Sex and the City: a postfeminist fairy tale
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The TV series Sex and the City (1998-2004), adapted from Candice Bushnell’s ‘chick lit" novel
of the same title, is a conspicuous example of popular postfeminism, providing a site for the
discussion of ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’ relationship forms and the model of female
subjectivity they present. Utilising the conventions of romantic fairy tales Sex and the City
focuses on the central protagonist Carrie Bradshaw and her quest to experience ‘true love’.!
Yet it departs from the traditional fairy tale forms in its incorporation of postfeminist twists
on the fairytale's transformations of the self—the realisation of the ideal ‘true self’, what |

term the ‘postfeminist fairy tale’.

The rise of ‘postfeminist’ discourses in western popular culture signaled a shift in
mainstream debates surrounding women's subjectivities that were presumed to be
particularly pressing for young women. It has been suggested that the development of
postfeminist theory reflected the institutionalisation of feminism and provided a space for
more reflexive feminist discourse (Brooks 1997; McRobbie 2004). Representations of
contemporary women'’s subjectivities and their expression in regard to personal
relationships in the mainstream media and popular culture, demonstrate a similar
presumption of, and reflection on, feminism—providing a useful window into the ongoing
negotiation of women’s interests and female subjectivity. As Amanda Lotz (2001, pp. 106)
explains: ‘Postfeminism can be an extremely valuable descriptor for recognizing and

analyzing recent shifts in female representations and ideas about feminism’. Popular
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postfeminist representations highlight the ambiguities faced by young women negotiating

feminism's perceived opposition to heteronormative relationships.

Feminist readings of fairytales have contributed to the emergence of postfeminist popular
culture, replacing the transformative narrative ideals of ‘true love’ and ‘happily ever after’
with new gendered ideals centred in part on transformations of the self, female
empowerment and self realisation. In Sex and the City these ideals are intersected with
other images of promised satisfaction, such as consumerism. Se x a n d piothgenistCi t vy’ s
negotiate the complexities, contradictions and anxieties of feminist ideals packaged into a
consumable commodity by the postfeminist fairy tale. Carrie’s negotiation of the
‘postfeminist fairy tale’ and its interplay with the fairy tale ideals of true love provide a site
for discussion of contemporary women’s subjectivity and its interaction with discourses on
heteronormative relationships as part of the ongoing dialogue between feminism and
femininity. Sex and the City addresses the apparent unease and instability these dialogues

generate about contemporary relationship forms.

At one level the postfeminist fairy tale settles this dilemma by implying women can have it
all: the fairy tale of the ‘true self’ in partnership with ‘true love’. Yet it s also draws attention
to the often unstable state of contemporary relationships, which are never fully resolved
through the appearance of ‘true love’ anymore than feminist ideals of transformation of the

self.

Women’s romance with fairy tales

To establish the conventions of the postfeminist fairy tale, it will be helpful to give a brief
historical overview of the connections between women and romantic fairy tales, as well as
more recent feminist interventions into folklore scholarship. Discourses of love and

romance share a long association with women and the popular cultures they consume—
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they have become intricately interwoven into their lives by way of classic fairy tales, early
romance novels such as those by Jane Austen and the Bronté sisters, magazine periodicals,
mass produced formula romances of Mills & Boon and Harlequin Enterprises as well as in
more recent formats of film and television. As far back as the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries French women writers had identified fairy tales as having something to say about
gender and sexuality, as they themselves had experimented with gender constructions in
their own tales (Haase 2004) Thus women story tellers and writers have used fairy tales as a
means of exploring, rewriting and subverting their socio-political situations for centuries

(Harries 2001; Bernheimer 1998).

Charles Perrault’s (Perrault & Barchilon 1956) Tales of Mother Goose, published in 1695,
signaled the emergence of the written fairy tale genre by name for a sub-genre of folktales.?
Perrault’s work promoted as well as popularised links between women and fairy tales,
encouraging romantic ideals of love and marriage, of female transformation via the magical
agent of ‘true love’, which in turn encouraged women to desire social passage through the
marriage contract.’ Wendy Langford (1999) argues that ‘Passionate involvement with one
other person began to be constructed as a primary ground for identity formation, rather
than wider kinship networks or social position’. With these social changes came an increase
in both consumption of fairy tales by young women and in romance in women’s popular

culture, not just within the ruling and middle classes but the working classes as well (Otnes

& Pleck 2003).

