardens, and parenting, cisgender feminine bodies have remained the 

dominant site of the makeover in postfeminist media (Gill p. 156)13. As Gill astutely 

notes, the labor that goes into this self-transformation must be followed, but disavowed, 

“understood nevertheless as ‘fun,’ ‘pampering,’ or ‘self-indulgence’ and must never be 

disclosed” (p. 155). Moreover, popular media proliferate the idea that liberated women 

transform in order to adhere to these aesthetic rules and regulations not to please men, but 

to please themselves. To subvert and problematize postfeminist renderings of the 

 
13 Popular postfeminist rom-coms Clueless, She’s All That, The Devil Wears Prada, Miss Congeniality, Pretty Woman, and The 
Princess Diaries all feature makeover sequences that are set to music. First, these films depict the female protagonist (portrayed by a 

beautiful celebrity) in her unkempt state, who is then briefly shown changing her hair, or makeup, or wardrobe, who then suddenly 

appears beautified before her object of male desire, strutting her stuff to a pop song.  
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makeover sequence, and the device of the perfect, Crazy Ex-Girlfriend conveys the 

suspicious similarity between ‘the perfect’ as determined by the male gaze and the female 

form women purportedly choose for themselves in order to feel good.  

Rebecca showcases the pain and suffering gendered bodily discipline mandates in 

“The Sexy Getting Ready Song.” The song features Rebecca dressed in a black bra and 

pink robe, her hair piled on top of her head, hovering over her bathroom mirror, wincing 

as she plucks her eyebrows and nose hairs to prepare. She then proceeds to wax her rectal 

area herself; she is shown screaming as she bends over and pulls a piece of wax paper out 

from behind her legs. Blood splatters on the bathtub, and on her hands as she puts her 

hands between her legs to check the area; as she does this, she sings “First I 

make/Everything shiny and smooth (Oh, yeah)/Cause I want my body/To be so soft for 

you (Bye-bye, skin)/I’m gonna make this night/One you’ll never forget (Ass blood)” 

(Bloom & Webb, 2015). Rebecca is then shown struggling to put on a set of shapewear 

that extends from her ribcage to her knees; she then burns her neck with a curling iron. In 

an unexpected twist, rapper Nipsey Hussle enters the bathroom, at first offering 

stereotypical hip-hop lyrics that objectify women’s bodies: “Hey, look, hop on my 

dick/With that tight little dress/Then turn that ass around/Like you trying to impress 

them” (Bloom & Webb, 2015). However, as he takes in the scene, observing the ugliness 

of Rebecca’s makeover efforts, he quite literally changes his tune, exclaiming “God 

what? This is how you get ready? This is some … this is horrifying, like a scary movie or 

something. Like some nasty-ass patriarchal bullshit. You know what? I gotta go 
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apologize to some bitches. I’m forever changed after what I’ve just seen” (Bloom & 

Webb, 2015) 

The feminist-informed expositional nature of this song is typical of Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend’s musical numbers. Musical interludes are a safe space in which Rebecca can 

articulate the toxicity inherent to postfeminism and eternal girlhood. Here, Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend employs vulgarity and exposition to debunk the makeover as a practice of self-

care that will enable one to better compete with other women for traditional gendered 

forms of self-actualization; Bloom bluntly depicts the pains that accompany requirements 

of neoliberal feminine embodiment. As Gill (2007) reminds us, “A sleek, controlled 

figure is today essential for portraying success (Bordo, 1993), and each part of the body 

must be suitably toned, conditioned, waxed, moisturized, scented and attired” (2008, p. 

42). Crazy Ex-Girlfriend showcases that acquiring and maintaining a girly feminine 

figure is riddled with suffering and is therefore not a process any one would undertake for 

their own fulfillment or pleasure as postfeminist texts would have audiences believe. 

However, due to the inherent contingency of contemporary successful femininity, the 

threat of ostracization and vilification coaxes Rebecca to adhere to these disciplinary 

practices. Rebecca Bunch loudly and consistently objects to the body as the ultimate 

source of female capital; however, throughout the show, she seeks male approval. Indeed, 

it is not Rebecca’s physical experience of pain that legitimizes the nefariousness of the 

makeover paradigm, it is Nipsey Hussle’s unexpected presence and reaction that 

vindicates her. This betrays the power neoliberal notions of ideal feminine life exercise 

over a ‘smart’ character like Rebecca.  
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“You Stupid Bitch!”: Rebecca’s Self-Loathing 

Rachel Bloom’s characterization engages in performative shamelessness distinctly from 

Dunham’s and Schumer’s because hers is a protagonist suffering from a severe mental 

health affliction. While Dunham’s ‘Hannah’ also suffers from Obsessive Compulsive 

Disorder, Girls does not revolve around that condition in the way that Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend centralizes Rebecca’s Borderline Personality Disorder. Rebecca Bunch’s 

portrayal of the idea that uncomfortable feminine embodiment is not shameful but 

powerful is more impactfully bound up with her troubled psyche rather than her 

reproductive body, and similarly, her self-effacement is readily connected to her psychic 

rather than her physical failings. That said, I examine the still-worthy assertions of bodily 

performative shamelessness and fat-talk on Crazy Ex-Girlfriend through analysis of two 

musical numbers keeping in mind that the character is presented as a subject suffering 

from severe anxiety, depression, and self-loathing. 

At the end of the first season, Rebecca has befriended Josh’s girlfriend and his 

family so successfully that she is invited to Josh’s sister’s wedding dress fitting. After the 

dress fitting, she sits with Josh’s girlfriend, Valencia, and comments that the dress would 

look terrible on her to which Valencia replies “Oh come on, stop. I mean, you make jokes 

about your body, and they’re pretty funny and mostly accurate, but with your big boobs 

that dress would look great” (Bloom & Hardcastle, 2016). Rachel insists that her large 

breasts are “monsters” and she and Valencia go on to debate the ideal breast size, a 

standard they attribute to male opinion. This conversation is followed by the musical 

number titled “Heavy Boobs” (Bloom & Hardcastle, 2016).  
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In “Heavy Boobs” Rebecca and her backup dancers wear jean shorts and short-

sleeved t-shirts that display, but do not sexualize their breasts. The typical sensuality of 

breasts is subverted, and even the oft-invoked natural, desexualized iteration of breasts is 

side-stepped; instead, large breasts are featured as cumbersome, bulbous, and ugly. The 

big-boobed women spend the majority of the two- minute song jumping or gyrating in a 

way that causes their breasts to emphatically swing about and bounce up and down. 

Unlike typical sensual renderings of feminine bodily movement, Rachel and her backup 

dancers pounce and pound to a decidedly messy degree, and at the song’s conclusion 

Rachel winces in pain from “all the swinging” (Bloom & Hardcastle, 2016). In this way, 

breasts are here deployed as penises often are for physical comedy, as a protruding, 

highly sensitive physical appendage that is rarely self-handled with such aggression. The 

lyrics and scenario further chide the oversexualization of women’s breasts when, 

throughout the number, Rebecca, dressed as a scientist in a lab coat with a blackboard 

and clipboard, claims that breasts “are just sacks of yellow fat” that are “dense like dying 

stars” (Bloom & Hardcastle, 2016). 

Like Bakhtin’s grotesque body, Rebecca’s female form here sticks out, it 

exaggerates, it caricatures the negative. In “an antithesis of grace and modesty” (Dobson, 

2015, p. 150) Crazy Ex-Girlfriend intercepts the male gaze through vulgarizing a most 

frequently depicted and provocative part of the female reproductive body and 

reconstituting it as an ugly nuisance. In exposing the “overvaluation, idealization and 

objectification of the female body” (Dobson, 2015, p. 153) I contend that Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend deconstructs the value system through which that body has acquired power. 



 

 71 
 

 

An estimation of breasts as anything more than “sacks of yellow fat” calls into question 

the very standards of beauty against which Valencia and Rebecca measure themselves. 

The scene in the wedding dress shop, where the two women debate what men prefer in a 

woman’s body, affirms that postfeminist discourse has exacerbated and reified these 

scales of measurement, which have been internalized by women as a mandate for 

marriageability. Bloom rebukes the sensuality of large breasts through both performing 

and evoking discomfort, juxtaposing the oppression that operates at the heart of this 

neoliberal benchmarking. The particulars of female embodiment, which the male gaze 

utilizes to indict and objectify, to validate and dispossess, are deployed on Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend not as sites of abjection, but of literal biological appendages that bring about 

pain and discomfort, beginning in adolescence. Bloom works to destabilize the messy 

unfeminine body as a site of shame, or even pleasure, and instead reconstitutes it as a 

place where an appeal to empiricism divorces it from sexualization and objectification, 

and potentially creates space for resistance to manifest. 

 However, the glaring barrier to the manifestation of that power is the necessity 

that Rebecca Bunch – and Rachel Bloom – remain likable and relatable. To achieve and 

sustain status as a woman other women want to watch and root for, Rebecca Bunch 

adheres to neoliberal affective regulations, engaging in lighthearted self-beratement. 

Rebecca Bunch’s self-flagellation is no more clearly exhibited that in the song “You 

Stupid Bitch” (Bloom & Mayer, 2016). When Rebecca believes she has ruined her 

chances with Josh after lying to him, she dives deep into self-loathing for a moment, 

chastising her choices, her body, and her integrity. As stated above, it is necessary to 
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keep in mind Rebecca’s mental health condition when assessing her self-loathing; hers is 

a particularly candid and harsh episode of self-beratement. But that said, Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend is about a character who, because of her BPD, does in point of fact make bad 

choices, and have questionable integrity. Rebecca’s intentions are not malicious, nor 

ignorant; she is simply doing the best she can as she searches for elusive self-fulfillment.  

What’s more, the song “You Stupid Bitch” parodies diva ballads and, like the 

show as a whole is comedic. After Josh discovers Rebecca is lying and leaves her home, 

she sits on the floor and enters a musical reverie. In her daydream, she appears on a large 

stage, in the spotlight before a huge audience, wearing a sparkling gown as she is 

announced over the loudspeaker: “Ladies and Gentleman, Please welcome to the stage, to 

sing a song about self-indulgent self-loathing, Miss Rebecca Bunch!” (Bloom & Mayer, 

2016). Rebecca thanks the audience saying “It’s so wonderful to be back here. Even 

though I’m here singing this song … a lot” (Bloom & Mayer, 2016). Rebecca proceeds to 

passionately sing her signature ballad, in which the refrain is “You ruined 

everything/You stupid bitch,” with select harsh lyrical self-beratement including “Lose 

some weight,” “You’re just a poopy little slut who doesn’t think,” and concludes with 

“He sees me for what I am/Which is a horrible, stupid, dumb and ugly/Fat and stupid, 

simple, self-hating/Bitch” (Bloom & Mayer, 2016). 

The incongruous combination of the lyrics with Rebecca’s sparkling gown and 

her prideful and powerful performance is humorous, yes, but it is also jarring. The 

ordinariness of Rebecca’s self-loathing is established at the start, as she claims that this is 

not the first time she has sung this particular song. Indeed, the song is reprised several 
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times throughout the series of Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, and thus essentially becomes 

Rebecca’s theme. Her self-loathing is a determining aspect of her character and her 

mental illness. But, more importantly, “You Stupid Bitch” illuminates the normative 

affective response and language of feminine self-flagellation.  

According to contemporary feeling rules, women are required to beat themselves 

up in the face of inevitable failure and “You Stupid Bitch” exemplifies that expectation. 

The title, as well as the lyrics, deploy misogynistic language, words like ‘bitch,’ ‘slut’ 

that are consistently utilized as part of the affective lexicon women have adopted to self-

berate. The power of misogynistic language to reify gendered oppression is well 

established; the re-appropriation of that language as a source of contemporary power has 

been widely debated in third-wave sex-positive feminist discourse. Nonetheless, I 

consider the rhetorical internal oppression exhibited by Rebecca in “You Stupid Bitch” as 

a mode of adhering to contemporary feeling rules that are ever-increasing in a neoliberal 

landscape where “no area of a woman’s life is immune from the requirement to self-

survey and work on the self” (Gill, 20017, p. 155).  

These affective regulations encourage women to “walk the line between 

traditional affective regulations that mandate girls and women apologize for their 

presence, please others, and take up less emotional space; and contemporary demands to 

singlehandedly demonstrate confident, positive self- hood in relation to the degrading 

conditions of contemporary capitalism” (Gill and Kanai, 2018, p. 322). The juxtaposition 

of a defeated Rebecca fervently and confidently performing a comedic song about her 

failures highlights the double-bind of gendered emotion rules where women are required 
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“to disavow the injuries of contemporary life or to acknowledge them very briefly or in 

attenuated (e.g., humorous) form” and to “speak of suffering in purely individualized 

terms of resilience, always already on the path to “making do”” (Gill and Kanai, 2018, p. 

323). Rebecca’s self-effacing fat-talking lyrics alone do not indicate confidence or 

resilience, but her performance does. Costumed as a talented, lauded singing diva, 

Rebecca’s over-the-top self-beratement is funny; it operates as a sign that she has a sense 

of humor about herself and her failures. Thus, her self-loathing transforms into a “more 

“positive” and “appealing” display of emotions” (Gill and Kanai, 2018, p. 323), signaling 

that she has already moved towards resolve. Structural conditions that necessitate 

Rebecca adhere to constraining gendered affective regulations are never addressed; her 

failure is rendered personal, and her internal oppression is the socially sanctioned form of 

penance for her missteps.  

Rebecca is a character who passionately pursues the good life as dictated by 

postfeminist texts, but understands the ultimate unattainability and inherent toxicity of 

this construct. She is, in fact, a characterization of cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011). She 

aspires to the fantasy of romantic love and depends on that to offer her a sense of 

completion; she seeks out the traditional “cluster of promises” (Berlant, 2011, p. 23), 

highly optimistic that quitting her job to win back her teenage boyfriend will result in a 

new, improved sense of self and vitality of life. Rebecca endeavors to remodel her 

interior life, a tenet of postfeminist self-surveillance. However, her feminist sensibilities 

about the body reveal “the cruel hopes that direct feminine desires towards patently false 

promises” (McDermott, 2015, p. 56). Ultimately, in the show’s conclusion, Crazy Ex-
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Girlfriend’s Rebecca destroys the rom-com narrative when she realizes that her pursuit of 

romantic love is empty, and in a refreshing departure from other films and narratives that 

insist upon a single female protagonist ‘choosing herself’, Rebecca instead just continues 

existing, battling, and enduring the crises ordinariness of her life. Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, 

then, aims to illuminate the ongoing, everyday messes of life as normal and viable, as the 

promise of everlasting girlhood, and deploys feminine embodiment to make its case.  

@adultgirls 

Feminized competition for bodily perfection, I suggest, has been exacerbated by women 

and girls’ mandated participation in the image-based social media networks. McRobbie 

similarly asserts that this gendered competition “is intensified and finds new outlets 

through the embrace of digital technology, especially the camera-phone and the rise of 

the ‘selfie’” (2015, p. 16). On the Instagram accounts of Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom, 

(assumedly) self-curated imagery and captions candidly acknowledge the particular 

scrutiny that comes with being an unpretty female celebrity laboring in the current media 

landscape. Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom treat their corporeal imperfections as a well-

known cultural truth that they themselves reify and capitalize upon. I suggest that 

Dunham’s, Schumer’s, and Bloom’s claims to an elite authenticity, a form of self-

branding which I describe in the Introduction, are bound up with their imperfect bodies. 

The verisimilitude of their televisual and social media performances become nearly 

unquestionable because they each mark their messy bodies as the ultimate source of 

autobiography and site of their transparency. To willingly display their messy bodies on 

multiple screens resonates as a form of truth-telling, a form of stark representation that 
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cannot be divorced from reality. 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom as television creators, celebrity personas and as 

pseudo-real characterizations strive to articulate and make legible their experience of 

bodily imperfection and ultimately profit from that articulation. In doing so, I suggest that 

these adult girls, as Sarah Banet-Weiser contends, embark upon what is interpreted as a 

‘moral mission’ (2016); through inscribing their cultural meaning as both authentic and 

marketable, these adult girls adhere to neoliberal understandings of virtuosity. This is 

compounded by their commitment to quite literally laying bare their struggles with body 

image and judgement, a choice which makes them appear vulnerable and their success 

seem precarious. These adult girls’ intertextual meaning is thus marked by instability, 

constituted by their unflinching willingness to ‘put themselves out there’ (Banet-Weiser, 

2016, 2018), which, according to Nunn and Biressi (2010), makes them all-the-more 

watchable, and, I contend, reconfigures everlasting girlhood as a way-of-being defined by 

precarity. 

Dunham’s, Schumer’s, and Bloom’s investment in emotional digital labor is 

central to their successful self-branding as feminist capitalists, and they each carefully 

navigate the landscape of social media in an effort to appear both real and famous, both 

self-confident and self-berating, both critical and reverent of their industry. Their 

produced performances of marketable authenticity on social media consists of 

juxtaposing photos of seemingly unfiltered ‘real-life’ images with press and promotional 

photos. The images they post from their intimate, ordinary lives, I contend, are 

deliberately imperfect; they typically feature and point to their messy bodies and makeup-
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free faces, engaging in humorous self-flagellation and a rhetoric of defiance, insisting that 

they will look and behave how they see fit, regardless of response or consequences.  

‘Hollow Defiance’ theorized by Gill and Kanai (2018), is a distinct modality of 

affective regulation that invites viewers to be bold and defiant in their assertions of 

individualism; subjects are encouraged to disregard social norms and expectations, a 

calling which “evokes a generalized spirit of rebellion and a refusal to be governed by 

rules or expectations” (p. 324). My analysis of Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom applies the 

affective modality of ‘hollow defiance’, as their produced characterizations and their 

performances of their ‘real lives’ on social media resonate with a sensibility that explodes 

rules and structures in the name of being true to oneself.  These adult girls deviate from 

typical invocations of ‘hollow defiance’ which often rely on inspirational and heartfelt 

rhetoric; instead, Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom rely upon satirizing normative uses of 

social media, most readily observed through their sardonic deployment or play-on 

popular hashtags. I consider how these adult girls invoke a positively-charged form of 

defiance on Instagram through their satirical use of hashtags, where they perform an 

emboldened – even rebellious – embodied femininity that works to cohere their self-

brands marked by a conflation of shamelessness and self-mockery.  

These posts work to reify the autobiographical nature of their televisual 

characterizations, creating the sense that Lena, Amy, and Rachel shamelessly choose 

messiness as a site of strength, and affective regulation as a site of governance, just as 

their pseudo-fictional doppelgangers do. However, their re-posts of professional shots, or 

photos from industry events show that Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are required to 
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attempt to conform to ideal standards of beauty. I think about the professional photos 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom post as demonstrative of the “Love your Body” discourses 

that are inherent to popular feminism. As Banet-Weiser (2018) explains, “Part of popular 

feminism has been an emphasis on loving one’s body, and resisting cultural and social 

norms about idealized feminine bodies” (p. 1399). Though they are openly critical of 

popular media and the role it plays in constituting gendered oppression through 

subversive interventions into televisual discourse, when it comes to representations of 

their lived realities, Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are markedly more complicit with an 

industry that portrays them as popular feminists. Tasked as capitalists with a platform and 

a responsibility to promote not only themselves, but their teams and networks, Dunham, 

Schumer, and Bloom showcase their reverence for their industry on social media, part of 

which involves complying with the expectation that they be self-confident.  

As Gill and Orgad (2015) argue, discursive injunctions to confidence are 

addressed to girls and women in particular, where “not only body work but psychological 

self-work is promoted as necessary” (Gill and Kanai, 2018, p. 321). Despite the self-

effacement and rhetoric of defiance and rebellion that characterizes their televisual 

performances and intimate portraits on social media, Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are 

tasked with appearing to ‘love their bodies’ when photographed for magazines, or for 

public events. I think about these professional photos Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom post 

as imitative. I consider how Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom create resistance through 

juxtaposing images of their everyday messy embodiment with their not-as-obvious but 

still unsuccessful attempts body-loving self-confidence. These failed attempts are most 
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interesting because Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are simultaneously abhorred by and 

endeared to their industry. To be clear, I do not wish to consider mimicry as the cognizant 

intention of these adult girls when they post industry photos, but as the effect when 

understood in as part of their intertextual meaning as female stars. I am interested in 

thinking about the mimetic quality of this adherence to the contingencies of femininity as 

an unexpected form of resistance. When taken together, the work of Dunham, Schumer, 

and Bloom, which I assert subverts normative feminine embodiment through the multi-

screen transparent depictions of their defiant imperfection is made more complex - and 

arguably, more powerful - when thinking through their imitative performances of body-

love. 

In what follows, I examine two photos and captions posted by each creator-star; 

one post taken from their everyday life, and another from press or industry that they have 

reposted. The archive of Instagram posts I draw from is limited to those photos posted by 

each adult girl during the time when their respective show was on the air (Dunham’s 

Girls 2012-2017; Schumer’s Inside Amy Schumer 2013-2017; Bloom’s Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend 2015-2019).   

#nothighgap #balmain #brave 

The Instagram accounts of Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom, like most, are replete with 

photographs of their day-to-day experiences, which include snaps of their family and 

friends, their colleagues, travel for work and for leisure, and of course, selfies. As Alice 

Marwick notes, this is standard for Instagram photos, they “Are typically taken via 

mobile phone, they tend toward the documentary” (2015, p. 142). However, the 
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manipulability of Instagram photos is synonymous with the platform itself: “There is a 

normative presumption of digital manipulation, and many Instagram photos are highly 

edited, to the point where a popular tag is “#nofilter,” indicating that no such 

manipulation took place” (Marwick, 2015, p. 142). Upon examination, Dunham, 

Schumer, and Bloom are committed to leaving their photos untouched and unfiltered. In 

the majority of their Instagram posts, these adult girls do mundane things wearing no 

makeup and unassuming clothing. Though they do not deploy the hashtag ‘no filter’, 

often they will mock popular hashtags to signal their awareness of their departure from 

Instagram’s standard usage. I contend that Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom rebuke the 

widely accepted and gendered function of social media, and instead take it up as a 

platform to reify their self-brands marked by bodily messiness. 

On April 22, 2015, Lena Dunham posts a close-up photo of her bare thigh 

partially covered by denim shorts. The object of the photo is at such close proximity to 

the lens that it is difficult to discern what it is; the caption clarifies the image, reading 

“springtime means shorteralls #nothighgap” (@lenadunham, Instagram. 22 April 2015). 

Dunham here deploys the hashtag “#nothighgap” to tout her subversion of normative 

beauty standards where women are encouraged to be so thin that they have a ‘gap’ 

between their thighs. The hashtag #thighgap is associated with nearly 100,000 posts on 

Instagram, but is now ‘hidden’ from the general community to protect users from 

“content that may encourage behavior that can cause harm or even lead to death” 

(Instagram). Dunham’s close-up of her bare thigh rebukes standard full-body images 

associated with depictions of the thigh gap. What’s more, her dedication to wearing 
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shorteralls – a fairly revealing article of clothing - despite her open refusal to comply 

with ideal bodily standards reveals her intention to dress and behave however she 

chooses.  

Alternatively, Amy Schumer mocks celebrities who are known for being girly and 

flawless, including models Bella and Gigi Hadid, as well as the Kardashian-Jenners. She 

has captioned several of her mundane photos with “#Balmain,” referencing a popular 

clothing designer who famously collaborates with the models and reality stars. Schumer 

rebukes the normative use of the #Balmain citation by associating it with photos of her 

doing unpretty things like squatting in a pool, and associating it with incongruous 

hashtags like “#eattoeat” (@amyschumer, Instagram. 2 July 2016). Clearly Schumer is 

not wearing Balmain apparel in these photos, and, through invoking the hashtag, creates a 

satirical juxtaposition that highlights her imperfection. Schumer boldly ridicules other 

celebrities in a public forum to demonstrate her refusal to be governed by aesthetics 

determined by popular culture. 

Bloom, for her part, has proved fond of using the hashtag “#brave” when 

captioning unfiltered photos of herself, a term that is now used to describe unpretty or 

unfit women who publicly post pictures that display the reality of their size and shape. 

Bloom posts a close-up picture of her face between three containers of ice cream; the 

caption reads: “For #cwupfronts they put cookie dough in our rooms so I have no choice 

but to eat it #brave” (@racheldoesstuff, Instagram. 18 May 2017). To characterize public 

photographic displays of imperfect bodies as courageous is to establish derivation from 

the idealized female body type as a shameful way of being. Postfeminist media has 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/cwupfronts/
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established that unfit bodies are meant to be ‘fixed’ or hidden from view; to display a 

messy body on social media with no intent to improve upon it, but to indeed embrace it, 

is therefore courageous because it willingly invites hateful and abusive comments.  

This implies the gendered nature of social media, where visual performances of 

femininity are more rigorously policed than are articulations of masculinity; women’s 

experiences of social media are more insidious than their male counterparts (Fox, Cruz, 

& Lee, 2015, p. 436). To withstand the ridicule that accompanies public displays of 

purported bodily failure – and by extension, failure as a feminine subject – is processed 

as an act of bravery on social media because it is associated with being ‘too real’. Duffy 

and Hund describe this as the ‘gendered authenticity bind’, where women’s successful 

branding on Instagram is marked by a desire to present the self “as real enough without 

stepping into territory that could be perceived as too real” (Duffy and Hund, 2017, p. 

4989). Crossing the line into too much realness – or, into fakeness – results in critique 

and potential negative impact on the self-brand. However, I contend that Dunham, 

Schumer and Bloom have brands that are marked by being ‘too real’ and vulnerable, and 

therefore their deployment of ironic or sardonic hashtags to humorize their bodily 

messiness on Instagram only strengthens the coherence and impact of their self-brands. 

All three creator-stars openly defy gendered standards of beauty as determined by 

their industry on Instagram. The inherent difficulty of course, is that hollow defiance is 

predicated upon individual affective management as opposed to targeted social 

transformation; thus, the defiance rings ‘hollow’. Though Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom 

do use their Instagram platforms to draw attention to feminist social issues like the 
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promotion of Planned Parenthood, that is a separate, complex issue that I will not 

interrogate here. Instead, I am interested in the potentialities and limitations of their 

personal social media accounts where humor is an “affective practice” (Wetherell, 2012) 

and emoting bodies mobilize to cope with the surveillance of female bodies in digital 

spaces. As successful digital laborers, Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom demonstrate the 

emotion work that goes into constructing a positive self-brand image; the affective tool 

that successfully coheres the self-brands of these creator-stars on Instagram, and on 

television, is humor. As Gill and Kanai (2018) note, “whilst young women may 

acknowledge the existence of problems, they must be quickly resolved through humor, 

with the individual self as the butt of the joke” (p. 322). 

I have already noted how, on their shows, these adult girls engage in good-

humored self-effacement to remain relatable. In a similar effort, their insurgent and funny 

use of hashtags is impactful when shared with such a wide audience; Lena Dunham has 

2.9 million followers; Amy Schumer has a whopping 10 million followers; and Rachel 

Bloom has 381,000 followers. And, to utilize the tools of an image-based medium against 

itself is a clever use of power that reifies the televisual projects of Dunham, Schumer, and 

Bloom which are marked by corporeal subversion. That said, it seems that the dominant 

message articulated through these posts is that it is imperative to have a sense of humor 

about oneself and one’s body in order to cope and effectively navigate the ‘gendered 

authenticity bind’. Adhering to affective regulations that demand a tempered articulation 

of self-confidence is instated as the readily available and palatable mode of reckoning for 

women and girls.  
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#loveyourbody 

However, the mandate that women and girls, especially celebrities, “love their body” is 

odds with the affective practices described above (Banet-Weiser, 2018). Banet-Weiser 

asserts that, in deploying a requirement that women “love” their bodies, popular 

feminism deploys a tool of self-discipline where women are to feel ashamed if they are 

unable to embrace their body; “the key to shaming as self-discipline is an emphasis on 

the “self” – it is the responsibility of individual women and girls to love their bodies, 

regardless of how much, and how often, culture tells us we should hate them” (Banet-

Weiser, 2018, p. 1570). Lena Dunham, Amy Schumer, and Rachel Bloom, I contend, do 

not “love” their bodies. However, in industry and press photos posted on their Instagram 

accounts, images of these adult girls’ are posed, manipulated, and airbrushed; indeed, 

they are meant to be framed as confident, successful women who ‘embrace their shape’. 

This is, I argue, a failed attempt to integrate Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom into “Love 

your body” discourses, and facilitates their dissention from popular feminism. 

I consider how Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom destabilize their association with 

popular feminism through attempting to abide by the neoliberal regulations of feminine 

bodily governance they so vehemently oppose. In what I view as failed attempts to 

camouflage themselves within the popular media landscape, Dunham, Schumer, and 

Bloom produce imitations of “loving” their bodies, that, though they are remarkable 

facsimiles, ultimately resonate as fake. Ironically, then, it is in their infrequent attempts to 

overtly fit the heterofeminine mold of popular feminism’s ideal feminist that Dunham, 

Schumer, and Bloom really stand out and have the potential to lay bare the toxicity of 
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hegemonic forces and practices that mandate homogeneity of successful feminine 

embodiment.   

Lena Dunham posted a near-nude photo of herself on Instagram on October 15, 

2015. In the black-and-white photo, a topless Dunham stares intensely at the camera as 

she covers her breasts with one arm. Her eyes are heavily adorned with black eyeliner 

and mascara, her pixie-short hair is sexily mussed, her lips are parted, her tattoos visible, 

and around her neck she wears an enlarged dog-tag necklace that reads “Please Do Not 

Handle” (@lenadunham. Harpers Bazaar US, Instagram. 15 Oct. 2015). The 

accompanying caption states: “High fashion/best life. Thank you for a tremendous shoot 

where I really DID ME” (@lenadunham. Harpers Bazaar Us, Instagram. 15 Oct. 2015). 

The photo is one of a spread for Harpers Bazaar’s “Daring Issue” for which Dunham 

graces the cover.  

Dunham looks sexy in what should be a provocative – or ‘daring’ – interior 

photo;. the aesthetics of the photo aim for disruption through conflating the classic 

coloration of black-and-white with the image of a naked Dunham in a dog tag. The script 

on the dog tag, “Please Do Not Handle,” is placed to be replete with meaning: the collar 

itself connotes a lack of agency, but the script upon it is meant to assert Dunham’s 

autonomy and power within the television industry, and her control over her own 

signification and image. Moreover, however, the dog collar symbolizes Dunham’s 

obedience to the industry to which she owes her success, but of which she politely 

requests exemption from certain rules and standards. In candid case and point, despite her 

atypical size, shape, and tattoos, Dunham here appears nearly-nude. The photo when 
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taken as a whole, then, is arguably meant to be read as a commentary on Dunham’s body, 

role and significance as a female trailblazer within televisual discourse.  

The photo is heavily airbrushed, and Dunham is uncharacteristically made up, 

poised in the image to appear sexy and provocative. As discussed, Lena Dunham 

regularly appears fully naked, desexualized, unfiltered, and makeup-free on Girls, her 

messy body shamelessly displayed. Thus, this manipulated image from Harper’s Bazaar 

that is meant to reify Dunham’s intertextual meaning as a bold and daring woman who is 

unabashedly nude despite her ungirly body, instead reduces and homogenizes her as a 

female star complicit with operations of popular feminism. Her unfitness for a beautiful 

black-and-white nude is ultimately conveyed not only when understood in the context of 

Dunham’s intertextual celebrity, but upon superficial viewing. This highly manipulated 

topless photo of her feels off because its fabrication is obvious, its messaging trying too 

hard. Unlike her unfiltered bodily displays on Girls that are situated in realities of 

feminine bodily life, this photo is decidedly posed. Despite the caption and Dunham’s 

insistence that she really “DID ME” (@lenadunham. Harpers Bazaar Us, Instagram. 15 

Oct. 2015), this photograph resonates as a feigned performance of Dunham “loving her 

body.”  

On September 21, 2016, Amy Schumer posted a picture of herself on Instagram 

donning the then-upcoming cover of British GQ Magazine in which she is named 

“Woman of the Year.” On the cover, Schumer is pictured wearing a just white collared 

button-down shirt, though it is completely open and unbuttoned. She grips the left side of 

the shirt at the collar, her cleavage on full display. Her blonde hair is teased out, wavy 
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and voluminous, framing her face which is made up to look exaggeratedly natural. She 

looks directly into the camera, her eyes intense, her mouth unsmiling but not unhappy. 

Schumer’s only caption for the image is “Ayyyyy!” (@amyschumer. “British GQ.” 

Instagram, British GQ, 21 Sept. 2016, Instagram.com).  

At first glance, this image of Schumer is traditionally sexy. In the photo, 

Schumer’s exposed body appears fit and feminine, her face expressing confidence. A 

woman dressed in a man’s dress shirt has been long-established as a provocative image 

that is meant to convey independence, sexual freedom, and power (Luckett, 2008) 14; 

“During the ’50s, the button-down after sex appealed to women who wanted to be seen as 

independent and attain men’s status in society” (Weiser, 2012). Indeed, the symbolic 

estimation of this image is so entrenched within popular culture that Schumer mocks it in 

a skit on her show. Though the meaning of the photograph is obvious, it fails to resonate 

because it is so clearly an attempt to reform Schumer into a recognizable type who 

embraces her body. But, Schumer’s brand is antithetical to the notion that female 

sexuality is a source of empowerment; hers is a brand of recalcitrance. Amy Schumer 

does not attempt to discover power through behaving masculine while looking feminine, 

either in the bedroom or the boardroom; indeed, she attempts to discover strength through 

embracing and touting the unspoken intimacies of female embodiment. The contrivance 

 
14“According to media historian and professor Moya Luckett of the Gallatin School of Individualized Study at New York University, 

the trope first emerged during the mid-20th century. It came as a side effect of the collision between post World War II backlash 

against women in the workforce and the growing conversation among women about sexuality, prompted in part by the rise of popular 

women’s fiction like the 1956 novel Peyton Place” (Weiser, Racked). 
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of this photograph reveals it as imitative, but Schumer (and British GQ) take it seriously, 

which makes it all-the-more jarring.  

In the Spring of 2017, CBS Watch! magazine featured Rachel Bloom; she was the 

photographic subject of their cover, and was featured in a spread inside the magazine. 

The photos are a visual play on Bloom’s last name, featuring her in ultra-feminine 

springtime settings, surrounded by colorful flowers and wearing bright clothing. In one of 

these photos posted to her personal Instagram on May 24, 2017, Bloom is featured in a 

bright yellow satin gown. She stands against a brick wall surrounded by flora, her left 

hand reaching up to rest on the wall behind her, her right hand grasping the long train of 

her yellow dress. She arches her back, and holds her head erect as she casts her eyes 

down at the train of the gown. The gown itself is floor-length, form-fitting, and low cut, 

revealing Bloom’s figure. Her hair is curled, her face heavily made up. She looks ultra-

feminine and beautiful. The caption simply reads: “Here’s another one from my 

@cbswatchmag shoot!” (@racheldoesstuff. CBS Watch!, Instagram. 24 May 2017).  

The simplicity of this caption is a stark departure for Bloom, who essentially 

never posts nor captions any beautified industry photo of herself without engaging in 

lighthearted self-beratement or mockery of the image itself. For example, in a photo 

posted to her Instagram from LA Weekly, Rachel is depicted looking sultry in a paddle 

boat; the caption reads “So glad that @laweekly happened to be there while I was solo 

pedal boating in full makeup” (@racheldoesstuff. LA Weekly, Instagram. 3 May 2017). 

