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Abstract

Drawing on qualitative research including in-depth interviewing and 
extensive participant observation this thesis maps a particular story of production and 
consumption of maternity wear in England at the turn of the twenty-first century. 
Arguing that these processes are not mutually exclusive but rather intricately 
interwoven, I analyse both the ways in which maternity wear is produced for and by 
high street and small independent retail and also personal accounts of its 
consumption. Having described the broad context for its problematic material 
production, 1 go on to analyse the cultural production of maternity wear in key retail 
spaces of representation. I argue that whilst the strategic and spatial marginality of 
maternity wear on the high street for example can be seen to be the result of less than 
favourable production issues that put tremendous pressure on margins and 
profitability, cultural discourses of the pregnant body and motherhood also structure 
the nature of provision and representation. These discourses which become imbued 
not only in the retail spaces themselves but also the clothing sold within them, it is 
further argued, are also significant in structuring women’s embodied consumption 
experiences during pregnancy. Such inherent links between production and 
consumption, economics and culture can be seen to be significant at the level of 
personal experience as I describe through my analysis of women’s embodied 
experience. However I also identify wider implications for the maternity wear 
market as a whole since the ways in which women consume clothing during 
pregnancy, indeed dress and wear their pregnant bodies, has important consequences 
for its sustainability and future growth.

The contribution of this thesis however goes beyond identifying the need for 
an expanded focus towards cultural economies in order to fully understand the 
workings of a market and indeed consumption processes themselves. I also identify 
the need for embodied theory to be at the heart of studies into fashion and dress. 
Consumption of clothing during pregnancy as it is understood here is about far more 
than the acquisition (and indeed flows) of material goods. Rather the process is 
explicitly embodied. My analysis takes a progressively in-depth look at the 
embodied nature of clothing consumption during pregnancy and argues that constant 
corporeo-sartorial negotiation is at the heart of women’s experiences. The material 
cultural significance of clothing and bodies (for example as is mapped out in retail 
spaces of representation) are not merely academic nuances to be identified for 
discussion, they have material consequences for the ways in which pregnant bodies 
are dressed and indeed lived.

IX



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Pregnancy Chic?

The publication of the Annie Leibovitz images of heavily pregnant Demi 
Moore in, and most importantly on the cover of, Vanity Fair in 1991 (see Figure 1.1) 
can be seen to signify a turning point in discourses about pregnancy and (ironically 
given her nakedness) maternity wear. Despite the controversy sparked by these 
images -  which I will argue remains at the heart of discourses and practices of 
clothing pregnant bodies — they also opened up new ways of seeing and indeed, for 
some, being the pregnant body. For perhaps the first time this troublesome 
corporeality was positively articulated in ways that can be seen to have radically 
influenced popular representations of pregnant bodies and indeed wider discourses of 
maternity wear.

Figure 1.1: Demi Moore: Vanity Fair, August 1991, Front Cover.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century the cliché of frumpy smock dress 
maternity wear is no longer acceptable, the emphasis on continuity of pre-pregnancy 
style and the new vogue for celebrity images would seem to indicate the birth of a 
‘pregnancy chic’ (Serota and Kozlow Gardener, 1998), that pregnancy itself could 
even be considered fashionable.

However whilst there have undoubtedly been shifts in discourses about the 
clothes pregnant women wear, this thesis argues that there have been no parallel or 
comparable changes in discourses about the pregnant body itself. And since 
practices of dress and indeed clothing as material objects are intricately bound up 
with corporeality, I argue that they continue to structure the ways in which maternity 
wear is produced and consumed, and indeed therefore the ways in which pregnant 
bodies are clothed and worn.

1



1.2 The Demi Moore Effect

“A woman announcing her pregnancy will be offered congratulations, will 
find herself treated as though she has done something very special, but the 
display of the pregnant body inspires a degree of repulsion which is not 
properly explained by the suggestions that such images are merely indecorous 
or inappropriate. When Demi Moore appeared on the front cover of Vanity 
Fair and exposed the painted curves of her pregnant body, some newsagents 
insisted the magazine be sold in an opaque wrapper. In 1997, when the new 
women’s magazine Frank ran a fashion layout using pregnant models, the 
magazine’s offices were deluged with complaints. ” (Forna, 1998, p.8).

This contradictory response to impending and actual motherhood described by Forna 
(which she argues is exemplified by attitudes to breastfeeding in public) can indeed 
be seen to characterise interpretations of, and reactions to such images. Perhaps the 
most exaggerated, certainly the most widely reported and deeply discussed (although 
see also Longhurst (2000) for a commentary of a New Zealand bikini beauty contest 
for pregnant women) were those in relation to the Demi Moore Vanity Fair images. 
Views reported tended to be highly polarised. As Peter Jackson observed:

“In Britain, the Independent on Sunday (14 July 1991) asked a selection of 
people if they were offended by this picture. Emma Nicholson MP thought it 
“absolutely beautiful, a triumph of womanhood and a celebration of life ... 
the most natural thing in this world.’ Other people, such as David Sullivan, 
publisher of the scurrilous Sunday Sport newspaper, found the picture ‘in bad 
taste’ : I think the picture is totally unacceptable on a cover in Britain in 1991. 
It should have been inside with a warning sticker, not thrust down people’s 
throats in the newsagents. A lot of people would find it offensive, though I 
don’t personally. (Independent on Sunday, 14 July, 1991).” (Jackson, 1993,
p.221).

These highly polarised views typify the kind of responses this image provokes. 
Whilst some perceive beauty in such a representation I would argue that this is 
largely contingent upon the degree of correspondence a viewer perceives it to have 
with acceptable discourses of motherhood. It is clear from my research that there are 
many ways in which this front cover conforms to acceptable versions of motherhood 
in comparison to other images such as those of Spice Girl Melanie Gulzar (as she 
was at the time) published in the Sunday Times Magazine (and Mews o f the World) in 
1999 do not (see Figures 1.2 and 1.3 overleaf). For example the protective cradling 
of her bump evoked for many the maternal bond with the unborn child and the 
associated basic protective instinct. However for those who perceive the normative 
codes to be broken by such an image the response is likely to be far more negative. 
For example the Sunday Times Magazine images of Scary Spice provoked an almost 
entirely negative response among my research participants, in particular her 
perceived overt performance of sexuality being a particular problem to many. 
However, in so far as an image can be read as representing mother in correspondence 
with the hegemonic discourse, there is scope for a positive reading whilst the 
articulation of such an identity within a context of highly sexualised female

2
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corporeality causes significant conflicts. As Stabile (1998) argues it was the display 
of pregnant flesh, which lay at the core of the controversy, since whilst:

“ ...the cover [of Vanity Fair] displayed no more skin than magazines like 
Allure, Cosmopolitan, and Vogue do on a regular basis. What repelled and 
shocked viewers was the vast expanse of white pregnant belly” (Stabile, 
1998, p. 183).