In the early twentieth century, Walt Disney’s animated adaptations of classic fairy tales
became instrumental in strengthening women’s relationship with fairy tales, not only by
popularising the genre through the vast exposure that film enabled, but through the
perpetuation of a singular representation of femininity. Womanhood was defined through
the love of a husband, conjuring up the ‘1950’s’ house wife—about whom Simone de

Beauvoir (1949, p. 653) notoriously stated at the time, ‘Love becomes for her a religion’.
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Fairy Godmother or Big Bad Wolf

In the late 1960s, feminist scholars and authors began critically investigating fairy tales and
their role in socialising women’s subject formation, cultural identities and relationships to
discourses of romance. Early feminist debates were polarised, claiming that fairy tales either
spread false notions about sex roles—a strategic manoeuver by patriarchal hegemonies to
keep women bonded to men (Zipes 1986), or were revolutionary sites enabling women’s
liberation through their portrayal of strong female protagonists.* Later writers challenged
this simplistic analysis arguing that female audiences identified with both the heroines and
heroes, both in their entry into fairy tales as a means of escape and pleasure, as well as in
the hope they offered as a catalyst and framework from which to transform their own lives.’
As Steve Jackson (1995, p. 50) suggests, ‘It is possible to recognize that love is a site of

women’s complicity in patriarchal relations while still noting that it can also be a site of

resistance’.

Early feminist research on fairy tales paved the way for the discovery of alternate forms and
narratives of fairy tales as well as for the identification of women's voices amongst early
folktale production and its relevance to contemporary popular cultures. Understanding fairy
tales as a key female genre that women both participated in, and utilised as a cultural
framework from which to negotiate their individual lives and relationships, saw feminists
across multiple disciplines engaging in, debating and assimilating fairy tales into their own
feminist work. Subsequently, feminist interventions into fairy tale scholarship reinforced
connections between women and fairy tale ideals of romance and love as well as feminism’s
location in women’s subject formations. As feminism has diversified and multiplied in its
representations over recent decades, (as well as the subsequent emergence of postfeminist
discourses, both in the feminist academy and within the popular mainstream) fairy tale

narratives have visibly adjusted, reflecting these cultural shifts and critical turns. Moreover,
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the persistence and popularity of romance genres as well as their influence on other genres

denote their place in past and present history as vital cultural guides.

Postfeminist reflections

Feminist representations and ensuing manifestations in the mainstream have originated and
been directly influenced by feminist activism and the feminist academy. Nonetheless, their
interaction with public arenas, and depiction in popular cultures, functions independently
and commonly in conflict with these, marking feminism within this context as a distinctly
separate discourse. The integration of feminism into the public sphere has irreversibly
impacted peoples understanding of gender roles and issues in their own lives, with a
feminist consciousness becoming part of public and private domains. Yet, its portrayal in
mainstream cultures has remained closely tied to early academic and activist ideologies of
1970s second wave feminism. Even as the academy has diversified and expanded in
interpretations, due to multiple interventions of race, class and postmodernism, popular
cultures have maintained and perpetuated second wave ideologies, as representative of

feminism, misconstruing these institutional changes as indicators of feminism closure.

Consequently, the emergence of popular postfeminism, has been construed as denoting the
end of feminist activism, encouraging a perception that feminist struggles have been
achieved, opening up equality and opportunity in terms of gender in all aspects of
economic, social, professional, domestic and political life.® This understanding of popular
postfeminism, by default, relegates all feminisms to a specific 1970’s movement, and its
continued dissemination by political, media and consumer institutions has led many women
to presume it summarises all feminism, promoting dis-identification from feminism amongst
women who do not embrace these ideologies even as they reap the benefits of activism

that drew on them. Indeed, a prevailing characteristic of popular postfeminism is a trend
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towards women reclaiming traditional ideals of femininity, following a presumption that the
ideals of feminist politics have now been met, opening up a perceived flexibility of subject
positioning as a matter of individual choice rather than political necessity (Probyn 1997;

Ouellette 2003).