The CBS Watch! photos, however, are posted in sincerity, which is suspicious given that 

CBS is the parent company of The CW Network, the network upon which Bloom’s show 

https://www.instagram.com/laweekly/
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Crazy Ex-Girlfriend airs. When assessed in context, it seems that Bloom’s sincere 

performance of “loving her body,” and her publicization of that moment is a directive 

from her employers. However, even when assessed out of context, the hyperbolically 

feminine photo resonates as phony. Bloom, despite her show’s critical acclaim, remains a 

relatively unknown actress with a comparatively smaller social media following; what’s 

more, she inhabits a body type usually unseen in popular media. Therefore, an over-the-

top, airbrushed photo of Bloom appearing in an industry magazine sincerely posited as a 

delicate feminine flower lacks awareness.   

#mimicry 

In these photographic moments of imitation, Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom articulate 

both a reformed and recalcitrant subjectivity. In attempting to adhere to popular feminist 

modes of self-discipline that demand they embrace their bodies or feel shame for failing 

to do so, these imperfect creator-stars are simultaneously appropriated and inappropriate. 

While Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom allow their bodies to be commandeered for and by 

their industry in these photographic moments, the failure of their bodies to resonate as 

sites of pride is what rings true; that failure, however, is what presents a viable threat to 

the complex nexus of neoliberal forces that mandate all women participate in the beauty 

industrial complex. 

I consider these attempts to fit the mold of marketable female celebrity as a 

demonstration of slippage, of excess, of difference, those qualities which Homi Bhabha 

asserts mimicry must consistently produce in order to be effective (1984, p. 86). These 

photos, though facsimiles, are hyperbolic in their constructions of self-confidence. In 
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attempting to expropriate the heavily touted and embraced imperfection of Dunham, 

Schumer, and Bloom, and camouflage their unfit feminine forms within landscapes that 

aim to match the timbres of their individual television shows and celebrity personas, the 

excess, the slippage becomes undeniable. Through displaying Dunham naked, Schumer 

sexualized, and Bloom colorfully whimsical, these photographs attempt to stay true to the 

already established significations of these women. The effect, however, is to draw 

attention to the inorganic and counterfeit quality of the images, and the stars’ ultimate 

inability to fit in to a normative mold of femininity. However, in their unsuccessful 

attempts to conform, these female creator-stars unwittingly foster further resistance 

against the toxicity of girlification. As Bhabha (1984) states, “mimicry emerges as the 

representation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal” (p. 90). Thus, in their 

necessitated attempts to embrace the requirements of gendered celebrity culture, 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom end up producing a difference that more staunchly 

rebukes hegemonic ideations of feminine embodiment than their more explicit efforts.       

This conflation on Instagram signifies the double-bind of neoliberalism. Dunham, 

Schumer, and Bloom simultaneously reject feminine bodily standards, insisting on their 

autonomy to look and behave as they see fit when operating as civilian subjects. But, as 

creative capitalists who greatly benefit from hyper-individualism and are beholden to the 

expectations of their industry, they readily comply with “Love your body” discourses 

when explicitly participating as celebrities on social media. However, the facsimiles of 

body-love that are produced betray the dysconnectivity between these adult girls and 

popular feminism.  
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Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom as characters and as public personas, do not 

believe that they are beautiful, they do not love their bodies; instead, I suggest that they 

“live” their bodies. I assert that they view embodiment as a precarious site of vitality that 

is ever-changing and uncontrollable. While Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom are 

undeniably “invested in the desire to become a corporatized, consumable, (popular) 

body” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 1828), they fiercely abide by affective regulations that 

mandate women and girls deploy self-effacing humor to remain likable, and thus are 

distinctly unfit for what Gill and Orgad (2015) call ‘the confidence cult’. Instead, 

confidence itself is articulated as an affective practice marked by precarity; as Gill and 

Kanai (2018) note “confidence for women is required to be in a state of becoming, as to 

be fully self-confident is to put one at risk of failing to comply with other feelings rules 

of femininity” (p. 323). 

Conclusion: Emotional Capitalism 

Divorcing Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom from their celebrity personas is nearly 

impossible when viewing self-posted professional photographs in the context of their 

otherwise on-brand social media activity. Despite the fact that these adult girls assumedly 

post these photos themselves, they did not take, nor ideate, nor produce the photos 

themselves, which is a departure for these women. It seems then, just as the power 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom hold as creators, writers, executive producers, and stars 

corresponds to the veracity, and by extension, the altruism of their capitalist televisual 

projects, so too are their social media personas necessarily judged by their self-

production of posted content. Posting industry photos is another in multitudinous 
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decisions made by these adult girls (and, no doubt, by their PR representatives) to display 

a palatable level of self-confidence.  

In each case, the interpreted intention of the industry photograph is eclipsed by 

the intertextual meaning of the female star herself, a meaning which Instagram works to 

reify. Industry photos make up a comparatively small percentage of the Instagram content 

posted by Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom. As stated, most of their photos are on-brand, 

and feature the creator-stars makeup free, often engaged in mundane, unfeminine 

behaviors like eating and working, and are accompanied by quick-witted captions. 

Interspersed with these unspectacular moments, however, are also images that feature 

Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom enduring the pains unique to feminine embodiment. Lena 

Dunham famously documents her struggle with endometriosis on Instagram, posting 

multiple photos of herself in the hospital, as well as images of the many scars themselves. 

Schumer, for her part, documents the challenge of the hyperemesis she experienced when 

pregnant with her son, which not only involved daily bouts of sickness, but hospital stays. 

Rachel Bloom filmed and posted a video of herself in the midst of labor, her legs spread 

and her feet in the stirrups in the moments before she gives birth to her daughter.  

As digital laborers, then, Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom establish humor as a 

useful affective tool to deploy when managing the pressures of a late capitalism intent on 

enforcing toxic normative corporeal standards and that mandate women adhere to strict 

and unyielding practices of self-governance. However, working in concert with their 

humor is their commitment to transparent displays of the real-life pains of female 

embodiment. These adult girls’ use of social media to speak directly to their audiences 
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about their intimate lives indicates their investment in what Gill and Kanai (2018) term a 

“new era of emotional capitalism” where “girls and women are at the forefront of 

transforming personal life into a source of monetization” (p. 320).  

Though all of this is undoubtedly carefully produced, the digital emotion work of 

these adult girls creates a poignant effect where they are processed as shamelessly 

exhibitionist with their bodily experiences, a way of being that resonates as a key part of 

their potential to create a new realm of normalcy and recognition for women. Texts that 

exist within the intimate sphere of women’s culture offer and extend opportunities for 

female audiences to feel a sense of recognition, unification and normalcy according to 

Lauren Berlant (2008). I argue that, as intertextual figures, Dunham, Schumer, and 

Bloom take different approaches and achieve distinct results establishing recognized, 

unified affective spaces for imperfect feminine bodies. However, all embrace a distinctly 

neoliberal double-bind. The marketability of all adult girls hinges upon their authenticity, 

which, for Dunham, Schumer, and Bloom is marked by their outright refusal to conform 

to traditional codes of feminine conduct and corporeality, and the publicization of the 

pain that comes from that non-conformity. In the negotiation between a rejuvenation of 

feminism in popular culture within the still-hegemonic regime of patriarchal late 

capitalism, it seems that even the most subversive of women agree to make fun of 

themselves so as not to disrupt the prevailing sociocultural balance. 
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CHAPTER II: BEST FRIENDS FOR-NEVER: VISIBILITY AND ADULT 

GIRLFRIENDSHIP 

 

 

Introduction: Erotic Capital 

The concept of erotic capital, developed by Catherine Hakim (2010), assumes that 

Bourdieu’s trifold model of economic, social, and cultural capital is incomplete; erotic 

capital which is a complex assemblage of one’s sexual and sensual power, is theorized as 

a potent and increasingly powerful asset in the 21st century. According to Hakim, that 

there are multiple distinct elements that constitute one’s arsenal of erotic capital, 

including beauty, sexual attractiveness, social skills, social energy, social presentation, 

sexuality, and fertility (Hakim 2010). “Erotic capital is thus a combination of aesthetic, 

visual, physical, social, and sexual attractiveness to other members of your society, and 

especially to members of the opposite sex, in all social contexts (p. 501). Hakim draws 

from various studies, from marriage to speed-dating data sets, to assert that in the 21st 

century, erotic capital is increasingly valuable: “Physical attractiveness and sexuality are 

increasingly important in modern societies, so erotic capital has become just as valuable 

an asset as economic, social, and cultural capital” (Hakim, 2010, p. 507). A central 

stipulation of Hakim’s theorization is that women – across time and space - hold more 

erotic capital than do men and thus asserts that the potentialities of that capital should be 

theorized and valued more seriously within feminist discourse. Hakim denounces 

feminist rejections of erotic capital, claiming that “Feminist perspectives are so infused 
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with patriarchal ideology that they seem unable to perceive heterosexuality as a source of 

pleasure and entertainment, and of women’s power over men” (2010, 512). Hakim’s 

simplified estimation of feminism is buffeted by her heteronormative and cisgender bias 

where categories of men and women are compared to conclude that women have more 

erotic capital than do men; women are encouraged to trade on that capital for economic 

advancement: “the exchange of female erotic capital for male economic power continues 

in the 21st century” (Hakim, 2010, p. 508).  

Nonetheless, Hakim’s (2010) theory of erotic capital has been taken up by 

feminist scholars interrogating postfeminist media that depict female characters aiming to 

accumulate more erotic capital by means of self-transformation. As part of a neoliberal 

regime that mandates women be entrepreneurs of the self, always steadfastly training, 

managing, reflecting upon the project that is their bodies and lives, erotic capital, more 

than any other form of capital, is presented as a kind of wealth that can be attained 

through proper self-governance. The body is articulated as the central site where erotic 

capital manifests and develops for both men and women, and is constituted as highly 

malleable: “In affluent modern societies, extremely high levels of erotic capital can be 

achieved through fitness training, hard work, and technical aids” (Hakim, 2010, p. 507). 

Alison Winch (2014) takes up Hakim’s theorization of erotic capital in her work on 

‘girlfriend media’ in order to contend that, in a neoliberal postfeminist milieu, girlfriends 

are charged with policing one another to ensure that they are effectively self-managing 

their lives – most especially, their bodies – in an effort to accumulate more erotic capital, 

as women endeavor towards the ultimate aim of ‘having it all’. However, according to 
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Winch, female sociality as articulated within postfeminist media, is driven by the 

competitive spirit of neoliberal individualism, where girlfriends are rendered experts of 

feminine experience and normativity, and thus are required to offer unfiltered, frank and 

even cruel feedback to one another as a signification of friendship and love. This intense 

feminization of surveillance, which Winch terms ‘the girlfriend gaze’, thus operates as an 

analytical and affective tool of gendered oppression that masquerades as a form of female 

mutual recognition, solidarity and empowerment; the scrutiny of women’s bodies and 

lives is now the responsibility of her concerned and loving girlfriends, who, Winch 

stipulates, are ultimately driven by a desire to surpass and stand out when compared to 

their female companions. This relocation of the straight male gaze results in a feminized 

misogyny and an intensification of gendered competition for erotic capital. 

In this chapter, I contend that adult girlhood, a figuration characterized by 

everlasting corporeal precarity and freedom, is democratized through subversive 

depictions of adult female sociality on television and social media screens. Through 

interrogating author-stars and their respective pseudo-autobiographical texts, including 

Phoebe Waller-Bridge of Fleabag, and Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer of Broad City, I 

submit that the toxicity of female sociality, incited and inspired by neoliberal gendered 

competition and promulgated by postfeminist media, is effectively challenged.  

I contend that Waller-Bridge’s Fleabag, a dark comedy produced by Amazon 

Video, is a cautionary tale that adheres to tropes of ‘girlfriend culture’ in order to 

illuminate the toxicity perpetrated by sociocultural norms that mandate gendered 

competition, which are primarily located in the reproductive body. In a narrative replete 



 

 97 
 

 

with commentary on the insufficiencies of multiple feminisms, Waller-Bridge centralizes 

the relationship between the eponymous Fleabag and her best friend, Boo, ultimately 

depicting the nefarious nature of girlfriendship in the context of neoliberalization that 

rewards only contractual relationships. Fleabag masochistically seeks to accrue erotic 

capital, deploying her friendship as an asset within that market, and ends up literally and 

figuratively killing her girlfriend(ship) as a result. Waller-Bridge’s show unveils the 

violences women perpetrate against one another under the guise of postfeminist 

girlfriendship which I read as a form of resistance; however, she herself abstains from 

social media, which I contend diminishes the prevalence of her efforts.   

Comedy Central’s Broad City, on the other hand, is Abbi Jacobson and Ilana 

Glazer’s highly utopic ode to their friendship; the pseudo-fictional narrative subverts 

postfeminist girlfriendship through depicting a bawdy companionship between two adult 

girls who are disinterested in consumerism and self-entrepreneurship, and instead, are 

invested in one another. The two women are opposed to social codes of feminine 

conduct; they puncture notions of gendered corporeal dynamics, often to the degree that 

their interactions and behaviors are disquieting and therefore create space for innovative 

ideations of feminine normalcy and friendships that resemble childlike companionship. 

When working together, Jacobson and Glazer demonstrate the power and potential of an 

everlasting female sociality marked by mutual vulnerability and support; when working 

apart, however, they are unable to sustain their authenticity. The performances of 

selfhood articulated by Jacobson and Glazer individually on Instagram indicate that they 

are each fighting for what Sarah Banet-Weiser terms ‘visibility’ as they each explicitly 
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endeavor to literally promote and sell their products, projects, and selves on social media. 

I argue that this schism between the distinct characterizations presented on Broad City, 

and the subjectivities depicted on Instagram destabilizes the veracity of these adult girls 

as individuals, and confirms the contractual nature of late capitalist female social 

networks. However, the established co-brand of Jacbson and Glazer is reinvigorated as a 

result of their individual diminution into commodities, which, ironically, rearticulates the 

power of co-constitutive, imperfect adult girlfriendships.  

The Girlfriend Gaze 

“In such a culture, where the focus is on the individual, why is there a proliferation of 

locations within the media that place primary emphasis on female sociality?” (Winch, 

2015, p. 1). The televisual texts created, written, and performed by adult girls are reliant 

upon premises of female sociality. Relationships among women lie at the heart of adult-

girl texts; however, the functionality and effects of those relationships are questionable. 

As Alison Winch notes, for Angela McRobbie and Diane Negra, “the ideal feminine 

subject is girly and flawless, and her desire for hypervisibility is exclusive. This means 

that solidarity among women is foreclosed” (Winch, 2015, p. 1). Taking this into account, 

Winch (2014) asserts that girlfriendship is “strategic” because  

Girlfriendship is an investment in the individual as girlfriends are essential in 

enabling feminine normativity. Their intimate networks of comparison, feedback 

and motivation are necessary in controlling body image. It is not enough to be 

normative, however, as a girlfriend must also stand out from her peers. She must 

do so in such a way as to sustain the friendship group, preserve her friends’ 



 

 99 
 

 

dignity and validate their striving for skinniness; she must be normatively 

distinctive. (p. 2) 

The notion of girlfriendships as depicted in mass culture has been developed by Winch 

(2014), who asserts that while the depiction of close female relationships occupy an 

important space in the intimate public of women’s culture, as loving, supportive, 

affirming friendships between women offers an alternative to heteronormative 

partnerships and romance, ultimately postfeminist articulations of girlfriendship in mass 

culture act as a replacement for the now-internalized male gaze.  

Appropriating and gendering Foucault’s (1975) concept of panopticism, Winch 

defines the gynaeopticon as an affective mode of control where ‘many girlfriends’ are 

charged with watching and surveilling ‘many girlfriends’ (Winch, 2014, p. 5). Here, 

Winch (2014) theorizes the ‘girlfriend gaze’: “In a neoliberal postfeminist culture, 

women mutually control each other through policing networks. The desire for intimacy, 

normativity and belonging often means submitting oneself to regimes of looking by the 

girlfriend gaze” (p. 5). Under this regime, women are charged with policing their cohorts 

to ensure aesthetic, emotional, and lived standards of traditional femininity are being 

upheld, striving for what Diane Negra calls “representability” (Winch, 2012, p. 71), or 

what Winch calls ‘hypervisibility’, achieved through an ideal body and image, and the 

immanence of marriage and/or motherhood (Winch, 2012, 71). That ideal body is, in 

keeping with postfeminist practices of exclusion, white, middle-class, heterosexual, 

cisgender, and able-bodied. The exclusionary nature of girlfriendship is inherently toxic, 

as, according to Winch, “female networks are constructed through symbolic violence” 
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(2014, p. 2), as “women of colour are either absent or are situated in a position of 

subordination, where they are often depicted through the signifiers of authenticity” (2014, 

p. 2).  

Beyond this, Winch problematizes the narrow estimations of viable female 

embodiment within the framework of girlfriendship where “friendship networks imprint 

traumatic experiences of shame and exclusion on the body, while simultaneously 

codifying these phenomena as expressions of friendliness and sisterhood” (Winch, 2014, 

p. 14). Thus, the girlfriend gaze is a particularly surreptitious mode of gendered self-

governance under neoliberalism that has affective manifestations rooted in both affinity 

and jealousy; as Winch (2014) notes, the girlfriend gaze is “produced from a complex 

assemblage of affect. The gaze is intricately bound up with feelings of envy, desire for 

status and identification” (p. 26). Girlfriend culture is predicated upon affective network 

of control as the “intimacy of female networks and the pleasures of belonging to a ‘we’” 

(Winch, 2015, p. 9) is designed as an intoxicating and progressive way of achieving 

normalcy and recognition. Berlant (2008) reminds us that “To be needed (by a lover, 

children, a family or all of them, in a nimbus of intimate connections) demonstrates your 

feminine worth” (p. 171), but girlfriend media subverts this normative expectation 

through sidelining the nuclear family and heteronormative love plots (and men in 

general) in an effort to constitute intimate female sociality as a route to ‘the good life’. 

Women’s cultural texts that depict female characters that prioritize friendships offer the 

potential for a re-theorization of what female solidarity means as they depict “conflict, 

pain, and betrayal acted out between women, and in doing so, [are] invaluable in offering 
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the female viewer a cathartic space to explore the complexities of women’s relationships” 

(Winch, 2012, p. 71).  

To belong to girlfriend culture is to accept the affective complexity of 

contemporary female sociality that construes judgement, scrutiny, and even cruelty as the 

ultimate signification of friendship and love. The girlfriend gaze invites and entices 

female consumers through promising a comforting and supportive mode of mutual 

governance that will beget economic and personal success; as Winch explains, “the gaze 

is strategic and analytical as it is an important constituent in the development of the self 

as an entrepreneurial subject” (Winch, 2014, p. 26). Part of the womanly masquerade 

therefore becomes encouraging and inspiring one another to always do better through 

being entrepreneurs of the self; to view the self as an enterprise in a perpetual state of 

bettering and becoming, striving for hypervisibility, necessitates that real girlfriends tell 

each other what needs to be improved, to point out what’s missing, to point out what’s 

wrong. In doing so, girlfriends are championed as truth-telling sisters who have their 

friends’ best interest in mind, and a neoliberal postfeminist landscape succeeds in 

structuring a woman’s power around proper self-management of not just her bodily, but 

her psychic and emotional life.  

However, Winch’s explication clarifies that the girlfriend gaze is predicated upon 

what Ringrose and Renold call ‘normative cruelties’, and ultimately operates to divide 

and inspire what McRobbie and Negra call ‘anti-connectivity’ among women (Winch, 

2014, p. 2). As Winch argues, this homosocial surveillance, while promoted as a force of 

female strength, simply rehomes, reauthorizes, and reinvigorates the scrutiny and control 
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of female bodies and lives. The ‘girlfriend gaze’ is proffered as an empowering 

alternative to the male gaze; “Here, the straight male gaze is rendered inadequate or 

redundant and, instead, regimes of looking are promoted between women” (Winch, 2014, 

p. 21). Girlfriends are charged with policing and controlling other women, which only 

facilitates gendered competition and internal oppression that results in feelings of 

inferiority and worthlessness (Winch, 2014, p. 5). This masquerade of female solidarity is 

“particularly insidious because it is located in a female sphere, and is marketed as 

intimate and enabling. I understand it to be a process of slut-shaming where the 

traditional misogynist fear of the female libido is translated into a fear of fat” (Winch, 

2014, p. 5). Winch’s strong critique of the manifestations of gendered envy and 

competition resulting from the girlfriend gaze points to the inherent toxicity of a 

neoliberal culture that successfully reinvents modes of surveillance to re-entrench sexist 

attitudes and behaviors. I suggest that part of the success of this disguise stems from an 

association between girlfriendship and what Banet-Weiser (2018) calls ‘popular 

feminism’, an en-vogue sensibility and form of media of which adult girls are a part, that 

distances itself from postfeminist requisite erasure of feminism (McRobbie 2009). 

Economy of Visibility  

According to Banet-Weiser, popular feminism “circulates in an economy of visibility” 

(Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 12) as it “refers to practices and conditions that 

are accessible to a broad public, from organizing marches to hashtag activism to 

commodities” (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 9). The contemporary neoliberal 

economy relies heavily on entertainment and social media to generate, track, and market 
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commodities that can be seen, re-seen, created and re-created as “visibility is not a static 

thing; it has to be in a constant state of growth” (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 

12). As Jessica Valenti so aptly claimed in 2014, feminism is ‘having a moment’ in the 

contemporary West, and thus what Banet-Weiser terms ‘popular feminism’ emerged 

within this economy of visibility where celebrities, moguls, brands, and commodities 

themselves have very publicly adopted a rhetoric replete with objections to gender 

inequality and celebrations of feminine empowerment. Banet-Weiser (2018) remarks that 

the widespread visibility of this formulation of feminism eclipses structural critiques; 

seeing and hearing about ‘feminism’ does not challenge hegemonic power, nor enact 

change. Furthermore, the inclusion and presence of more women ‘at the table’ lies at the 

heart of popular feminism, according to Banet-Weiser, which, while positive and 

necessary for the advancement of intersectional gender equality, the mere presence of 

women does not “call feminism into being” (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 

10). Within a popular feminist sensibility, however, “the inclusion of women signals 

feminism” (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 10), which is the predication upon 

which I believe Winch’s girlfriend gaze finds traction. The affective network of control 

that characterizes the girlfriend gaze and normalizes misogynistic attitudes and behaviors 

goes unnoticed. Winch’s girlfriend gaze is seemingly progressive because it reconstitutes 

the practice of gendered surveillance as an act of female friendship; the fact that both the 

policers and the policed are female signals feminism in the same way that ‘women at the 

table’ signals feminism. The goals of this feminism, however, remain unclear.  
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As Sarah Banet-Weiser (2018) suggests, popular feminism escapes valid 

interrogation through co-constituting neoliberal capitalist values that encourage girls and 

women to ‘Lean In’, which is the title of Facebook CEO Sheryl Sandberg’s controversial 

advice book and philosophy that encourages women to be assertive, to acquire advanced 

skills, and to adopt a ‘can do’ ethos in order to realize personal and professional success. 

The ethos was proliferated throughout the public sphere after the publication of 

Sandberg’s book in 2013, but has since been widely critiqued within academic, social, 

and political discourse; in 2018, on her tour for her memoir Becoming, Michelle Obama 

told a sold-out crowd at Brooklyn’s Barclay’s Center “It’s not always enough to lean in, 

because that s--- doesn’t work all the time” (Wamsley). While the popularity and 

visibility of ‘lean in’ has dwindled in the wake of harsh public critiques like Obama’s, 

Sandberg’s brand of feminism was widely circulated and highly visible in its heyday. It is 

a branch on the tree of popular feminism, which Banet Weiser asserts gains validity 

through circulating and making visible women who are self-enterprising, economically 

successful, and active consumers (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 12). Practices 

of girlfriendship as depicted in girlfriend media are similarly bound up with capitalist 

consumerism: “To be included in girlfriendship, women must be discerning consumers 

who display agency around consumption and a commitment to transformation” (Winch, 

2014, p. 34). Self-enterprising girlfriends help one another acquire the right commodities 

in order to improve upon and properly govern their bodies and lives to achieve 

hypervisibility; girlfriends are regulated through inducing feelings of unbelonging, 

shame, and guilt if they do not adhere to normative practices of consumption.   
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The importance of visibility to both popular feminism and girlfriendship is 

important to interrogate here. As Winch articulates, hypervisibility is the ultimate goal 

within the framework of girlfriendship, a goal achieved by competing to be “girly and 

flawless” according to McRobbie and Negra (Winch, 2014, p. 2). For Winch, 

hypervisibility is bound up most specifically with body, the most unwavering aspect of 

contemporary ideal bodily femininity according to postfeminism: “In the hypervisible 

landscape of popular culture the body is recognized as the object of a woman’s labour: it 

is her asset, her product, her brand and her gateway to freedom and empowerment in a 

neoliberal market economy” (Winch, 2014, p. 21). Thus, I want to consider how 

hypervisibility within the framework of girlfriendship, can be understood in the same 

way that Banet-Weiser theorizes popular feminism as circulating within an ‘economy of 

visibility’ where the more visible you are, the more you ‘matter’ (Banet-Weiser, 2018). 

As girlfriends both coach and compete with one another to become hypervisible through 

perfecting the commodity that is their body they compete to matter more, and thus 

purportedly become more likely to ‘have it all’.  

Both popular feminism and practices of girlfriendship rely and comply with a 

neoliberal economic context in order to obtain, sustain, and increase visibility, a status 

which, in today’s digital economy, is often determined through metrics; being visible 

“means being accessible to large, popular audiences” (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 

2014, p. 12), and is readily linked to a number of followers or a number of likes. Within 

current late capitalist structures, a process of mediation between ideological trends and 

the market economy is necessary for popularization to occur. The undeniable influx of 
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feminist rhetoric found on common commodities like clothing and household items, as 

well as the trend of hashtag activism where the #metoo movement gained new ground 

demonstrates a codependence between popular feminism and neoliberal structures of 

capitalist accumulation. “Media and entertainment platforms are conditioning the content 

of feminism (among other things), so that business models end up conditioning the types 

of feminist expression that we see” (Banet-Weiser, Gill, Rottenberg, 2017, p. 12). The 

free-market economy has a profound impact on popular understandings of feminist ideas 

and practices. Girlfriend media is one genre of popular feminist content that is 

conditioned by the media and economic markets. In contemporary representations of 

girlfriendship, a culture of inclusion and confirmation is predicated upon a shared self-

hatred that can be improved upon through following the expert advice of your female 

friends and properly engaging with consumerism; girlfriend media “dish out rejection, or 

at least the possibilities of rejection, if one does not attempt to participate in the consumer 

practices of girlfriendship” (Winch, 2014, p. 31), which requires literally and figuratively 

buying into the beauty industrial complex to achieve visibility.  

What’s more, reserving a critique of systemic inequalities is part and parcel of 

working with the current political-economic regime in order to accumulate and augment 

visibility: “most popular feminisms are typically those that become visible precisely 

because they do not challenge deep structures of inequities” (Banet-Weiser, 2018). The 

girlfriend gaze implies a functioning network of women striving together to create a safe 

space of gendered solidarity and success achieved through mutual policing; hardships 

particular to feminine embodiment and livelihood are recognized as individual problems 
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to overcome through ‘leaning in’ to the neoliberal regime. Structural critiques are not 

only withheld, but inequities are covered over within the framework of girlfriendship: 

“The figure of the friend in girlfriend culture disguises the technologies of misogynist 

governance by offering advice and support through a friendly rhetoric” (Banet-Weiser, 

2018, p. 31). The successful circulation of girlfriend media within Banet-Weiser’s 

‘economy of visibility’ demonstrates not only its complicity with neoliberalism, but its 

constitutive reliance upon a free-market economy that designates girls and women as 

ideal consumers and disciplinary subjects.  

Rewriting the ‘Womance’: Fleabag and Broad City  

Akane Kanai (2016) argues that the appeal of girlfriend culture is stipulated on the 

promise of normalcy and sameness, achieved through engaging with the complex 

affective regulations of female sociality: “within an intimate public, feeling similar to 

others on the basis of shared triumphs and daily problems gives the sense of possibility of 

surviving and transcending the larger world” (p. 303). Adult girls Phoebe Waller-Bridge 

and Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer capitalize upon this appeal of girlfriendship in an 

effort to reconfigure female sociality as a noncompetitive site of connectivity. Both 

Waller-Bridge’s Fleabag and Jacobson and Glazer’s Broad City centralize the 

relationship between two female best friends, creating what Winch calls a ‘womance’. 

However, in doing so, these televisual texts utilize the context of popular feminism to 

subvert hegemonic understandings of female sociality through destabilizing the value and 

practices of the girlfriend gaze.  



 

 108 
 

 

Fleabag and Broad City take very different approaches to rebuke the aspirational 

nature of hypervisibility; while Waller-Bridge’s show depicts subscription to the norms 

of girlfriend culture in order to reveal its inherent dangers, Broad City debunks and 

distances itself from codes of girlfriend media altogether. That said, despite their efforts 

to dispel the value of gendered codes of proper self-governance, both Fleabag and Broad 

City are media that would remain unknown if not for the power of the ‘economy of 

visibility’, and if not for the racial and classed privilege afforded these author-stars. 

Broad City began as a web-series that was so widely viewed that is was picked up by 

Comedy Central; and Fleabag was a one-woman show that won the Edinburgh Fringe 

First Award at the famed international festival in Scotland, and subsequently attracted 

attention from the BBC Three, and later Amazon Video. While these shows and these 

adult girls do well to subvert the gendered goal of hypervisibility as articulated by Winch, 

they are nonetheless part of the discourse of popular feminism that has found relevance 

through constant and varied practices of circulation. Their participation in this discourse, 

and the temporal and ideological context in which their shows are understood is 

constructed as reluctant. Their collective objection to a pro-capitalist feminism that finds 

traction in the neoliberal economy of visibility is not only made clear through the 

disquieting televisual content these adult girls create, write, executive produce, and star 

in, but also through Waller-Bridge’s refusal to publicly engage with social media. I will 

consider her personal rebellion against the economy of visibility as central to her 

intertextual meaning and as part of her efforts to destabilize the girlfriend gaze. Jacobson 
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and Glazer, however, utilize their performances of selfhood on Instagram to contradict 

their Broad City characterizations. 

Fleabag: Girlfriendship Destroyed 

In her pseudo-autobiographical series, Waller-Bridge portrays the eponymous Fleabag, a 

woman in her late twenties living in London who attempts to deal with the traumatic 

events of her life which include her mother’s death from breast cancer, her wicked 

godmother-turned-stepmother flaunting her new sexual satisfaction with Fleabag’s father, 

and the sudden death of her best friend, Boo. Through flashbacks, the ‘womance’ 

between Fleabag and Boo is explored. As Winch (2014) explains, within the ‘womance’ 

“the primary emotional relationship is between two women who love each other 

ferociously but without having sexual relations” (p. 92). Boo and Fleabag are not only 

best friends, but business partners, and thus their relationship is particularly imitative of a 

romance; what’s more, however, is that while the codependent partnership between Boo 

and Fleabag is predicated upon their shared abnormalities and quirkiness, the ways in 

which they engage in girlfriendship is strikingly normative when read within the context 

of girlfriend media.  

Boo and Fleabag police and surveil one another, scrutinizing each other’s bodies, 

performances, and consumption habits with the stated intent to show love and affection. 

When shopping for clothes for a spur-of-the-moment ‘trendy’ party, Fleabag emerges 

from the dressing room to reveal her clothing choice to Boo. Boo exclaims “Oh my god. 

Definitely not. That does nothing for you. I hate that” (Waller-Bridge & Bradbeer, 2016). 

Fleabag proceeds to inform Boo that the dress she is wearing is in fact what she had been 
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wearing all day, and she has resolved it was good enough to wear to the party. Boo insists 

that she hadn’t seen the outfit before because it was hidden underneath Fleabag’s coat. 

Fleabag immediately changes her plans based on her friend’s ‘expert’ advice: “Oh my 

God! Why didn’t you tell me?! I have to get a whole new outfit now!  I’ve been so many 

places today!” Boo comforts her with “I love you. I’ll buy you sexy pants” (Waller-

Bridge & Bradbeer, 2016). Through this interaction, Fleabag depicts how the girlfriend 

gaze operates. Boo and Fleabag shop for clothes to wear to a gathering that could result 

in acquiring more erotic capital; they participate in consumerism as a mode of 

heightening their visibility. Fleabag makes it clear that the contract of girlfriendship 

includes guaranteed honesty about bodily governance, and Boo’s harsh critique is 

immediately linked to her unmatched affection for her friend. Here, Fleabag’s womance 

demonstrates adherence to the practical and affective regulations of the girlfriend gaze, 

and it is presented as a positive force that brings the women closer together. 

Furthermore, Fleabag follows the mandate of girlfriend culture that women 

compete for visibility to cope with their feelings of envy and jealousy. Fleabag’s sense of 

self is inextricably bound up with her erotic capital, which she goes to great lengths to 

accumulate. Throughout the series, it is made clear that Fleabag associates hypervisibility 

with sexual attention; she wholeheartedly buys into the metrics that define the economy 

of visibility, and attempts to achieve through acquiring maximum sexual attention from 

the most handsome men she can find. However, the nuanced rules and regulations around 

female sexuality within the framework of girlfriendship cannot be simplified in this way. 

As Winch explains, within the context of girlfriend culture, the operations of erotic 



 

 111 
 

 

capital are complex: “It is not about having sex. It is about promoting a normative sexual 

self who is in control of her sexuality and who appears not too sluttish and not too 

dowdy. Indeed, it is about promoting the ideal of a woman who has a smaller libido than 

her male counterpart, but who gains advantage through her higher visibility” (Winch, 

2014, p. 24). Fleabag misunderstands this distinction, and associates higher visibility with 

higher libido and higher number of handsome partners. 

Alison Winch theorizes the concept of the womance: “Like the lovers in the 

romcom, in the womance, girlfriends experience betrayal and heartbreak before they 

reconcile at the end of the film. Nevertheless, in the womance this betrayal centres on the 

sabotaging of each other’s body image, wedding day or pregnancy” (Winch, 2014, p. 91). 

Fleabag diverges from the structure of the womance in that there is a betrayal, but there 

is no reconciliation. Fleabag’s singular focus on acquiring more visibility through sexual 

validation turns hopelessly reckless when she sleeps with Boo’s boyfriend. In the final 

episode, it is revealed that Fleabag is to blame for Boo’s death. After Boo discovers her 

boyfriend was unfaithful, she goes into a deep depression and intentionally hurts herself 

by walking into a bike lane. Though her intent was to sustain enough injuries to wind up 

the hospital to inspire guilt in her boyfriend, she underestimates the power of a bike and 

she dies from the impact; she never knows that her best friend, Fleabag, was the woman 

her boyfriend had slept with. 

Within the confines of girlfriendship, Fleabag was simply following the rules. As 

Winch explains, “a girlfriend must be more visible than her friend in order to mark her 

distinctiveness … because the girlfriends’ success in a postfeminist culture is measured 
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through comparison, this becomes problematic if they are reliant on the same girlfriends 

to provide support, stability and success” (Winch, 2014, p. 91). The destruction of both 

Fleabag and Boo exemplifies the issues inherent to a girlfriend culture predicated upon 

the normalcy of meanness that ultimately is not an expression of love, but encourages 

envy and ruthless competition for visibility. The ruse the girlfriend gaze is here exposed; 

it is revealed as a hollow device structured around oxymoronic notions of competitive 

comradery and shared success that are incompatible with a neoliberal context. Fleabag is 

so deeply entrenched in the neoliberal logic that requires an entrepreneurial view of the 

self, and a patriarchal logic that constitutes accumulation of erotic capital as a woman’s 

route to visibility, that she is unable to discern between divergent and destructive forms 

of competition within her ‘womance’. Through categorically winning the gendered 

competition for visibility, Fleabag’s girlfriendship is necessarily destroyed.  