Despite the historical and cultural context being one of “infinitely representable 
female nudity” (Stabile, 1998, p. 183) the display of pregnant flesh generated unease 
among viewers primarily because of the persistent articulation of the pregnant with 
the maternal body (Stabile, 1998). As many commentators have noted not only did 
some retailers refuse to sell the issue or do so only under opaque wrapping (Forna, 
1998, Jackson, 1993, Stabile, 1998) but:

“The cover provoked the most intense controversy in Vanity Fair's history. 
95 television spots, 63 radio shows, 1,500 newspaper articles, and a dozen 
cartoons” (Stabile, 1998, p. 183).

1 would suggest that there are two main strands within this conflation of the pregnant 
and the maternal that explain this controversy and which are also highly significant 
when considering discourses and practices of maternity wear. Firstly, the conflation 
of sexual and maternal identity evoked by such an image and secondly the public 
display of a corporeality traditionally denied and abjectified by western cultures. 
The first is nicely illustrated by one of the Independent on Sunday's respondents:

“Its awful. I saw Demi Moore in Ghost only a couple of weeks ago and 1 
thought she was a lovely and beautiful lady. Then the next thing I see is her 
displaying herself all over the front of Vanity Fair. It is both unnecessary and 
distasteful. Pregnancy is a private matter and should stay that way” (Martin 
Warren, finance director quoted in Jackson, 1993, p.221).

Demi Moore’s pregnant embodiment in the Vanity Fair image violently disrupts the 
hegemonic pleasures of the heterosexual male gaze. Her status as a ‘lovely and 
beautiful’ Hollywood actress enhances the power of the image, merging this identity 
with the sexual power relations evoked by ‘the female nude’ and her identity as 
‘mother’. The stark contradictions these constitute contribute to the unacceptability 
of this image for some, and may hint at the root of discontent voiced by some about 
the dress of certain pregnant pop stars in recent years. These women are high profile 
performers, participating in what could be conceptualised as an ‘interactive ‘service’ 
occupation’ to borrow Leidner’s (1993) phrase. That is their bodies form an integral 
part of the ‘service’ they provide, the product they ‘sell’. In all their cases their 
(hetero)sexual desirability is a fundamental component of their appeal to mass 
audiences, their bodies consumed through their audiences gaze. The ‘pleasure’ 
derived from such spectatorship is delegitimized in pregnancy by a culture, which 
firmly separates pregnancy and sexuality1 (Rose, 1991). Conflicting pleasures are 
therefore evoked by the conflation of female (hetero)sexual desirability and

'A reflection on (reactions to) a pregnant Melanie Blatt singing “Voulez Vous Couchez Avec Moi ?” a 
song covered by ‘All Saints’ around the time o f Melanie Blatt’s pregnancy may be particularly 
interesting in this context.
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pregnancy, images which conflict one another. The possibility for ‘pleasure’ in 
either one of these is disrupted by its corporeal association with the other.

Secondly, and closely related to discontent surrounding the conflation of 
sexuality and pregnancy is a historical denial of ‘the pregnant body’ in hegemonic 
discourse. The relative explosion of images of pregnant celebrities, both clothed and 
in a similar genre to Demi Moore, suggest that pregnancy has come to be considered 
almost fashionable. However, responses to certain images such as this, those 
published in Frank (1997), the bikini contest of which Longhurst (2000) reports and 
indeed those of my own respondents in relation to the Scaiy Spice images in 
particular (Sunday Times Magazine, 1999) show a sustained unease with the 
materiality of the pregnant body. As Stabile again argues:

“The pregnant body -  even clothed -  is a source of abjection and disgust in 
popular culture: the woman is represented as awkward, uncomfortable, and 
grotesquely excessive. In a culture that places such a premium on thinness, 
the pregnant body is an anathema.” (Stabile, 1998, p. 183).

The pregnant body dramatically disrupts the normative codes of western female 
beauty and therefore displaying such corporeal forms remains, at some fundamental 
level, inappropriate. Whilst the internal functions of the maternal body are revered 
and almost unproblematically revealed through various visual technologies, the brute 
materiality of pregnancy conversely horrifies (Stabile, 1998). The pregnant woman 
in western society is firmly denied sexual subjectivity (by her bodily articulation 
with mother), her nakedness or otherwise inferred sexuality is deemed inappropriate 
because of her manifest sexual unavailability. In addition, the cultural discourses of 
female bodily beauty, being defined in almost perfect opposition to pregnant 
corporeality, also work to preclude such an identity. It is almost as if Demi Moore 
had posed naked and significantly ‘over weight’ for this is how the pregnant body is 
largely perceived. As Hyde suggests:

“Among the vociferous minority defending the publication of the photo were 
a number who thought it demonstrated that pregnant women could still be 
beautiful and sexy: ‘what a pretty sight it is!’, ‘Who says women can’t ... 
retain their sexuality during pregnancy?’ ( Vanity Fair, October, 1991, p. 18- 
20). The problem here is that pregnancy entails a number of changes to a 
woman’s body -  swollen abdomen, enlarged breasts -  which conflict 
fundamentally with the current ideal of slimness as feminine beauty, 
propagated by magazines such as Vanity Fair. Responses to the photo of 
Demi Moore demonstrated that attractiveness to men is still seen as the most 
important function of both art and a woman’s body, in the latter case 
overriding any other function, such as that of producing and nurturing a 
child.” (Hyde, 1997, p.45).