Within the academy, the rise of postfeminism has signaled a critical turn in representations
of feminism. As a widely contested discourse amongst feminist scholars it has generated
much debate concerning its implications for the current state and future of feminism.
Postfeminist discourse is interpreted as either indicating the death of feminism or, as some
feminist cultural theorists’ claim, reflecting the institutionalisation of feminism in the
academy and thus providing a reflexive window for the investigation of feminist discourses
(Brooks 1997; McRobbie 2004). Drawing from this claim | suggest that the discourse of
popular postfeminism operates in a parallel manner. In the same way postfeminism reflects
the institutionalisation of academic feminism, the emergence of popular postfeminism
indicates the normalisation of feminism in both the public sphere and popular cultures. The
very presence of postfeminism in these arenas designates feminism as already incorporated
into and actively reflected in their representations of women. Operating in a similar way to
postfeminism in the academy, popular postfeminism also forms a reflexive lens that opens
up conversations about mainstream representations of feminism. Similar to assertions by
feminist cultural theorists concerning the workings of postfeminism in the academy, popular
postfeminism must signal the end of feminism in mainstream arenas if a reflexive feminist
lens is to be made possible. This inherent contradiction in popular postfeminist discourse
has led to a popular perception that it heralds the end of feminism as an activist movement
in the public domain, rather than signaling it as a location enabling a renegotiation of
existing and future locales of mainstream feminism. Indeed, postfeminism has emerged as a
space that facilitates dialogues between various articulations of female identity simply

because of its inherent inconsistencies and holds the potential to generate evaluations of
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the current state of feminism in mainstream cultures. Moreover, it can take into account
the apparent oppositional contours of patriarchy and feminism in that it situates both

traditional and contemporary ideals of femininity firmly within its milieu.

The presence of this feminine contradiction indicates uneasiness with popularised images of
women, caught between traditional and contemporary ideals of femininity, exposing the
uncomfortable relationships between feminism and femininity as well as heteronormative
discourses. Feminist interventions into patriarchal hegemonies have irrevocably
revolutionised women’s representations and negotiations of subjectivity in public arenas,
explicitly in regards to heterosexual relationship institutions and relationship forms.
Traditionally being defined through their relational ties as daughters and wives, the feminist
turn in contemporary culture has opened up avenues of personal autonomy for women,
accomplished by way of their own self transformations. | propose that popular
postfeminism provides an avenue for the examination of these many and varied
articulations of feminist identity in popular cultures. In particular, it is a useful tool by which
to explore this tension between traditional and contemporary ideals of female subjectivity

currently being experienced by many young women.

Postfeminist fairy tales

Popular postfeminism's potential to slip between a variety of feminine representations, and
resist manifesting as a singular form, has enabled its co-option by consumer interests,
providing an ever-evolving supply of new images to sell. Images of female empowerment
such as Girl Power logos have exploded into the popular mainstream. They are employed by
the advertising industry, in particular, as a new twist in marketing strategies aimed at
women and feminine commodities: fashion, beauty and women’s fiction and non-fiction

literature —specifically, self help manuals, all claiming to be vital in the transformation from
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female victim (of both patriarchal hegemonies and second wave feminist ideologies) into an
empowered postfeminist woman. This popularised postfeminism is dominating consumer
cultures across the western world, projecting images of women in successful careers, as
economically independent and taking control of their lives—enjoying new found freedoms
and choices in personal arenas. Popular representations and advertising mantras of female
empowerment sort through the attainment of feminist ideals. They are coupled with images
of consumer success (the purchase of high fashion and beauty) as a means of achieving
transformation into empowered femininity and have become the new idealised image of

female subjectivity—the postfeminist fairy tale.

As a postfeminist popular culture, Sex and the City reveals the postfeminist ‘fairy tale’
transformation of young, economically independent career women looking ‘hot’ in Manola
Blaniks, dating every eligible bachelor in town, enjoying the sexual freedoms once reserved
only for males, as well as reaping the rewards of feminist struggles, even as they pander to
traditional images of feminine beauty. Framed through the narration of its central character
Carrie Bradshaw, as she writes her weekly newspaper column, Sex and the City explores the
state and play of contemporary relationships in New York City. The show heralds the ordeals
of the postfeminist woman traipsing through the contemporary relationship jungle
negotiating the state and play of both her individual and relationship subjectivities. Carrie is
searching for her ‘knight in shining armour’, even if this knight turns out to be New York
City, yet her central focus is her own self-transformation. Carrie is less reliant on being
rescued and transformed by ‘true love’, instead relying on herself and friends to fulfill these
functions using her experiences with men as a location for interrogating her own subject
positions, rather than being defined by theirs. Even as fairy tale romance remains a focus of
Carrie’s life, ‘true love’ and ‘happily ever after’ have been relegated as secondary to the

transformations of the self. The dominant metamorphosis is one of the ‘self’. Carrie’s
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journey is one of self-realisation, transforming herself through her experiences of work,

friendship and relationships in her pursuit of her ideal empowered ‘true self’.