Waller-Bridge’s Social Media Refusal and Fleabag’s Fourth Wall 

“Some women embrace their inner goddess, but Fleabag has proudly embraced her inner-

slut. After all, isn’t that what it means to be a liberated woman today?” (Gardner). In her 

review of Fleabag at the Fringe Festival, Lyn Gardner aptly distills Waller-Bridge’s 

assessment of a contemporary popular feminism, where the rules and regulations of what 

Angela McRobbie (2009) termed ‘the new sexual contract’ become unclear. ‘The new 

sexual contract’ operates at the heart of postfeminist sensibility where women are 

afforded sexual and economic power and agency in exchange for abandoning political 

identities and ideological critiques of patriarchy. With the emergence of popular 

feminism, however, the parameters of the new sexual contract are negated, as an anti-
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patriarchal sensibility finds compatibility with neoliberal capitalism. What results is an 

ambiguity around how women are expected to physically and psychically operate as pro-

capitalist feminists; while it is clear that women are meant to fight for what Mulvey calls 

‘to-be-looked-at-ness’, some sensibilities and behaviors are still viewed as unfeminine 

and transgressive.  

This manifests frustration in Fleabag, who endeavors to be a ‘good feminist’ but 

finds herself hopelessly failing to navigate inside the lines. This is first made explicitly 

clear when, in the first episode Fleabag attends a ‘feminist lecture’ with her sister, one of 

the many activities their father insists they participate in in the wake of their mother’s 

death. It is intimated that Fleabag’s deceased mother was, in fact, ‘a feminist’ in the 

second-wave sense of the word, and thus Fleabag and her sister struggle not only with the 

death of their mother, but with ambivalence of a popular feminism they feel is a required 

sensibility. The feminist lecture begins with the speaker polling the audience with the 

caveat that she wants assurance that basic anti-patriarchal ideas have been adopted; she 

asks anyone who would be willing to sacrifice five years from their life in exchange for 

the ‘perfect body’ to raise their hands. Fleabag and her sister immediately and confidently 

raise their hands; they are the only two in the audience to do so. They look around 

embarrassed that they have failed this very basic test.  

Fleabag submits that the ever-changing rules for women are contradictory and 

therefore impossible to follow; while women are encouraged to view the self as an 

enterprise, and center the fit body as the cornerstone of that project, they are supposed to 

psychically rebuke the value of the ideal female body in order to participate in an anti-
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patriarchal popular feminism. What’s more, women are meant to exercise a precise 

amount of libidinal power and interest in order to acquire as much visibility as possible, 

while still remaining traditionally feminine in order to remain non-threatening and 

properly adhere to the framework of girlfriendship. According to Fleabag, the amorphous 

parameters of an economy of visibility are dangerous when deployed in the context of 

girlfriend culture where striving for hypervisibility sustains a focus on the body as a 

gendered commodity to be both particularly and properly managed and leveraged against 

other competing bodies. It seems that both Winch and Waller-Bridge thus contend that 

girlfriendships will continue to destruct and destroy while the economy of visibility 

prevails. Indeed, the girlfriend gaze in and of itself is about being visible; it is about being 

watched, seen, judged, and ideally, envied, by other women.  

Waller-Bridge contests the value of visibility through her opaque celebrity 

persona. She abstains from public social media participation, which renders her an 

anomaly in today’s culture of ‘convergence’ where engaging on multiple platforms to 

facilitate stardom is the norm (Jenkins, 2006). Waller-Bridge’s decision to forgo social 

media is therefore notable, and can be considered ‘media refusal’ in Laura Portwood-

Stacer’s (2012) terms. Portwood-Stacer defines media refusal as “a discursive move that 

entails more than simply not using something – it’s a kind of conscious disavowal that 

involves the recognition that non-use signifies something socially or politically 

meaningful about the non-user” (2012, p. 1042). I want to consider Waller-Bridge’s 

clearly conscious choice to resist engagement with social media as bound up with 



 

 115 
 

 

Fleabag’s objection to a neoliberal economy of visibility, and the commodification of the 

gendered self that operates within that structure.  

To forgo social media is to disengage from the primary contemporary site of self-

branding, and to seemingly reject the sociocultural mandate that women and girls 

articulate a self-brand through social networking platforms in order to achieve 

recognition and viability. To revisit the concept of self-branding, I draw once again from 

Alice Marwick’s definition, which asserts that to self-brand is “the strategic creation of 

an identity to be promoted and sold to others” (Marwick, 2013, p. 168). Thus, while 

Waller-Bridge is an award-winning15 creator, actor, and writer within the media industry, 

she has not articulated a self-brand. Like other adult girls, Waller-Bridge has articulated 

that Fleabag has intimate links to her personal outlook and experiences16; however, she 

prefers for that televisual content to stand alone to foster intimacy and popularity 

amongst her fans. Through refusing to cultivate any self-brand, Waller-Bridge is less 

visible, less vulnerable, and therefore less powerful than her adult-girl cohorts.  

However, as Banet-Weiser suggests, creating a successful self-brand is about 

fostering what Raymond Williams calls a ‘structure of feeling’, an intangible cultural site 

of connectivity generated from a sense of closeness. Despite its comparatively brief 

tenure on television airwaves (consisting of just twelve half-hour episodes over two 

 
15 For Fleabag, Waller-Bridge won the 2020 Golden Globe Award for Best Performance by an Actress in a 

Television Series – Musical or Comedy; in 2019, for Fleabag, she won Primetime Emmy Awards for 

Outstanding Comedy Series, Outstanding Lead Actress in a Comedy Series, and Outstanding Writing for a 

Comedy Series. She is also credited as the developer and lead writer of Killing Eve, and has been 

nominated for her participation in that television credit (IMDB) 
16 Deadline quotes Waller-Bridge on Fleabag: “It’s not autobiographical, but it’s really, really personal. I 

do feel like this character came out of me” (Blyth). 
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seasons) I argue that Fleabag and, by extension, creator-star Waller-Bridge successfully 

establishes a sense of confidentiality and intimacy with her fans sans social media 

through routinely addressing the camera – and her audience - directly. The device of 

breaking the fourth wall and addressing the audience is routinely deployed on Fleabag; 

often while she is in the midst of intimate or sexual encounters, Fleabag will turn to the 

audience to deliver her interior thoughts.  

The series opens with Fleabag, out of breath, addressing the audience, rhetorically 

asking “You know that feeling when a guy you like texts you at 2:00 on a 

Tuesday night asking if he can come and find you and you accidentally made it 

out like you just got in yourself so you’ve got to get out of bed, drink half a bottle 

of wine, get in the shower, shave everything, dig out some Agent Provocateur 

business, suspender belt, the whole bit, and wait by the door until the buzzer 

goes?” (Waller-Bridge & Bradbeer, 2016). 

Fleabag immediately assumes an intimate connection with the viewer through 

establishing the audience as a girlfriend who will not only keep her secrets, but shares the 

same secrets. As Akane Kanai asserts, “the very recognition of one’s triumphs and 

vexations as similar to others’ is understood as belonging to a shared girlfriendship” 

(Kanai, 2016, p. 303). From the first moment of the series, Fleabag lays bare her faults; 

she admits to lying, and performing in order to facilitate a sexual encounter. Without her 

girlfriend, Boo, she is left without her governing force, and is left to self-manage on her 

own. Instead of finding a new partner to engage in mutual self-policing, she opts instead 

to confide in her televisual audience, a set of strangers whom she cannot see nor hear, but 
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who can see and hear her. Because she can only communicate to her audience, and not 

with her audience, Fleabag is spared critique and judgement, and is able to freely and 

unabashedly share her interior thoughts and feelings. 

In this way, Fleabag asserts that striving for visibility, in and of itself, is a mode 

of gendered self-governance. In replacing the ‘girlfriend gaze’ with the silent, anonymous 

gaze of an assumedly empathetic and understanding audience, Fleabag suggests that self-

evaluation and self-critique suffice as force of surveillance for women battling against the 

neoliberal device of ‘the perfect’. Instead of necessitating an outspoken policer 

masquerading as a well-meaning girlfriend, Fleabag conveys that openly self-reflecting 

to a faction of silent supporters sustains her. This parallels her position as highly visible 

creator, writer, and performer who abstains from social media; she allows her creative 

work to speak for itself, inviting a silent audience to watch, but abstaining from social 

media herself to disallow a dynamic dialogue that typically incites destructive and 

abusive commentary.  

It seems, then, according to Waller-Bridge herself and Fleabag that there is a hard 

limit on the value of visibility. In the scene that follows the opening, detailed above, 

Fleabag addresses the camera while in the midst of consenting to anal sex: “After some 

pretty standard bouncing, you realize he’s edging towards your ass hole. But, you’re 

drunk, and he made the effort to come all the way here, so … he’s thrilled” (Waller-

Bridge & Bradbeer, 2016). I want to suggest that Fleabag here again submits that it is 

possible to become too visible despite the contemporary exchange-value placed on being 

seen as much as possible. In addressing the audience and revealing her inner-monologue 



 

 118 
 

 

in the midst of anal sex, Fleabag de-eroticizes the scene entirely, and instead her actions 

are construed as an act of accumulation where she simultaneously gleans more visibility 

in being ‘seen’ by both the audience and her partner, in just the same way that she strives 

for hypervisibility through sexually competing with and defeating her best friend, Boo. 

Fleabag does not appear to physically enjoy any of the sex she has; it is all just a means 

to acquire more erotic capital. The effect is disquieting, and resonates as a reflection on 

what gendered visibility actually begets, which is, really, just a desire to become more 

visible. Fleabag and Waller-Bridge herself thus problematize the contemporary value 

placed on being seen as a woman, and the unclear boundaries around what is seeable and 

what is not. 

Broad City: Girlfriendship Reimagined 

Broad City’s co-creators, comediennes, writers, executive producers, stars, and real 

friends Ilana Glazer and Abbi Jacobson designed a show that depicts an alternate 

formulation of an exclusive two-person girlfriendship. As two young women living and 

adventuring together in New York City, the premise of Broad City fits within the 

framework of girlfriend media. However, through constituting a loving, functioning 

homosocial relationship between two women that entirely eradicates the girlfriend gaze, 

Broad City explodes norms of girlfriend culture as well as normative feminine codes of 

conduct both inside and outside the framework of sociality.  

Broad City distances itself from a popular feminism bound up with consumerism 

and overtly positions itself as a progressive, feminist narrative that has a sense of humor 

about the contradictory nature of contemporary feminist politics. Abbi and Ilana 
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articulate anti-consumer views and behaviors, often operating on the socioeconomic 

periphery to make money to buy the one product they covet: marijuana. Abbi and Ilana, 

who are both white Jewish women who call each other ‘dude’, tout intersectional, sex-

positive views, though their views are intentionally written as superficial but well 

meaning. Ilana frequently dives into discussions about the realities of racism and 

historical disenfranchisement of people of color in America, while simultaneously 

invoking the racialized phrase ‘Yas Queen’. Indeed, Abbi tells her “You’re so anti-racist, 

that sometimes you’re actually really racist” (Jacobson and Glazer & Aniello, 2014). 

Broad City is a slapstick comedy that deploys obscene and often scatological humor to 

entertain; Abbi and Ilana often find themselves, both individually and together, in 

untoward bathroom and sexual scenarios that they find neither spectacular nor grotesque. 

They share unflinching details and mutual support about their sex lives, the activities of 

which include masturbation, watching porn, and ‘pegging’. In their efforts to reimagine 

the ‘womance’ Jacobson and Glazer do not subscribe to heterosexual characterizations 

which is a caveat of platonic female intimacy. Though they both most consistently 

sexually engage with men throughout the series, they celebrate LGBTQ+ identities and 

sexual engagements, with Ilana at one point claiming of her sexual identification 

“Different colors, different shapes, different sizes. People who are hotter, uglier. More 

smart; not more smart. Innies, outies! I don’t know, a Catholic person” (Tomsic and 

Aniello, 2015) and Abbi comes out as bisexual in the final season. 

Abbi and Ilana are disengaged from the ‘economy of visibility’. They do not have 

conversations about gendered bodily standards or behaviors, consumerism, or marriage. 
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They do not aspire nor strive towards constructions of bodily or psychic perfection or 

much beyond existing in and enjoying the present; they rebuke practices of self-

governance. I suggest that through the framework of girlfriendship, Abbi Jacobson and 

Ilana Glazer constitute a mutually supportive female homosociality that explodes the 

virtue of the surveillance altogether. Broad City challenges the gendered sociocultural 

norms of neoliberalism that require women to compete for erotic capital and visibility. 

Instead, Jacobson and Glazer depict subversive articulations of female subjectivity that 

are fulfilled through being seen and recognized by one another. 

In the opening scene of Broad City, Abbi and Ilana have a conversation over 

Skype. Ilana informs Abbi that “today is the day we become ‘Abbi and Ilana’ the boss 

bitches we are in our minds! Are you with me?” ” (Jacobson and Glazer & Aniello, 

2014). Abbi agrees, though her enthusiasm pales in comparison to Ilana’s (a tenet of the 

show). Ilana informs her that she plans for them to go to a pop-up Lil’ Wayne concert 

that evening, to which Abbi replies she can’t go because she’s broke. Ilana tells Abbi that 

she will pay for her ticket, and it is in that moment that Abbi realizes Ilana is having sex 

with Lincoln, her quasi-boyfriend, while Skyping. A surprised, but not shocked Abbi, 

calmly states “All right – Let’s just set some ground rules here for everybody involved. I 

don’t want to see you have sex. Let’s try and avoid that” (Jacobson and Glazer & Aniello, 

2014). This initial scene establishes the complex intimacy and support between Abbi and 

Ilana. Ilana charges the two of them with realizing their already mentally-confirmed 

potential through attending a concert together; this, she claims, will enable them to be 

‘boss bitches’. In contrast to lofty aspirations of self-actualization an economy of 
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visibility encourages, Abbi and Ilana, instead, strive for experiential, simple pleasures. 

Abbi and Ilana are unconcerned with the regulations and parameters of girlfriend culture 

that demand they focus on their bodies to beget success and happiness, or become ‘boss 

bitches.’ They abstain from mutual policing and instead celebrate one another’s 

physicality. Most notably, Ilana is constantly complimenting Abbi’s ass, both to her 

friend directly and to others. When Abbi turns 30, Ilana gifts her a video montage of 

secret footage she’d been compiling for years featuring shots of Abbi’s backside. 

Between Abbi and Ilana, a typical girlfriend vernacular of self-betterment is replaced by a 

rhetoric of already-achieved contentment with themselves, and encouragement of one 

another. I argue that Abbi and Ilana, as characterizations, facilitate innovative affective 

practices of girlfriendship. Abbi and Ilana, as both friends and individuals, are focused on 

feeling good; the affective practice of ‘feeling good’ is all they strive to sustain, which 

Whetherell (2012) notes, is a dynamic process that is both a pre-existing ‘atmosphere’ 

and an actively created and sustained process of circulation (p. 241). Through their 

energetic relations, Abbi and Ilana are able to pass affect to and from one another, 

generating a partnership sustained on mutual emotion work. 

In order to feel good, however, Abbi and Ilana need money. They are routinely 

broke, as Abbi admits in this opening scene. Lack of money is the most consistent 

obstacle on Broad City, and often drives much of the activity. Despite the fact that they 

both have college degrees, both Abbi and Ilana work minimum-wage jobs. For a good 

part of the series, Abbi works at a members-only fitness center, Soulstice, as a “Cleaner,” 

a designation which is overtly printed on the oversized black t-shirt that is part of her 
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uniform. She aspires to be a “Trainer,” an elevated position that is also clearly printed on 

better-fitting, higher quality black uniform shirts. Trey a lead “Trainer,” and Abbi’s 

immediate superior, is constantly demanding that Abbi complete crude janitorial tasks 

like plunging the women’s toilet and snaking the shower drain for pubic hair. Ilana, for 

her part, works at Deals, Deals, Deals! an internet site devoted to innovating and 

promoting web bargains. Her boss is timid and passive, which allows Ilana to openly 

neglect her work, when she bothers to show up at all. Though Abbi is an aspiring artist, 

for most of the series, Ilana aspires to nothing, except to get her paycheck.  

Both Abbi and Ilana show little interest and devotion to their work; they reject the 

neoliberal ethos of constant self-improvement, and the mandate of girlfriendship that they 

mutually police one another’s personal and professional choices. As Alison Winch notes 

of the relationship between girlfriendship and professional success in established 

girlfriend media, “Girlfriendships are a business investment and intimate connections are 

created in order to cultivate and consolidate a feminine power cohort in Manhattan … 

They are examples of pooling resources, creating possibilities, challenging patriarchy, 

networking and sharing contacts” (Winch, 2014, p. 72). Winch highlights relevant 

examples from Sex and the City where protagonist Carrie Bradshaw relies on friend and 

lawyer Miranda Hobbes for free legal advice, on friend and PR Executive Samantha 

Jones to organize her book launch, and on friend Charlotte York for the down payment 

on her apartment (Winch, 2014, p. 67). Abbi and Ilana are New Yorkers, just like Carrie 

Bradshaw and friends; however, Broad City rebuffs iconic girlfriend texts like Sex and 

the City that establish the symbiotic relationship between the girlfriend network and 
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brand culture, where female sociality is not only characterized by well-meaning 

surveillance, but is construed as an economic investment.  

Broad City destabilizes the notion of pooling resources through instead depicting 

Ilana and Abbi as penniless partners. Though they work separate jobs, and have 

individual incomes, their financial struggles and successes are characterized as mutual. 

They grapple with their instability together, often operating as partners-in-crime, barely 

remaining within the legal boundaries of capitalist accumulation. Abbi and Ilana steal an 

air conditioner from an NYU dorm because they are unable to afford one; while on 

vacation they list their apartments on AirBnB to generate income. And, in a striking 

example, Abbi takes over Ilana’s shift at her food-coop so that she doesn’t lose her 

membership; however, she does so as Ilana, doing an uncanny impression of her best 

friend the whole time she works the shift (McFaul and Aniello, 2016). This episode 

satirizes the notion of corporate sisterhood, which Winch explains: “Fiercely loyal and 

committed, the corporate sisters frequently support each other in the cutthroat world of 

business. They share contacts and build up each other’s reputations” (Winch, 2014, p. 

74). Broad City’s “Co-Op” rebukes the construct of corporate sisterhood - which is, at its 

core, yet another form of female competition – through showcasing a food cooperative 

which is a noncompetitive community alliance. Abbi working in Ilana’s place would be 

of no issue in a cooperative structure, which is what makes her unflinching performance 

as Ilana so humorous. The depiction of a business cooperative is unsurprising, as the 

women of Broad City consistently scheme to circumvent the structure of a capitalist 

economy, often bartering, or using non-monetary forms of currency. This approach is 
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most effective because the only product Abbi and Ilana are interested in purchasing is 

marijuana; they have no interest in labels or brands, or even accumulation of wealth, they 

are invested only in getting high and feeling good. Through reconfiguring the notion of 

‘pooling resources’ as a system of shared financial responsibility where making ends 

meet is the only goal, Abbi and Ilana reconstitute girlfriendship as familial, as opposed to 

competitive.  

Within the framework of girlfriend culture, female sociality is construed as a form 

of social capital that when properly managed, can elevate one’s visibility. Winch draws 

from Bordieu’s estimation of social capital to assert that girlfriends are charged with 

having the ‘right’ friends that can “increase an individual’s power and status within 

society” (Winch, 2014, p. 67). Broad City unsettles the virtue and power of social capital 

through stressing an investment in an imperfect partnership comprised of imperfect 

individuals who reject the value of corporate and consumer culture. Broad City takes 

articulations of imperfection to a different place than other adult girl texts. While 

discomforting depictions of the female body are a common thread within this archive, 

Broad City stands alone in its routine deployment of bathroom humor. Abbi and Ilana 

consistently joke about their excremental habits, and Broad City repeatedly employs the 

device of a split-screen montage featuring Abbi and Ilana in their individual bathrooms 

doing everything from peeing, to smoking weed, to having sex, to defecating. However, 

what is most notable is Abbi and Ilana’s mutual support – even celebration – of one 

another’s excrement. In season one episode “Hurricane Wanda” Abbi poops, but is 

unable to flush because the power goes out and she no longer has running water. Ilana, 
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knowing Abbi will experience embarrassment if the guy she likes walks in to see her 

deposit, takes it upon herself to remove Abbi’s stool from the toilet, storing it in a shoe. 

In the final season, when Abbi informs Ilana that she is moving to Colorado, she cheers 

up her friend by showing her her poop over the camera phone. This moment has been a 

long-awaited dream for Ilana, who is delighted, yelling that Abbi is definitely lactose 

intolerant (Jacobson and Glazer & Aniello, 2019). 

Broad City is not only unafraid of bathroom humor, but embraces speaking about, 

and even sharing in untoward bodily functions as part of enjoying girlfriendship; it is 

constituted as part of the dynamic affective practices Abbi and Ilana engage in together. 

To incorporate excreting as not only a necessary part of feminine life, but as a site of 

feminine closeness and connectivity makes Broad City radical within the framework of 

girlfriend media. As Winch (2014) notes of subversive girlfriend texts like Bridesmaids, 

“because it punctures the ideals of consumer perfection, the girlfriends are not hostage to 

self-spectacle … Consequently, they are able to play with the scatological references 

which deliver much of the humour in buddy movies” (p. 115). In this way, Broad City 

resonates with bromance narratives, rather than ‘womance’ narratives. ‘Bromance’ is a 

genre popularized by the films of Judd Apatow, that feature unconventional male leads 

playing protagonists engaged in close homosocial relationships predicated upon a 

disinterest in aesthetics and consumer culture; men who are unconcerned with traditional 

performances of masculinity are afforded the freedom to share and express intimate 

friendships with other men.  
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However, the caveat of both the ‘womance’ and the ‘bromance’ is the steadfast 

invocation of heteronormativity; “a prohibition of homosexual desire is key to their 

girlfriend reflexivity” (Winch, 2014, p. 64). Within the confines of girlfriend culture, 

female a heterosexual imperative is strictly adhered to in order to ensure viability of the 

girlfriend gaze, and gendered competition for visibility. Broad City, however, pushes 

against this boundary. Both Abbi and Ilana engage in sex with women on the show. 

Though they are regularly linked with and attracted to men, neither of them define their 

sexuality, nor aspire to a committed relationship, marriage or motherhood. Though Abbi 

and Ilana both desire male attention, they do not complete with one another, and instead 

champion each other in their efforts to discover additional sources of happiness. They 

never engage sexually with one another, but Ilana constantly jokes about her intent to 

swindle Abbi into a threesome. Though they do confide – even over-confide - in one 

another about their sexual lives and pursuits, it is not to incite judgement; just as with 

their insistence on showcasing bathroom scenarios, it simply is. When Abbi comes out to 

Ilana as bisexual in the final season, the moment is not declarative, nor momentous; she 

simply tells her friend that she wants to ask out a person who happens to be a woman 

(Glazer and Jacobson 2019).  

Abbi and Ilana are disinterested in visibility and perfection, and thus Broad City 

“represents the girlfriends as flawed but loving each other” (Winch, 2014, p. 111). Abbi 

and Ilana redraw the boundaries of feminine sociality to establish that a mutual 

investment in pleasure and in one another constitutes girlfriendship. Broad City is a 

surreal screwball comedy that, in genre, distances itself from reality. However, the 
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uncensored plights and successes of Abbi and Ilana are deliberately small; often, they are 

simply trying to figure out how to get home, and when they find their way, together, 

celebration ensues. In the premiere, Ilana believes she will be able to lend Abbi the 

money to attend the Lil’ Wayne concert, but her boss later informs her that her paycheck 

has been delayed. To earn the $100 needed for two tickets, Abbi and Ilana respond to a 

Craigslist post advertising a request for women to clean house in their underwear; after 

cleaning in their underwear for an hour, they leave with no money, having been 

scammed. They never make it to Lil’ Wayne, but resolve that tomorrow will be the day 

that will be their triumph; Abbi shouts to the world “I believe in us!” (Jacobson and 

Glazer & Aniello, 2014). Together, they have ceaseless optimism that their mutual 

confidence in one another and in their friendship will lead to feeling good in all their days 

to come. 

A Bonded Pair: @abbijacobson @ilana  

Despite their rejection of the economy of visibility on Broad City, as creative capitalists, 

Jacobson and Glazer are invested in being seen and being marketable which is made clear 

through their use of Instagram. Abbi and Ilana, despite being separate and vehemently 

distinct people, both in reality and on Broad City, are branded as a bonded pair. The 

friendship between Glazer and Jacobson is what they are individually known for, not only 

because of their portrayals on Broad City, but because the show is widely publicized as 

true-to-life. The two creator-stars readily and repeatedly acknowledge that the majority of 

the show’s content, though exaggerated, is taken from their real experiences together 

(Menta). Because Glazer and Jacobson not only publicize the pseudo-autobiographical 
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nature of Broad City, but occupy positions of power as the co-creators, co-executive 

producers, co-writers, and co-stars, their celebrity personas are inextricably bound up 

with their collaborative performance of a two-person girlfriendship on the show. Their 

collective brand as individual celebrities is distinguished as co-constitutive which in turn 

makes Jacobson, Glazer, and Broad City appear more authentic. As Alison Winch argues 

of girlfriend co-brands, “Their performance of friendship bestows their celebrification 

with the valuable branded attributes of authenticity and coherency” (Winch, 2014, p. 45). 

As celebrity individuals and brands, it is impossible to dissociate Ilana Glazer and Abbi 

Jacobson from one another, and from Broad City.  

However, in assessing the Instagram accounts of Jacobson and Glazer from 2014-

2019, it is clear that they intend for Broad City to speak for itself as a televisual text, and 

as a brand in and of itself.  I argue that the co-brand of Abbi and Ilana is not challenged 

by Jacobson and Glazer’s social media performances of real life; in fact, it is reified, 

along with their formulation of adult girlfriendship. Jacobson and Glazer promote Broad 

City on Instagram, and often articulate their love and affection for one another inside and 

outside the context of their professional relationship. But, simultaneously, both Abbi and 

Ilana set out to create individual celebrity brands through distinguishing themselves as 

independent and distinct professionals on social media. These efforts, I argue, mark Abbi 

and Ilana as popular feminists invested in an economy of visibility, which betrays the co-

brand which is built on the images of their anti-consumerist doppelgangers.  

In splitting off from one another, Abbi and Ilana deviate from what is understood 

to be their authentic life-experience that lies at the heart of their co-brand. As noted in the 
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Introduction, “In the practice of branding the self, the construction of the self-brand 

necessarily acknowledges the individual’s role as the producer of her individual life 

narrative. A crucial difference between commodification and branding is thus the self-

conscious role of individual labor in the production of the self-brand” (Banet-Weiser, 

2016, p. 59). Because Abbi and Ilana promulgated their authentic lives as part of a 

bonded-pair, their attempt to establish themselves as solo creative-capitalists on 

Instagram resonates as a practice of commoditization as opposed to a practice of self-

branding based in an articulation of personal experience. Abbi and Ilana as individuals 

become products instead of brands, which is antithetical to the characterizations they so 

carefully construct on Broad City, and the co-brand they successfully established. They 

invest in the economy of visibility popular feminism is predicated upon, and thus as 

celebrity personas situate themselves within that discourse. However, I argue that the 

girlfriend co-brand of Jacobson and Glazer eclipses the individual celebrity identities 

they attempt to produce on Instagram, which, in turn, only reinvigorates the power of the 

subversive girlfriendship articulated on television’s Broad City, and which the two 

women preserve through posting together on social media. I reach this conclusion 

through adhering to Banet-Weiser description of an economy of visibility which is 

dependent upon metrics including number of followers and number of likes. I incorporate 

Jacobson’s and Glazer’s individual Instagram images, captions, number of likes, tags and 

hashtags17 into my textual analysis of their social media content.  

 
17 Hashtags are a tool deployed to gain more visibility: “strategically tagging photos, especially using the most popular hashtags on 

Instagram, can lead to a flood of new likes and followers” (Titlow 2012). 
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Jacobson’s Instagram, which is followed by approximately 1 million people, is 

riddled with photos of the Broad City set, as well as images taken behind-the-scenes, at 

press events, in magazines, and traveling. There are innumerable photos of her with Ilana 

in all of these contexts. I chose to examine photos from Jacobson’s Instagram posted 

between June of 2016, and June of 2017. My reasoning here is that in the summer of 

2016 Broad City was entering its 4th season of production, having just aired season 3 on 

Comedy Central. What’s more, however, is that in October of 2016, Jacobson released 

her illustrative book, titled Carry This Book, her first individual professional project since 

acquiring Broad City fame.   

On June 30, 2016 Jacobson posted a picture of herself and Glazer sitting on a 

stoop in front of a colorful background. Abbi holds the camera to capture the two of them 

in the frame; they are shown only from torso-up. Ilana sits to her right, with her chin 

resting upon her hand. They are both smiling conservatively, without teeth, are dressed 

casually, and wear no makeup. The caption simply reads “Summer session” 

(@abbijacobson, Instagram, 30 June 2016). Ilana is not tagged in the photo, and there are 

no hashtags. This casual, unassuming photo, which features no spectacular portrait or 

background, acquired 77,774 likes. This photo is typical to Jacobson’s Instagram account 

where mundane images of her depicted with Ilana generate a steady response from her 

followers despite a lack of tagging or hashtagging.  

In the fall of that same year, Jacobson turns towards promoting the release of her 

illustrative book, Carry this Book, which features her drawings of imagined items found 

in the purses and pockets of famous people. Abbi’s identity as an artist is a well-
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documented aspect of her character on Broad City. Both she and her doppelganger 

attended the Maryland Institute of Art, and in the series finale, Abbi leaves New York to 

pursue her art more seriously. In prophetic fashion, Abbi endeavored to jumpstart her 

career as an artist while entering the penultimate season of Broad City. Thus, Jacobson’s 

identity as an artist is a well-established facet of her co-brand with Glazer. On September 

24, 2016 she posted a photo of the book itself; the caption reads “I just received the first 

copy of my book! Overwhelmed to say the least. Link to preorder in my bio. Nuts. 

#CarryThisBook” (@abbijacobson, Instagram, 24 Sept. 2016). This photo acquired just 

19,727 likes. Jacobson’s caption betrays the commoditization of her artwork as the 

ultimate purpose for her post. This is in direct contrast to her character on Broad City 

who, in keeping with her anti-consumer persona, was imagined to be invested in art for 

passion over profit. Moreover, because Jacobson herself is absent from the photo, she is 

further alienated from the book itself. To think about this in terms of Siegfried Kracauer’s 

assertions about photography, Jacobson’s faceless photos are detached from subjective 

memory, and thus the photo “disintegrates into its particulars” (Kracauer, 1993, p. 48) 

and is alienated from its historical context and meaning. Jacobson’s book is articulated as 

a product she is peddling, as opposed to an extension of her personal life narrative.  

One month later, on October 27th, 2016 Abbi posted a photo of her and Ilana 

posing with her book at a promotional event (@abbijacobson, Instagram, 27 Oct. 2016). 

The caption reveals that Ilana interviewed Abbi about her book for a press event in 

Brooklyn, which showcases the established value of their co-brand. Again, Ilana is not 

tagged, and there are no hashtags. This photo acquired 42,489 likes. This photo not only 
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brings Abbi back into the frame, but the inclusion of Ilana generates a much more potent 

response on social media. I suggest that this boost in likes, which is facilitated without 

the use of hashtags, is the result of a re-authentication of the book as part of the broader 

Broad City narrative and co-brand. 

It is notable that Ilana’s Instagram, which has 1.3 million followers, is nonexistent 

before January of 2019, the year Broad City aired its fifth and final season. Her page 

therefore has less content overall, which led me to limit my analysis to January of 2019 

through January of 2020. This is an important distinction, given that the popularity of 

Broad City grew with time, and its final season was highly anticipated. However, this 

time frame is most appropriate given that Ilana’s Amazon Prime Video stand-up special 

“The Planet is Burning,” her first post-Broad City individual professional endeavor, was 

released on January 3, 2020. To mitigate this potential pitfall, I have not included 

analysis of posts associated with the final ten episodes of Broad City as those photos 

earned a disproportionate number of likes. 

Glazer posted a close-up photo of herself and Jacobson in September of 2019. In 

the photo, which shows them both from the shoulders up they appear to be in a motor 

vehicle of some kind. They sit very close together, and smile toothily. The caption is a 

series of emojis: a Jewish star, followed by two queens, followed by another Jewish star 

(@ilana, Instagram, 19 Sept. 2019). This caption denotes the fact that both Ilana and 

Abbi are Jewish, which is a pronounced premise on Broad City, and invokes “queen,” 

Ilana’s favorite moniker on the show, which is intended as a comment on their feminine 

power. Abbi is not tagged, and there are no hashtags. This photo, which was posted after 
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Broad City wrapped, earned 181,601 likes. The simple photo paired with the caption 

which acts as an inside-joke, generated a strong response on social media. To see Abbi 

and Ilana photographed together after the conclusion of Broad City was to re-establish 

the verisimilitude of their girlfriendship, and reinvigorates the validity of their co-brand. 

What’s more, to see that the two women together in what appears to be a mundane 

circumstance implies that their partnership is not bound to their industry, but is a living 

breathing organism outside of the public sphere. 

In December of 2019, Glazer posted the promotional poster for her stand-up 

special on Instagram. The image features Ilana holding a fire extinguisher as she walks 

amidst a ground of flames and looks back provocatively at the lens. The post gleaned 

94,017 likes. In the caption, Ilana tags Amazon Prime Video, and numerous other 

professionals who contributed to the production of the special. This post generated a good 

response on social media; however, preceding all this, is a post on Abbi’s Instagram that 

promotes Ilana’s stand-up special. In a photo posted on June 12, 2019, Abbi and Ilana are 

photographed from above; they sit on a set of stairs. Ilana is reaching out to Abbi, her 

hands grasping Abbi’s knees. They are dressed casually, Glazer in denim shorts and a t-

shirt, Jacobson in jeans, a button-down, and glasses. They look at the camera with impish 

yet sincere smiles. The caption reads “So awestruck and proud of ilana tonight. I got to 

watch a theater packed to the brim in Austin go absolutely wild for her hilarious and 

important show. #theplanetisburning Soon you’ll be able to see it on @Amazon!” 

(@abbijacobson, Instagram, 12 June 2019). Here, Jacobson hashtags the title of the 
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special, and tags Amazon, but still does not tag Glazer. This photo acquired 152,966 

likes. 

The standardized post of the promotional image for Glazer’s comedy special, 

Ilana is pictured, but inaccessible. She is larger-than-life as she walks amidst the flames, 

and her serious stare towards the lens is jarring given that it is an advertisement for a 

stand-up routine. The poster, in fact, looks like an image depicting the need for climate 

change legislation, as opposed to a promotional photo of Ilana’s individual project. While 

the special is billed as politically provocative, the photo itself is in need of context. 