This having been said, following Demi Moore’s confident corporeal display 
there have been many more similar images (for example Cindy Crawford (W 
magazine, 05/99, figure 1.4); Scary Spice (Sunday Times Magazine, 28/02/99, figure 
1.5); Jordan (Now magazine, 24/04/02, figure 1.6)), many magazine articles and 
photo shoots featuring pregnant celebrities (the list is too expansive to note in full but 
see for example: Patsy Kensit in OK! 173, 06/08/99, pp. 26-36; James Major and 
Emma Noble, Hello! 602, 14/03/00, pp. 62-70 Samantha Janus in OK! 254, 9/03/01,

5
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pp34-50)) and indeed a great deal of media publicity in general surrounding such 
women. Indeed despite the persistent hetero-patriarchal discourses outlined above it 
would seem that there are now new ways of seeing and doing pregnancy which have 
taken on a new legitimacy as several commentators have noted:

“The publicity surrounding these [celebrity] pregnancies attracted in itself 
represents a sea-change in attitude. While mothers-to-be were once almost 
literally shut away ... All Saints’ Melanie Blatt uncovered her bump for the 
world, a confident signal that that pregnancy is a natural state, not an illness, 
and need not interfere with even the most demanding tour schedule. This is 
certainly a change from the dark days of 1985 when the ... Icelandic singer 
star Bjork went on TV in her homeland with her bare 7-months-pregnant 
stomach on display -  a national outcry ensued and the shock was enough to 
give on old lady a heart attack.” (McGrail, Pregnancy Plus magazine, 
Jan/Feb 1999, p.6)

Indeed this apparent ‘sea-change’ in public opinion would appear to be far reaching 
since images such as those of Cindy Crawford (which was even published on the 
front cover of a national newspaper in the UK (The Mirror Wednesday May 12th 
1999)) and those of Scary Spice (which I would consider to be amongst the most 
risque to date because of their overtly sexual tone2) registered barely a murmur of 
comment, certainly nothing on the scale of that encountered in the wake of Demi 
Moore. In fact amongst the only misgivings voiced were those by some who felt the 
pregnancies of pop stars might encourage a ‘rash of school girl pregnancies’ 
(McGrail, 1999) suggesting that pregnancy had indeed become a fashion object akin 
to platform shoes or combat trousers. More recently, in 2002, the model Jordan 
hinted she may be on the verge of challenging the public/private discourse of 
pregnancy even further by bringing the birthing body into the public domain, 
proposing to broadcast the birth of her baby live over the internet. Whilst it is 
difficult to comment on what response such an act might have provoked, since in the 
event she regaled and did not go through with the planned screening, it is significant 
that it was even considered and indeed taken up by a media company. Certainly just 
over a decade ago such a notion would surely not have been given credence. It 
would appear that in this new era of apparent relative permissiveness surrounding 
iconographies of pregnancy, which in turn is a reconstruction of public-private 
discourses in relation to the body, in order to court controversy celebrities must find 
new taboos to challenge such as the birthing body.

1.3 Courting controversy as a means of challenging negative 
corporeal discourses

Some have suggested that celebrity pregnant corporeal display whilst being 
“narcissism, undoubtedly” (Benn, 1998, p.10) may also be a strategy to maintain 
media profiles and therefore marketability, rather than risk fading from the public 
eye in the hope of recapturing popularity post partum. In a notoriously fickle 
industry and indeed culture it is likely that participants motivated in such a way have

2 Melanie’s oiled skin, poses and adornment, along with the lighting used all contribute to the sexual 
overtones o f these images. Certainly amongst all those discussed with participants these produced by 
far the most disapproving interpretations.
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sustained the undeniable ‘fashion’ for pregnant celebrity images. For example 
Jordan recently admitted her motivation behind the internet birth concept had been 
an awareness of her assured lack of longevity as a media figure and therefore the 
finite nature of her earning potential {Now magazine 24/04/02).

However 1 would argue that such actions can also be seen as a means of 
negotiating the negative discourses associated with the pregnant body. I would argue 
that by using inferences of sexuality or dressing or behaving unconventionally and 
provocatively these women attempt to avoid unflattering and negative comparisons 
with fashionable images or associating too closely with maternal imagery, which 
would threaten their carefully constructed identities. This is well illustrated in the 
instance of Melanie Blatt (figure 1.7). By dressing in this manner she clearly marked 
herself out as pregnant (rather than having an inferior body to others conforming to 
hegemonic ideals such as the other members of All Saints - one which appears fat in 
comparison) whilst also breaking acceptable codes of dress for pregnant women thus 
simultaneously avoiding aligning herself with maternal imagery or discourses. 
Furthermore Dressing in a modest manner more expected of pregnant women in this 
culture (see for example Longhurst, 2000) or wearing clothing identifiable as 
maternity wear would have been as damaging to Melanie Blatt’s celebrity image as 
being identified as ‘fat’ for example since as I have suggested ‘mother’ (as it is 
hegemonically understood) is irreconcilable with any sexual identity.

The fact that so many celebrities who choose to publicise, or at least ‘wear’ 
their pregnancies in such ways choose to pose naked (what has become known as 
‘doing a Demi’), or semi-naked (in towelling robes, sarongs or bikinis for example) 
or dress in non-conforming ways would seem to reaffirm this argument. Certainly 
there are no images of high profile women wearing ‘off the peg’ maternity wear 
(indeed any maternity garments at all as a general rule) and there is no sign of the 
celebrity guest model in any maternity wear catalogue or fashion spread. It would 
appear that in order to negotiate the negative discourses surrounding the pregnant 
body high profile women adopt a variety of strategies, either to evoke a perhaps now 
acceptable version of ‘maternal beauty’ through the gentle sexuality of a Demi 
image, or to mark oneself out as different by breaking codes of dress (and / or 
behaviour)3. Indeed, the absence of (everyday) dress in most celebrity images 
highlights the problems of clothing discourses as they relate to the pregnant body. 
Being photographed naked or in items such as towelling robes and so on skilfully 
avoids having to negotiate these. Further, whilst hegemonic iconographies of 
pregnancy have certainly shifted, if not entirely as a result of then certainly since 
Demi Moore, with public displays of pregnant corporeality in the media becoming 
much more everyday (and to some degree therefore acceptable). The articulation of 
pregnant with maternal continues to structure discourses and indeed the pregnant 
body retains its ability to horrify. Therefore in constructing identities through dress 
and composing marketable images, celebrities must continue to negotiate these 
negative connotations of pregnant corporeality in specific ways. Despite apparent 
changes in iconographies of pregnancy and discourses of dress which such images 
have undoubtedly facilitated, the pregnant body itself in its brute materiality remains 
highly problematic in western culture and this I would argue lies at the centre of 
women’s everyday practices of clothing their pregnant bodies.