Sex and the City draws from both traditional and contemporary fairy tales as a means of
navigating contemporary female subjectivity and its associations with heteronormative
hegemonies. Its incorporation of both traditional and postfeminist fairy tales functions in
comparable ways to the marriage/independence negotiation of earlier romance fiction. This
draws attention to the presence of the independence/love dilemma as still centrally located
in women’s experience in a post-feminist context.” The postfeminist fairy tale represents
two dominant ideals of female subjectivity present in postfeminism; female autonomy and
personal love relationships of equality, both useful in their ability to provide reference

points and frameworks that inform people’s social experiences.®

In the case of Sex and the City, these ideals not only cultivate the belief but demand it as an
indicator of success, that women can be independent and successful individuals, separate of
a man, as well as have the opportunity to have an equal loving relationship, on their own
terms. Contrasting these postfeminist ideals with traditional ideals provides an exploratory
window into women’s negotiations of their interests and the struggles they face in
reconciling the often conflicted site of postfeminist subjectivity. Sex and the City examines
these fairy tale discourses by opposing traditional and contemporary male archetypes: ‘the
cad’, Mr ‘Big’ exemplifies the traditional, incommunicable ‘bastard’; ‘Mr Perfect’, Aiden
Young represents the contemporary Prince Charming—the more available, sensitive nascent
feminist man. The anti-hero and hero symbolise Carrie’s negotiations of traditional versus
contemporary female subjectivity. As she forges her relationships with both ‘Big’ and Aidan
over the course of the series, Carrie questions and explores what she wants in a man,
considering the pros and cons of both men, trying to decide which is her more likely match.

Does she want the passion and excitement of ‘Big’ and his grand gestures of romance,
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knowing that he is incapable of offering her long term stability and commitment, never
really being recognised as his equal, only ever as the fantasy she represents to him? In the
episode ‘The Drought’ (season 1: episode 11) her unfortunate flatulence one morning in
front of ‘Big’ intervenes in her own traditional relationship fantasy, leading her to question
its place in her life: can she maintain her traditional feminine fantasy? Does this define her?
And will she be loved if she is just ‘herself’? Carrie wants her relationship with ‘Big’ to go
beyond a performance of the ‘feminine masquerade’ of parading herself as ‘casual Carrie’
and ‘sexy Carrie’ (1:11). Yet, it becomes clear over the course of the series that ‘Big’ is

only capable of offering the gestures of traditional romance, never a sustained commitment
or love. Ultimately, their relationship is the traditional fairy tale fantasy and remains this
throughout the series to the final episode, ‘An American girl in Paris: Part 2’ when he

rescues her from Paris bringing her home to New York.

The relationship between Carrie and Aidan conjures the postfeminist fairy tale, as Joanna Di
Mattia (2006, p. 24) explains: ‘Aidan is the archetypal post-feminist fantasy of masculinity’.
He represents the contemporary female fantasy of stability and commitment, offering

Carrie a relationship of equality, loving her unconditionally and because of who she is as an
individual rather than as a feminine fantasy. Even though Aidan gives her everything she
wished ‘Big’ could but was incapable of, she becomes restless craving the drama and thrill of
the chase that ‘Big’ provided. In the episode, ‘Are We Sluts’(3:6) she examines the
practicalities of relationships, everyday relationship rituals and particularly the role of
friendship in her and Aidan’s love, wondering if becoming intimate in these ways marks the

end of romance and passion.

Sex and the city emulates popular postfeminist proclamations that feminism is over, yet
delves deeper into the characters and storylines. An apparent anxiety surrounding feminism