Glazer offers a caption in the form of innumerable hashtags; however, despite her efforts 

to generate a response amongst followers, Jacobson’s post about the same event is more 

visible. The physical closeness depicted between Abbi and Ilana in the photo posted to 

Jacobson’s Instagram is simultaneously organic and exciting. Abbi’s unyielding support 

of Ilana coheres with their Broad City brand, which lives on even when Broad City does 

not. Abbi has fewer followers than does Ilana, and yet, her post about Ilana’s event 

generates more of a response. What’s more, Jacobson does not even have to tag Glazer in 

the photo to glean a reaction; the image of the two of them is so recognizable and 

resonant that it speaks for itself.  

Based on this analysis, Abbi and Ilana are more visible together than they are 

apart. Abbi’s book was more visible when depicted within the framework of her 

girlfriendship with Ilana; Ilana’s stand-up special was more visible on Abbi’s Instagram 

than it was her own. Though they each attempt to strike out on their own to build upon 

and diverge from their established co-brand, Abbi as an artist, and Ilana as a stand-up, 
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they are unable to individually transcend the power of their girlfriendship. In advertising 

themselves and their projects, their efforts to self-brand are unsuccessful; instead, they 

are rendered products and commodities when appearing without the other.  

While their individual endeavors resonate as crass attempts to accumulate capital, 

I contend that their bonded brand is understood to be a site of virtuous collective labor 

aimed towards transforming codes of gendered friendship. Despite their indictments 

against foundational operations of popular feminism, when assessed intertextually, 

Glazer and Jacobson are firmly situated within that discourse. However, the familial 

partnership established by Ilana and Abbi on Broad City is subversive in its approach to 

female sociality and anti-consumerism. To see their noncompetitive girlfriendship 

mirrored in ‘real life’ on social media is exciting and powerful, despite its hypocritical 

investment in an economy of visibility. The fact that neither Ilana nor Abbi ever tag each 

other is in Instagram posts telling. They allow their individual accounts to depict their 

photographic view of their friendship, and their photos remain unlinked. They know and 

understand that people viewing and liking photos of the two of them together understand 

who they are, and what their relationship stands for: uncensored mutual vulnerability, 

support and admiration. What’s more, in their most-liked posts, which are consistently 

those mundane photos that simply feature the two of them existing together in a car or on 

a stoop, their captions are minimal. There is little need for explanation; the meaning of 

their co-brand is communicated in any and all photos that depict them together.  

This could be compared to photos of any costars pictured together on Instagram, 

like the photo of the Friends cast reunited, which nearly broke the Internet, acquiring 
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over 16 million likes on Jennifer Aniston’s account (@jenniferaniston, Instagram, 21 

Feb. 2020). However, I suggest that Abbi and Ilana are different in that their celebrity 

identities are uniquely bound up with one another, and only with one another, and are 

inseparable. Because of the intimacy and distinctness of the girlfriendship displayed on 

Broad City, Abbi and Ilana are understood as co-constitutive; one cannot exist without 

the other. Indeed, the series ends with the two of them physically going their separate 

ways – Abbi to Colorado to pursue her art, and Ilana remaining in New York. However, 

the final scene of the series features the two of them Facetiming, still in constant touch 

throughout the day, physically apart but in all other ways still very much together. Before 

she leaves New York, Abbi tells Ilana, “You know, Ilana, me and you, we’re still going 

to be us no matter what” (Jacobson and Glazer & Aniello, 2019).). Abbi and Ilana, are 

indeed still an ‘us’; they remain co-constitutive even – or indeed, especially - after Broad 

City wrapped. Each woman is not as visible – or does not exist in the same way – without 

the other. They are a bonded pair that cannot be split up. Despite their efforts to strike out 

on their own and establish individual marketability and resonance, the co-brand of Glazer 

and Jacobson, established on Broad City and rearticulated on Instagram, eclipses their 

distinct identities.  

Conclusion: Homogenous Girlfriends 

I have suggested that both Fleabag and Broad City subvert the girlfriend gaze through 

critiquing the economy of visibility in which it finds traction. Fleabag’s self-destruction 

is synonymous with her accruement of erotic capital, and thus Waller-Bridge wages a 

critique against gendered neoliberal socioeconomic structures through deploying the 



 

 137 
 

 

framework of girlfriendship. Her social media refusal is cited as an extension of her 

objection to the value of visibility. Jacobson and Glazer, however, subvert contemporary 

constructions of female sociality with optimism. The girlfriendship depicted on Broad 

City and distances itself from a popular feminism bound up with consumerism, and 

rejects the economy of visibility that allows the toxic girlfriend gaze to thrive. Through 

embracing not only imperfection, but the realm of the grotesque as part of a loving and 

supporting girlfriendship, Jacobson and Glazer negate the value of competition, and 

instead champion partnerships that are co-constitutive and aimless apart from discovering 

more pleasure. While Waller-Bridge’s fleabag is a cautionary tale of what will continue 

to happen if girlfriendships stay the current course, Broad City is utopic; indeed, it is 

grounded in the genre of surrealism. 

The two-person girlfriendships depicted on Fleabag and Broad City feature best 

girl friends who are distinct in persona, but remarkably similar in background, behavior, 

and outlook. Both Fleabag and Boo are heterosexual white middle-class British women 

who are sexually progressive and addicted to cigarettes. Abbi and Ilana are both white 

Jewish bisexual weed-smoking women. This homogeneity in keeping with structures of 

girlfriend media. As Akane Kanai (2016) notes of girlfriendships, “The pleasures of 

being addressed as a part of an intimate public lie in a collective fantasy of togetherness, 

enacted through a homogeneity with minimal variations; notably, differences such as 

those of class or race are sidelined” (p. 303). Kanai applies Berlant’s conceptualization of 

an intimate public to argue that sameness is central to the appeal and cruel optimism of 

contemporary girlfriendship media. While Winch (2014) argues that subversive, 
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successful girlfriend texts showcase women “relating equally and with a loving 

friendship across difference” (p. 113), I want to echo Kanai’s assertion and contend that 

classed, and especially racial homogeneity is key to the fantasies of female sociality 

created on both Fleabag and Broad City. Racial diversity and difference within the 

framework of girlfriendship is rarely depicted on screen. Indeed, women of color are 

scarce within the archive of postfeminist and contemporary girlfriend media; this leads 

me to question the relationship between girlification and race, as well as postfeminism 

and race, which I will address in the next chapter.  

Both Broad City and Fleabag conform to not only the homoegeneity of girlfriend 

culture, but the whiteness. Their subversive potential is circumscribed by the prevailing 

whiteness of girlhood. Both shows make some effort to depict diversity through casting: 

Boo’s boyfriend is ‘mixed race’, and there are several characters of color featured on 

Broad City; most notably Ilana’s love interest, Lincoln, is Black. And, as mentioned 

above, structural racial inequality is overtly discussed on Broad City. That said, these 

efforts do not elide the fact that neither show directly confronts nor unsettles the racial 

homogeneity of ‘girls’ and ‘girlfriendship’ under neoliberal capitalism. However, I want 

to conclude with the idea that Waller-Bridge, as well as Jacobson and Glazer deploy the 

framework of girlfriendship to wage valid critiques of late capitalist consumerism. 

Surveillance of consumption habits dominates postfeminist girlfriend media; it is the 

operation around which feminine affective practices are fostered and sustained in 

girlfriend culture, and contributes the mandate that women self-brand in order to live a 

viable life. Dissociating female sociality from practices of consumption has the potential 
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to displace the fight for visibility from the center of girlfriend relations; girlfriends could 

then begin to create their own utopic “Broad City. 
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CHAPTER III: BLACK (ADULT) GIRL MAGIC?: INSECURE AND 

POSTFEMINIST BLACKNESS 

 

 

Introduction: ‘Black Girl Magic’ 

On March 28, 2015, First Lady Michelle Obama spoke at BET’s “Black Girls Rock!” 

Annual Awards Show. “Black Girls Rock!” is a non-profit organization founded by 

model and entrepreneur Beverly Bond dedicated to building “the self-esteem and self-

worth of young women of color by changing their outlook on life, broadening their 

horizons and providing tools for self-empowerment and efficacy” (The Tom Joyner 

Foundation, 2020). Obama’s billing at the televised 2015 event was to formally introduce 

three honorees, all young Black women who had made significant contributions in the 

world of technology and literature. In her speech, Obama addressed the audience made 

up nearly entirely of women of color, and roused them with “Black Girls Rock! We rock! 

We rock! No matter who you are, no matter where you come from, you are beautiful. 

You are powerful. You are brilliant. You are funny … Now, I know that’s not always 

the message that you get from the world. I know there are voices that tell you that 

you’re not good enough” (The White House, Office of the First Lady, 2015). Obama 

goes on to describe her own difficulties with self-belief as a young Black girl growing 

up in America, citing her hair and her height as insecurities, which she overcame 

through dedicating herself to her education. 
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Obama’s speech at the “Black Girls Rock!” event is widely credited with the 

explosion of ‘Black Girl Magic’, a term and concept that had been coined two years 

earlier, in 2013, by CaShawn Thompson. In 2013, Thompson began using the hashtag 

“#BlackGirlsAreMagic” to celebrate “the beauty, power, and resilience of black 

women” (Wilson, 2016) in an effort to counteract negative associations with Black 

femininity that have regularly appeared in media throughout history (Sengweni, 2015). 

As bell hooks (1992) notes, “black female spectators have had to develop looking 

relations within a cinematic context that constructs our presence as absence, that denies 

the “body” of the black female so as to perpetuate white supremacy and with it a 

phallocentric spectatorship where the woman to be looked at and desired is “white” (p. 

118). After Obama’s speech, the ‘Black Girl Magic’ hashtag evolved into a clothing 

line and a social movement embraced by media publications like Essence18 and 

endorsed by celebrities including prima ballerina Misty Copeland. In a joint interview 

with President Barack Obama for Time and Essence, Copeland speaks about ‘Black Girl 

Magic,’ stating “I think it couldn’t be more positive for a young Black girl to see that it’s 

okay to be yourself, it’s okay to not have to transform and look like what you may see on 

the cover of a lot of magazines. That you are beautiful, that it’s possible to succeed in any 

field that you want to, looking the way that you do. With your hair the way it is” (Scott, 

2016). Copeland, like Michelle Obama, highlights the whitewashing of feminine success 

in her endorsement of ‘Black Girl Magic’. Though bell hooks (1992) acknowledges that 

there has been some progress made in cinematic representations of Black femininity, the 

 
18 In 2016 Essence produced 3 issues in a row that featured young black women on the cover with the headline “Black Girl Magic”  
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intense popularization of ‘Black Girl Magic’ in 2015 validates the still-overwhelming 

whiteness of idealized femininity, a truth that works in concert with the idealization of 

girlhood, constructions that are constituted and reified in popular media. 

Throughout this dissertation, I assert that adult girlhood is predicated upon 

vulnerable articulations of uncontrollable corporeal precarity. White adult girls assert that 

feminine embodiment is characterized by a lack of control that cannot be mitigated 

despite a neoliberal indictment that gendered self-management will result in 

accumulation of economic, social, and cultural capital. I suggest that Issa Rae, as the only 

Black adult girl in the contemporary landscape, posits the opposite. In this chapter, I 

argue that creator-star Rae and the characterizations on her pseudo-autobiographical 

show Insecure take it upon themselves to adhere to practiced performances of Black 

womanhood to constitute aspirational Black femininity, or “Black Girl Magic.” Rae and 

her doppelganger strive to meet socially proscribed intersectional ideals to permeate 

postfeminist conceptions of eternal girlhood with Blackness.  

However, estimating and representing a Black formulation of ideal femininity 

achieved through self-surveillance is not only about diversifying postfeminist girlhood, 

but, I argue, is a mode of protection against systemic persecution and marginalization. I 

contend that Insecure and Rae suggest that Black women are charged with fostering their 

own means of protection; Rae asserts that adhering to gendered neoliberal indictments to 

self-govern all facets of life is a practical mode of self-preservation, and thus operates as 

a crude form of liberation for Black women. The turmoil inherent to Black gendered 

embodiment is circumscribed by intersectional oppressions; the precarity of a 
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reproductive Black female body is therefore not only linked to its sexed materiality, but 

to its historical and contemporary social constructions. I find that Rae’s intertextual 

meaning is marked by the opacity of her black feminine body due to the historical and 

contemporary racist nature of protection. Rae’s show, and Rae herself, I suggest, 

promulgate the notion that technologies of the gendered self are necessarily bound up 

with racial discourse, and that corporeal freedoms cannot be dissociated from the raced 

body. Thus, Rae and Insecure redraw the boundaries of material precarity that 

characterizes adult girlhood. 

In what follows, I contend that the reification of what David Theo Goldberg terms 

‘the new racism’ on Insecure is gendered, and therefore illuminates the invigoration of an 

intersectional form of oppression that is able to sneak in wearing a new guise and find 

unprecedented galvanization under late capitalism. I argue that Insecure conveys 

neoliberalism’s propagation of a sociopolitical meritocracy through which structural 

inequalities are no longer contested; intersectional racial inequalities are signified as 

omnipresent, and therefore unspectacular on Rae’s Insecure. Characters Issa and Molly 

independently confront complex structural oppressions, yet process these oppressions 

personal violations; these Black female characterizations consider it their individual 

responsibility to attempt to resolve these disarticulations through mitigating and 

mediating on their own, and through increased self-surveillance and self-policing. Rae’s 

show, I suggest, challenges the privatization of racism through showcasing its effects on 

intersectional subjectivities.  

 



 

 144 
 

 

White ‘Girls’ Only? 

Though Obama’s speech at the “Black Girls Rock!” event is now widely credited with 

the popularization of ‘Black Girl Magic’ as a social movement, her political agenda laid 

the groundwork upon which this movement gained traction. Throughout her time in the 

White House, from 2008-2016, Obama galvanized support for young girls’ rights to 

education, safety, and opportunity on a global scale. She launched “Let Girls Learn, a 

U.S. government initiative aimed at helping adolescent girls attain a quality education 

that empowers them to reach their full potential” (Obama White House Archives). She 

was (and still is) fiercely committed to recuperating the figure of the girl from its racist 

history. 

Disenfranchised female youths of color worldwide, as Sarah Projansky (2014) 

notes, are understood as ‘girls’ in a way that is significantly different from white, 

Western meanings of girlhood. According to Christine Griffin (2004), Anglocentric, 

modern girlhood is constituted as a progressive site of empowerment for female children; 

however, traditional girlhood, ascribed to youths of color, most specifically in the Global 

South, has been historically reified as a simultaneously threatening and inherently 

threatened subjectivity (p. 31). White Western girlhood has come to signify a model of 

postfeminist hope and progress, effectively established through its connection to 

consumerism, most specifically through encouraged commitment to the beauty industrial 

complex; white girls living in the West are encouraged to assert their power, and realize 

their potential to become women of influence through participating in the marketplace in 

traditionally feminine ways (Gill, 2007). ‘Traditional girlhood’, however, is signified as 
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incompatible with this promise of empowerment because of historical significations that 

have rendered non-white female youths as unruly, uncivilized, and antifeminist.  

Projansky (2014) argues that these historically constructed significations still hold 

for youths of color within celebrity and popular culture. Applying Anita Harris’ (2003) 

binary model of the ‘can-do girl’ – a figure of empowerment – and the ‘at-risk girl’ – a 

figure of repression, Projansky asserts what she calls the spectacularization of the girl by 

the media, where female youth under the age of eighteen are interpellated as discursive, 

economically viable subjects. The ‘at-risk girl’, she claims, is at the center of a neoliberal 

moral panic where concern over the hyper-sexualization of female youths is both 

perpetuated and problematized within popular culture. Most significantly, Projansky 

(2014) notes that “the can-do girl is usually white, while the African-American or Latina 

girl is usually at-risk … [however,] regardless of whether they are can-do or at-risk, the 

majority of girls in media culture simply are white” (p. 7). This overwhelming whiteness, 

she argues, is reified through a colorblind approach to raced representations which is 

quintessentially characteristic of neoliberal racial ideology, where whiteness - despite 

Richard Dyer’s rightful call - has not yet been ‘made strange’19. Racial homogeneity is, 

instead, ignored and synthesized as a normative part of what is a supposed raceless 

meritocracy throughout the West.  

Understanding how to spectacularize the sociopolitical conditions within which a 

resignification of a non-white child’s body is possible is a central question for Projansky. 

Obama’s speech and political legacy indicate that education lies at the heart of 

 
19 See Dyer’s White, discussed later in this chapter 
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resignification processes for Black girls. However, the immediate popularization of 

‘Black Girl Magic’ after Obama’s televised speech on BET seems to indicate that media 

carries a great deal of weight when working to reconstitute girls and young women of 

color as confident, resilient, empowered subjects.  

Black Adult Girlhood 

Stuart Hall (1989), argues that filmic media is “that form of representation which is able 

to constitute us as new kinds of subjects, and thereby enable us to discover who we are” 

(p. 80). I extend this argument to contemporary televisual media in order to dissect the 

potentialities and limitations of Black adult girlhood; I question if Black adult girlhood 

works to reconfigure Black femininity as a powerful, ‘magical’, and aspirational way of 

being, a query which is predicated upon the question of whether or not adult girlhood is 

an exclusively white way of being. While adult girlhood is powerful, it is definitively 

non-aspirational. Thus, I question here whether or not Black Girl Magic and Black adult 

girlhood are indeed at odds. 

Projansky (2014) notes that girls in media culture are overwhelmingly white; 

mass cultural iterations of adult girlhood are nearly exclusively white as well. Mindy 

Kaling and Issa Rae are the exceptions to this rule. I will discuss Kaling’s work in the 

next chapter, as I believe her work on The Mindy Project is best addressed as a show 

fundamentally about motherhood, and assert that Kaling and The Mindy Project are 

intentionally distanced from her Indian-American identity. Issa Rae, however, embraces 

Black American femininity as the discursive centerpiece of her show Insecure; she and 

her show will be interrogated here as the singular persona and text on contemporary 
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television that awards creative control, performative voice, and executive power to a 

Black woman20.  

As a Black female creator, writer, executive producer, and star of her own 

television show, Rae is not only a glaring exception, but exceptional. No other Black 

woman in history has held the combination of power that Rae does on Insecure. In 2003, 

both Whoopi Goldberg and Wanda Sykes starred in their own short-lived sitcoms; 

Goldberg was credited as an Executive Producer of Whoopi (2003-2004) and Sykes was 

credited as a creator of Wanda at Large (2003-2005). Not since Sykes’ show was 

canceled in 2005 has a Black woman creator-star appeared on a television series, and Rae 

is the first Black woman to hold power as star, creator, writer, and executive producer. 

Indeed, the role of Black writers and producers in television, regardless of gender, 

remains stark. A 2017 study found that 89% of television executive producers are white, 

and 79% are male (Bloomberg), and Color of Change’s 2017 report titled “Race in the 

Writers Room” found that 90% of showrunners are white, 17% of shows have just one 

Black writer, and two thirds of shows have no Black writers at all (Hunt).  

Insecure honors this troubling reality; I argue that Rae’s show refutes the 

colorblindness of neoliberalism through speaking to and about race explicitly and 

implicitly on television. Blackness as race, as culture, and as position is an integral part of 

 
20 However, it is most notable that the United Kingdom’s Michaela Coel created, wrote, and starred in a pseudo-autobiographical 
series titled Chewing Gum from 2015-2017. Coel’s popularity and prominence in Anglo-American media has grown significantly 

since Chewing Gum concluded, not only because she won multiple BAFTA awards for her writing and performance20, but largely 

because Coel went public with her myriad experiences of disempowerment while making the show. Not only was Coel denied status 

as executive producer over her own series, an impactful slight which determined my choice to exclude further analysis of her work 

from this adult girl archive, but she has spoken out about how the television production team mishandled her experience of sexual 
assault, which occurred when she was writing the second season of Chewing Gum. Coel’s current semi-autobiographical show I May 

Destroy You tells the story of her sexual assault; the show, which she creates, writes, stars in, and executive produces premiered on 

HBO in June of 2020. It is a text - and Coel is now an adult girl - I intend to interrogate in the future.  
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contemporary Black feminine embodiment and affective regulation according to author-

star Rae. Insecure is insistent upon reclaiming Black female bodies and sexuality as a site 

of pleasure rather than shame. Given the traumatic history of Black feminine bodily 

experience and representations, Rae’s text is subversive and bold. However, the 

conflation of sexual liberation and empowerment has been widely problematized by 

postfeminist critics; to locate feminine power within the sexy and sexually ‘up for it’ 

body is to reformulate tools of patriarchal oppression (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2009). 

Insecure therefore, must be read with a postfeminist lens where Rae’s efforts to permeate 

the whiteness of feminine sexual empowerment is counterbalanced by the show’s 

subscriptions to complex techniques of intersectional self-surveillance.  

Indeed, the premise of Insecure features the quest of ‘Issa’ and her best friend, 

Molly, to ‘have it all’; however, for Black women, acquiring ‘it all’ requires adhering to 

particular racialized modes of bodily and psychic self-governance. The disquieting 

elements of Insecure are not bound up with experiences of messy feminine sexuality and 

embodiment; unlike her cohorts, Rae’s ‘Issa’ inhabits a sexy, carefully eroticized, 

intensely self-policed feminine body. Instead, Rae features Black female bodies 

endeavoring to navigate a world of intersectional microaggressions, most readily in the 

workplace, as the locus of discomfiture on Insecure. I suggest that Insecure and Rae 

herself, through her participation on Instagram, constitute an aspirational form of Black 

femininity - a form of ‘Black Girl Magic’- that manifests only through adhering to 

racially-infused postfeminist requirements of meticulously managed feminine 

embodiment and through accepting conditions of gendered racism under neoliberalism as 
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personal vendettas. I contend that Rae and her pseudo-fictional characterizations embark 

upon self-surveillance not only with the aim of manifesting notions of ideal Black 

feminine life, but as a practical mode of preservation in a nation state that denies 

protection to Black bodies.  

Postfeminist Whiteness 

According to postfeminism, a well of individual empowerment is readily available to all 

women, and can be accessed through participating in feminized consumer culture with 

the aim of properly managing an ideal female body and subjectivity. The inherent 

whiteness of the ideal female subject is conveniently left out of postfeminist ideology, but 

has been exhumed and problematized by myriad scholars. As noted above, Sarah 

Projansky asserts that the figure of the ‘can-do girl’ is inherently coded as Western and 

white. Jess Butler (2014) asserts that adult female characterizations follow suit: 

“postfeminism works to exclude women of color and reproduce racial inequality by 

reinstituting (Western) whiteness as a dominant cultural norm” (p. 47). Postfeminism 

attempts to propagate a sense of transnational, cross-generational, and cross-cultural 

solidarity amongst women through appealing to the supposedly indiscriminate access to 

individual empowerment; but, according to Angela McRobbie’s The Aftermath of 

Feminism (2009), the hyper-individualism of postfeminism betrays its actual function 

which is to enforce a politics of “disarticulation,” which debunks all forms of solidarity 

through reifying social, cultural, and racial boundaries (p. 24). This ultimately re-

entrenches white femininity as subordinate to white masculinity, and resurrects racial 

divides amongst women, fortifying intersectional and internal oppressions.  
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In previous chapters, I argue that the adult girl successfully pushes against 

postfeminist media in that this figure struggles against normalized gendered practices of 

self-entrepreneurship that are most immediately bound up with bodily and sexual 

governance. Despite their problematic subscriptions to the virtue of individualism 

through affective regulation and an embrace of popular feminism to ensure their 

marketability as creative capitalists, I argue that white adult girls destabilize toxic 

ideations of feminine embodiment through articulating intimate experiences of corporeal 

messiness and pain. These feminine biological bodily realities (and imperatives, in some 

cases), typically relegated to the private realm, foster a shared experience and thus a 

reconstitution of normative gendered embodiment when represented in public. However, 

these are white women struggling against a white feminine ideal. Despite some of their 

(mixed) efforts to speak about critical race discourse (Jacobson and Glazer) or to answer 

calls to diversify their casts (Dunham), the well-established racial homogeneity of 

girlhood extends to include eternal girlhood. Jess Butler (2014) notes that the majority of 

postfeminist scholarship acknowledges but does not take steps to analyze the inherent 

whiteness of the postfeminist female subject. Bombarded with the established foreclosure 

of a non-white girl and postfeminist womanhood, it is imperative to question if adult 

girlhood, too, is an exclusively white way of being. Unfortunately, Issa Rae and Insecure 

are the only texts that can help answer this question; Rae’s singularity, in and of itself, 

betrays the intersectional inequalities that persistently structure women’s intimate 

publics.   
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Like her white adult girl cohorts, Issa Rae’s Insecure centralizes female characters 

who struggle against the confines of a neoliberal world that demands gendered self-

actualization achieved through competing with oneself and with other women for 

perfection and visibility. However, Rae’s characters undeniably embody a unique subject 

position as adult girls because they are Black. Rae’s Insecure does not work to 

disarticulate the value of postfeminist standards of embodiment in the way that Girls 

does, nor challenge ruthless operations of girlfriendship in the vein of Broad City; unlike 

her white counterparts who are allowed the freedom to be messy in order to achieve 

subversion, I suggest that Insecure and Rae herself sincerely subscribe to postfeminist 

sensibilities in order to normalize Black femininity as an aspirational way of being, 

permeate the established whiteness of girlhood, and illuminate the lack of protection 

guaranteed to Black bodies under neoliberalism. In doing so, I suggest, Insecure 

complicates the bodily precarity and freedom that characterizes adult girlhood. 

Insecure: Postfeminist Blackness 

Insecure immediately positions itself as a narrative about female blackness in present-day 

America. The opening shots of the series briefly shows scenes of south Los Angeles set 

to the tune of Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright,” before cutting to Rae, standing at the front of 

a classroom. Issa Dee, Rae’s character on the show, is an aspiring rapper, but works for a 

nonprofit ironically named “We Got Y’all” dedicated to helping “kids from the ‘hood” 

(Rae & Matsoukas, 2016). In the first scene, Issa starts a new project working with 

middle-school kids of color; however, instead of being seen as a role model or support for 

the adolescents she stands before, she is instead ridiculed by them for ‘sounding white’ 



 

 152 
 

 

while being black, and for being an unmarried ‘bitter’ black woman. Issa admits to the 

kids that it is her 29th birthday, that she is black and college educated, and that while she 

is in a long-term relationship and still unmarried, she - like all other black women - is not 

bitter; she insists that black women are simply “tired of being expected to settle for less” 

(Rae & Matsoukas, 2016). 

This expository first scene sets up the purpose of Insecure, which is to offer 

insight into the unique lived experiences of young adult Black women who, as Issa states, 

are exasperated with the distinct proscriptions they face.21 While the basic premise is 

hauntingly reminiscent of Sex and the City (an urban setting, a focus on how age is 

gendered, an insistence upon marriage and the constantly ticking biological clock), Rae 

immediately wants to communicate the centrality of racial identity to the female 

characters she presents, and the distinct challenges and judgments they face as adult girls 

of color. Rae makes very clear that this is not Sex and the City - or Girls for that matter - 

by candidly addressing the stereotypes associated with educated, unmarried black women 

of a certain age which differentiate them from their white counterparts. While an 

unmarried nearly 30-year-old white woman is questioned for being single within a 

neoliberal postfeminist milieu, she is not forced to negotiate her performance of 

whiteness, nor defend her level of education within that line of questioning; her scorecard 

in maintaining a girlish body and a viable sexuality is all that is scrutinized by the social 

order. Issa and her best friend Molly, however, must navigate their raced, gendered, and 

sexual performance as educated black women who are not married, which entails much 

 
21 This must be further interpreted as an intervention by Rae who is working to permeate the lack of accurate depictions of young 

black women available in mass culture. 
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more than mitigating an ideal body. They face judgment, ostracization, and oppression 

from myriad sources; they are treated as tokens in white-dominated workspaces, they 

combat classism within their sphere of educated black friends, and they must treat the 

egos of their male counterparts with special care given black male experiences of 

oppression and targeting within the neoliberal ‘traffic cop’ state (Goldberg, 2008).  

While Rae’s female characters are unmistakably different in that they are Black 

women coping with the burden of self-management, they are, nonetheless, still focused 

on proper self-governance as dictated by an overarching postfeminist ideology, 

explicated here by McRobbie (2004): 

“The new young women are confident enough to declare their anxieties about 

possible failure in regard to finding a husband, they avoid any aggressive or 

overtly traditional men, and they brazenly enjoy their sexuality, without fear of 

the sexual double standard. In addition, they are more than capable of earning 

their own living, and the degree of suffering or shame they anticipate in the 

absence of finding a husband is countered by sexual self-confidence. Being 

without a husband does not mean they will go without men” (p. 262) 

As Springer (2007) argues in her work on representations of African American women in 

popular culture: “Racialized postfeminism does not move very far from bell hooks’s 

assertion that particular forms of cultural engagement merely amount to ‘eating the 

other’: a ‘commodification of otherness’ in which ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that 

can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture” (p. 252). Insecure must be 

interrogated with this in mind as it threatens to re-entrench repressive postfeminist tenets 
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through commodifying otherness through its presentation of adult black girlhood; while 

adult girlhood combats postfeminist proscriptions of feminine corporeality from the 

inside out through deploying non-normative bodies, Rae’s Insecure attempts to rupture 

postfeminist discourse through permeating its inherent whiteness with performances of 

postfeminist blackness.  

While characters Issa and Molly face particular challenges as Black women, and 

adopt discrete coping mechanisms that resonate with Black culture, motifs of 

postfeminism are, as Springer would say, problematically re-presented with an ‘ethnic 

spice or seasoning’ on Insecure. Postfeminist media constitutes self-reflexivity as a 

hallmark of gendered self-governance under neoliberalism, where girls and women are 

“increasingly called upon to invent their own structures. They must do this internally and 

individualistically, so that self-monitoring practices (the diary, the life plan, the career 

pathway), replace reliance on set ways and structured pathways” (McRobbie, 2004, p. 

261). Carrie Bradshaw admitted her faults and struggles in her epistolary newspaper 

column; Bridget Jones vented her frustrations with her lack of success through writing in 

her diary; Issa Dee releases her emotions through writing and performing raps in the 

mirror. While Carrie and friends shopped for a new pair of Monolo Blahnik’s when 

seeking reinvention after a breakup, Insecure’s Molly opts for a different weave to 

rejuvenate herself after a disappointing relationship.  

What’s more, the premise of Insecure echoes that of all postfeminist media in that 

Issa and Molly are characterized as professionally successful girlfriends who have found 

solace through their fierce commitment to their friendship; yet, they are desperately 
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unfulfilled because they are still unmarried, and their friendship works as a site of mutual 

surveillance (Winch, 2014). The friendship between Issa and Molly is the heartbeat of the 

show, though their mutual pursuit of romantic fulfillment is distinguished as their 

primary aspiration. Thus, Insecure is recognizable as a postfeminist text that reifies toxic 

ideologies around the discourse of gender, but yet is interventionist through its racialized 

approach to feminine sexual embodiment.  

Protecting Black Female Bodies 

Presentations and performances of a liberated female heterosexuality are historically and 

currently bound up with presentations and performances of race and ethnicity. Insecure 

carefully approaches this reality; it remains true to the postfeminist tenet of a liberated 

approach to women’s sexuality, but is also keenly aware of the sociohistorical 

implications that accompany sexualized bodies of color. As a result, Rae’s Insecure is 

carefully produced when dealing with embodiment, sex and sexuality; this marks a 

significant difference from white presentations of adult girlhood. While Girls, Inside Amy 

Schumer, Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, Broad City, and Fleabag are intentionally subversive in 

their depictions of messy feminine embodiment and discomforting sexuality, the 

exclusive whiteness of the performers on screen is arguably part of what allows an 

abandoned approach. Insecure departs from its adult girl cohorts here. This departure, I 

argue is inextricably linked to understanding of historical constructions of black 

embodiment and sexuality and the tumultuous terrain that must be navigated when 

presenting it on screen today. This necessitated navigation betrays the long-established 

difference between significations of white female sexuality and black female sexuality; 
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since slavery, white purity and black hypersexuality have been bound up with discourses 

of civilization and national security.  

Patricia Hill-Collins (2004) explains: 

Ideas of pure White womanhood that were created to defend women of the 

homeland required a corresponding set of ideas about hot-blooded Latinas, exotic 

Suzy Wongs, wanton jezebels, and stoic native squaws. Civilized nation-states 

required uncivilized and backward colonies for their national identity to have 

meaning, and the status of women in both places was central to this entire 

endeavor. In this context, Black women became icons of hypersexuality. (p. 30)   

Rae must grapple with and against sedimented understandings of Black female sexuality 

that are oppositional to the pro-sex project of white postfeminism which aims to 

reconfigure historical constructions of white, purportedly victimized and thus protected 

bodies as agentic and sexually ‘up for it’. In constituting postfeminist blackness on 

premium cable (and thus nearly uncensored) television, Rae is uniquely tasked with 

normalizing a contemporary liberated Black female sexuality that is both sexually 

desirable and desiring, but somehow distanced from toxic historical stereotypes of raced 

lasciviousness. Insecure presents self-surveilling, beautiful Black women with active, 

pleasurable sex lives while visually protecting those Black female bodies on screen. In 

doing so, I suggest that Rae effectively appeals to discourses of security which have 

notoriously excluded Black women, and forces small ruptures that move the needle 

towards normalization of liberated black female sexuality. 
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Current modes and codes of raced and gendered sexual policing have been 

cultivated over centuries according to established scholarship, and Rae is not the first 

black performer to attempt to carve out a space for women of color within an exclusively 

white postfeminist mass cultural landscape. Most notably, Beyoncé is a superstar figure 

who has permeated the whiteness of postfeminism, and symbolically ruptured the 

discursive boundaries of postfeminist ideology. Aisha Durham (2007) theorizes Beyoncé 

as the quintessential icon of hip-hop feminism which she theorizes as an overtly non-

white feminism that acts as a form of resistance to white postfeminist ideology: “a 

cultural, intellectual, and political movement grounded in the situated knowledge of 

women of color from the post–civil rights or hip-hop generation who recognize culture as 

a pivotal site for political intervention to challenge, resist, and mobilize collectives to 

dismantle systems of exploitation” (p. 721). Durham argues that as an artist, Beyoncé 

speaks to a multitude of Black and transnational sensibilities and subjectivities through 

her work, an archive which is often eclipsed by intense focus on her hypersexualized 

body. 

Nathalie Weidhase (2015) further articulates this argument through arguing that 

Beyoncé’s claim to feminism is scrutinized and questioned through a problematization of 

her sexual body and performance; Weidhase advocates for understanding Beyoncé not as 

a celebrity feminist, but as a hip-hop feminist icon because “her combination of explicitly 

feminist content with performances of sexual agency signifies an exploration of black 

female sexuality beyond respectability politic” (p. 130), and claims that her black body 

itself stands as a contestation to mainstream white feminism. It is argued that contesting 
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the overwhelming whiteness of postfeminism hinges upon performing an overt feminist 

politics grounded in freedom of sexual expression while centering the white cooption of 

Black cultural tradition that has historically (and contemporarily) exploited women of 

color.  

Opposition to this argument is well-established; the claim that women of color 

can be empowered through sexual liberation and performance has been widely debunked. 

Patricia Hill-Collins identifies and problematizes the dominant images of Black 

womanhood that circulated in the media and popular culture in the 1980s and 1990s; she 

argues that these controlling depictions work to “legitimize the continued marginalization 

of Black women” and fortify hegemonic power structures (Emerson, 2005, p. 117). These 

dominant images include the hypersexualized “jezebel,” the strictly maternal and 

subservient “mammy,” and the unwed young mother, or “baby mama,” all of which 

subvert Black women’s agency and subjectivity. Collins’ intervention asserts that 

marginalization is unavoidable and inherent to mass cultural representations of women of 

color grounded within bodily discourse.  