3 For example Scary Spice can be seen to do this in her semi-naked shots published in the Sunday 
Times Magazine where my respondents felt she had transgressed the (new) boundaries of 
acceptability established post-Demi Moore. Here the imagery is too overtly sexual to be acceptable to 
many.
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1.4 Everyday Negotiations

Everyday discourses of clothing the pregnant body today reject the 'mumsy' 
images of the past (see for example Serata and Kozlow Gardener, 1998). Smock 
dresses have come to fonti the cliché of what every self-respecting mother-to-be 
should avoid and indeed dressing poorly has apparently become a social faux pas in 
itself, despite desperately inadequate high street provision, as the following excerpt 
ot a commentary of fellow antenatal class members attire from a recently published 
‘pregnancy guide’ demonstrates:

“It amazed me what some women would wear, irrespective of the stage of 
pregnancy or the season. ... Lime Lycra Lady ... appeared to be on a mission 
to demonstrate just how much stretch Lycra really does have. The first week 
she came, her lime lycra dress was a pretty snug fit, but she wore the same 
frock every week. I accept that it may have been comfortable to wear with all 
that stretchy fabric, but enough is enough -  the rest of the world could watch 
as her tummy button gradually changed from its inward resting place to 
outward position as the weeks passed by.

This snug fit was a total contrast to Kaftan Queen, who was your earth 
mother type. Everything she wore was flowing, shapeless and tie-dyed.” 
(Gardener et. ai, 2002, p.47-48).

This tyrade is but a snippet of the detailed observation made of fellow class 
members’ maternity clothing. Interestingly the authors do not choose to turn their 
critical gaze inward, giving little or no account of their own practices of dress during 
pregnancy, whilst being exceptionally and exclusively critical of others (there are no 
positive comments here). However their commentary demonstrates quite clearly the 
critical surveillance that women remain subject to, even in pregnancy, with respect to 
their appearance. As a general rule the emphasis tends to be much more on dressing 
in continuity with pre-pregnancy style and in particular utilising non specialist 
maternity wear, as self-professed pregnancy style afficianados’ Serata and Kozlow 
Gardener suggest, rather than adopting a compromise or distinctive pregnancy style:

“Clothing that you already own and feel comfortable in should be the 
mainstay of your nine-month wardrobe. We believe pregnancy should be a 
wonderful continuation of your life, not a compromise of your style. Why 
should you dress differently just because you’re pregnant?” (Serata and 
Kozlow Gardener, 1998, p. 18-19).

Whilst these women, the innovators of 'The Pregnancy Survival Kit ’ clearly have an 
interest in the maternity wear market, they too reflect the discourse of continuity, 
which acts to construct maternity garments as a poor second to ordinary clothing. 
Indeed within this continuity discourse maternity wear itself continues to occupy the 
same position as its signifier the smock dress, being largely denied by popular 
culture which when paying any attention to the thorny issue of successfully clothing 
the pregnant body tends always to focus on ways of using non-specialist items. 
Interestingly I would argue that such a discourse whilst providing an alternative to a 
distinctive maternity style (which now appears unacceptable in everyday 
negotiations) acts to reinforce the negative bodily discourses hinted at above. Yet
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this negativity towards maternity wear, indeed its denial, is apparent in many aspects 
of cultural commentaries about clothing the pregnant body.

Perhaps not surprisingly given the cultural context and corporeal signification 
of the pregnant body and in particular its radical contravention of the ‘ideal female 
body’ of fashion, the mainstream fashion press remains largely silent with respect to 
maternity style. 1 will argue that this is of great significance to the development of 
women’s sartorial competencies with respect to their pregnant bodies, whilst also 
constructing them and indeed maternity wear itself as outside or almost anti-fashion. 
Certainly maternity wear itself is produced in this way -  as outside fashion - by such 
media since any coverage pregnant bodies do receive (and this literally constitutes 
the odd article see for example: Lang, in Elle, March 1998; Clark, in Marie Claire, 
October 1999) positions them as best accommodated by larger sized standardised 
womenswear with any mention of specialist maternity wear being derogatory. 
Specialist items are written off as inherently frumpy and outdated. Indeed even the 
niche press of pregnancy and birth magazines and books tend also to follow this 
trend. The coverage of sartorial concerns within this medium is vastly outweighed 
by the enonnous quantity of information on baby centred consumption and health 
issues, and that which does survive the editorial prioritisation tends to take the form 
of a ‘tried and tested’ trial of maternity items (for example different styles of 
maternity jeans, see Pregnancy and Birth, July 2002, p.94-95), with any ‘fashion 
shoots’ dominated again by standardised womenswear.

As importantly, the production of specialist maternity wear and indeed the 
pregnant body as anti-fashion and therefore practices of clothing this corporeality as 
almost ‘damage limitation’ -  as the very terms ‘Pregnancy Survival Kit’ (Serota and 
Kozlow-Gardener, 1998, emphasis added) and ‘fatty fashion’ (Gardener et al, 2002, 
p.47) suggest -  is ‘made flesh’ through its material provision and significatory 
production on the high street. This thesis interrogates the ways in which maternity 
wear and indeed the pregnant body are produced through retail spaces of 
representation (Nixon, 1992, 1996, 1997) arguing that these are structured by 
hegemonic cultural discourses of pregnancy and motherhood and the pregnant body 
such as those outlined above and that these have implications for the ways in which 
women consume clothing during pregnancy and indeed wear their pregnant bodies. 
This thesis therefore -  in comparison to much consumption literature which often 
focuses narrowly on one aspect of this lengthy and fluid process (see Blomley, 1996; 
Entwistle, 2000; Lowe and Wrigley, 1996) -  examines both production and 
consumption of maternity clothing within this particular cultural and historical 
context. In particular I argue that despite the challenge perceived in images such as 
those of Demi Moore and others to traditional discourses women’s corporeal and 
sartorial experiences of pregnancy remain disciplined by little changed ideologies. 
Although by considering these experiences and practices in-depth a new challenge to 
hetero-patriarchal discourse can be established, one which asserts the fluidity of 
pregnant embodiment itself.