redundancy is visibly foregrounded, alongside an apparent discomfort between feminism
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and heteronormativity. Its narratives do not directly acknowledge feminist dilemmas, but
carry a feminist tone that shadows Carrie’s postfeminist dilemma of both pursuing
relationships of equality (which apparently lack the passionate romance of traditional fairy
tales) and knowing that she is not prepared to accept the inequitable conditions of
traditional relationships. The series narrative enables a reflexive consideration of
representations of contemporary female subjectivity that highlight this anxiety surrounding
the contradictions contemporary women face in regards to their experiences and
representations of subjectivity. Fictional narratives give greater scope for the investigation
of these postfeminist ideals and act as quasi-generic framework from which women draw
self-representations. In a similar fashion to earlier work on romance heroines °, Sex and the
City resonates with a large audience of women who participate in its protagonists’ trials and
tribulations as a mode of negotiating and exploring their own individual and relationship
subjectivities. Even as it sets up a contemporary fairy tale of its own, its narratives are
dominated by the challenges faced by protagonists in achieving their ideals and the
subsequent anxieties around them. In portraying female struggles Sex and the City creates a
level of realism that audiences recognise as their own: trying to conform to an expectation
that women can have it all, a presumed white middleclass western dream of having a
career, amazing friends, Mr. ‘Right’, familial and financial success and looking fabulous while

doing it.

Superficially the postfeminist fairy tale apparently resolves the dilemmas of women’s
experience, claiming you can have it all: the ‘true self’ and ‘true love’. It repackages and
assimilates feminist ideals into a heteronormative context, where the feminism/feminine
divide is apparently resolved. Nevertheless, the postfeminist fairy tale overarchingly is about
negotiating ideals of postfemnist identity and its problematic interaction with
heteronormative discourses, rather than protagonists ultimately finding their true selves or

true loves. Potentially, in its neat packaging of the postfeminist woman, it also acts as an
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inhibiter of feminist ideals through its superficial assumptions of feminist closure.
Nonetheless, on a deeper level it exposes the diversity and sometimes paradoxical
expressions of female identity and its interdependence with relationship subjectivities. In no

way does it offer resolution or a singular image of contemporary womanhood.

This article puts forward Sex and the City as a particular conflation of women’s experiences,
which can be illuminated by a discussion of the redeployment of fairytale tropes in a
postfeminist context. As a marking of female popular culture Sex and the City offers women
viewers, as well as theorists, a tool to navigate through the field of contemporary debates
concerning the role of heteronormative romance in women’s subject formations. Carrie’s

final piece of advice in the final episode clearly speaks of the postfeminist fairy tale:

The most exciting, challenging and significant relationship of all, is the one
you have with yourself. And if you find someone to love the you, you love

... Well that’s just fabulous. (‘An American Girl in Paris’, 2:6)
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Notes

1. Even as Carrie samples a smorgasbord of relationship experiences her dominant romantic
narrative is about her search for and exploration of ‘true Love’.

2. Perrault’s fairy tales dominantly featured young female protagonists, including Cinderella,
Sleeping Beauty and Little Red Riding Hood, heralding the developmental trajectories of
young women, specifically a girl’s path from daughter to wife.

3. Indeed, the social upheaval caused by the industrialisation of Europe at this time, lead to
dramatic changes in family structures. Ideas of individualism took hold generating a need
for new social arrangements that encouraged courtship between men and women.

4, See Lurie A 1970, ‘Fairy Tale Liberation’, in the New York Review of Books, December 17,
p. 42. Also, Marcia Lieberman 1972, ‘Some Day My Prince Will Come: Female
Acculturation Through the Fairy Tale’, College English, V. 34, 383-95. And Rowe K 1979
‘Feminism and Fairy Tales’, in Zipes (1986).

5. See Gilbert, S & Gubar, S 1979, Madwoman in the Attic: the woman writer and the
nineteenth-century literary imagination, Yale University Press, New Haven. Also, Stone, K
1996 ‘and she lived happily ever after’, Women and Language, vol. 19, p. 14. And Pearce,
L & Stacey J 1995 (eds), Romance Revisited, New York University Press, New York, London.

6. Brunsdon, C 1997, Screen taste : soap opera to satellite dishes, London, Routledge, has
argued that popular postfeminism functions as ‘a journalistic or popular periodisation in
which “women’s lib” is somehow over in the mid-1980s’, and although a feminist
consciousness has been embedded in contemporary culture it remains tied to ‘second
wave’ ideologies and their opposition to traditional constructs of femininity as
oppressive—what has been labeled in the academy as the feminist/feminine divide.

7. See Radway. Radway found that reading romance provided an outlet from the demands
of women’s roles as wives and mothers, a ‘declaration of independence’ (1991, p. 7) and
privacy to escape into a world of strong independent heroines in control of their destiny.

8. See Jones, SS 2002, The fairy tale: the magic mirror of the imagination, Routledge, New
York, London.

9. See Radway. Radway found reading practices of women readers of romance fiction in
actively participated in it as a way of examining their own social situations.
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