More recently, Akeia Benard (2016) has argued that non-exploitative renderings 

of African-American femininity are unavailable under neoliberal capitalism because 

hegemonic colonial discourses of race, class, and gender continue to structure social 

power relations in fundamental ways. For her, to understand explicit performances of 

black female sexuality as sites of empowerment is to deny the connective tissue between 

patriarchal capitalism and colonialism because the continued profitability of an exposed 

Black or Brown body cannot be denied. Thus, she argues that “White women … are able 
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to define, “play with,” and explore their sexuality in ways that women of color are not … 

and Black women are defined by their sexuality and as their sexuality” (p. 3).  

Benard’s argument comes to bear when interrogating Black adult girlhood 

presented by Rae on Insecure, and in differentiating her and her show from Beyoncé’s 

cultural impact. I contend that Beyoncé, who is arguably one of the most famous and 

culturally significant figures of the contemporary moment, is afforded the space to 

foreground her sexuality not only because she so vehemently places herself as an integral 

part of the Black cultural tradition, but because she is first and foremost a musician. As a 

musical artist, Beyoncé joins a long line of Black female (and Black male) performers 

who have leveraged unprecedented cultural impact on understandings of American 

blackness, and of America itself. It is indeed incontrovertible that Beyoncé is singular in 

her consolidated and seemingly unlimited power as a Black female talent, director, and 

producer. Her groundbreaking visual albums Lemonade (2016) and Homecoming (2019) 

are almost entirely of her own making; the importance of these contributions to 

contemporary understandings of Black women’s culture cannot be underestimated22. 

These hybridized documentary-albums feature brief insights into Beyoncé’s personal 

world and psyche to ultimately affirm her intense level of control over all facets of her 

life. As a musical artist, Beyoncé is prone to spectacle; indeed, pop-stardom is defined by 

spectacle and hyperbolized visual and lyrical articulations. Beyoncé however, reaches a 

level all her own in that all the components of her mega-stardom are impeccably curated; 

 
22 See The Lemonade Reader, eds. Brooks and Martin 
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Beyoncé is, indeed, polarized to understandings of everyday or normative feminine life. 

She is, in short, spectacular. 

This spectacularity, I assert, distances Beyoncé from adult girlhood, which is 

predicated upon television as medium, which lends itself to articulations of the everyday 

(Ellis, 1982), and plays a paramount role in shaping understandings of racial identities. 

As Malik (2002) argues, “television broadcasting, the primary site where the nation is 

imagined and imagines itself, has contributed to what we understand ‘race’ to be” (p. 2). 

Rae’s singularity as Black female executive producer, and creator-star of Insecure thus 

affords her a unique power and subject-position given that television is an impactful 

cultural barometer that “reflects at least some facets of racial identities, relations, and 

understandings” (Squires, 2014, p. 28). Unlike other mediums, narrative, episodic 

television affords spectators to ““see” black humanity” (Squires, 2014, p. 28), and thus I 

contend that Rae’s Insecure can be read as a text that reconfigures Black female sexuality 

and embodiment with the aim of fostering a sense of attainment and normalcy in the vein 

of a Berlantian intimate public.  

Unlike her white counterparts, or megastar Beyoncé, Rae’s characters, Issa and 

Molly, are unable to ‘play with’ their sexuality. Issa and Molly engage with normative 

postfeminist understandings of a liberated sex and sexuality; they contend that they are 

free to engage in sexual pleasure, it is implied, thanks to an acquired equality. While their 

white cohorts in adult girlhood vehemently and loudly object to proscribed imaginations 

of female sexual freedom and pleasure through presenting controversial and disquieting 

renderings of bodies and sexuality on screen, Rae’s Insecure stays within the confines of 
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mainstream notions of viable bodies and sex lives for women as defined by postfeminist 

discourse, as explicated by Gill (2007): “Girls and women are invited to become a 

particular kind of self, and are endowed with agency on condition that it is used to 

construct oneself as a subject closely resembling the heterosexual male fantasy found in 

pornography” (p. 152). Both Issa and Molly are beautiful Black women; they are thin, 

fashionable, and constituted as sexually desirable and desiring. Despite some awkward 

moments deployed for humor, the sex scenes featured on Insecure are sexy; they feature 

beautiful bodies engaged in pleasurable sexual scenarios.  

However, Insecure’s approach to filming sex scenes is calculated in that it 

deploys a tempered use of female nudity. Despite the explicit sex scenes, women’s bodies 

are, as a general rule, not exposed on Insecure; contrary to normative operations of what 

‘striptease culture’, women’s bodies are eroticized but unexposed on Insecure, whereas 

men’s bodies are explicitly depicted. The bodies of Issa and Molly are nuancedly implied 

to be nude in sex scenes, but there is never direct exposition of either leading woman’s 

body. While three minor female characters – two of whom, it is notable, are white - 

appear topless on Insecure, it is significant that the two Black leads remain consistently 

covered, yet sexually active and claim to enjoy and desire sex. In a concerted reversal, 

Black men’s bodies are often nearly-nude on Insecure, and are deployed to signify the 

occurrence of sexual engagement.  

While their bodies remain protected, Issa and Molly openly and unapologetically 

discuss and engage their sexuality in no uncertain terms. In the pilot episode, Molly 

laments her lack of success in relationships to best friend Issa, and confesses that her 
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varied approaches to sex have no bearing on those results. She claims that if she has sex 

right away, men lose interest, and if she withholds sex, they also lose interest; she then 

highlights the third option: “If I don’t have sex at all? Motherfucker no! I’m a grown-ass 

woman. I did not sign up for that bullshit” (Rae & Matsoukas, 2016). Here, Molly’s 

refusal to abstain from sex, even in the context of casual relationships, is framed as a 

basic principle or right of modern female adulthood. Her diction and tone reveal that a 

guaranteed part of being an independent adult woman is sexual freedom and enjoyment. 

Insecure insists that the material embodiment of Black adult girlhood is meticulously 

practiced as she works to recuperate the black female body from its colonized history of 

sexual exploitation through negotiating the fine line between liberation and exposition. 

This conflation illuminates Rae’s calculated approach to racialized sexual discourse, and 

exposes the tension inherent to a white adult girlhood attempting to dismantle an 

oppressive gender regime while disregarding race. 

Through candidly and repeatedly insisting upon the normalization of a liberated 

Black female sexuality primarily through dialogue, and not explicit bodily exposition, I 

contend that Rae appeals to discourses of protection that, historically, Black women have 

been denied. As Gross (2015) asserts, since slavery, Black women have been “denied 

protection under the law, only to be fatally condemned by it” (p. 27); barriers to 

protection for Black women begins with slavery, where myths about Black women and 

girls’ licentiousness circulated with great effect to protect the white (and Black) men (and 

women) who routinely abused them. Claims to sexual assault, rape, and violence raised 

by Black women were inadmissible in America until the mid-20th century (Gross, 2015). 
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Even in contemporary America, Black women remain unprotected by the state: 

“Structural and systematic impediments to protection have placed black women at a 

greater risk for violence and abuse” (Gross, 2015, p. 32); indeed, as Angela Hattery 

(2009) notes, “African American women are more likely to experience severe IPV than 

are their White counterparts” (p. 210).  

Rae makes concerted creative choices to effectively protect Black female bodies 

on Insecure. Rae’s intentional co-application of physical and affective sexual liberation 

combined with a protection of black female bodies communicates a hypersensitivity to 

the inescapable history of colonization that still connotes an exposed black female 

body23. This is a history that her white counterparts ignore, which betrays their privileged 

positionality and problematic reification of a homogenously white interrogations of third-

wave feminist claims to sexual liberation. Thus, Rae’s efforts to permeate the whiteness 

of postfeminism, while careful in dealings with visualizations of sexualized bodies, are in 

fact groundbreaking in their insistence upon an understanding of a whitewashed history 

of sexual discourse that both postfeminists and white adult girls uphold. A lack of Black 

female nudity within explicit sex scenes thus can be read as an unexpected form of 

resistance and rupture.  

Self-Governing Black Sexuality 

 
23 Insecure is somewhat less sparing with male nudity; most of the male characters’ buttocks are exposed consistently in sex scenes. 

The long-established oversexualization of black male bodies should not be underestimated here; however, for the purposes of this 
argument, gendered presentations of nude bodies are significantly distinct within neoliberal media. The mechanics of a nude female 

body and a nude male body are obviously different, and the ways in which the media has structured female nudity as normative and 

male nudity as expositional is inherent to adult girls’ representations of gendered sexuality.  
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However, Issa and Molly subscribe to neoliberal requirements of carefully managed 

female embodiment in order to remain visible, which betrays their privatized approach to 

navigating perpetual inequalities. Issa’s response to her friend’s sexual dilemma further 

articulates this concept; she diagnoses Molly’s problem: “I think your pussy’s broken” 

(Rae & Matsoukas, 2016). She later creates and performs a rap about Molly’s problems 

aptly titled “Broken Pussy” that includes lyrics like “maybe it’s dry as hell, maybe it 

really smells” (Rae & Matsoukas, 2016). Issa’s use of explicit language to diagnose 

Molly’s relationship issue - and her public performance of the rap she composes - 

solidifies Insecure’s stance that sex and sexuality, and uncensored discussion of sex and 

sexuality, can and should be central to a woman’s viable life; visual exposition of that sex 

and sexuality, however, is not. Moreover, Issa’s rap, while meant to be humorous, also 

implies that Molly’s issues with men are connected to her mismanagement of her body. 

This is indicative of a neoliberal ideology which contends that women’s lack of personal 

fulfillment is due to their failure to properly govern their bodies, and the postfeminist 

construct of girlfriendship that requires mutual surveillance of bodily hygiene, habits and 

behaviors (Winch, 2014). 

Race becomes central here. While Insecure works to permeate the whiteness of 

postfeminist programming through bodily discourse, that same discourse as presented on 

this show works to uphold the privatization of racism under neoliberalism. Insecure 

asserts that gendered black bodies must be managed differently from white bodies, with 

heightened scrutiny, in order to not only avoid persecution, but to achieve personal 

fulfillment. This is made most blatantly clear in the season two episode titled “Hella 
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Blows” in which Issa, Molly, and their friends Tiffany and Kelli attend “Sexplosion,” a 

sex symposium where sex toys are sold, and a class on giving blow jobs is offered. 

Tiffany, the only girlfriend who has seemingly achieved personal success through 

marrying a wealthy black man, claims that she could teach the blow job class, which 

incites a conversation about black women and blow jobs. Unlike Tiffany, Molly, Issa, 

and Kelli are all reticent or unwilling to engage in oral sex; and they are all still single. In 

response, Tiffany claims that she “doesn’t understand black women and their hang-ups 

about oral sex” (Hicks & Bray, 2017). In response, Issa asserts herself, claiming that “I 

also feel like guys see black women as disposable after you give them head. Like you’re 

forever a ho if you do it” (Hicks & Bray, 2017). Hearing this, Tiffany tells Issa that she is 

‘disappointed’ in her, and Issa retorts with the argument that Tiffany “went to those all 

white girl private schools, so, you’re brainwashed Becky!”; Tiffany’s responds with 

“You mean Becky with the good ring?” (Hicks & Bray, 2017). 

The reference to Beyoncé’s song “Sorry” from her Lemonade album is invoked 

within this exchange to draw the line between Tiffany and the rest of the women. In the 

song from her famed visual album where husband Jay-Z’s infidelity is revealed, Beyoncé 

identifies his mistress as “Becky with the good hair,” a reference that has led to an 

onslaught of speculation about who the real “Becky” is in popular culture. All that is 

made explicit in Beyoncé’s lyric is that “Becky” is a black woman with “good hair,” 

which in cultural context equates to hair that is not typically Black in color or texture. 

The implications of this lyric are innumerable and complex, and inextricably bound up 

with Beyoncé’s incomparable cultural capital; but, to put it simply, “Becky’s good hair” 
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is taken up as an allusion to the fact that Jay-Z’s mistress performs and embodies 

Blackness in a way that is distinct from Beyoncé herself– and essentially, it is implied, in 

a way that is distanced from disenfranchised conceptions of feminine Blackness.  

In the context of this scene on Insecure, the meaning of Knowles’ lyric comes to 

bear. Not only is Tiffany the only character who is married, and the only one who gives 

blow jobs, but she went to white schools, has the lightest skin, and maintains straight, 

blonde hair. Tiffany’s bodily performance of Blackness is drawn in stark comparison to 

the rest of the women who, it is communicated, are entrenched in historical constructions 

of Black female bodies that continue to circumscribe their bodily and sexual mobility. 

They are unable to ‘play with’ their sexuality in the same way that light-skinned, light-

haired, and thus visually and symbolically not-as-Black women are. While Issa contends 

that engaging in oral sex as a Black woman leaves her forever defined, and disposed of as 

a whore, Tiffany articulates an oppositional experience, insinuating that her marriage was 

a direct result of her willingness to give blow jobs. 

It is made clear here that gradations of racial identity, determined arbitrarily by 

bodily aesthetics and affirmed through sexual behavior, construct and reify social 

hierarchies. Insecure articulates that these gradations of belonging are enforced under 

neoliberalism through techniques of governmentality; though there is an understanding of 

the toxicity inherent to the discursive and historical construction of racial taxonomies, it 

is ultimately Issa, Molly, and Kelli who subscribe to and contribute to the surveillance of 

gendered black bodies. Rae not only verbalizes, but visualizes that surveillance on 

Insecure. She chooses to protect black female sexual bodies visually and narratively to 
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illuminate the exploitative history of colonization; through this multifarious approach, the 

show highlights postfeminism’s disregard for that history, and thus creates resistance. 

When this protection is conflated with the scripting of the show, Insecure must be 

interrogated as a force that confirms the privatization of racism; I submit that author-star 

Rae effectively problematizes neoliberal ideology through displaying characters who 

abide by its machinations. Instead of acknowledging and pushing against the power 

structures that circumscribe Black women’s sexual identities according to racial 

appearances and behaviors, Issa applies those circumscriptions to police herself and her 

girlfriends with the aim of achieving social acceptance and success. It is through this 

nuanced approach that Rae conveys the everyday intersectional microaggressions 

inherent to the privatization of racism.  

The New Racism 

The denial of structural and institutional discrimination, dependent upon an evacuation of 

history, and the acceptance of self-governing practices to achieve racial, gender, sexual, 

and economic equality is now characterized as neoliberal. In his book The Threat of Race 

(2008) David Theo Goldberg argues that the ethos of meritocracy that characterizes 

neoliberalism has allowed a cultural corollary of racelessness to emerge. Though 

neoliberalism inherently exacerbates racial inequalities and works to uphold systematic 

discrimination based on race and ethnicity, it purports to do the exact opposite. As 

Western nations have turned away from welfarism and towards privatization, a 

supposedly colorblind approach to hyper-individualism became part of the 

socioeconomic credo. With private interests driving the economic and cultural milieu, the 
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late capitalist state cannot be blamed for perpetrating systemic inequalities; after all, the 

system, itself, is decentralized under a neoliberal ether. However, the eradication of the 

caretaker state in name of shrinking government control in actuality, Goldberg points out, 

allows for the state to “become more robust in its controlling than enabling or caretaking 

conditions, more intrusive, more repressive” (2008, p. 333). Goldberg characterizes the 

current late capitalist state as the “traffic cop state,” where privatization has led to a call 

for increased policing and protection, and securing the state from racial threats is central 

to that neoliberal mission. Neoliberalism, he argues, does not get rid of the state, but 

simply redirects and differentiates its purpose; that purpose, he argues, is to make legible 

only sanctioned individualities, and make all others – now determined as threats – 

invisible. Those individualities that are licensed and free are inherently understood to be 

white; all others - or Others - are marked for policing, imprisonment, or erasure. 

Goldberg argues that the emergence of neoliberalism “can be a read as response 

to this concern about the impending impotence of whiteness” that was constituted amidst 

a robust political push for social equality in the mid-to-late 20th century (2008, p. 337). 

By eliminating the collective, activist, welfare state where social, economic, and political 

inequalities were public domain, and by instituting the privatized neoliberal state, race is 

essentially rendered irrelevant as individuals, not taxonomies, are centralized under late 

capitalism. Goldberg asserts that race and racism under neoliberalism have been relegated 

to the private realm, and thus discriminatory practices can only be blamed on private 

interests: “As race is rendered irrelevant socially, racism conceptually becomes 

stigmatized so that only the obviously bigoted – extreme individuals – get to qualify” 
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(2008, p. 360). When it comes to racism, personal preference and choice, not 

collaborative politics and state determination, is all that can now come to bear.  

The “traffic-cop state” has been hyperbolized in the late 2010s through the 

institution of mainstream political rhetoric that includes sympathetic understanding of 

neo-Nazis frustrations, and the proposed construction of a wall that would literally and 

figuratively preserve the ethnographic makeup of the United States. Most notably, the 

Black Lives Matter movement re-erupted in 2020 and accelerated in response to 

consistent and widely publicized police killings of unarmed Black men; this reality 

literalizes the metaphor of the “traffic cop state” Goldberg theorizes. Under what 

Goldberg terms neo-neoliberalism, boundaries are brutally enforced using constructed 

taxonomies as basis for division between natives and aliens, between docility and danger. 

Governmentality is thus hyperbolized as the policing and patrolling of classifications 

inherent to population management in modernity is no longer just invisibly operational 

and covertly coercive, but is simultaneously blatant and openly violent. What remains 

invisible, however, are the means and mechanisms used to construct current norms and 

distinct social categories; these categories are constituted and enforced not only visibly 

by state officials, but invisibly through citizen-subjects committed to surveillance 

practices, and self-surveillance practices that characterize neoliberal governmentality.  

Racism at Work 

Through showcasing a dialogue where black women surveil their own bodies and 

sexualities through appealing to discourses of protection, and who determine that 

appearing and behaving ‘whiter’ permits more sexual freedom, Insecure reifies the inner-
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workings of the systemic hierarchies it professes to destabilize. Rae’s nuanced 

problematization of white postfeminist media must be set aside to interrogate how 

Insecure conveys that, due to the new racism, experiences of racial discrimination are to 

be combatted privately, through individual governance. To cope with histories and 

current manifestations of racism through self-discipline is a neoliberal mandate 

predicated upon upholding the masquerade of a colorblind meritocracy; this masquerade 

is easily deconstructed as a means to make histories of race, new forms of racism, and 

lived experiences of people of color invisible or, in Davis’ terms ‘muted’ (2008). 

Insecure is, on the surface, complicit with the privatization of race and racism; however, I 

assert that Rae’s show consistently draws attention to the unfairness and ineffectuality of 

individualized and de-historicized racism and thus nuancedly ruptures normative 

conceptions of what indicates progress. 

Proper self-management of a particularized Black, female experience of the world 

is consistently invoked as a means to achieve personal and professional fulfillment on 

Insecure. While knowledge of historical constructions of race and racism is implied as 

part of that proper self-governance, communicated through Rae’s visual choices and 

dialogue, using that history as a means of critiquing new and emerging forms of racism as 

implemented by current power structures is prohibited within the narrative world of 

Insecure. Racial oppressions are understood as anachronistic and individual and 

therefore, it is communicated that these issues must be dealt with as personal, private 

problems. Beyond identifying female embodiment as an optimal site for self-management 

that promises to beget success, Rae’s show delivers the message that intersectional 
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discrimination within the workplace must also be navigated and resolved through proper 

self-governance. Both Issa and Molly face blatant discrimination at work, and each deal 

with overcoming that racist and sexist bigotry through taking it on as a personal burden.  

 As the singular black employee at the nonprofit “We Got Y’all,” Issa constantly 

faces cultural ignorance from characters who are supposedly well-intentioned, but 

hopelessly unaware. “We Got Y’all” is a quintessentially neoliberal nonprofit 

organization in that it is grounded in racial prejudice, yet successfully masquerades as an 

altruistic cause working to eliminate racial divides; “We Got Y’all,” through purporting 

to establish a colorblind meritocracy, reinvents modes of racial profiling and 

discrimination. It perpetuates the white savior narrative so overtly it’s intentionally 

comical; the logo is a group of children of color within a white hand, and Issa’s majority 

white (there is one Hispanic woman) coworkers consistently Other the kids they are 

intent on helping, wondering and brainstorming aloud about how to best help “these” 

children. Issa’s coworkers firmly believe that they are anti-racists; however, their wildly 

misguided commentaries reveal that they are steeped in anachronistic understandings of 

race and racism, and remain totally unaware of how they perpetuate new racism under 

neoliberalism.  

For character Issa, navigating this racism is a constant, everyday occurrence. On a 

trip to the beach with a group of kids, she is the only one who brings sunscreen because 

her coworkers did not think that black or brown people require sun protection; they ask 

Issa what “on fleek” means simply because she’s Black (she claims she doesn’t know, 

even though she does). Insecure communicates that it is abundantly aware of how new 
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forms of racism successfully operate in the current sociocultural climate; protagonist Issa 

views this racism as a necessary evil bound up with a job that she believes does more 

good than harm. This choice situates her as a complicit neoliberal subject who has no 

agency to subvert systemic power structures, but who is left to reluctantly accept 

individual moral responsibility for combatting persistent inequalities.  

When Issa finds herself dealing with a Black superior who openly discriminates 

against Hispanic students, she processes it as yet another necessary evil. As Issa and her 

white coworker, Frieda, attempt to get “We Got Y’all” programming off the ground at 

East 41st Street High School, an institution demographically dominated by Latinx 

students, they run into significant roadblocks and seek the help of the vice principal, Mr. 

Gaines, who is Black. Gaines comes through for Issa and Frieda, stacking attendance at 

“We Got Ya’ll” events; however, all the students who attend are Black. This, combined 

with Gaines’ comments about combatting the overpopulation of the school through 

“building a wall” and his admonition of students for speaking Spanish (instead of 

English) in the school hallways, causes Frieda significant discomfort (Aniobo & 

Matsoukas, 2017). Frieda raises the issue to Issa, claiming that she wants to report 

Gaines’ racist behavior; Issa, however, does not want to rock the boat through 

confrontation. Their program is thriving thanks to the help of Gaines, and Issa is reticent 

to take any action that would threaten the success of the program, and her own personal 

success at work. Beyond this, Issa makes clear that Frieda is assuming the school’s 

population to be dichotomous, disregarding the existence of Afro-Latinos, and thus 

suggests that what Frieda has interpreted as racism is not grounded in any real prejudice. 
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Insecure here acknowledges the complex relationships that exist between communities of 

color, and, through Frieda’s ignorance, gently points to widespread sociocultural 

misunderstandings of the intersectional connections and divides that exist within urban 

spaces. 

Frieda is by far the most aware, knowledgeable, and sensitive of Issa’s coworkers, 

who at least superficially understands the problems involved in a white person accusing a 

person of color of bigotry; but, she is troubled by Issa’s response to the situation, and 

continues to suggest that they confront Vice Principal Gaines. Unlike Issa, Frieda is not 

accustomed to coping with the perpetual casual racism that is inherent to “We Got Y’all” 

as an organization, which ultimately betrays her white privilege. Issa insists that they 

resist confronting Gaines, just as she has resisted confronting her coworkers and her boss 

all along. She engages in a tense exchange with Frieda where she points out her white 

privilege, claiming “It must be nice to have the privilege to choose to be upset over this” 

to which Frieda responds “So you’re saying I can never point out when someone of color 

is doing something wrong?” (Aniobo & Matsoukas, 2017). Issa admits to the unfairness 

of this, but claims it is simply the world we live in. Here, Issa admits to her resignation 

and complicity in upholding the neoliberal status quo; while Frieda cannot accept a bout 

of overt racism and wishes to publicly confront it, Issa understands accepting bigotry as 

part of her burden as a Black woman, which means dealing with it privately, or not at all. 

For Issa, retaining order becomes more important than righting one wrong; as a Black 

woman excluded from promises of protection in the “traffic cop state” she wants to avoid 

what she fears would be severe consequences if she caused problems at work.  
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Ultimately, Insecure reveals that Frieda’s assumptions about Gaines are correct; 

however, it also reveals that Issa’s fears about bringing this to light do not stem from 

misguided paranoia. When Issa learns from a Hispanic student that Gaines is, in fact 

keeping Latinx students from participating in “We Got Y’all” programming, she and 

Frieda confront him. He laughs off their accusations, telling Issa “Girl calm down, ain’t 

nobody dead” (Kittrell & Penny, 2017). His response confirms that nuanced forms of 

racism are widely accepted in the current socioeconomic climate; discriminatory behavior 

is only actionable if it threatens the safety of others. Within the “traffic cop state,” an 

assumed colorblindness goes unchallenged (despite evidence to the contrary) save for 

literal threats to lives of legible citizens. Faced with this response, Frieda and Issa take it 

upon themselves to provide “We Got Y’all” programming to the Latinx students on the 

weekends, a solution which upholds the privatization of racism, and ultimately backfires. 

When asked about the reason for the additional services, Issa confesses to her boss that 

she came to this solution based on Gaines’ racism. She takes full responsibility for her 

choice to keep the facts of his bigotry to herself, and insists that Frieda is not to blame. 

As a result, Issa is harshly reprimanded for inviting a potential lawsuit for discrimination, 

and her job is threatened; Frieda receives a promotion. 

Insecure thus confirms that Issa’s mishandling of racial discrimination, which she 

manages based on her personal understandings of proper codes of self-governance for 

Black women, led to severe negative consequences. A neoliberal insistence on the 

privatization of racism led to Issa’s poor decision making, yet Insecure communicates 

that there is no other viable choice for her given the stronghold of current sociocultural 
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constraints. Frieda’s white privilege is rewarded; because Issa confirms Frieda’s inability 

as a white woman to confront a racist black man, she is absolved from the burden that 

Issa is ultimately responsible for shouldering as a woman of color. Issa is forced to put 

her job at risk, while Frieda’s moral integrity and unwavering - and uncomplicated - 

intent to be a good citizen subject begets her professional success. According to Insecure, 

racism is uncontrollably privatized within the current sociocultural world; proper 

management of that privatization is presented as the only recourse for women of color. 

Furthermore, the show communicates that, as Davis argues, it is persons of color who are 

burdened with educating and resolving current episodes of racism under neoliberalism, as 

an anachronistic construction of race and how it can be mobilized dominates the 

sociocultural landscape. Individually and successfully coping with a racism that has been 

privatized under neoliberalism is therefore presented as a necessary element for 

professional achievement for Black women according to Insecure.  

 This tenet is reaffirmed through Molly’s characterization on the show. Issa is the 

singular Black woman at her nonprofit organization, and Molly, too, is in the minority as 

the singular Black female lawyer at her corporate firm. Molly’s coworkers articulate their 

awareness of her race in problematic ways that she is compelled to deal with privately 

and individually. Most notably, a female partner at the firm asks Molly to speak to a 

Black female law intern, Rasheeda, about toning down her performance of Blackness in 

the workplace. Because Molly is also a Black woman, the partners feel that this directive 

would be best coming from her. Of course, this is not overtly said, but the meaning is 

clearly implied. It is thus indicated that Molly has properly assimilated to her white-
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dominated work environment – as Issa notes in the pilot episode, “White people love 

Molly” (Rae & Matsoukas, 2016). According to her professional superiors, Molly’s 

feminine Blackness is articulated in a way that is not only appropriate, but advantageous 

within a white corporate work environment. The concept of ‘acting white’ is here 

invoked, as Molly’s behavior at work resonates as a mitigated and practiced performance 

of Blackness that is compatible with white corporate culture. ‘Acting white’ is an idea 

based on a problematic theoretical intervention from the 1980s when it was argued that 

African American students did not reach the same levels of achievement as white 

students because they feared being shunned by their racial community (Fordham and 

Ogbu, 1986). While the ‘acting white’ theory has been widely problematized for its errors 

in methodology and essentialism, the concept of performing Blackness in a way that is 

nonthreatening within white communities while still resonating as authentic within Black 

communities has become so ingrained that it is now culturally acknowledged and 

recognizable in American media.  

Insecure renders this double consciousness a mandated undertaking for women of 

color; individually navigating proper performances of feminized Blackness is necessary 

in order to achieve acceptance in white communities and to retain viable membership 

within the Black community according to the show. This management of racial 

performance is processed as part of the new racism that thrives under neoliberalism, as 

people of color are expected to preserve whiteness at all costs to avoid persecution, while 

supposedly enjoying the freedom of a colorblind society. This hypocrisy goes unspoken 

but implicitly acknowledged on Insecure, as the characters fully subscribe to self-
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governance as the only means to exist happily – or even just peaceably. Understandings 

of new, nuanced forms of racism that thrive under a neoliberal ethos that sustains 

anachronistic constructions of race are inherent to the narrative of the show. The 

characters on Insecure follow the rules set by neoliberalism, coping with racist ideas, 

persons, and processes privately and quietly. In doing so, Insecure draws attention to the 

intersectional inequalities that characterize the everyday lives of Black women, and 

complicates estimations of psychic and bodily freedoms that are inherent to adult 

girlhood. 

It is significant that the request from her bosses comes after Molly takes it upon 

herself to inform Rasheeda that she needs to behave differently to succeed at the firm. 

Molly surveils Rasheeda’s behavior herself, and as a fellow Black woman, sees it as her 

responsibility to police what she sees as inappropriate behavior as an act of girlfriendship. 

The sociocultural mandate that women act in solidarity while simultaneously 

necessitating that they compete with and police one another professionally is further 

complicated by racial discourse on Insecure (Winch, 2014). Rasheeda, however, loudly 

rejects Molly’s advice, which she finds offensive.  

This encounter within Molly’s work environment communicates that she 

complies with the neoliberal mandate that racism be privatized, and that black women 

take great care in properly performing their particular subjectivity to avoid persecution 

and further disenfranchisement. Because Molly has already spoken to Rasheeda to no 

avail, she must carefully reject the burdensome request her superiors make of her. Molly 

navigates this tenuous situation, telling her boss that she doesn’t believe the conversation 
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will carry enough weight coming from a third-year associate, reasoning which, to Molly’s 

relief, is unquestionably accepted. This careful navigation of racially infused professional 

politics is consistently required of Molly, and is most explicitly dealt with in season two 

of Insecure when she learns that her white male coworker, Travis, makes significantly 

more money than she does. Because she and Travis are professional equals, not to 

mention the fact that Molly is hardworking and Travis is a slacker, Molly attempts to get 

to the bottom of the discrepancy. She carefully probes Travis to find out if he is putting in 

overtime, which he is not, or if he received a raise, which he has not. She thus resolves 

that working hard does not result in professional gain, and tries to network with her 

superiors outside of the office to catch their attention. Despite her best efforts, her male 

superior barely notices or even remembers their conversation about lobster rolls at a 

hockey game. Thus, Molly is faced with the reality of the wage gap. 

As a Black woman, Molly is a victim of the systemic pay gap that persists in the 

United States where gender and race are deciding factors in determining the hierarchy of 

wage levels across all industries. In 2018, black women, despite working longer hours on 

average, make 67 cents on the dollar in comparison to their white male counterparts 

across professions (Blay). Upon realizing her personal experience of this system-wide 

victimization, Molly does not feel empowered illuminate her knowledge of this overt 

discrimination, but instead engages in a negotiation with the partners of her firm where 

she argues her case for a promotion and a pay raise. The partners reject her requests, yet 

she still she does not bring up the unfair wage discrepancy. Instead, she sets out on 

interviews, securing an offer from a “Black firm” in which all the stake-holding partners 



 

 179 
 

 

are Black. Molly attempts to use this offer as leverage to get what she deserves at her 

existing job; but instead of promising her a promotion or a raise to ensure that she stays, 

the partners at her firm do nothing but offer her the “Rising Star Award,” a piece of paper 

signifying her promising future. Regardless of her outstanding qualifications and 

competing offers, the white men at her firm will never treat Molly fairly, nor see her as 

an equal; Molly takes the job at the “Black firm.”  

Insecure’s Molly deals with proof of discrimination based on her racial and 

gendered subjectivity by maneuvering covertly and independently. Instead of bringing 

the issue to Human Resources, or confronting the partners directly, she takes it upon 

herself to find alternative means of getting what she is entitled to. Here again Insecure 

communicates that the persistence of intersectional discrimination, though structurally 

constructed and enforced cannot be confronted as systemic issues within the current 

landscape that guarantees no protection, and instead must be understood as personal 

issues to be resolved privately, and essentially silently.  

@issarae: Black Girl Perfection 

Rae’s program insists on a commitment to self-reflection, rehabilitation, and 

individualism as the only available solutions for Black women facing personal and 

professional problems. While Insecure is interventionist in its that self-surveillance under 

late capitalism includes a policing of proper performances of Blackness, and betrays the 

lack of protection and recourse for Black female bodies, it nonetheless invokes 

postfeminist motifs of gendered performance as a viable mode of getting by. Issa 

mitigates her problems through reflecting in bathroom mirrors; she takes on different 
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personas, wears different outfits, performs raps, and occasionally takes a long moment to 

look at her reflection in order to find an answer to her dilemmas. Molly is such a 

perfectionist that she becomes self-destructive by the end of season one; in season two, 

she has thrown herself into therapy sessions with an older Black woman whose function 

is to point out her imperfections in hopes of promoting self-acceptance. I contend that a 

fierce commitment to ‘the perfect’ is necessarily infused with understandings of how race 

functions socio-culturally on Insecure; while this intersectional understanding of how 

bodies are managed needs to be represented in modern media, and demonstrates 

Insecure’s groundbreaking approach, the constraints around operating as a docile 

neoliberal subject are retied even tighter, and with new rope on Rae’s show.  

Issa Rae’s Instagram affirms this mandated docility. As of February, 2020, Rae 

had posted on Instagram just 28 times. The majority of her photos are professional press 

photos, or feature her at an event; in these images, Rae appears nearly flawless, just as 

she does on Insecure. She is fit and thin, dressed beautifully, her makeup and hair 

stunning, her confidence evident. A glaring exception is the first photo Rae ever posted to 

Instagram. On June 16, 2016 Rae posted a photo of her book, Misadventures of Awkward 

Black Girl, which is also the title of the web-series upon which Insecure is based. On the 

book cover, Rae is depicted in a white shirt buttoned up to the collar, she wears reading 

glasses, her body facing the camera, but her eyes diverted to the side. The caption reads 

“#AwkwardBlackBook is officially paperBACK next month!” (@issarae, Instagram, 16 

June 2016). The photo, as well as the title of Rae’s book and web-series, connote her as a 

nerdy misfit who utilizes humor to cope with daily struggles of Black femininity. 
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However, according to Instagram, Rae is not awkward at all; in photo after photo, her 

beauty and professional success is made abundantly clear. Her status as a misfit, then, is 

based in her singularity as the only Black female creator-star on television. As such, she 

necessarily curates a flawless, assured self-image in order to remain marketable in a 

world that disallows the compatibility of black female vulnerability and success. Despite 

the precarity of Rae’s unique position, her status as an aspirational figure is undeniable; 

her self-proclaimed ‘awkwardness’ is the very source of her “Black Girl Magic.” 