1.5 Outline of Thesis Structure

Chapter 2 outlines the literary context for this thesis. I explicitly situate my 
work as an intervention into the profound silence surrounding the inherent links 
between dress and the body. 1 briefly outline the historical absence of corporeality 
and clothing from academic discourse noting the significance of Cartesian dualistic 
thought in their exclusion firstly, by masculinist scholars and latterly, by feminists
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who feared reaffirming these traditional gendered alignments by engaging with such 
subject matter. Whilst the body has largely been rehabilitated over recent years (in 
the main by feminists) and the pregnant body has been exorcised and shown to be a 
powerful theoretical tool in the dismantling of Cartesian thought, I argue that with 
respect to the study of fashion and dress it remains strangely distant. This is not only 
a curious latency given that one of the reasons for clothing’s traditional absence from 
serious academic consideration is its intimate relationship with the corporeal, but 1 
argue it is also so given the findings of this research. Cultural codes of dress define 
more than the appropriate surface presentation of the body, prescribing also 
appropriate modes of being the body as is described by those who have addressed 
maternity wear in the past, Bailey (1992) and in particular Longhurst (2000). And 
further, the ways in which women construct appropriate social bodies in relation to 
these requires constant corporeo-sartorial negotiation because of the fluid nature of 
corporeality. It is argued that because of the fluid nature of corporeality women’s 
relationship with their clothing is constantly changing and therefore practices and 
meanings of dress are also multiple and fluid. This is something hinted at by recent 
work by Guy and Banim (2000) for example but is not explicitly engaged with by 
this or other scholarship. Using my own research as a starting point I argue that 
future work must be both empirically grounded and explicitly embodied and engage 
with everyday practices of corporeo-sartorial negotiation.

Chapter 3 works through the methodological foundations of this thesis. Here 
1 outline the epistemological and methodological ideals underpinning my work and 
indeed describe the practical realities of engaging in research so conceived. 
Specifically 1 define my research as feminist and discuss the particular characteristics 
which delineate it as such. For example, I argue that this thesis represents one story 
among multiple possibilities, the particular outcome of research between mutually 
constituted individuals and its analysis by a particularly embodied and positioned 
researcher. Further, 1 argue that the knowledge constructed here, rather than 
contributing to some imagined ‘permanent store of knowledge’ (Gibson-Graham, 
1996) is itself fluid and subject to reworking over time by different ad indeed the 
same individuals. In this respect I discuss the influence and significance of my own 
shifting corporeality over the course of the research and writing up periods from 
childless and never pregnant to embodying the very subject of the study -  the 
pregnant body.

The first two chapters of analysis focus on the ways in which maternity wear 
is produced, both in a material sense - and indeed the economic conditions of its 
production -  and also in a cultural symbolic sense with respect to the meaning and 
identity imbued within it.

Chapter 4 is a largely descriptive chapter which outlines the production and 
provision of maternity wear on the UK high street and more broadly. The chapter 
aims to highlight that whilst focusing on production issues these cannot be 
considered separate from consumption, indeed the two are intricately interwoven.

Beginning by describing the production of clothing for high street retail 1 
discuss the strategic and spatial marginality of maternity wear within this context as 
being the result of problematic production issues which put tremendous pressure on 
margins and profitability. The marginality of maternity wear interestingly seems to 
contradict the highly segmented nature of the womenswear market at large and, I 
argue, works to produce a monolithic pregnant identity in contrast to the apparent
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multiplicity represented elsewhere. However, beyond the high street 1 identify 
consumption led retail production of maternity wear in the shape of small 
independent shops. Over recent years several such enterprises have been established 
by women who 1 describe as ‘consumers-turned-retailers’, since their entrepreneurial 
motivation lays in poor personal consumption experiences. Drawing on participant 
observation data from two case study examples I argue that these retailers encounter 
exaggerated problems of production because of their lack of professional knowledge. 
As a result the production of maternity wear at these sites is seriously curtailed 
despite being distinct from the high street, for example in terms of privileging it as a 
primary rather than marginal and largely latent product. Both material provision and 
the overall production of maternity wear can be seen to be affected to the point where 
I question the long-term viability of such enterprises.

Nevertheless, these small independent retailers do succeed in producing 
maternity wear differently to high street retailers through the construction of 
particular spaces of representation and it is this I explore in chapter 5. Following 
Nixon (1996) 1 analyse the various mediums and techniques of representation in both 
high street and small independent retail spaces which I argue contribute to the 
particular productions of maternity wear and indeed, pregnant bodies at these sites. 
For example having provided a broad overview I break down these spatial 
compositions and analyse individually: clothing design; the display of clothing on 
mannequins; photographical representations; and shop design. Whilst the small 
independent representations are inescapably non-professional in most respects they 
do constitute challenges to the hegemonic monolithic constructions on the high street 
and indeed articulate different ways of wearing and being the pregnant body. Here 
multiple pregnant identities are represented and whilst maternal imagery is never 
entirely absent the salient point is that it is not the only version of pregnant 
femininity present. Further, in complete contrast to the high street the pregnant body 
is produced in these spaces as a legitimate site of consumption where women are 
validated as narcissistic consumers.

The following three chapters move away from a consideration of the 
production of maternity wear to consider the ways in which women consume 
clothing during pregnancy. The foregoing discussion provides the broad context 
within which the particular consumption experiences examined here take place, and 
whilst the linear progression of this thesis appears to separate out production from 
consumption the argument is rather that they are complexly interwoven and crucially 
influence one another.

It is important to note that being primarily based upon the articulations of a 
small, narrow group of women within specific embodied encounters with myself the 
forthcoming chapters map an understanding particular to this research. This is at 
best a partial picture and by no means a definitive explanation of ‘pregnant women’s 
consumption practice’. And whilst the variety of sources and methods I have drawn 
upon allows for some triangulation, and therefore a degree of confidence to be held 
in the analysis presented here, it remains a unique and partial rendering.

Specifically the final three chapters take a progressively more embodied look 
at pregnant women’s clothing consumption. Chapter 6 focuses on consumption 
practices and knowledges, specifically their destabilisation during pregnancy. Here I 
map examples of the ways in which these are destabilised along with some of their 
consequences for clothing consumption and women’s identity performance in 
addition to certain strategies through which women negotiate these. Clothing
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consumption during pregnancy is characterised as a series of coping strategies due to 
the fundamental destabilisations ot practice, knowledge and certitude women 
experience in addition to the need to negotiate a discourse of consumption specific to 
pregnancy, which centres on a need for thrift.