Conclusion: Normalizing Blackness 

Rae’s singular power and identity in televisual media leaves her distinctly vulnerable; she 

combats that vulnerability in the same way her characterizations do, with meticulous 

management and self-control. White adult girls utilize varying techniques to cohere the 

style and aesthetics of their shows with their overarching message that feminine 

embodiment is characterized by an inherent messiness and lack of control, which should 

be transparently addressed: Girls insists on Dunham’s consistent nudity, Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend cuts to musical interludes in the midst of narrative dialogue, and Fleabag 

breaks the fourth wall. In contrast, Rae carefully manages the aesthetics of her personal 

Instagram, and of Insecure; she distances her show, and herself from messiness. This not 

only includes omitting explicit visualizations of Black female bodies, but manifesting a 

visually stunning television series. Everything from the clothing, to the actors, to the sex, 

to the lighting, to the soundtrack of Insecure are smooth and beautiful, deployed to 

facilitate a pleasurable aesthetic experience. This distinction is bound up with racialized 

discourses of protection and privilege. While white privileged author-stars are granted the 



 

 182 
 

 

space to be vulnerable through depicting unpretty bodies and evoking displeasure, Rae 

and Insecure are not afforded that freedom. Her show is therefore aptly titled; both she 

and Black femininity are inherently ‘insecure’ in the white patriarchal “traffic cop state.” 

Though her precarity is not of her own making, combatting that precarity, Rae and 

Insecure suggest, must be a nuanced, carefully produced endeavor. 

Rae’s stylized portrait of Black feminine life, both on Instagram, and on Insecure 

work to permeate and diversify constructions of ideal femininity to include Blackness. 

However, Rae’s constitution of aspirational Black femininity, or “Black Girl Magic” is 

contingent upon accepting and adhering to tenets of postfeminist ideology, which, I find, 

are incompatible with an adult girlhood intent on negating neoliberal technologies of the 

self. Adult girlhood aims to breach the boundaries of feminine normativity, destabilizing 

the value of aspiring to ‘have it all’ through exposing the fallacy of the ideal feminine 

body; however, Issa Rae and Insecure aim to normalize self-enterprising feminine 

Blackness as an aspirational way of being, as a viable way of acquiring ‘it all.’ That said, 

I find it more useful to think of Rae’s intertextual meaning as an inherent challenge to the 

strict boundaries of a homogenous adult girlhood. Insecure and Rae herself redraw the 

boundaries of corporeal instability, and facilitate a necessary reimagining of what 

constitutes gendered freedom within the contemporary neoliberal landscape, and how that 

freedom operates for intersectional subjects. As such, Rae calls into question the very 

instability of adult girlhood as a formulation in and of itself, as it is an undeniably 

troubled category marked by white privilege. 
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Rae’s project is vitally important in that it aims to recuperate Black femininity 

from its tarnished history, and offers an everyday account of aspirational Black female 

subjectivity that is otherwise unavailable in contemporary media. Unlike supermodels 

like Naomi Campbell or Tyra Banks, superstars like Beyoncé or Oprah, or powerful 

anomalies like the Obamas, Rae’s pseudo-autobiographical Insecure depicts young Black 

women grappling with microaggressions and the complex confusions that come with 

being Black, neoliberal, and female. Unlike other media figures who constitute “Black 

Girl Magic,” the women of Insecure are not yet self-actualized, and though they motivate 

towards the promise of ‘it all’, it remains unclear where Rae will land on the achievability 

of this construct. As of 2020, Insecure was renewed for fifth season, set to air in 2021. 

Rae’s show, and her intertextual meaning, are still insecure.  
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CHAPTER IV: YUMMY MOMPRENEURS VS. MOMMY BODIES: ADULT 

GIRLS AND MOTHERHOOD 

 
 
 

Introduction: MILFs  

 

In a 2016 episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians, Kim prepares to be in singer 

Fergie’s music video, “M.I.L.F. $,” which is a song and a video that portend to be about 

‘powerful moms’, while the central message delivered is that women can be mothers, and 

sexy, and make their own money through being sexy. The meaning of the acronym 

M.I.L.F. (Mom I’d like to F—k) has been well established in popular culture. While the 

celebrated film The Graduate introduced the concept of a sexually attractive mother 

through the iconic Mrs. Robinson, the term “M.I.L.F.” gained notoriety when it was used 

in the movie American Pie (1996) where one of the main characters had a sexual 

obsession with his friend’s mother. American Pie is a brazenly sexual slapstick comedy, 

and the film’s employ of “M.I.L.F.” to describe the sexually active and attractive 

character aptly named “Stifler’s Mom” is meant to be denoted as comedic, implausible, 

and a bit gross. However, in the 2010s, the term has morphed into an esteemed label, one 

that mothers are encouraged to strive for through celebrity figures like the Kardashians 

who are known for keeping their bodies fit post-pregnancy and throughout motherhood. 

In this episode of Kardashians, a concept meeting with the director of Fergie’s 

video is featured and Kim speaks about how she felt ‘sexier’ after becoming a mother; 

she later notes that being a sexy mother is empowering. This is the theme of this episode, 
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where Kim makes her first public appearances after having her second child. Ironically, 

however, the episode shows Kim struggling to come to terms with her post-baby weight, 

claiming “I still have like 25 pounds to go” and commenting that the limited clothes 

featured on racks in her home are all that fit her at the present moment (Kohan, 2016).24 

In order to overcome her insecurities, Kim is shown working out with a personal trainer 

in preparation for filming Fergie’s music video. In a later scene, Kim speaks with her 

other sister, Khloe about the different types of mothers – M.I.L.F.s being one category, 

and the other being “Mommy Moms” which the women denote to mean mothers who do 

not care to pay attention to their appearance. They condescendingly speak about 

“Mommy Moms” characterizing them as sad, inferior, and “lost” (Kohan, 2016) 

This discussion among reality-stars corroborates the notion that, under 

neoliberalism, according to Dworkin and Wachs (2009), “After birth, there are clear 

warnings that ‘letting the body go’ constitutes failed womanhood and motherhood” (p. 

616). The open scrutiny of the pregnant and postpartum body is distinctly neoliberal. As 

Imogen Tyler (2011) explains, “In the early 1990s a representational shift took place 

within popular culture. The visual spectacle of the pregnant body, previously confined to 

clinics, hospitals and the scientific or healthcare manuals – or to the avant-garde or 

pornographic margins – was suddenly and shamelessly everywhere” (p. 23). Ever since a 

nude, pregnant Demi Moore graced the cover of Vanity Fair in 1991, pregnant and 

postnatal bodies have been interpellated as the ultimate site of judgement for successful 

 
24 This is the nature of Kim Kardashian – to be contradictory even within the confines of her reality show. Supposedly every moment 

of Kardashians is “real,” however, it is easily conveyed that some moments are more “real” than others; this allows viewers to feel as 

if they are truly getting the inside scoop. 
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female self-surveillance (Taylor, 2005). As Rebecca Feasey (2012) notes, popular 

celebrity news outlets are now “keen to not only judge and rank recognizable women for 

their ability to control, tame, and constrain their growing bodies, but also to present them 

in a hierarchy of acceptable, unacceptable and unforgivable images of motherhood and 

maternalism” (p. 121). The maternal body is now optimized as a site for discipline and 

transformation, and therefore understood as an opportunity for reinvention, for 

betterment, and for consumption. 

This representational shift marks the emergence of what Tyler (2011) calls 

“pregnant beauty,” a reconfiguration of the maternal which works to combat the 

neoliberal rejection of the pregnant and postnatal body. Under neoliberalism, Tyler 

(2011) asserts, the maternal is characterized as a “failed femininity …because maternity 

signifies an unwillingness to work (or shop)” (p. 22); however, “pregnant beauty” 

reconfigures the maternal as a sexually desirable consumer, and pregnancy as an 

“aesthetic ‘project of self’” (p. 23). MILFs and “pregnant beauty” are aspirational 

postfeminist figures of eternal girlhood where a commodification of the maternal, largely 

constructed through celebrity and popular culture, effectively reimagines corporeal 

pregnancy and motherhood as an optimal site for self-governance; these figurations 

necessitate a rigid disciplining of the pregnant and postpartum body. When read through 

a postfeminist lens, reimagining pregnancy and motherhood as site for self-improvement, 

is understood as an innovative form of freedom in that pregnant and maternal bodies are 

no longer necessarily hidden from view; motherhood no longer signals feminine 

actualization that subsequently results in erasure. Indeed, under a postfeminist ether, to 
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become a mother is recast as the ultimate opportunity to become self-enterprising, to 

sustain eternal girlhood. 

Under this new regime, pregnant women and mothers are expected to remain stylish, 

fit, sexually invested and desirable. As Angela McRobbie (2006) notes, “In recent months the 

svelte figure of the high-income yummy mummy who can squeeze into size six jeans a 

couple of weeks after giving birth, with the help of a personal trainer, has become a favourite 

front-cover image in the celebrity weeklies” (n.p.) The term “yummy mummy,” a term 

coined by Andersen and Moore, much like “pregnant beauty,” refers to mothers who easily 

navigate pregnancy, birth, and motherhood with fitness, style and composure. Working 

symbiotically with the “yummy mummy” is the “mompreneur,” which describes the type of 

entrepreneurial work these beautiful young mothers do where “the business itself being 

directly linked to either being a mom (via a product or service targeted at that market), or 

running a company in which the role of mom can be incorporated (i.e. working from home, 

flexible hours) into the business” (Anderson and Moore, p. 99).  

Mommy Bodies 

These formulations of idealized motherhood are alive, well, and remain powerful. 

However, in this chapter I submit that adult girls have constituted a subversive 

formulation of the maternal that disrupts hegemonic postfeminist estimations. ‘Mommy 

Bodies’ is the term I will use to describe an innovative form of contemporary motherhood 

manifested through adult girls’ televisual autobiographies and Instagram accounts, where 

the unpleasant, uncontrollable underbelly of the reproductive maternal body is explored, 

hence my use of the term ‘Mommy Body’. Unlike the MILF, ‘pregnant beauty’, the 
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‘yummy mummy’, or the ‘mompreneur’, Mommy Bodies centralize the messiness of 

maternal body, and the physio-emotional struggles inherent to that identity; though the 

importance of a healthy pregnant body should not be understated, normative 

understandings of what counts as a healthy pregnant body are extremely narrow and 

bound up with formulations of eternal girlhood.  

Furthermore, I contend that adult girls as Mommy Bodies disrupt the mythology of the 

‘good mother’, an established social construct that has been bound up with a middle-class 

nuclear family, traditional divisions of gendered labor, and whiteness; under late capitalism, 

the ‘good mother’ myth has been updated by postfeminist media to include a ‘sexy body.’ I 

suggest that Mommy Bodies convey that all mothers fail when held up to pervasive, 

impossible contemporary sociocultural expectations; embracing that failure, and openly 

struggling through the physio-emotional pain of pregnancy and motherhood becomes the 

project. Mommy Bodies, instead, assert that individual feelings about oneself as a mother are 

the only viable indicator of effective parenting. Being sensitized to what Gill and Kanai 

(2016) call the “right feelings” (p. 321) is the barometer of women’s success as mothers, 

according to Mommy Bodies. Mommy Bodies engage in what Whetherell calls ‘affective 

practices’, through which the emoting body makes meaning through a relationship to other 

bodies, and through interaction with discursive social formations. I suggest that mommy 

bodies prioritize forms of emotional connectivity with their children as an indicator of their 

success.   

The Mommy Body is not a purely progressive figuration in that they re-entrench 

pregnancy and motherhood as a cisgender feminine biological experience. The corporeal 
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realities of having a child are central to their power, and thus they privilege those bodies that 

follow traditional reproductive pathways. Only those mothers who both give birth to and 

raise their children are eligible Mommy Bodies, which essentializes reproduction, the 

maternal, and disregards the well-established concept of social parenthood. Characterizing 

ideal motherhood as strictly biological reinforces the notion that a woman’s purpose, 

legibility, and subjectivity is bound up with the giving birth and child rearing, which Simone 

de Beauvoir argues is the primary site of gendered oppression (2010, p. 484). A Mommy 

Body centralizes her role and body as mother, which reinvigorates her as a regressive 

formulation primarily bound to the natural, as opposed to the social world. Neyer and 

Bernardi (2011) note the expansive body of feminist theory that illuminates, complicates, and 

solidifies de Beauvoir’s point that binary, patriarchal sexual difference is grounded in the 

relegation of women to nature, which constructs women as the ‘other’: “Feminists argued 

that the conflation of biological and social motherhood, the association of both forms of 

motherhood with nature, and the idealization of mothers’ work as love meant to create, 

maintain, and legitimize women’s subordination” (p. 165-166). Through centralizing the 

physical experience of maternity, the Mommy Body is an essentialist and exclusionary 

identity that relies on outdated, binary, and essentialist understandings of female 

reproduction, as well as anachronistic, anti-feminist formulations of motherhood.  

Adult girls are the primary producers of the Mommy Body construct. I draw on the 

argument of Rebecca Feasey (2012) to legitimate this understanding, as she claims 

“Television programs dictate cultural meanings, understandings and expectations of 

motherhood, what they choose to centralize, as well as overlook and ignore plays a 
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profoundly important role in constructing societal norms and circulating popular cultural 

expectations for expectant, new, and existing mothers” (p. 9). Narrative television is a 

primary form of media that historically and presently creates and reifies hegemonic and 

subversive conceptualizations of motherhood. However, within convergence culture, social 

media is just as powerful a force in articulating debates around standards of ideal parenting. 

All of the adult girls who perform as mothers on television articulate their personal 

relationship to motherhood, not only through pseudo-autobiographical on-screen 

performances, but through photos and captions on Instagram. I will offer brief analysis of 

each adult girl’s Instagram posts from 2017-2019 that relevantly address motherhood in 

conjunction with my discovery of their produced content. This exploration illuminates the 

unavoidable tension between performing motherhood, and living motherhood, but reaffirms 

individual affective regulation as an alternative site for measuring maternal success. 

When it comes to adult girls who centralize motherhood on narrative television 

shows, the field is narrow, yet poignant. Frankie Shaw’s SMILF is the most notable, as 

the autobiographical mis-en-scene of the show revolves around her struggles as single 

mother to toddler, Larry. Beyond Shaw, Mindy Kaling’s The Mindy Project follows 

Mindy’s pregnancy and journey as an (on-again/off-again) single mother beginning in 

Season 3, when she unexpectedly finds herself pregnant with sometimes-boyfriend 

Danny Castellano’s baby. Finally, Lena Dunham’s Girls ultimate season revolves around 

Hannah’s unexpected pregnancy that transpires after a tryst with a surf instructor. All 

three representations of motherhood work to transgress long-standing cultural 

representations of the single mother, as well as problematize the hegemonic yummy 
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mompreneur through showcasing the corporeal struggles inherent to pregnancy and 

motherhood. The ubiquitous efforts of adult girls to incite discomfort in audiences 

through exposing intimate corporeal moments is especially effective when pregnancy and 

motherhood enter the narrative.  

Neoliberal Motherhood: A Brief History 

“Mothers are the primary producers, consumers, and reproducers of the neoliberal world” 

(Giles, 2014, p.1). The importance of this cannot be understated. When taken together, 

motherhood and neoliberalism are discourses that inform and act upon one another, and 

thus must be theorized and understood in concert. “Motherhood” in this context is most 

readily defined as caregiving, and while a diverse array of people have taken on the role 

of caregivers, as Melinda Giles argues, it “is also crucial to acknowledge that it is women 

who are globally performing the majority of this mothering work” (Giles, 2014, p. 2). 

However, as mentioned earlier, for the purposes of this chapter, all the real and fictional 

mothers that will be primarily interrogated are biological caregivers because central to the 

identity of the Mommy Body are the bodily struggles of pregnancy and biological 

motherhood. As noted, this is extremely problematic; the prolific impact of non-

biological caregivers, and their ubiquity amongst privileged families, including those 

Mommy Bodies I will discuss, cannot be understated. However, I submit that Mommy 

Bodies incite a necessary rupture to current understandings of motherhood; though 

feminist understandings of mothering and parenting are rightly emotional rather than 

biological conscriptions, space needs to be remade and reshaped for those women who 

undergo the biological conditions of pregnancy and motherhood. I acknowledge the 
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significant tension inherent to this theorization, but a rehabilitation of the corporeality of 

motherhood must be part of modern feminist constructions of legible maternal life. 

“Neoliberalism” continues to refer to the social and economic shift from a 

regulated welfare state to the postmodern age of “deregulation, privatization, and 

withdrawal of the state” (Harvey 3). However, when understood in terms of motherhood, 

distinct, more subtle - or as David Harvey (2005) puts it, ‘creative’ - impacts of 

neoliberalism are paramount:  

The process of neoliberalism has … entailed much ‘creative destruction’, not only 

of prior institutional frameworks and powers …but also divisions of labour, social 

relations, welfare provisions, technological mixes, ways of life and thought, 

reproductive activities, attachments to the land and habits of the heart. (p. 3)  

While Harvey notes that the neoliberal state has ushered in tactical destructions of ways 

of life under capitalism, in its wake, new forms of life, divisions of labor, reproduction, 

and thought have necessarily emerged.  

“Just as mothering became a recognized space for interdisciplinary academic 

discussion in the 1990s, so, too, did neoliberalism” (Giles, 2014, p. 15); this is no 

coincidence. The naming and subsequent hegemony of neoliberalism as an essentialist 

term for ascertaining the global and social economic shift that defined the late 20th 

century and the entirety of the 21st coincides with the acknowledgment that motherhood 

as discourse demanded attention as it embarked upon an overhaul. Melinda Giles argues 

that the neoliberal paradigm invigorated academic interest in motherhood, because 

caregivers were issued a new set of dualities, paradoxes, and impossibilities. “It is no 



 

 193 
 

 

coincidence that the height of global neoliberal restructuring in the mid-1990s coincided 

with a returned interest in mothering given how the neoliberal paradigm necessitates 

mothers take on the primary role of caregiving with the depletion of state resources” 

(Giles, 2014, p. 7).  

Despite the fact that neoliberalism has supposedly laid the foundation for the 

“feminization of society” due to the fact that “neoliberalism assumes that the individual 

can be male or female (and perhaps trans)” (Braedley and Luxton, 2010, p. 13), it has, in 

reality resulted in a reinvigoration of gendered inequalities; mothers are at the crux of this 

reinvigoration. As Giles (2014) notes, neoliberalism is built upon the “poorly 

remunerated labour of women and mothers” (p. 5) as they make up the majority of 

traditional wage-laborers. Most of those living in poverty under late capitalism are 

women (70%) and the majority of those women are mothers (Braedley and Luxton, 2010, 

p. 21). However, the neoliberal regime appears to ignore this fact, and instead, through a 

rejection of state support and an insistence upon meritocracy and privatization, insists 

that women are newly empowered by the conflation of a supposedly gender-blind 

economic order with a reinvigorated feminism predicated upon freedom of choice.  

Modern women who become parents are purportedly enabled the free choice to 

become mothers, or laborers, or ‘working mothers.’ Giles (2014) problematizes this set of 

options:  

while a very few “privileged” mothers may “choose” to enter the neoliberal space 

of masculine virility by off-loading the responsibilities of mothering onto other 

mothers and caregivers, for the majority, whether to perform labour in the 
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“public” sphere or perform mothering work in the “private” sphere is not a 

question of “choice,” but rather economic necessity. (p. 6).  

With state support virtually eradicated, individual socioeconomic stability entirely 

dictates the set of circumstances most mothers are faced with navigating; regardless of 

which route they take, all mothers are faced with the inherent division between 

caregiving and laboring in the public sphere. Thus, while neoliberalism thrives on a 

rhetorical foundation of increased options for women under a gender-blind meritocracy, 

in reality, as Giles explicates “mothers as economic agents becomes antithetical to 

mothering, [which] ensures a maternal/child separation for all mothers. Far from creating 

more “choice,” such a paradigm in effect takes all choices away” (Giles, 2014, p. 6).  

Complicating this claim is Siri Sorenson (2017), who suggests that the language 

and concept of choice intrinsic to both neoliberalism and postfeminism does not simply 

cover over power structures, but plays an active role in structuring power: “The strong 

emphasis on choice has been interpreted as a signifier of a neoliberal culture, in which the 

political discourse of neoliberalism extends the rationality of the market to all institutions 

and social action” (p. 297). Sorenson focuses on motherhood to make her argument, as 

the limited options that are legible as livable lives for modern women are inexplicably 

bound up with work-life balance as dictated by postfeminist discourse. Sorenson poses 

the query “Could it be that ‘choice’ as such, rather than ‘feminism’, is producing the 

situation where there seems to be ‘no option but to become a career-oriented mother’?” 

(2017, p. 298)  
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Giles expounds upon the antithetical relationship between mothering and working 

women under neoliberalism, and Sorenson illuminates that the ideal postfeminist woman 

is, in fact, the working mother. Both problematize the impossible divide between public 

and private gendered labor, and concede that the ironic language of ‘choice’ actually 

facilitates a strict either/or proposition. However, the new dominant narrative 

disseminated by both the state and the media dictates that to be understood as a ‘good 

mother’, one must be a working mother who puts children first. There is only one viable 

‘choice’ when seeking to not only be viewed as successful, but moral, which entails 

going into the business of motherhood. 

Yummy Mummies and Mompreneurs 

 

In the 1980s, amidst policy shifts that came to characterize neoliberalism, 

entrepreneurialism became the ideal form of work, and women were positioned as 

potential beneficiaries of this shift as this work was understood to be more autonomous 

and flexible, and therefore more conducive to raising children (Orgad, 2019). Thus, the 

mompreneur was born, understood as “a mother who establishes her own business from 

the kitchen table while her children crawl beneath it” (Orgad 2019 p. 140). When we fast-

forward to the 2008 recession, a new surge of self-employed individuals emerged as part 

of the “gig” or “on demand” economy which is now a significant sector of the public 

sphere, and which, Chris Lehane, a former strategist in Bill Clinton’s administration 

claims “democratizes capitalism” (Orgad, 2019, p. 149). He states, “Women are 

increasingly called upon as the ideal workers of the gig economy … [it offers] a desirable 

form of work in order to balance and overcome the inequalities that women, especially 
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mothers, face in the job market” (Orgad, 2019, p. 149). The innovative reconciliation 

between work and home has been proposed as a solution to the working mother 

conundrum. However, within this utopian model, the demands of childcare are grossly 

underestimated as it is, according to Orgad (2019) “constructed as a negligible task that 

can be simply and easily combined with satisfying paid work … [and] re-inscribes 

women’s primary role as caregivers” (p. 152). Orgad (2019) argues that this new model 

in actuality prevents women from pursuing “meaningful paid work,” and 

mompreneurship is thus understood by Taylor as the “new mystique” where women are 

subject to accept their own marginalization (2016, p. 153). Nonetheless, 

mompreneurship, when conflated with the paradigm of the ‘yummy mummy’, I argue, 

has set the new, fallacious standard for ‘good motherhood’.  

Yummy mompreneurs distinctly reflect an investment in a postfeminist sensibility 

which dictates that female empowerment is dependent upon self-confidence and sexual 

attractiveness, achieved through effective self-surveillance and commitment to 

competition where becoming the best possible version of the self is the ultimate goal. The 

yummy mompreneuer is a way for mothers to reclaim and sustain their power as 

gendered subjects in a system that formerly erased postnatal bodies. Sexual attractiveness 

is thus central to this current formulation of the ‘good mother’, as mompreneurs are 

afforded the flexibility of schedule to not only strike a balance between paid and unpaid 

labor, but to attend to their own physical appearance. As Anderson and Moore (2009) 

note, ‘yummy mompreneurs’ are modeled after celebrity moms, who have been at the 

center of media discourse since the early 1990s, and who quickly became the ultimate 
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role model of the working mother: “The media message was that celebrity moms work on 

the set for twelve hours a day, yet somehow manage to do somersaults with their kids in 

the park, read to them every day, take them out for ice cream whenever they wanted, get 

up with them at 3:00A.M” and therefore achieve the impossible (Douglas and Michaels, 

2005, p. 4). And of course, their continued sex appeal and general attention to aesthetics 

is a given. 

Central to the yummy mompreneur discourse, then, is the notion that motherhood 

does not take a backseat to career, but just the opposite. Celebrity moms are understood 

to sacrifice everything to ensure their children’s safety and happiness. While former 

images of working mothers disseminated by the media typically showcased harried, 

stressed women ultimately unfulfilled due to their inability to strike an effective work-life 

balance, the yummy mompreneur is uniquely able to engage in the public sphere while 

still prioritizing her duties as a mother. Thus, the utopian model of yummy mompreneurs 

has become the new standard of ‘good motherhood’ as women who consider themselves 

a part of this category, according to Anderson and Moore (2014), “celebrate the 

possibility that mothers might simultaneously carve out a rewarding life, forge stable 

family relationships, engage in personally rewarding, socially useful paid work, yet still 

embody expectations of physical beauty, a sense of self and opportunities for self-care” 

(p. 99).25  

 
25 Reality television provides a fruitful field of analysis for the new ideal of the yummy mompreneur. The Kardashian-Jenners are 

exemplary yummy mompreneurs because on their show, Keeping Up with the Kardashians, and on their Instagram accounts, they make a 

point to showcase their commitment to their children in concert with their commitment to their multi-million dollar careers, and, of course, 

their commitment to maintaining their physical appearances. Kourtney, Kim, Khloe, and Kylie all work to be understood first as self-

sacrificing mothers who are personally running their myriad business ventures, and who always, regardless of time and place, look flawless. 
What’s more, the sisters’ business ventures are all within the beauty and fashion industries, making their goal of remaining sexually 

attractive all the more central to their lifestyle, and ultimately more achievable. Her role as mother and her battle to acquire a fit maternal 

body is central to her new entrepreneurial undertaking, not to mention her celebrity persona. It is notable that, of the four sisters, just Kim is 
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The yummy mompreneur, then is a utopic combination of select attributes 

assigned to ‘good mothers’ throughout history, temporal conceptualizations established 

through tabloid media and televisual discourse. Turn-of-the-century ‘good mothers’, 

according to television may not have engaged in attentive parenting, nor were they 

expected to balance home and career, but they always appeared immaculate, and made 

parenting appear easy. Early neoliberal television mothers, however, were depicted as 

intensely attentive to their children’s needs and happiness, and sacrificed their 

professional lives for the good of their children, and comparatively little stress was placed 

on their sexual desirability. Yummy mompreneurs are able to emulate the flawless 

physical appearance of Donna Reed, with the unyielding devotion of Hope Steadman, 

and the entrepreneurial savvy of Bethenny Frankel. 

‘Intensive mothering’  

 

Douglas and Michaels make the important point that the “media have been and are the 

major dispenser of the ideals and norms surrounding motherhood [seeking] to advise 

mothers, flatter them, warn them and, above all, sell to them, they collaborated in 

constructing, magnifying, and reinforcing the new momism” (2005, p. 11). The “new 

momism,” a term coined by Freudian Philip Wylie and then redefined by Douglas and 

Michaels describes an early neoliberal construction of motherhood where, first and 

foremost, women are charged with becoming mothers. Here again, the ironic language of 

choice is debunked, as Douglas and Michaels argue “The only truly enlightened choice to 

 
married and part of a nuclear family unit, which again highlights the liberation this new ideal provides for single mothers. However, the 

egregious wealth of the Kardashians, and their fellow celebrity yummy mompreneurs, including Jessica Alba, Jessica Simpson, Drew 

Barrymore, Gwyneth Paltrow, etc. is what allows for this transgression.  
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make as a woman, the one that proves, first, that you are a “real” woman, and second, 

that you are a decent, worthy one, is to become a “mom” and to bring to child rearing a 

combination of selflessness and professionalism” (2005, p. 5). The new momism 

emerged through televisual media of the 1980s, which, when examined lays bare the 

paradoxical combination of selflessness and professionalism inherent to neoliberal 

motherhood. Early neoliberal women were charged with bringing an ambitious, highly 

structured, and organized approach to caregiving as they would their jobs, while 

remaining emotionally sacrificial and mentally sharp in their role as caregiver.  

Inherent to the new momism was a reification of the aspirational ‘good mother’ 

figure, who, according to televisual media of the 1980s, adhered to the ideology and 

practice of ‘intensive mothering’, which demanded that “mothers, and only mothers, must 

supervise each childhood activity, lovingly prepare nutritious meals, review and reward 

every school assignment, and seek out educationally and culturally appropriate 

entertainment, while maintaining a beautiful home and a successful marriage” (Borisoff, 

2006, p. 7). Douglas and Michaels note that standards of the good mother according to 

the new momism are extreme, especially when compared to historical constructions of 

‘good motherhood’ (2005, p. 5). O’Reilly corroborates this point, finding that while “the 

post-war discourse of good motherhood demanded that mothers be at home full time with 

their children, it did not necessitate the ‘intensive mothering’ expected of mothers today” 

(2010, p. 7). Borisoff, along with Feasey, as well as Douglas and Michaels highlight that 

offloading mothering responsibilities to another individual does not meet the standards of 

‘intensive mothering’; only a biologically or socially assigned primary caregiver can 
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strive to become an intensive mother. What’s more, the ‘intensive mother’ is completely 

fulfilled and blissfully happy in her role, and if she is not, she fails to meet the standard, 

and risks being labeled a ‘bad mother’.  

The emergence of ‘intensive mothering’ as ideal took hold in the 1980s, and the 

timing is, again, no coincidence (Feasey, 2017, O’Reilly, 2004). Simultaneously, welfare 

reforms that restricted access to assistance through increased surveillance and work 

requirements made it nearly impossible for anyone but the “truly needy” to receive state 

support. “The net effect of these reforms, from 1981 through the end of the century, was 

to arrest an emerging public concern for the costs of care by reducing the state’s 

assistance in the expensive work of raising children, repositioning responsibility onto the 

unsupported shoulders of the parents” (Winkler, 2014, p. 256). As the state exonerated 

itself from financial liability for care-work, save for those living in extreme poverty, 

parents the state deemed financially stable were forced to negotiate how to make family 

life work, and work well. Welfare reforms of the 1980s made it clear that there exists a 

tangible divide between those parents who are financially capable of parenting without 

support, and those who are not.  

The effects of these reforms are significant. Celia Winkler (2014) argues that as a 

result of these policy shifts, the private heterosexual family unit was enshrined and 

legitimized as the hegemonic formation in which to raise children. The ripple effect from 

these policy changes resulted in a heightened sense of what C.B. Macpherson calls 

“possessive individualism” amongst all subjects, including parents, which meant that 

caregiving was to be taken up and owned as a personal skill (Winkler, 2014). Despite the 
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fact that caregiving, or mothering, is categorically unpaid or underpaid labor, within a 

neoliberal context, an overwhelming pressure to be a successful, professional – even 

entrepreneurial – individual in all endeavors was instituted. As a result, motherhood 

became a viable site to showcase a mastery of the personal responsibility neoliberalism 

champions.  

At the same time, the 1980s saw a surge in women’s participation in the public 

sphere. Andrea O’Reilly (2004) notes that understandings of motherhood shifted “in 

response to women’s increased social and economic independence: increased labor 

participation, entry into traditionally male areas of work, rise in female-initiated divorces, 

growth in female-headed households, and improved education” (p. 10). Rebecca Feasey 

(2012), citing Andrea O’Reilly thus argues that the ‘good mother’ evolved into the 

impossibility of the ‘intensive mother’ as a patriarchal tool of oppression; unachievable 

expectations for mothers were standardized as a form of maternal backlash, to instill a 

guilt in women intent upon breaking away from the domestic sphere, and ultimately keep 

gendered inequities in place. Feminist discourse must be addressed as part of this line of 

argument, as the concept of maternal backlash relies upon a patriarchal rendering of 

Motherhood as institution, which must be understood separately from personal 

experiences of caregiving (Feasey, 2012).  

Andrea O’Reilly’s work addresses motherhood as a site of empowerment, and 

works to debunk the myth that second-wave feminists are anti-motherhood through 

championing the distinction between Motherhood as institution and mothering as 

personal experience. Feasey (2012) further draws upon Amber Kinser’s work to make 
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this point, claiming that “the women’s movement did not set out to undermine the role of 

mothers nor to dismiss the importance of mother work, but rather, it sought to challenge 

the notion of the nuclear family” (p. 8). The ‘intensive mother’ myth, which mandates 

that women give birth to children, mother their own children, and find total fulfillment 

through effective mothering is thus dependent upon a reification of the nuclear family 

and traditional femininity, and operates in opposition to a feminist agenda that sought to 

guarantee “women have the right to decide whether, when and how to have children, or 

to remain childless, without social stigma or cultural critique” (Kinser qtd. in Feasey, 

2012, p. 9). The televisual media is, in part, responsible for disseminating this set of 

contradictory messages for women that ultimately communicated the message that, in the 

surefire event that a mother fails to meet certain specifications, she should feel guilty and 

ashamed.  

This early neoliberal conceptualization of intensive motherhood is readily 

influenced of by iconized post-war televisual mothers. Domestic life and work 

completely fulfilled turn-of-the-century TV moms. Deeply entrenched gender inequality 

precluded other possibilities; 1950s mothers had no other choice. However, historical 

televisual representations of motherhood are not dismissed as repressed fabrications in a 

neoliberal postfeminist world wrought with the discourse of ‘choice’ that, in fact, 

forecloses all options, but instead are canonized as ideals to live up to. Primitive 

televisual representations of ‘good motherhood’ insisted on a particular aesthetic and 

Stepford persona. June Cleaver (Leave it to Beaver) and Margaret Anderson (Father 

Knows Best) set the standard for turn-of-the-century mothers; they performed as happy 
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homemakers, content to bake cookies in full skirts, iron their husband’s shirts, and 

resolve family issues. Rebecca Feasey (2012) notes that while the trajectory of 

motherhood has evolved “from happy homemaker to harried housewife, from 

conservative images of stay-at-home motherhood to chaotic depictions of working 

mothers” televisual representations of the “Happy Homemaker” still dominate idealized 

formulations of motherhood today (p. 12). Despite the deconstruction of the nuclear 

family that characterized post-war private life, and the blatant unreality of the 1950s mom 

- especially when applied to a modern context – early neoliberal mothers were charged 

with ‘intensive mothering’ to self-surveil, judge and doubt themselves based on outdated 

and purely fabricated standards of caregiving.  

On the surface, this reinvigorated traditional divisions of gendered labor in the 

United States; but underneath the surface, it gave rise to a neoliberal spirit of competition 

among women themselves. Feasey states “The growing trend towards the ideology of 

‘intensive mothering’ constructs and champions a particular maternal image, which 

reduces a mother’s identity to her maternal role.” Thus, an early neoliberal ‘good mother’ 

needed no other sense of self beyond the role of caregiver; this notion, it would seem, 

catapulted women backwards to a time where gender inequity was unchallenged. What’s 

more, it seemingly dictated that all ‘good mothers’ forego work, and stay home with their 

children. This early neoliberal construction of motherhood led to the beginning of what is 

known as “the mommy wars”; Nina Darton of Newsweek coined the term in a 1990 

article where working mothers and those who stayed home were pitted against each other 

(Douglas and Michaels, 2005, p. 7). Concurrent with Darton’s article were several other 
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magazine pieces that documented the personal accounts of individual women who left 

their high-powered careers to stay home with their kids; these pieces consistently 

conveyed that the moral of the story was staying home ensured happiness (Douglas and 

Michaels, 2005, p. 7). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the media was working over-

time to convey to mothers that the only good and moral choice was to stay home and 

parent their children themselves. Douglas and Michaels account for the fact that, despite 

the overwhelming message that women were abandoning the workforce for the more 

fulfilling “mommy track,” in point of fact, the slight decline in numbers of women in the 

workforce that took hold from 1989-1991, and in 1993, motherhood had little to do with 

that decline (20-5, p. 7). 