Chapter 7 takes the discussion of consumption a stage further arguing that a 
crucial aspect, which is often neglected, is its inherently embodied nature. Whilst 
this is not something unique to clothing consumption during pregnancy it is 
particularly important in this context due to the fundamentally problematic nature of 
pregnant embodiment. Four examples are identified here for discussion. Firstly, the 
pregnant body is incompatible with discourses of fashion. It is argued that this not 
only has tangible consequences for women’s consumption practices, knowledges and 
certitude (and therefore identity performance) but also the ways in which their bodies 
themselves are experienced. Further pregnant embodiment itself, as it is understood 
and experienced within hegemonic discourse, strongly influences the perceived 
appropriateness of fashionable dress. Therefore as well as being curtailed by an 
absolute lack of material provision as identified in the previous chapter, embodied 
encounters with fashion are also significant in women’s renegotiations. Secondly, 
the embodied experience of consumption, specifically shopping is qualitatively 
different from pre-pregnancy. On a number of levels women experience their 
pregnant bodies as being ‘out of place’ in consumption spaces, both those in which 
maternity wear is sold and more generally. For example not looking obviously 
pregnant appears to make women feel their presence is less legitimate in shopping 
spaces coded as maternal, being heavily pregnant and embodying the antithesis of 
fashion provokes feelings of not belonging in consumption spaces where other 
bodies are closer to the nonn, and indeed the materiality of such corporealities also 
problematises full participation in such activities and spaces. Thirdly, sartorial 
knowledge at a very fundamental level must be re-leamt. Fiere I examine the 
material encounters between clothing and bodies and discuss the difficulties women 
have in negotiating alien bodies and clothing, neither of which are stable. Finally, 1 
examine the ways in which women use clothing to negotiate both the symbolic 
significance of their bodies in particular spaces and indeed their materiality through 
dress. One woman’s particular workplace experience is examined in-depth.

Chapter 8 focuses specifically on the pregnant body itself, arguing that 
contrary to the monolithic form evoked by hegemonic discourse and indeed cultural 
representations there is no singular, fixed pregnant body but rather a profusion of 
fluid, constantly shifting corporealities. Although categorising these is akin to 
drawing lines in dry sand I identify several corporealities which loom large in the 
accounts of my respondents. These are presented not as a definitive account of 
multiple pregnant corporealities but rather as a means of demonstrating their 
existence. Those identified here are: the ‘in-between’ pregnant body; ‘properly 
pregnant’ or ‘satisfactorily’ pregnant bodies; heavily pregnant bodies and post­
partum bodies. This analysis has deep implications for the study of clothing 
consumption at a number of levels, for example if bodies are not stable then neither 
can the material relationship between clothing and the corporeal be fixed. Rather 
than assuming bodies to be inert canvasses upon which the symbolism of clothing is 
projected we must engage with the material encounters between the two recognising 
their mutually constitutive relationship and indeed the power of each to remake the
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other. Indeed, the final part of this chapter examines particular ways in which 
pregnant bodies and clothing can be seen to be mutually constitutive.
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Chapter 2: The Emperor’s New Clothes: A Call To Make The Body 
Explicit In Academic Accounts of Dress

2.1 Introduction

The existence of inescapable links between the corporeal and clothing has 
been eluded to by the exclusion, or perhaps rather repression (Soper, 2001) of both 
by post-enlightenment thought and therefore the majority of academic disciplines. 
Over recent years many feminist scholars across the social sciences have challenged 
the masculinist structure of both the academic establishment and the form of 
rationalist knowledge underpinning western thought by exorcising the dualistic basis 
for their exclusion. Rehabilitating ‘the body’ as an appropriate site for the 
production, and subject of knowledge and writing the corporeal into academic 
literature to occupy a position of ‘self rather than ‘other’ has been a feminist project 
challenging centuries of taken for granted assumptions. Whilst much of the initial 
impetus was theoretical, centring on ‘the body’ (in itself a masculinist construct), 
exposing the foundations of rationalist thought to critical consideration, the 
implications for disciplines have been greater for example involving a widening of 
subjects open to legitimate investigation, constructing an infinitely broader range of 
embodied individuals as ‘knowers’, and by positioning researchers within their field 
of study - as integral parts of their findings - changing the theory of knowledge 
altogether. Indeed where once western knowledge and our understanding of the 
social world was shaped by:

“The Platonist emphasis in the western tradition -  that is ... its abstraction 
and prioritisation of the mental, the rational and the spiritual over the 
corporeal, the sensual, and the related tendency to define what is distinctive 
to human beings in terms of the possession of mind and soul rather than by 
reference to embodied existence.” (Soper, 2001, p. 15)

And where once the masculinist rationalist form of knowledge was the only 
legitimate form it might be argued that embodied thought is now de rigeur with the 
corporeal being considered the only way to interpret the social world. However it is 
my argument here that whilst social scientists may well have come to terms with the 
corporeal, insisting that:

“It is vital to understand bodily experience in order to understand people’s 
relationships with the physical and social environments” (Longhurst, 1997a 
p.486)

The mind/body dualism still haunts embodied work in key ways, which terminally 
undermine its efficacy with respect to truly challenging the masculinist assumptions 
surrounding sexed bodies. In many ways the cerebral remains prioritised over the 
corporeal and in no area is this more apparent than that of fashion and clothing. It is 
the persistence of this debilitating dualism that this thesis seeks to root out and 
challenge with respect to one of the forms of embodiment charged by many with the 
ability to do so -  the pregnant body.
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2.2 Cartesianism, Corporeality and Clothing

“From the time of Plato, reason was thought to enable the soul to reach a 
‘pure, and eternal ... immortal and unchangeable’ realm where truth dwells 
among the divine... and the wise’ as Genevieve Lloyd puts it. ‘The senses, in 
contrast, drag the soul back to the realm of the changeable where it wanders 
about blindly, and becomes confused and dizzy, like a drunken man, from 
dealing with the things that are ever changing” (Lloyd, 1984: 6). To achieve 
knowledge, Plato concluded, ‘the god-like rational soul should rule over the 
slave like mortal body’.” (Alcoff, 1996, p. 14-15).