‘Intensive mothering’ as ideal took hold as women were entering, not leaving, the 

workforce operating as a neoliberal mechanism to inspire competition between women, 

and foster an unwinnable battle within mothers themselves. The gendered competition 

inherent to neoliberalism demands that female subjects strive to be as independently 

successful as possible, crushing the competition in the process; when this is applied to 

mothering, the widely accepted narrative is that stay-at-home mothers fail to be 

interesting, while professional mothers fail to be attentive. The fact that most women 

often oscillate between these two categories throughout their lives as mothers is rendered 

irrelevant, and surefire failure on both sides of the war is disregarded (Douglas and 

Michaels, 2005, p. 7). Though they had not yet appeared in the media landscape, yummy 

mompreneurs represent the idealized hybrid-solution to the mommy wars; however, 

yummy mompreneurs, like all postfeminist figurations, necessitate gendered competition.  
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Good Enough Mothers 

 

As individual parents were assigned sole financial and emotional responsibility for care 

work due to policy shifts, and professional women faced a maternal backlash due to 

gendered gains made in the public sphere, high expectations for mothers were readily 

constructed and circulated via the small screen in the 1980s and 1990s. Douglas and 

Michaels assert that “mothers and motherhood came under unprecedented media 

surveillance in the 1980s and beyond” (2005, p. 7); this surveillance masqueraded as a 

celebration of motherhood, when in reality, it promulgated unachievable ideals. 

In the fall of 1987 thirtysomething debuted, a show devoted to an exploration of 

parenthood, unique in that its central conflicts centered around dilemmas faced when 

raising kids. Far from the neatly packaged issues of Father Knows Best or Leave it To 

Beaver, the families of thirtysomething grappled with infidelity, illness, and death. The 

ideal of the ‘intensive mother’ was iconized on thirtysomething, as the mothers of the 

show, despite their high academic and professional achievements, stayed home by choice, 

and always, amidst all their issues, put their children first. Douglas and Michaels explain: 

The mothers were always attentive to their kids’ needs, praising their art work, 

constantly getting them juice and ice cream. These moms got down on their hands 

and knees to play with their kids, they ran around the house with them, crawled 

under tables after them, sang “Teddy Bear’s Picnic” to them during diaper 

changes. They were fun moms … The nobility of these mothers was what you 

wanted to emulate (Douglas and Michaels, 2005, p. 7). 
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thirtysomething’s ideal mothers were complimented by the implicitly ‘good mothers’ of 

popular sitcoms that aired concurrently. While these mothers were not the focus of their 

shows, the foundation of each series relied upon the understanding that these mothers 

unduly succeeded in their duties as caregivers. Mothers like Jill Taylor of Home 

Improvement (1991-1999), Ally Matthews of Boy Meets World (1993-2000), and 

Rebecca Katsopolis of Full House (1987-1995) all demonstrated ‘intensive mothering’ 

practices. All of these sitcom moms were represented and understood primarily as 

mothers, and secondarily as women; their storylines nearly always revolved around 

offering their children (both biological and not) helpful advice and support. They were all 

wives in happy marriages, and their jobs – if they had one – rarely interfered with their 

responsibilities at home. They cooked, their homes were immaculate, and they always 

looked attractive, but remained desexualized. They were not stressed or burdened by the 

chaos of family life; they found family issues – all resolvable by the conclusion of an 

episode – amusing. They relished their roles as wives and mothers. 

Ironically, however, expectations of ‘intensive mothering’ were most clearly 

reified through televisual representations of failing mothers that stood in opposition to the 

collection of ideal sitcom moms of the early 1990’s. As television turned towards 

centralizing mothers more readily within their narratives, maternal characterizations who 

blatantly mocked and openly failed to meet standards of ‘good mothering’ were 

popularized. Peg Bundy of Married…With Children (1987-1997) and Roseanne Connor 

of Roseanne (1988-1997) operated as antidotes to the ‘good mother’ myth. Peg Bundy 

openly rebuked traditional duties of wives and mothers: “she openly lusted after other 



 

 207 
 

 

men, she couldn’t cook (and usually refused to), never shopped for food for the family, 

neither worked outside of the home nor ever did housework, smoked cigarettes … Family 

dialogue consisted of serial insults” (Douglas and Michaels 7).  Married…With Children 

functioned as a satire; it torpedoed the landscape of acceptable motherhood through an 

overt rejection of morality. It was, in fact, a laughable model of what not to do.  

Roseanne, undoubtedly one of the most prolific representations of motherhood of 

the 20th century, struck a different chord than that of Married…With Children. While Peg 

Bundy divorced herself from all reality and sentimentality, Roseanne Connor instead, 

offered a distinct representation of what motherhood could be. The matriarch of a lower-

middle class family of midwestern America, Roseanne was a working mom who was 

seen at work as often as she was at home. She and husband and Dan continually faced 

legitimate financial issues, dealt with drug and alcohol addictions among family 

members, and openly battled with the bourgeois parents of their children’s friends 

(Douglas and Michaels, 2005). Credited with reimagining television motherhood, 

Roseanne positioned herself as the opposition to the ‘good mother’ myth, ultimately 

communicating that techniques of mothering matter little and that only love is indicative 

of effective parenting.  

Rebecca Feasey (2012) argues that Roseanne is therefore a ‘good enough’ mother, 

a new icon which, she argues emerged in the sitcom format beginning with Lucille Ball. 

Feasey defines ‘good enough’ mothers as those who “love their children, cherish their 

families but struggle with the financial, emotional, social or logistical reality of 

childcare” (p. 40).  Despite the fact that Roseanne insulted her children in response to 
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their requests and issues, was a chronic yeller, and was unable to provide her children 

with any elevated opportunities, she was warm-hearted. She welcomed her troubled 

daughters’ boyfriends into her family, she was accepting of her daughter Becky’s 

unplanned pregnancy, she was open with her children about sex and sexuality, and she so 

regularly facilitated family dinner that it was featured in the opening credits. It would 

seem that Roseanne thus, effectively (and single-handedly) defeated the ‘good mother’ 

myth. Celebrated amongst feminists for highlighting “not only her emotional significance 

to the family, but her economic importance to that unit … and for making it clear that for 

some mothers, to work or not to work is less a lifestyle choice than an economic 

necessity” (Feasey, 2012, p. 40-41), Roseanne did indeed break the prevailing mold of 

the ideal mother. 

Yet, as Douglas and Michaels (2005) note, while Roseanne’s humor and 

dismissive approach to mothering was appealing on the small screen, in reality it does not 

hold up: “Although Roseanne was meant to be more realistic than other sitcoms, it was 

actually a utopian show, providing a little oasis where mothers could rebel against the 

idea of the “perfect mom,” an ideal that dogged them day in and day out” (p. 7). 

Furthermore, Andrews (1998) argues that Roseanne openly acknowledges the fictional 

nature of televisual representations of family life: “much of the humour of the show relies 

upon a shared audience knowledge that media images of families and lived experiences 

are wide apart” (p. 40). While this argument is meant to legitimate Roseanne’s 

verisimilitude, as she operates in concert with audiences attempting to deny the reality of 

the ‘good mother’ myth, in only points to the fact that she, too, is a fictional, mediated 



 

 209 
 

 

representation of motherhood. And, as Feasey (2012) notes, “good enough” mothers are, 

indeed in explicit dialogue with the ‘good mother’ myth, and therefore only work to 

hypothetically subvert it as ideal.  

What’s more, Roseanne Barr’s body, though certainly scrutinized by the popular 

and tabloid media, was treated as a non-issue on her sitcom. Roseanne’s robust form was 

approached as a foundational aspect of the character she played, as opposed to a site of 

struggle, or even discussion. There were, of course, references to the idea that the 

Roseanne Connor was overweight, especially in comparison to her sister, Jackie, but 

there was no acknowledgement, and therefore no open disavowal, of normative bodily 

standards for modern mothers. However, Roseanne and Married … With Children laid 

much of the groundwork for disruptive figurations of motherhood, upon which Mommy 

Bodies stand. Both shows effectively used the small screen to openly challenge 

hegemonic constructions of the ‘good mother’; though the constructions and disruptions 

have changed over time, television remains a viable site for the structuring and 

restructuring of motherhood. However, both Roseanne and Married…With Children reify 

the nuclear family as the standard formulation in which children should be raised. Despite 

the fact that the Bundys and the Connors rebuke normative parenting practices, their 

heteronormative dual-parent households reflect the only sanctioned structure appropriate 

to caregiving under early neoliberalism. 

Neoliberal Single Mothers 

 

Understandings of single motherhood under early neoliberalism are, at the outset, 

incompatible with historical understandings of the ‘good mother’. The mandate that 
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mothers bring a selfless professionalism to their caregiving duties, sacrificing whatever 

necessary to be home with their children 24/7 is rendered all but impossible in single-

parent households where the breadwinner is also the primary caretaker. As Validivia 

explicates, “Being able to afford quality child care, domestic help, and enough time with 

a child without the help of a partner is something that few women can manage in this 

country … An even more wealthy version of this single mom is the type who can afford 

not to work” (1998, p. 277). While ‘good mothers’ are inherently dependent upon 

financial stability, effective single motherhood is even more overtly bound up with 

socioeconomic status according to media representations. Though single mothers are 

foundationally understood as deficient, and incapable of reaching the standard of 

‘intensive mothering’, according to Angharad Valdivia (1998), the media has sub-

categorized single mothers distinctly, and while they are still understood as either ‘good’ 

or ‘bad’ mothers, which category they occupy is dependent on the reasoning and 

circumstances behind their single status. Valdivia argues that to be considered a ‘good 

single mother’, one must not have chosen to be a single mom, but must have been 

tragically abandoned or widowed (p. 283). These ‘good single mothers’ are then 

rewarded for their misfortune, either through financial stability, marriage, or both. ‘Bad 

single mothers’, then, are divorced and are punished with a lower-middle class life 

(Valdivia, 1998).  

Both forms of single motherhood have a heteronormative foundation where the 

single mom is somehow linked to a man. As noted earlier, understandings of motherhood 

in the midst of policy shifts that occurred in the 1980s assumed the nuclear familial 
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structure; those who were single parents – the majority of them mothers – were 

understood as “divorced,” or, as Celia Winkler argues, “quasi-wives” dependent upon 

individual men for financial support (2014, p. 256). This systemic approach readily 

assumes that all single-mothers are, in some way, attached to a male counterpart. Clearly 

never-married biological single mothers, widows, and adoptive single mothers are 

marginalized within this understanding; important intersectional identifiers like race, 

sexual orientation, and ability are completely left out. Regardless, even those single-

mothers that fit the mold of the “quasi-wife” are incapable of ‘intensive mothering’ due 

to the expectation this standard sets; even for those mothers who have a co-parent to (at 

the very least) provide financial support as they are charged with focusing entirely on 

their children.  

 However, television programming of the late 1980s and 1990s complicated this 

understanding of single motherhood. Most notably, Murphy Brown (1988-1998) made 

headlines when its eponymous, highly successful journalist protagonist became pregnant 

through a one-night-stand with her ex-husband and made the decision to raise the child 

on her own. After then-Vice President Dan Quayle chastised Murphy Brown and parent 

network CBS for suggesting that a pregnant woman has no need for a man, the show 

became the center of a media frenzy and a debate around the incompatibility of family 

values and feminism. Murphy was, according to Valdivia’s categorizations, a ‘bad’ 

mother who had not only chosen to get divorced, but chose to raise the child without the 

help of her ex-husband; single mothers by choice, Valdivia explains, regardless of 

socioeconomic status, are rendered immoral according to American media. The politics 
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of choice are again invoked to both cover over and structure patriarchal power. Though 

this momentarily positioned Murphy Brown as a subversive, feminist program, ultimately 

it took a conservative turn when Murphy ultimately chose her child over career. 

Additionally, Murphy fits the mold of the “divorced quasi-wife,” as she is clearly paired 

with a male counterpart, though not dependent upon him. Despite pushing against the 

hegemony of the nuclear family unit, when addressing the discourse of neoliberal 

motherhood, Murphy Brown worked to reinstate the standard of ‘intensive mothering’ as 

she distanced herself from the public sphere in an effort to be a ‘good mom’. However, 

she was uniquely positioned to succeed as a financially successful single mother who 

could well afford to step away from her career to raise her child. In this respect, she 

breaks the mold of Valdivia’s ‘bad mother’, subverts the expectations of the state that she 

would be dependent upon her ex-husband for support, and suggests that perhaps single 

mothers can become striving intensive mothers.  

There are still comparatively few representations of single motherhood on the 

small screen, which is puzzling when, as Feasey notes, “one considers that this 

demographic makes up a significant and growing demographic” (2012, p. 73), and could 

potentially broaden the scope of acceptable family structures and notions of viable 

motherhood. While several shows will incorporate secondary single mother characters in 

their narratives, (Desperate Housewives, Sex and the City, Grey’s Anatomy) rarely does a 

show take a single mother as its protagonist in an effort to honestly explore her struggles 

as a lone parent (save for the highly utopic Gilmore Girls). Feasey argues that 

contemporary representations of single mothers “offer a controversial, albeit current, take 
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on the notion of a maternal role model” (2012, p. 73). Adult girls, I argue, do just that 

through embodying the subversive construction of the single Mommy Body thereby 

disrupting the ideal of the yummy mompreneur in order to challenge it as the newly 

iconized ‘good mother’ of late capitalism, and ultimately question the very notion of 

‘good motherhood’. 

Adult Girls: Mommy Bodies 

 

Girls’ Hannah Horvath, The Mindy Project’s Mindy Lahiri, and SMILF’s Bridgette Bird 

are all (or, all become) mothers within their narratives. The fact that all three characters I 

analyze are single mothers is not unimportant; however, I will argue that adult girls’ 

subversion of iconized standards of motherhood are not reserved for singles alone. That 

said, I submit that in showcasing single mothers, adult girls display the diversity of 

female lives that can and should be understood as moral and maternal. Each show 

centralizes the physio-emotional struggles inherent to motherhood. Though each 

protagonist occupies a distinct socioeconomic status, family dynamic, and body type, 

their shared identity as mothers, and their intent to expose the physio-emotional 

challenges experienced by all biological mothers under late capitalism, unites them. 

When taken together, I suggest these adult girls subvert the hegemonic yummy 

mompreneur through creating the Mommy Body, or, even more specifically, the 

unmarried version of this construction.  

Valdivia’s theorization, where socioeconomic status operates at the heart of ‘good 

motherhood’, is most relevant to the ideal formulation of motherhood under 

contemporary neoliberalism, the yummy mompreneur. Yummy mompreneurs are not 
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charged with being part of the nuclear family, as their predecessors were, to qualify as 

moral, good mothers. Instead, they must be highly privileged, and thus able to engage in 

‘intensive mothering’ practices, while also sustaining a fulfilling (but not eclipsing) 

career, and remaining sexually attractive. Thus, an amalgamation of historical mandates 

for ‘good motherhood’ come together in the form of the highly aspirational postfeminist 

construct of the yummy mompreneur.  

The self-sacrificial practice of ‘intensive mothering’ merges with neoliberal 

requirements of unyielding feminine bodily and psychic self-surveillance, to foster an 

ideal of eternal maternal girlhood predicated upon achieved balance. To be a ‘good 

mother’, under a neoliberal postfeminist regime, is to be relentlessly self-enterprising in 

the name of single-handedly providing for one’s children, where ‘providing’ entails not 

only financial and emotional support, but requires women demonstrate a credo of self-

betterment for their children. The concessions that not all women are fulfilled in their role 

as mothers, and that mothers can be breadwinners, coupled with encouragement to view 

the maternal self as economically and spiritually self-enterprising, seemingly 

demonstrates a leap towards a diversification of effective parenting practices grounded in 

gendered progress. However, to take care of the feminine self is most readily signaled 

through acquiring and sustaining a fit body; bodily discipline is now required of mothers 

to be counted effective parents. To be harried or overweight, but otherwise successful 

will no longer do; ‘good motherhood’ is now inextricably bound up with ‘sexy 

motherhood’. That is not to say, however, that yummy mompreneuers are permitted to 

view their parental responsibilities as secondary; indeed, the prioritization of children’s 
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well-being inherent to practices of ‘intensive mothering’ still holds. Achieved ‘good 

motherhood’, marked by achieved balance, is thus a precarious hierarchical project where 

women must be first be involved but not helicopters, followed by enterprising but not 

career-obsessed, and finally, sexy but not too sexy.  

I submit that adult girls torpedo this contemporary understanding of ‘good 

motherhood’ through offering up representations of maternal life that are materially ugly 

and messy, and which freely oscillate between attentive caregiving, career-obsession, and 

irresponsible, selfish behavior. All three adult girl representations explicitly struggle 

against the impossible standards of yummy mompreneurs; they are not immune to the 

force of this postfeminist articulation. Instead, they work to expose it as fallacious and 

useless through designing and performing characters who aspire to become yummy 

mompreneuers. Shaw’s ‘Bridgette’, Kaling’s ‘Mindy’, and Dunham’s ‘Hannah’ struggle 

to discover any semblance of balance as mothers; the incompatibility of effective self-

governance as determined by postfeminist eternal girlhood while attempting to govern a 

child is on display. These televisual depictions of motherhood raise questions about what 

loving caregiving really sounds like, looks like, and feels like in order to call into 

question the construct of ‘good motherhood’ itself.  

I submit that adult girls problematize maternal benchmarking as practice through 

constructing the Mommy Body; tracking bodily self-improvement as a mother is 

rendered futile in a culture where idealized figurations of maternity are ever-fluctuating 

and ever-more impossible. Adult girls, instead, hold fast to the notion that moral 

parenting is an affective designation, where doing what ‘feels right’ as an individual 
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mother, for each individual child, is the only marker of success. The idea that ‘good 

motherhood’ is now a personal feeling, as opposed to an objective ideal bound up with 

sociocultural structures of normativity, is corroborated by the notion that a child’s pride 

in their mother as a person signals success. Mommy Bodies are therefore invested in the 

power of affective practices, which Whetherell argues are assembled through emoting 

bodies interacting: “I see affective practice as a moment of recruitment and often 

synchronous assembling of multimodal resources, including, most crucially, body states” 

(Whetherell, 2012, 159). I contend that adult girls as Mommy Bodies engage with the 

notion of emotional recruitment, where mothers and children engage as emoting bodies 

together to manifest shared affective responses.  

The verisimilitude adult girls bring to their narratives is paramount to my 

argument here. Given that these shows are all semi-autobiographical, and created, 

written, and executive produced by the performers themselves, the viewpoint on 

motherhood that is disseminated through these narratives is broadly understood as rooted 

in personal affective practices. To further complicate this understanding, Kaling and 

Shaw are single mothers themselves, an identity which they showcase through images 

and captions on Instagram which must be considered. And though Dunham is not a 

mother, her relationship to her reproductive body is a foundational part of her celebrity, 

as she has widely featured her struggle with endometriosis and her decision to have a 

hysterectomy at 31-years-old on social media. Dunham has publicly grappled with her 

reproductive body, and is worthy of examination in concert with analysis of Girls’ 

ultimate season where the protagonist confronts single motherhood. Through their 
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fictional televisual performances, as well as their performances of self in relationship to 

motherhood on Instagram, adult girls cohere the notion that the Mommy Body is reliant 

upon recognizing, sustaining, and circulating the ‘right feelings’ to succeed as a mother. 

SMILF 

 

Frankie Shaw’s SMILF is the newest show to join the adult girl canon, premiering on 

Showtime in November of 2017. Protagonist Bridgette Bird is a single mother to toddler 

Larry (named for famous the basketball player) and they live in a studio apartment in 

South Boston. Her ex-boyfriend, Rafi, is a recovering drug addict and alcoholic dating a 

beautiful, successful woman named Nelson, and while the three of them amicably work 

together to co-parent Larry, Bridgette is the primary caretaker. She has some help from 

her bipolar mother, Tutu, who was left unstable due to the trauma caused by discovering 

that her ex-husband, Bridgette’s father, sexually abused Bridgette as a child. Bridgette, as 

a result goes through bouts of binge-eating and purging, and grapples with her unyielding 

intense sexual desire. She works part-time as a tutor for a wealthy family as she half-

heartedly pursues a career in acting, after giving up on her dream of becoming a 

professional basketball player.  

SMILF overtly rejects the achievability of yummy mompreneurship through 

displaying an uncomfortably realistic account of the physical and emotional hardships 

economically unstable mothers face. The figuration of the yummy mompreneur assumes 

that time mothers spend with their children is quality time, whereas SMILF insists on the 

reality that the majority of time financially challenged parents, especially single parents, 

spend with their children is task-oriented. When Bridgette is with Larry, they are almost 
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always running an errand, moving from one place to the next, or, in one instance, 

standing in line at the hospital so that Larry can receive healthcare. SMILF exposes the 

disenfranchisement single mothers experience at the hands of a late capitalist free-market 

economy that provides few options and little support; she is a victim of the welfare 

reforms that characterize neoliberalization. A neoliberal regime that frames women as 

optimal entrepreneurs assumes economic privilege, and a familial structure of support. 

Bridget has cobbled together an unstable network of family to get by; but, her experience 

of trauma, coupled with her responsibilities as a mother, leaves her with few viable job 

opportunities.  

Bridget is unable to take control of her economic future, and is relegated to 

participate in the ‘gig’ economy Orgad (2015) describes. As a result, she is apathetic 

about finding a more meaningful and lucrative career to support Larry, and she often acts 

out of selfishness, neglecting Larry in the process. She buys marijuana instead of paying 

her rent; she cannot afford the bus and tries to appeal to the driver by stating that she’s a 

single mom. She finally secures a stable job as a collections agent, but loses control and 

proceeds to binge-eat the contents of the shared office refrigerator in a restroom stall. Her 

bosses catch her in the act, and send her home. When it comes to leaving Larry with 

appropriate care, she is laissez-faire at best. Her suicidal stepfather, Joe, drowns in his 

soup while caring for Larry, and all Bridgette can do is blame her mother. 

Bridgette Bird has sex appeal, which she unabashedly utilizes for monetary gain; 

however, she is constantly worrying about her post-baby physique, wondering if the 

bodily changes she has endured equal her erasure as a viable woman and potential 
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partner. Despite her more pressing problems, Bridgette is plagued by postfeminist 

constructions of ideal femininity that mandate an adolescent, girly figure to remain sexy 

and legible. In one potent dream-sequence, Bridgette engages in a fantasy where people 

line up to worship her postpartum vagina in response to the anxiety she feels regarding its 

condition after giving birth to Larry. In this way, Shaw addresses the toxicity and 

superficiality of figurations that determine the maternal body to be elastic, and insists 

upon detailing and depicting the unspoken corporeal realities of biological motherhood. 

In a flashback, SMILF explicitly depicts Bridgett’s labor with Larry, which is a 

homebirth with a midwife. This is a departure from the medicalized and desensitized 

depictions of birth usually displayed on television. SMILF showcases the intense pain 

Bridgette endures throughout her labor, which is long and arduous. The messiness of the 

process is not covered over; Bridgette is seen sweating, groaning, leaking, contracting on 

the toilet. Larry’s father, Rafi, is reviled by this process and his unfitness for marriage 

and parenthood is revealed to Bridgette as Larry is crowning. Shaw spares no detail in 

accounting for the bodily chaos that labor incites, and insists this chaos does not 

disappear, and is not forgotten post-pregnancy, regardless of how fit or thin one may 

appear. 

Indeed, Bridgette is a skinny, young, and normatively pretty woman who has no 

trouble attracting male attention; however, she is still preoccupied with her postnatal 

body, and the changes she has experienced after having a child. She constantly seeks 

male approval to assure her of her corporeal viability; she prioritizes her libidinous 

desires above and beyond Larry’s well-being in order to confirm that she is, indeed a 
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‘SMILF’. In the pilot episode, she welcomes an old lover into her apartment to have sex 

as her toddler son sleeps a few feet away. Throughout the series, her uninhibited sexual 

conquests are central to her characterization; she solicits the 19-year-old son of her 

employer for sex, and when they copulate in her bathroom, he is more concerned about 

the well-being of her son than she is. She responds to an online soft-core prostitution ad, 

and is surprised when the man she meets touches her inappropriately. Bridgette bodily 

insecurities are compounded by her eating disorder; Shaw showcases the bodily struggles 

that even thin mothers endure in response to the sociocultural power of mythological 

figures like the yummy mompreneur. Bridgette’s obsession with ensuring that she meet 

the impossible socially prescribed bodily standards of neoliberal mothers leads to 

dangerous and toxic behaviors that suggest a focus on the fitness of the maternal body 

disallows for a focus on children themselves. Shaw calls into question the correlation 

between ‘good motherhood’ and bodily fitness within the ideal construct of the yummy 

mompreneur.   

However, from this description, it would seem that there is little to redeem 

Bridgette as anything but a neglectful, even potentially abusive, mother. And in short, 

she’s not really redeemable. Shaw’s intention is to depict a form of motherhood that 

overtly rejects current standards of moral parenthood in order to expose the 

incompatibility between optimal management of ‘the self’ with effective parenting 

practices. I contend that, according to SMILF, aspiring to the postfeminist figuration of 

the yummy mompreneur preoccupies mothers with notions of self-betterment, which is 

detrimental to the well-being of their children. This reveals the intense privilege that must 
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be intact in order to not only achieve a fit post-pregnant body, but to believe in the 

veracity and worthiness of that achievement. 

However, upon closer inspection, Shaw’s rendering of Bird is naïve but book-

smart, soulful, and fiercely loving. Her bond with Larry is the heartbeat of the show, their 

closeness living in a studio apartment celebrated as a testament to their connection rather 

than a reflection of her failures. In an intimate conversation with her mother about 

childhood, Bridgette claims that “everyone’s childhood sucks … Except for Larry’s” 

(Shaw, 2017). In this moment, it is made clear that Bridgette is aware of her 

shortcomings as a mother; just as her own mother is haunted by her bad parental 

decisions, so too is Bridget left questioning her efficacy as a mom, tormented by her own 

demons and unable to separate her individual mental health from her maternal mental 

health. Larry’s childhood is far from perfect.  

The overarching message of SMILF, I argue, is that Bridgette really is doing the 

best that she can because no mother will ever truly be ‘good’ or even ‘good enough’. 

According to SMILF, the only real common experience of motherhood is that all mothers 

will fail; how mother’s feel about that failure is what actually deems them ‘good’ or not. 

Bridgette’s wistful reflection on her own childhood in comparison to that of her son’s 

betrays her own sadness for what she went through, and what her son endures (and will 

endure) simply because he is her son. Her guilt is overwhelming. Shaw’s SMILF is 

unapologetic here, and rejects the contemporary ‘good mother’ figure of the yummy 

mompreneur through effectively replacing it with the ‘guilty mother’.  
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According to Shaw and SMILF, then, the measure of ideal parenting is based in 

affective practices. Only the mother herself knows if she feels guilt over the only surefire 

guarantee afforded all mothers: her child’s life will be imperfect. However, ‘mom guilt’ 

is a popular contemporary construction; indeed, it is widely articulated as one of the 

‘right feelings’ women are required to experience to count as moral parents failing to find 

balance. Thus, while Shaw’s SMILF subverts the figure of the yummy mompreneur 

through depicting the economic instability that prevails upon single mothers under 

neoliberalism, and through negating the compatibility of self-care and childcare, 

ultimately, affective surveillance is championed as a viable mode of getting by. 

@frankieshaw 

Shaw’s Instagram account showcases many photos of her son, Isaac Webber, born in 

2009, intermixed with photos of her professional life. This balance is notable, as Shaw 

publicly acknowledges the professional importance of claiming her identity as a mother 

as the two are necessarily bound up as she has widely publicized the autobiographical 

nature of SMILF. However, the messaging of Shaw’s televisual autobiography about 

single-motherhood and her performance of single-motherhood on Instagram are at odds. 

On her Instagram account, it appears that Shaw is measuring herself against the standard 

of ‘good motherhood’ that she effectively destructs on SMILF. Isaac himself is shown in 

several photographs that work to promote SMILF, or simply showcase him as an organic 

part of her professional world. In a post from September 2, 2017, he is shown standing in 

a parking spot marked “SMILF cast” and the caption reads “My little smilfy.” In another 

from August 8, 2018 a photo of Shaw, her boyfriend, and Isaac lovingly embracing her is 
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captioned “FAMILY tech scOUTING.” These photos indicate that Isaac readily and 

regularly participates in Shaw’s work life.  

Shaw is intent upon depicting the compatibility between her work and home life 

as a single mother, which she has struck as a result of the extraordinary privilege that 

comes with creating, running, and starring in her own television series. As a successful 

creative capitalist, Shaw’s estimations of ‘good motherhood’ align with the postfeminist 

figuration of the yummy mompreneuer. Her relationship with Isaac is not threatened by 

her professional success; quite the contrary. Shaw’s self-entrepreneurship has enabled her 

to organically combine her professional life with her maternal life. It would appear, then, 

from Shaw’s Instagram, that she has achieved the elusive standard of the yummy 

mompreneur. And she is proud of that achievement.  

Though SMILF is boldly subversive in its narrative destruction of the ‘good 

mother’, Shaw’s Instagram reifies hegemonic postfeminist understandings of successful 

motherhood. Though Shaw’s social media posts do make single motherhood legible and 

viable, her privilege leads her to disavow the messaging of her show. Her social media 

therefore betrays her own submission to conform to sanctioned sociocultural standards of 

motherhood in the performance of her ‘real life’, despite her willingness to push the 

boundaries when hiding behind the guise of a narrative fiction based upon her own 

experiences.  

Shaw’s affective internal life is largely absent from Instagram; an emotional 

vulnerability, which is so poignantly depicted in the character of Bridgette, is not 

articulated on Shaw’s social media. I contend that this discrepancy makes her televisual 
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portrayal seem less authentic and therefore more transparently commoditized. The 

messaging of SMILF does not cohere with Shaw’s image of self; Shaw is unable to 

divorce herself from a need to promote her personal and professional success, which is, 

by her own doing, wrapped up with her identity as a single mother. Through articulating 

yummy mompreneurship on her Instagram, Shaw’s efforts to question this toxic 

hegemonic construction through narrative television seems insincere, and betrays a lack 

of commitment to vulnerability on Shaw’s part. Shaw’s affective internal life is 

essentially absent from Instagram, which makes her televisual portrayal seem 

commoditized, and thus distances her from the pseudo-autobiographical portrayal 

presented on SMILF. Though the impact of her show is not entirely negated upon 

discovering the contradiction between her televisual performance and her performance of 

‘self’ on social media, it does fall prey to the same fate as Roseanne: it is revealed as a 

fiction, which can be offered up as a subversive response to toxic realities, but those toxic 

realities ultimately prevail for individual mothers. 

The Mindy Project 

Mindy Kaling’s The Mindy Project features pregnancy and motherhood beginning in its 

third season when protagonist, Mindy Lahiri, finds herself pregnant. The Mindy Project is 

distinct from the other shows within the adult girl canon as it consists of awkward, 

lighthearted comedy as opposed to starkly disquieting dark comedy. Modeled as a 

satirical televisual ode to the romcom genre, Kaling’s style is consistently reliant upon 

strangeness and quirkiness, and though there are consistent moments of quiet and pause, 



 

 225 
 

 

her work always remains colorful and low-stakes. This remains true when her protagonist 

finds herself unexpectedly pregnant.  

Mindy Lahiri is an OB/GYN with dreams of opening up a fertility clinic, so the 

irony of her accidental pregnancy is undeniable, and a purposeful comedic device. Kaling 

has noted in interviews that she intentionally wanted to subvert the traditional order of 

life events (love, engagement, marriage, children) through the narrative of the show, but 

terminating the pregnancy is not considered by Mindy (Wallace). The Mindy Project 

characteristically steers clear of intense political debate like abortion, and instead sustains 

low-stakes storylines through which a keenly self-aware feminist ideology, and a 

subversion of postfeminist sensibility, is pondered, but never preached. In this way, The 

Mindy Project stays safely within the bounds of romantic traditionalism, but is packed 

with unexpected lines of dialogue that challenge notions of what narratives, characters, 

and ideas are compatible with the genre of romantic comedy. 

This perspective is corroborated by Kaling’s tempered approach to her Indian-

American identity. Kaling subtly problematizes the discourse of white postfeminism 

through decentering her ethnicity, and insisting on her inclusion in traditional Western 

feminine aspirations. While Kaling’s hyphenated identity (she is a second-generation 

Indian-American woman) is an evident part of her characterization on The Mindy Project, 

it is rarely the focus. Indeed, Kaling surrounds herself with a predominantly white cast, 

and her televisual doppelganger is nearly exclusively in romantic relationships with white 

men. Though Kaling superficially acknowledges the tensions she faces within an 

American culture dominated by white male privilege, and an indigenous Indian culture, 
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where she is viewed as privileged, racial discourse is not prioritized on her show. That 

said, Kaling is aware of her own singularity as an Indian-American televisual 

autobiographer, especially as she works within the whitewashed postfeminist milieu of 

romantic comedy. Kaling is aware that her pseudo-fictional characterization stands out; 

while her ethnicity is a definitive aspect of her character’s exception, I submit that 

Kaling’s ‘Mindy’ is rendered exceptional which debunks racially homogenous 

understandings of aspirational femininity.  

The Mindy Project facilitates discomfiture and rupture most readily through 

awkward humor. However, when Mindy becomes pregnant, the show takes care to 

illuminate the unpleasantries that characterize this feminine biological experience. While 

pregnant, Mindy endures an emotional struggle with the baby’s father, her on-again-off-

again boyfriend Danny Castellano (another OB/GYN), and also suffers from morning 

sickness, and preeclampsia, a medical condition that can become dangerous, where a 

pregnant woman suffers from high blood pressure and potential seizures. Despite the fact 

that Kaling’s protagonist does not perform severe physio-emotional pain in keeping with 

her dedication to lighthearted content, she does still insist on exposing the difficult 

realities of pregnancy and single motherhood, and the widespread sociocultural 

misunderstanding and negation of those difficulties.  

When she is diagnosed with preeclampsia, her Ukrainian doctor tells her “You are 

high risk. Because you – how you say – fat? And much age” (Kaling & Spiller, 2015). 

This acknowledges the hegemonic formulation of the yummy mompreneur, which, I 

submit, The Mindy Project understands as a powerful construction processed as the only 



 

 227 
 

 

viable – and healthy – form of motherhood; mothers must be young and fit in order to 

properly care for their children, even in utero. To have Mindy’s foreign doctor deliver 

this judgement is to point out the dangerous ubiquity of this construct, especially given 

that Mindy is not fat (she is average, or below average in weight) and not old (she was 33 

at the time); this, however is the conceit of The Mindy Project. The show is based around 

the mishaps a very successful, though slightly-too-old, slightly-too-big, non-white 

woman encounters when enthusiastically and unapologetically navigating the very 

narrow pathway of American femininity.26 When pregnancy and single motherhood are 

confronted within this narrative conceit, I argue, the show becomes even more sneakily 

subversive.  