What feminists have come to conceive as the ‘masculinist formulation of reason’ 
(Alcoff, 1996) has been fundamentally predicated on a surgical separation between 
body and mind (see for example Alcoff, 1996; Colebrook, 2000; Gatens, 1992; 
Grosz, 1994, 1995; Johnston, 1996; Longhurst, 1994, 1995, 1997a; Rose, 1991, 
1993 • ' Soper, 2001). The formulation of knowledge has been thought dependent 
upon this dualistic view of the human condition within which the devalued ‘other’ is 
necessarily both excluded from the conditions of knowing (and therefore the position 
of ‘knower’) whilst also being depended upon for its implicit presence to define 
‘self as rational (see for example Rose, 1991, Longhurst, 1994, 1995). As Grosz 
(1994, p.3) suggests:

“This bifurcation of being is not simply a neutral division of an otherwise all- 
encompassing descriptive field. Dichotomous thinking necessarily 
hierarchizes and ranks the two polarised terms so that one becomes the 
privileged term and the other its suppressed, subordinated, negative 
counterpart. The subordinated term is merely a negations or denial, the 
absence or privation of the primary term, its fall from grace; the primary term 
defines itself by expelling its other and this process establishes its own 
boundaries and orders to create an identity for itself.”

In this respect the mind/body dualism has been mapped onto other dichotomies such 
as culture/nature, reason/passion and is in this way situated within a pervasive binary 
code (which has been shown to structure all areas of western thought including for 
example geography (see for example Longhurst, 1997a)), which consistently 
devalues the body. Since through this dualistic framework the body is defined in:

“non-historical, naturalistic, organicist, passive, inert terms, seeing it as an 
intrusion on or interference with the operation of mind, a brute givenness 
which requires overcoming, a connection with animality and nature that 
needs transcendence. Through these associations, the body is coded in terms 
that are themselves traditionally devalued” (Grosz, 1994, p.3-4).

An additional and crucial dimension to this binary code, which at once presents as an 
additional binary opposite but also underlies the whole system and significantly 
contributes to the repression of the body, is the distinction between male and female. 
In this context therefore:
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“The body is a term traditionally associated with women and femininity while 
its opposite, the mind, has become the principle field of the masculine” 
(Longhurst, 1994, p.216)

This has had various implications for women within academic domains and indeed 
beyond and is key to what feminists refer to as the ‘masculinism’ of rationalist 
thought (and therefore by extension all disciplines predicated upon it). This 
masculinist dualistic thinking, predicated on the distinction between male mind and a 
female body, has been identified by feminists as having two main implications with 
respect to modem academic work. These relate to who is legitimately seen to 
produce knowledge and indeed what are deemed appropriate themes of knowledge 
itself (Longhurst, 1997a), since whilst the body has become feminised women 
themselves have also traditionally been closely aligned with their corporeality to the 
point where Kirby (1992, quoted in Longhurst 1997a, p.491) suggests that, “Woman 
is the body”.

“Though reason was portrayed as universal and neutral precisely because it 
was bodiless, this schema worked to justify the exclusion of women from the 
domains of the academy, of science, and from generally being accorded 
epistemic authority and even credibility” (Alcoff, 1996, p.16)

Despite the self-professed ‘objectivity’ of rational thought in truth the concept (and 
indeed therefore the knowledge thus produced) is highly and inescapably gendered. 
Through the adoption of popular and scientific discourse which both informed and 
reinforced one another female bodies were constructed as being inescapably tied to 
their biology - something of which women were constantly aware - men were able to 
escape their corporealities. In relation to the problematic leaky, cyclical, fleshy 
bodies of women male bodies were cast as unchanging, controlled and therefore 
ultimately transcendable. Therefore the bodilessness of men and their resultant 
access to reason depended entirely on the rooted embodiment of women and their 
exclusion from it. As Kirby argues (1992, p.12-13 emphasis in original quoted in 
Longhurst, 1997a, p.91):

“Although it is granted that man has a body, it is merely as an object that he 
grasps, penetrates, comprehends and ultimately transcends. As his 
companion and complement, Woman is the body. She remains stuck in the 
primeval ooze of nature’s immanence, a victim of the vagaries of her 
emotions, a creature who can’t think straight as a consequence.
In western culture, while white men may have presumed they could transcend 
their embodiment ... by seeing it as little more than a container for the pure 
consciousness it held inside, this was not allowed for women, blacks, 
homosexuals, people with disabilities, the elderly, children and so on” 
(Longhurst, 1997a, p.491)

The implication therefore inevitably became that women and all ‘others’, were 
constructed as incapable of rational thought. In being embodied in ways constructed 
as problematic and inescapably immanent the ability to think rationally was denied. 
“Their knowledge cannot count as knowledge for it is too intimately grounded in, 
and tainted by their (essential) corporeality” (Longhurst, 1997a, p.494).
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Since the privileged access to knowledge and indeed reason’s underlying 
structure relies so entirely on the mind/body distinction and in particular the denial of 
male corporeality it has been necessary to exclude any embodied presence from the 
themes of knowledge itself. Opening up enquiry to matters of the body would be to 
risk the basis of knowledge itself if for example it were to reveal the problematic 
assumptions underlying the presumed alignment of woman with her particularly 
constructed corporeality or indeed the presence of a male body as anything other than 
an unproblematic container of consciousness. The danger to knowledge of the 
distinctions absent/present, culture/nature, mind/body, male/female, being breached 
required any hint of the corporeal being excluded from legitimate knowledge. 
Indeed as Longhurst argues in relation to geography there has been an identifiable 
policing of material controlling what counts as geographical knowledge:

“Many themes, topics and approaches are deemed inappropriate or 
illegitimate by the hegemons in ‘the discipline’. Themes such as embodiment 
and sexuality; topics such as abjection, bodies of the homeless, love-making 
and blood spilt in violence; and approaches that are deemed to be overly 
subjective and ‘non-academic’, threaten to spill, soil and mess up, clean, hard 
geography...What constitutes appropriate issues and legitimate topics to 
teach and research in geography comes to be defined in terms of reason, 
rationality and transcendent visions as though these can be separated out from 
passion, irrationality and embodied sensation” (Longhurst, 1997a, p.493- 
493).