By the conclusion of her brief interaction with pregnant patient Mindy, her 

Ukrainian doctor claims “Oh, you are man! It all makes sense now” (Kaling & Spiller, 

2015), reaching the supposedly logical resolve for Mindy’s high weight and blood 

pressure. Mindy’s doctor is presented as disturbingly ignorant which communicates the 

absurdity of bodily standards required of pregnant women. Though the importance of a 

healthy pregnant body should not be understated, normative understandings of what 

counts as a healthy pregnant body are extremely narrow, and bound up with notions of 

eternal girlhood. The Mindy Project further highlights this through featuring Mindy’s 

high libido during pregnancy, but her boyfriend’s refusal to accommodate her in fear of 

harming the baby. The irony here is undeniable, as both Danny and Mindy are OB/GYNs 

 
26 Though The Mindy Project does not explicitly centralize race within its narrative, Kaling’s identity as an Indian woman is 

foundational to the structure of the show, and to her protagonist’s experience and pregnant woman and mother.  
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who fully understand the safety and healthfulness of sex throughout pregnancy. Danny’s 

misogyny convincingly masquerades as a noble, traditional masculinity that effectively 

operates as a critique of social sanctioning of such constructs. Danny attempts to manage 

Mindy’s caffeine intake while pregnant, as well as her nutrition; when the baby arrives, 

he removes all screens from their apartment to ensure his newborn baby is not exposed, 

and wants Mindy to stay home despite her well-proclaimed intentions to start her own 

business (not to mention her already distinguished career as an MD).  

Though he is to be understood as a character with good intentions, who balances 

out Mindy’s headstrong absurdity, Danny is representative of (a majority of?) 

contemporary men who egregiously misunderstand how their male privilege works. 

Danny’s narrow view of what is appropriate for the pregnant – and later, the mother – 

Mindy is consistent throughout the show, and a touchstone through which The Mindy 

Project conveys the damaging messages postfeminist articulations communicate. Despite 

the fact that Danny is a highly educated medical professional – an expert on pregnancy, 

much like Mindy’s Ukrainian doctor – he, too falls victim to enforcing fictional 

constraints when it comes to his own fiancée and child. When Mindy reveals to Danny 

her birth plan – “the five-day C-section knockout package” at a luxurious birthing suite 

complete with a massage chair, and a Dad-cave that serves tequila – he objects on the 

basis that her body “knows how to do this,” and that the “C” in “C-section” stands for 

Coward (Kaling & Hardcastle, 2015).. Danny insists that going through vaginal, natural 

labor is a rite of passage for women. Though Mindy’s characteristic ridiculousness 

operates in full-force against Danny here as she claims she wants to be “high” throughout 
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childbirth, and can’t have a natural, potentially early birth because then the baby would 

be a Virgo, ultimately the message from pregnant Mindy about her birth plan is clear: 

“Just let me do what I want” (Kaling & Hardcastle, 2015).  

Kaling’s message is wrapped in bizarre humor, as usual, but it is clearly 

communicated that a hierarchy of birth plans are just as toxic as normative 

understandings of pregnant libidos, nutritional decisions, and body types; essentializing 

what is understood as good and healthy behavior for pregnant women is to allow their 

bodies to be managed by outside forces. Through parodying the practice of scheduled 

childbirth, Kaling is poking fun at the postfeminist construction of the yummy 

mompreneur, who, as an effective neoliberal subjectivity, micromanages her life and her 

body to the extent that she may opt for an elective C-section to optimize control of 

childbirth.27 Mindy ultimately gives birth to Leo on a subway car, demonstrating the 

sheer chaos that defines pregnancy, childbirth, and adult girlhood. Mindy admits that fear 

of childbirth dictated her birth plan, and Danny ultimately apologizes for his mandates, 

telling Mindy that she is stronger than he is (Kaling & Hardcastle, 2015).  

Some may claim that Kaling buries the importance of her message underneath this 

conventional ending, but I argue that this is how the power of The Mindy Project 

operates. Kaling’s subversive messages are neatly packaged in the rom-com box; but, the 

prickly, nagging humor saturates the air. While the content itself stays broadly within the 

boundaries the genre proscribes, Kaling pushes against the constraints of eternal girlhood 

through revealing its toxicity within a postfeminist milieu. However, This exposes the 

 
27 C-sections have increased from a mere 5% of births in the 1970s to 1 in 3 births in 2015 the United States, though elective C-

sections accounted for just under 10% of cesarean births in 2010 in the US (Thielking). 
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bio-essentialism inherent to adult girls’ renderings of motherhood; the process of birth 

itself is conflated with ‘natural’ feminine corporeal purpose and maternal sensibility 

strength, and works to de-legitimize parenting as a social practice. 

Once Mindy gives birth to son, Leo, she and Danny encounter a complex set of 

issues, including whether or not she will return to work. In a particularly pointed episode, 

titled “Stay at Home MILF” Mindy, at Danny’s urging, decides that she will not return to 

work, and will stay home with her son. Kaling’s commentary is particularly sharp here, 

as she openly pokes fun at the construct of the yummy mompreneur; The Mindy Project 

exposes the impossibility of balance, asserting that all mothers must – either forcibly or 

through the privilege of choice – either work a professional job or stay home with their 

children. In the opening scene of the episode, Mindy lies on the couch wearing aviator 

sunglasses, surrounded by junk food, viewing her new life path as one of leisure. But, 

when Danny arrives home from work, and she asks him where the take-out dinner is, he 

informs her that making dinner is one of her new responsibilities. He insists that his 

mother raised him with no help, and also had to work cleaning hotel rooms. When Mindy 

asks him what her new job as a stay-at-home-mom entails, he responds with a succinct 

list: “Cooking, cleaning, laundry, paying the bills, waxing the floors, keeping the piano in 

tune, stocking the pantry, raising our son, and maintaining a positive attitude that sets the 

tone for the rest of the household” (Kaling & Goldenberg, 2015). This insurmountable 

list of responsibilities leads Mindy to aspire to become a stay-at-home MILF, a persona 

synonymous with the yummy mompreneur that entails that she approach motherhood as 
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her new job; she asserts that, in order to become a stay-at-home MILF she needs to bring 

the same focus she applied to her career as a doctor to her duties as a mother.  

It is in this episode that The Mindy Project confronts the construct of the yummy 

mompreneur with the subversive formation of the Mommy Body. With the help of a 

mommy blog titled “Modern Mominista: Living a Fabulous Life One Dirty Diaper at a 

Time” Mindy attempts to apply an entrepreneurial sensibility to her duties as a mother. 

From the get-go, “Modern Mominista” makes it clear that approaching motherhood as a 

business is not the only task at hand; step one on the list of duties is: “Take pride in your 

appearance. Dress every day like you’re on a date with your special little guy” (Kaling & 

Goldenberg, 2015). Mindy dutifully abides by this rule, and continues on to step number 

two: clean the entire apartment – with organic products – while the baby is sleeping. 

Mindy completes this step, but afterward finds that her once-pristine appearance has 

devolved into a dirty mess. After cleaning herself up, she discovers that, according to 

“Modern Mominista”: “By now you should be done with your five-mile run and your 

duck should be ready to come out of the oven” (Kaling & Goldenberg, 2015). At this, 

Mindy slams down her laptop in disgust. When Danny arrives home, Mindy insists that 

they trade places for a day so that he can realize how hard the job of a stay-at-home 

parent is. Danny complies, and when he finds himself hopelessly failing to get through 

the day, he calls his own mother crying for help.  

Mindy’s return to work results in the realization that she does not want to stay 

home with her son because she is ill-suited to the responsibilities. She admits to her 

newborn baby that she is good at being a doctor, and that as a full-time mother, she is a 
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failure; in order to be a person he can be proud of, she tells him, she must return to work. 

This quiet moment of confession between mother and baby confronts the ‘good mother’ 

myth, and embraces affective practices as a sign of moral parenting. Mindy prioritizes her 

sense of accomplishment as a person – not as a mother, not as a woman, but as a person, 

because that is what she believes will foster a sense of pride in herself, and thus in her 

son. This affective practice is predicated upon an understanding of what Whetherell 

(2012) calls “social coordinations” (p. 156) where affect circulates and manifests shared 

energy between and among bodies. Mindy endeavors to be successful at what she does 

best, as opposed to attempting a new set of responsibilities she will never truly master; 

Mindy opts for a life that will divide her from her son much of the time. She prioritizes 

her son’s eventual esteem for her as an individual, as opposed to his affection for her as 

his mother. 

Motherhood is, ironically, a discourse characterized by choice, but I suggest that 

The Mindy Project renders the concept of choice is insufficient because, in reality, 

motherhood is a discourse characterized by binaries: male and female, work and home, 

public and private, ‘good mother’ and ‘bad mother’. Mindy is unable to transcend these 

dichotomies, and instead of suffering guilt like SMILF’s Bridgette, she opts for pride as a 

mode of affective regulation that marks ‘good motherhood’. Kaling’s show suggests that 

constructs like the yummy mompreneur, which attempt to negate the necessity of 

choosing one side of the divide, are completely fictitious, and operate in concert with 

postfeminist neoliberal ideology that claims freedom of choice; in actuality, the yummy 

mompreneur purports that there is in fact no choice for women. Constantly self-
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governing with the aim of embodying an impossible figuration of ‘good motherhood’ is 

the only route to moral parenting under neoliberalism (Giles, 2014; Sorenson, 2017).  

It is important to recognize the insurmountable privilege that comes with having 

any choice at all when determining a pathway as a mother. For most, working is not a 

choice but a necessity, and the brutal difficulty of securing affordable childcare is the 

reality. Protagonist Mindy, as well as Kaling herself, enjoy the privilege of choice; 

however, they both call into question the concept of ‘freedom of choice’ in order to 

expose that, even for mothers of extraordinary privilege, endless options do not exist. The 

Mindy Project narrativizes the dichotomous choices that motherhood entails as part of the 

subversive figuration of the Mommy Body, and wants to destroy the moral value 

assigned to those either-or propositions, and instead, champion the concept of choosing. 

@mindykaling 

Based on a review of Kaling’s Instagram posts from 2017-2019, she holds fast to the 

sensibilities presented on her show in the performance of her ‘real’ life on social media. 

Kaling, from all public understanding of her, has chosen to prioritize her career over 

motherhood. Mindy Kaling gave birth to a daughter, Katherine on December 15, 2017. 

Kaling is single, and has never revealed the identity of her daughter’s father to the public. 

Kaling is intensely protective and private about her experience with motherhood, which 

is reflected in what she chooses to post on Instagram. Kaling posts essentially no images 

of her daughter – there are, in fact, no pictures of her daughter’s face. However, Kaling is 

extremely active on social media; she posts photos almost daily. The majority feature her 

living her life as a major player in Hollywood; Kaling has achieved extraordinary success 
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as a screenwriter, actor, and producer. Her career has not slowed in the wake of her 

daughter’s birth; it has, in fact, sped up. Since the start of 2018, she has produced five 

distinct projects, acted in six projects, and she has written one film and multiple 

television episodes (IMDB).  

 Kaling’s most notable post about motherhood does not feature an image of her 

daughter, or of herself, but of a visibly pregnant camera woman. On August 10, 2018, 

Kaling posted a photo of a woman with the handle @rmorrison, who is wearing a tight-

fitted black tank top that reveals her pregnant stomach. She stands, holding an industrial-

sized film camera on her shoulder. She looks directly into the photographer’s lens with a 

slight smile, and points towards the lens with her free arm outstretched and triumphant. 

This image showcases a pregnant woman working, standing, carrying a great deal of 

weight on her shoulder. Kaling’s caption for the image is indicative of the importance 

and meaning of the image itself:  

I saw this on Annie’s insta and was so impressed. Pregnant women and new 

moms are a valuable part of the workforce. I worked until two days before my 

daughter was born, because I was (luckily) able, and because my creative 

partners @cbgrandy @loriezerweck @itsspillertime and Howard Klein supported 

whatever i felt i could do. I acknowledge how lucky I am to work under those 

circumstances. Reading Rachel’s insta reminds me that as employers we 

shouldn’t be afraid of hiring these women! We work hard! And we wanna work! 

(@mindykaling. Instagram, 10 Aug. 2018) 

https://www.instagram.com/cbgrandy/
https://www.instagram.com/loriezerweck/
https://www.instagram.com/itsspillertime/
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Through appealing to her own experience as a pregnant working woman, Kaling makes it 

clear that there are socially enforced fears – and thus unfair reservations – about 

employing pregnant women. She notes that the privilege she benefits from allowed her to 

continue to work until just two days before giving birth to her daughter, and understands 

that standard is not normative. Moreover, the message disseminated via The Mindy 

Project – the show she was running and starring in at the time of Katherine Kaling’s birth 

– is synonymous Kaling’s claim that she was “impressed’ with Annie’s choice. Just as 

character Mindy self-governs as a mother through appealing to her emotional 

sensibilities, so too does Kaling. The sense of pride Kaling has in her own choice, and in 

Annie’s choice, is made clear; their unwavering commitment to an imperfect choice to 

work is rendered an act of bravery by Kaling.  

While the postfeminist construct of the yummy mompreneur encourages women 

to work, the ultimate qualifier on this encouragement is that their career must be 

compatible with – or be directly in service of - the job of mothering so that caring for 

children can remain the primary focus. There is no space made for a consideration of 

what a woman is good at, passionate about, or what her career had been before 

motherhood. Kaling’s The Mindy Project, taken together with her own performance of 

motherhood and self on Instagram coheres to formulate a self-brand that is unapologetic. 

Kaling as an adult girl promulgates the image and the narrative that part of everlasting 

girlhood affords mothers the freedom to unapologetically choose to work or to stay home 

with their children; the rightness, or goodness of that choice is indicated through an 

individual feeling of pride in that choice. The harsh divide between work and home that 
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characterizes American neoliberalism guarantees that all laboring mothers will be 

separated from their children. Kaling acknowledges and embraces that separation as part 

of the precarity inherent to maternal feminine materiality, and instead champions 

affective surveillance as a mode of getting by.  

Girls  

The ultimate season of Lena Dunham’s Girls revolves around Hannah Horvath’s 

unplanned pregnancy. After years of struggling to find her niche as a writer, Hannah 

finally finds success courtesy of The New York Times’ “Modern Love” column. The piece 

that finally wins her publication in a major daily is an exposé of her most recent - and 

most explosive - romantic catastrophe where her ex-boyfriend and her best friend fall in 

love. As a result, Hannah becomes a sought-after writer, taking a job with an online 

magazine where she is charged with writing a piece on a surf camp in Montauk, Long 

Island. Instead of going to the camp and learning to surf, Hannah fakes an injury to avoid 

surfing, and has an affair with her surf instructor. From that encounter, Hannah becomes 

pregnant. The narrative conceit of Girls insists upon the characters’ eternal girlhood 

exhibited through their bodily and psychic chaos. To conclude the show, Dunham 

introduces the ultimate responsibility of single motherhood, which challenges Hannah’s 

myopic view of the world. A frightened Hannah embraces her pregnancy as an auspicious 

turning point; Hannah believes she will become a self-realized, confident adult woman in 

becoming a mother. However, when Hannah is forced to take on responsibility for 

someone other than herself for the first time in her life, she realizes that an unyielding 

instability characterizes the whole of the feminine lifecycle; Hannah’s life and body, in 
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becoming a mother, only become more chaotic and uncontrollable. As discussed in 

Chapter I, Hannah is a character who rejects modes of self-governance, but who 

embraces emotion work as a viable way of getting by. However, I assert that before 

becoming a mother, Hannah follows affective regulations grounded in a mitigation of 

confidence; after becoming a mother, Hannah follows affective regulations grounded in a 

mitigation of pain.  

Girls is the show within the adult girl canon that is most concertedly focused on 

the body; Hannah’s unstable and ungoverned corporeality is a centerpiece of Girls. 

However, her pregnant body is surprisingly not addressed with much concentration or 

depth on the show. Hannah discovers she is pregnant as the result of a trip to the ER 

because she is suffering from a urinary tract infection, a chronic condition for her. 

Consistently, Girls works to spectacularize the chronic pain and messiness inherent to the 

female reproductive body. But, ironically, when Hannah becomes pregnant, the show 

moves away from the corporeal female experience. Instead, Girls focuses on the 

emotional journey Hannah undergoes after becoming pregnant: she is dismissed by the 

baby’s father who does not want to be a part of her child’s life, she considers rekindling 

her relationship with her ex, who does want to be a part of the child’s life, and she finally 

confronts the dysfunctional separatism that has always existed amongst her group of 

girlfriends. 

Despite her financial, emotional, and mental unpreparedness for motherhood 

Hannah dismisses the idea of terminating the pregnancy. In a brief scene, Hannah holds a 

pill (assumed to be an abortion pill) on her index finger as she looks to a computer screen 
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displaying a picture of an embryo at six weeks old; she tosses the pill away. She makes a 

list of reasons why she isn’t ready to be a mother, which includes, among other things, 

the fact that she’s 27, acts younger than that, and makes less than $24k in a year; 

however, she tells her mother that, despite all the obvious reasons why she is not ready, 

she can’t escape the “feeling” that this is “her baby” (Heyward & Peretz, 2017). The 

presence of a specific emotional sensibility that leads one to become a mother is 

conveyed in this moment. An affective component is invoked to present the notion that 

there is a distinct set of emotional responses women experience upon discovering that 

they are physically pregnant, and from those responses, they are meant to embrace 

motherhood, or not.  

This is foundationally grounded in understandings of hollow defiance, an 

affective practice delineated by Gill and Kanai (2018) which I discuss in Chapter I, where 

doing what ‘feels right’, no matter the expectations or consequences, is championed 

above all else as the best route for modern women and girls to get by. Importantly, Gill 

and Kanai note that hollow defiance operates through a denial of structural power, and 

thrives on hyper individualism; “neither specifies who or what is constraining women, 

nor calls forth any kind of social, economic or political change, but simply a hedonistic 

“emboldened” attitude” (2018, p. 321). This describes one of the key problems with 

Dunham and Girls; though she and her show are painfully self-aware and knowingly jab 

at millennial myopia, ultimately there is no real content produced that effectively 

challenges social structures. The final narrative of the show is equally as problematic, as 

the difficulties Hannah faces as a pregnant woman and later a mother, have nothing to do 
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with the structural struggles single mothers endure under late capitalism, but are bespoke 

and privileged problems. 

In the end, Hannah finds herself changing her entire life – essentially leaving her 

entire life - for her child. She moves out of New York City to the unidentified boondocks, 

taking a utopic job teaching college courses about the Internet, and buying a house which 

she acquires easily, all with the aim to provide security, and a better life, for herself and 

her child. The only lasting remnant from her former life is her relationship with her on-

again-off-again best friend, Marnie. Marnie moves in with Hannah to help with the baby, 

ultimately choosing to leave her own life behind in order to grow up. It is in Hannah’s 

newly purchased house in rural New York where Girls concludes, and Hannah’s bodily 

struggle with motherhood begins. I contend that, like SMILF and The Mindy Project, 

Girls deconstructs the construct of the yummy mompreneur through acknowledging the 

protagonist’s aspiration to become one. Taking a flexible, well-paying job that enabled 

her to buy an attractive house in a safe, suburban area laid the groundwork, Hannah 

believed, for achieving status as a successful, sexually desirable young mother. Indeed, 

Hannah comments that there is no way she would want to drag a breast pump to class 

because “What if there’s a student I want to f—k?” (Dunham & Konner, 2017). 

In the final episode, titled “Latching,” the audience learns that Hannah gave birth 

to a baby boy, named Grover; no details of the birth are shown or discussed. But, in the 

wake of Grover’s birth, Hannah is not coping well. Though she complains that she is still 

bleeding, her vagina is “busted,” and her nipples are raw, her main issue is that Grover, 

after one month of successful feedings, then refuses to breast feed. This leaves Hannah 
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feeling like a failure where she had once been a success; she cannot understand what she 

did to revile Grover. Hannah interprets her son’s refusal to latch as a personal rejection, 

as if her were a boyfriend breaking up with her after discovering her flaws. Here again, 

Girls affirms the lack of control that defines the feminine bodily experience. The 

postfeminist construct of the yummy mompreneur, a figuration that is able to control all 

aspects of bodily and psychic maternal life through sheer will and positivity, is rebuked 

on Girls through showcasing the unexpected and inherently unmanageable challenges of 

postpartum life.  

In a fit of anger, Hannah claims that her baby hates her, and storms out of the 

house. Marnie, who acts as a co-parent to Grover, reaches her breaking point, and calls 

Hannah’s mother, Loreen, to help. Through Loreen, the experience of personal pain is 

rendered a measure of effective motherhood. Loreen arrives to mother her adult daughter, 

both emotionally and physically. In an overt expression of Hannah’s everlasting girlhood, 

Loreen helps Hannah get dry after a bath, and helps her to get dressed, even buckling her 

bra strap for her. Despite this, Hannah, an established narcissist, projects her anger and 

frustration onto Loreen, blaming her for never being honest about how hard motherhood 

is.  

The irony here is inescapable; Loreen endures abuse from her adult daughter in 

the same moment she’s accused of hiding the trials of motherhood. Loreen cares for 27-

year-old Hannah as if she were still a young child, forgives her atrocious behavior, and 

demonstrates the thankless reality of unconditional love and support. When Hannah 

storms out of the house, she happens upon a teenage girl, running out of her house. 
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Hannah assumes the girl is facing some terrible abuse, but comes to find out that she is 

merely angry with her mother for disciplining her. The situational parallel is not lost on 

Hannah, and it is in this moment that she realizes the realities of unconditional love, and 

Girls asserts that a personal feeling of pain is the barometer for a ‘good mother’. Hannah 

yells at the young girl, telling her that her mother could be doing everything and anything 

else, but instead, she consistently prioritizes her child, claiming “She’ll take care of you 

forever, even if it means endless, endless pain!” (Dunham & Konner, 2017). Hannah 

returns home to the instant forgiveness of both Marnie and Loreen, and baby Grover, who 

decides to latch and breast feed once again. 

Dunham, I argue, creates a unique configuration of the Mommy Body, where the 

physio-emotional struggles of motherhood are cited in direct comparison to single life. 

Hannah struggles with the pain of pregnancy and motherhood in part because she 

remembers her life and body before. Motherhood, according to Girls, does not erase the 

past in favor of a more fulfilled future, as yummy mompreneurs do. Yummy 

mompreneurs create a fit and fulfilled post-natal bodily and spiritual experience, that is 

understood as superior to their prior life. In constructing the experience of ultimate self-

fulfillment as a result of the corporeal and emotional turmoil of having and raising 

children, yummy mompreneurs deny the value of turmoil itself. Dunham’s narrative 

torpedoes that idea. Instead, through Hannah, Girls submits that part of the pain of 

motherhood, which the show champions as a marker of effective parenting, is – at times – 

about wishing you were not a mother.  
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The postfeminist promise of eternal girlhood, where a post-natal rehabilitation of 

a body and a constant betterment of self effectively eradicates all yearning for a past-life 

is, according to Girls, toxic. Dunham’s opus submits that part of the emotional pain 

‘good mothers’ must endure includes wishing for what once was. While yummy 

mompreneurs disallow the disavowal of the maternal as anything but positive and 

rewarding, Dunham suggests that space must be made for discontentment with maternal 

life. The complexity of this emotion work is clear; it is a privilege to be able to give birth, 

to choose to have a child, to raise that child, to enjoy that child, and to be proud of that 

child. Nonetheless, Girls does not shy away from presenting a controversial notion about 

what makes a mother effective: sometimes, mothers wish they weren’t mothers, and the 

pain that comes along with accepting that realization – in addition to the bodily pain, and 

the pain of surefire failure – is what connects and commits them to their children. Hannah 

is only able to embrace motherhood if she is simultaneously allowed to wish it away; to 

accept that ambiguity is to tether moral parenting to a mitigation of pain.  

@lenadunham 

Lena Dunham is not a mother, and will never be able to physically give birth to a baby. 

Dunham’s commitment to the power of feeling – and to emotional capitalism – is 

clarified on her Instagram account, and, much like the content of her show, is largely 

centered around the pain inherent to the female reproductive body. In addition to what is 

now a smattering of industry photos, as well as images of her family and friends, most 

notably, Dunham shares intimate – often revealing - photos detailing the pains she suffers 

as result of her endometriosis, her hysterectomy, and the removal of her left ovary. The 
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captions that accompany the images are typically uplifting, and always communicate a 

belief in the importance of feeling. There is a clear theme that Dunham’s body is 

uncontrollable, which leads her to adhere to ‘feeling rules’ to navigate the instability of 

her life; Dunham’s Instagram thus and aligns with the messaging of Girls where 

Hannah’s affective sensibilities are her compass. 

Dunham underwent a hysterectomy at 31-years-old. She has consistently 

communicated with her fans and followers about her struggles with endometriosis, and 

due to complications from that condition, she had her uterus removed. She has been open 

and candid in the press and on social media about her procedure, which she terms a 

“decision” in her February 14, 2018 article for Vogue titled “In Her Own Words: Lena 

Dunham on her Decision to Have a Hysterectomy at 31.” The article details her 

commitment to an affective sensibility, and her commitment to following her physio-

emotional instincts at all costs. “I know it as intensely as I know I want a baby: that 

something is wrong with my uterus. I can feel it, deeply specific yet unverified, despite so 

many tests and so much medical dialogue. I just sense that the uterus I have been given is 

defective” (2018, n.p.). Her decision to have a hysterectomy was not dictated by doctors, 

as they have, in her own words, never confirmed the defective nature of her uterus; her 

motivation was based in the fact that she “knows” “feels” and “senses” that the real, 

diagnosed pain of her endometriosis would not cease without taking the permanent step 

of a hysterectomy. Dunham here affirms her commitment to living a life where affective 

registers play a primary role in self-government.  
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She only reaffirms this commitment to affect as a real means of self-management 

and getting by on Instagram, where she documents the 9-month anniversary of her 

hysterectomy. The photo posted is of Dunham, fully nude in profile. She covers her 

breasts with her arm, and her legs are strategically crossed to cover her pelvis. But 

beyond that, her body does not appear manicured or framed. She unabashedly looks 

directly to the camera with intensity; she is not smiling, but she does not look unhappy. 

The caption (excerpted) reads: 

It’s also the 9 month anniversary of my hysterectomy. I’ve never celebrated the 9 

month anniversary of anything and I realized last night why that number feels so 

funny- I won’t ever do it the way I planned to. My body is mostly healed and 

every day I find a new bruise on my heart, but today I offer myself gratitude: from 

the most pained place, I somehow knew to choose myself. The purest glint of who 

we are and know we can be is always available to us, calm and true at our center. 

(@lenadunham, Instagram. 15 Aug. 2018) 

This resonates as an articulation of ‘hollow defiance’, which Gill and Kanai (2018) assert 

is steeped in a rhetoric of living for the present: “In contrast to the future-oriented self- 

improvement advocated in media makeover culture, much of this “small media” fare is 

concerned with being and living the best possible life right now: being in the moment, 

seizing the day” (324). Dunham’s commitment to the power of feeling is overwhelming 

here, as she articulates her choice to have a hysterectomy as a moment of self-definition, 

where she “knew to choose” herself and that enduring the procedure was a part of an 

aspirational journey towards who she “can be.” Coupled with the Vogue article, it is clear 
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that Dunham’s decision to have her uterus removed was not sanctioned by obstetric 

medical professionals (though she does note in Vogue that her therapist recommended the 

procedure); she relied on her own diagnostic powers and an intense devotion to 

knowledge of self. Hollow defiance is thus enacted by Dunham here, just as it is on Girls; 

a refusal to be governed by social rules or expectations is articulated, and a fierce 

commitment to defiant emotional individualism is championed. 

Through sharing her emotional sensibility on Instagram in conjunction with the 

content produced on her show, Dunham’s persona is cohesive; she embodies a character, 

a persona, and a brand uniquely devoted to affective registers to achieve and maintain 

vulnerability and visibility. As Sarah Banet-Weiser (2012) notes of branding in Authentic 

TM, “it entails the making and selling of immaterial things – feelings and affects, 

personalities and values – rather than actual goods” (12). Dunham and Girls are in the 

business of selling an affective individualism that negates the body as a site for self-

transformation; instead, a governance of female corporeality, including motherhood, is 

positioned as an affective project, where mitigating pain is the only way to get by. 

Conclusion: Lonely Mothers 

As important as this intervention is, especially when taken together with the messaging 

from Kaling and Shaw, adult girls’ collective commitment to the power individual 

affective sensibilities, as opposed to structural transformation, is problematic. Though all 

three adult girls perform as single mothers, and Kaling and Shaw are single mothers in 

reality, none truly problematize – through their content or their social media personas – 

the systemic failures that plague most modern single mothers. Though Shaw articulates 



 

 246 
 

 

some of the harsher realities of single motherhood on SMILF, Frankie herself bears the 

burden of overcoming those realities; structures are not interrogated nor blamed. Kaling 

and Dunham do not even broach the subject of modern neoliberal systemic failures 

burdening modern mothers because their characterizations are blinded by privilege. 

These adult girls work to defeat the hegemony of the yummy mompreneur, and reveal 

that ‘good mother’ is a personal designation articulated through affective practices.  

However, as Whetherell (2012) notes, affective practices are constituted by 

emoting bodies, but occur in relationship to discursive formations; “Cycles of affective 

practice might persist for a short period or they may last, and be reworked, over many 

hundreds of years” (12). Understandings of what bodily emotional responses in parents 

and children gather meaning is therefore not individually determined, but subject to 

sociohistorical conditions. Though Dunham, Kaling, and Shaw prioritize the individual 

experience of affect as a marker of moral parenting, affective practices in relationship to 

discourses of motherhood are informed by time and place. The emotional registers of 

guilt, pride, and pain are long-established cycles of affective practice in relationship to 

modern motherhood. 

Moreover, the Mommy Body relies on the commercialization of feeling to find 

resonance, and is therefore indebted to a neoliberal system where gendered individuals 

are challenged to pave their own path. Adult girls celebrate the power of feeling and are, 

in part, professionally sustained through their emotional capital; they encourage their 

audiences to follow their own instincts, write their own rules, and disregard socially 

enforced codes and norms; as such, I contend, they celebrate an everlasting childlike 
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emotionality. They insist that their own success was achieved through doing just that: 

rebuking normative conceptions of feminine beauty, creating their own worlds (both 

televisual and otherwise), and through following their gut. However, they fail to create 

solidarity through this approach; they reaffirm the system in which women and mothers 

are silos charged with discovering their own way of getting by. Nonetheless, the Mommy 

Body creates space for a reimagining of biological motherhood and the corporeal 

demands that accompany that identity, and submits that to be an accomplished mother, 

one only needs to accept and listen to her own heart.  
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CONCLUSION: AN INCREMENTAL SHIFT 

 

This dissertation has endeavored to explore the figure of the adult girl as both a force of 

subversion and of complicity with hegemonic constitutions of femininity in media under 

neoliberalism. I have argued that adult girls stridently position themselves as a 

countervailing force to postfeminist articulations of aspirational eternal girlhood through 

destabilizing the value of the adolescent girly body. They accomplish this through 

creating and performing televisual pseudo-autobiography that unabashedly depicts the 

precarity of feminine corporeality. Adult girls conflate their success with their refusal to 

self-govern according to postfeminist standards of embodied femininity; they reimagine 

conceptions of gendered success not only as a corporeally distinct way of being, but 

feminine success itself is characterized as an inherently mutable and unstable construct. 

Mandated practices of self-discipline that characterize gendered embodiment under a 

neoliberal regime are rebuked by adult girls who adopt alternative modes of getting by. 

Adult girls, both on television and on social media invest in affective practices 

(Whetherell, 2012) as a mode of coping with feminine bodily precarity. As such, they are 

a part of a new era of emotional capitalism, where the commoditization of feeling holds 

exchange value. Adhering to established gendered ‘feeling rules’ that are discursively 

produced and made meaningful through body routines and possibilities (Whetherell 2012, 

19), manifests as a mode of marketability and self-sustainment for adult girls. Affective 
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practices under neoliberalism are grounded in traditional estimations of femininity where 

women and girls are required to take up less space. However, through prioritizing affect, 

adult girls are committed to a dynamic mode of self-regulation that rejects neoliberal 

narratives of achieved self-realization. The bodily mobilization of affect, while informed 

by entrenched discursive formulations of femininity, is highly mutable and therefore 

inherently precarious in and of itself. Adult girls, then, are reified as figures committed to 

bodily and psychic instability as a mode of acquiring and maintaining legibility.  

As discourses of embodiment frame the potential of adult girlhood, I must 

question the impact of this approach, which is to use the master’s tools. Adult girls (with 

Rae as the exception) object to toxic ideations of the female body through deploying 

subversive formations of that body. Instead of eradicating the guiding principle of 

postfeminist and popular feminist discourse that insists on the body as a site of 

empowerment through appealing to intellect or spirituality as the space from which to 

conduct critique, adult girls utilize the body and its inherent instability to assert agency. 

Perhaps this is the track McRobbie took when questioning the impact of Dunham’s 

flawed naked body on screen. Moreover, through deploying individual bodies as sites of 

resistance, a critique of structures is eradicated, and history evaded.  

To be clear, in acknowledging this line of thought, I wish to argue neither the 

power nor the impotence of adult girls in their attempts to move the needle. Instead, I aim 

to consider as many perspectives as possible when articulating the limited sociocultural 

change we have witnessed when it comes to iconic estimations of the female body under 

late capitalism. The successful cooption of the female body as a site of feminist solidarity 
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by a neoliberal postfeminist sociocultural milieu that targets girls and women as ideal 

disciplinary capitalist-consumers has resulted in the positing of the female body as the 

ultimate site of malleability, self-governance, and power; the uncontrollable, material 

realities of feminine embodiment are eradicated from public discourse. As Audre Lorde 

asserts, when invoking the master’s tools, “only the most narrow parameters of change 

are possible and allowable” (2). However, through using the master’s tools, adult girls 

accomplish a mode of direct address to a wide audience that is inscrutable and thus 

potentially more impactful in shifting understandings of female embodiment. Perhaps 

leveraging the power of the female body against itself is the only way to re-appropriate 

its potential from neoliberalism for feminism.  

Despite the importance of this intervention, in varying ways and to distinct 

degrees, I have argued that adult girls must be interrogated as emotional capitalists 

dependent upon affective marketability. A pervasive feminism-for-profit framework is 

undeniably part of their constitution and success as they capitalize upon the genre of 

gendered personal narrative. Adult girls convey the power of feeling and are 

professionally sustained through their emotional capital; they encourage their audiences 

to follow their own instincts, write their own rules, and disregard socially enforced codes 

and norms. They insist that their own success was achieved through doing just that: 

rebuking normative conceptions of feminine beauty, creating their own worlds (both 

televisual and otherwise), and through following their gut. However, they fail to create 

solidarity through this approach; they reaffirm the system in which girls and women are 

silos charged with discovering their own way of getting by. Through practicing gendered 
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introspection as a form of self-entrepreneurship, adult girls operate, and indeed thrive 

within the confines of an individualistic and competitive neoliberal milieu.  

Representations Stuart Hall reminds us, “organize and regulate social practices, 

influence our conduct and consequently have real, practical effects” (1997, 3). I find it 

most compelling to consider the work and intertextual meanings of adult girls in this way, 

as part of an incremental shift towards normalizing the messiness, the precarity, and the 

lack of control that is inherent to gendered material embodiment. To return to 

Halberstam, “Massive shifts in the meaning of embodiment do not happen overnight; 

rather, they accrue meaning over time, incrementally but decisively” (29). While adult 

girls, in their positions as privileged emotional capitalists are dependent upon 

reinvigorations of individualism over solidarity to remain relevant, I suggest that their 

self-representations of messy female corporeality creates space for pathologized 

biological realities of cisgender feminine corporeality to come to light.  
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