The key point here is that not only has faithfulness to the concept of Cartesian 
knowledge determined these embodied themes to be outside legitimate knowledge 
but that the position of those within the discipline as privileged producers of rational 
knowledge depends upon this also. The interrogation of such themes and topics puts 
this at risk by threatening to reveal the interconnectedness of mind and body and 
dissolving the distinctions between male mind and female body for example. Indeed 
I would suggest that the historical repression of clothing by western academic 
thought could be attributed in part to such concerns. As Soper (2001) suggests the 
neglect of clothing is part of the wider repression of the corporeal and the feminine. 
Clothing is intricately associated with the corporeal as Bell (1992, quoted by Dant 
1999, p.85) has noted (see also Entwistle 2000, 2001; Warwick and Cavallaro,
1998):

“Our clothes are too much a part of us for most of us ever to be entirely 
indifferent to their condition: it is as though the fabric were indeed a natural 
extension to the body, or even the soul”

By virtue of being seen as an extension of the body, clothing has been clearly outside 
the legitimate academic project. Indeed with respect to the conditions of Cartesian 
thought its repression was required since any academic discussion would not just 
bring the body uncomfortably close but bring it into focus since an admission of 
sartorial significance simultaneously admits the importance of the body it adorns. 
Further whilst the traditional association of fashion and dress with the feminine has 
justified its exclusion (Soper, 2001; Wilson 1992) a construct, which can be seen to 
aid male corporeal transcendence, this dualism itself is challenged by explorations of
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historical patterns of dress and indeed theoretical discussions underlying the 
fundamental ‘need’ for clothing. As Soper suggests.

“. clothes have been very extensively used to assert the cultural status of 
human beings, to police the border between humans and animals, to deny or 
cover our animality and thereby preserve a seemly distance from the beast” 
(Soper, 2001, p.17)

Such assertions not only align male bodies with their female counterparts with 
respect to their animal status, revealing their corporealities as not entirely ‘culture’. 
But also asserts that cultural work is done on bodies at a fundamental level m order 
to make them socially acceptable, therefore opening up to question assumptions
about the naturalness (or not) of male/female bodies.

In this respect there has indeed, in recent years, been an extraordinary growth 
in work within the social sciences as a whole exploring new areas of study centring 
on the body and precisely the themes traditionally excluded . The purpose of the 
largely feminist work in this area has been to challenge the primacy of Cartesian 
masculinist thought and carve out a place for the body within mainstream theory by 
exposing the fallacies of phallocentric approaches and the centrality of the corporeal 
in the organisation and experience of everyday social life. This thesis aims to both 
build upon and critique existing feminist work in this area. Using the powerful 
theoretical assertions made in relation to the pregnant body I shall develop a critique 
of literatures concerned with clothing, which largely continue to neglect the body, as 
lived I argue that not only is an exploration of the negotiations of the pregnant body 
fundamental to any understanding of maternity wear production and consumption but 
also that such an exploration can add something to the challenge of cartesianism and 
masculinist knowledge by suggesting new ways of thinking through embodiment and 
underlining the intersection of nature/culture, body/ mind in the structuring of 
everyday life and indeed sexed social relations. However 1 argue that this is only 
possible with genuine engagement with fleshy corporealities which theorists appear 
stubbornly reluctant to enter into since it remains lacking in a literature predicated 
upon an inferred primacy of the cerebral over the corporeal. It is my argument also 
therefore that any discussion of clothing consumption or practices of dress must 
necessarily include detailed consideration of the bodies involved. Without an 
understanding of lived corporealities a partial appreciation of the sartorial is all that
can be hoped for. 4

4 F r example in geography (and the social sciences more general) there has been a particular growth 
’ °mbodied work in a number o f areas. For example economic geography has begun to make 
m neĉ ssions to the corporeal with important work such as McDowell (and Court’s) in city workplaces 
C°  f  ' a  that actors even in rational, cultural realms o f  masculinity so indeed have bodies. 
Although her focus on women and their need to actively manage their bodily identity in order to 

f  m to work place cultures could be seen to re-inscribe the notion o f male transcendence. In 
medical geography too theorists such as Kearns (1994); Dorn and Laws (1994) and Brown (1995) 
have argued for bodies to be attended to as more than vectors o f  disease to be mapped (Brown, 1995). 
I n  response there has been for example new efforts to exorcise the cultural constructions o f  female and 
male bodies in relation to screening debates which it has been argued structure men and women’s 
lived experience o f  their bodies in relation to the traditional gender order (see for example Bush, ] 996 
and West, 1998). West (1998) in particular works to develop a more critical view o f  male 
corporeality, explicitly noting its fragility with respect to sexually specific diseases for which it is in 
need o f external surveillance and monitoring (in similar ways to female bodies).
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2.3 The Pregnant Body

“Misogynist thought has commonly found a convenient self-justification for 
women’s secondary social positions by containing them within their bodies 
that are represented, even constructed as frail, imperfect, unruly, and 
unreliable, subject to various intrusions which are not under conspicuous 
control. Female sexuality and women’s powers of reproduction are the 
defining (cultural) characteristics of women, and, at the same time, these very 
functions render women vulnerable, in need of protection or special 
treatment, as variously prescribed by patriarchy” (Grosz, 1994, p. 13-14).

Within this context of patriarchy Grosz argues it is not surprising that there has been 
suspicion among feminists about any form of theoretical engagement with female 
corporeality, indeed this resistance and attempt towards extra-corporeal theory can 
be seen to be reflected in the adopting of the sex/gender distinction (which some 
remain resistant to moving away from, see for example Witz, 2000) and also in 
previous feminist rejection of fashion and dress. As Wilson (1992, p.5; see also 
Negrin, 1999) argues:

“many feminists reject fashion because of the way in which it reinforces the 
sexual objectification of women; for its association with conspicuous 
consumption and the positioning of women as economic chattels, as property, 
and because it is held to be uncomfortable and to render women helpless 
(high heels and pinched-in-waists for example, can impede movement).”

In this respect research focused primarily on the pregnant body could be seen to 
reaffirm the alignment of women with reproductive bodies and therefore justify 
patriarchal social relations. However I would argue that through a focus on pregnant 
bodies and in particular how they are negotiated and experienced through dress at 
once poses a theoretical challenge to misogynist thought and its structure and also 
problématisés patriarchy’s very foundations through its laying bare of pregnant 
bodily experience and indeed material corporeality as inescapably culturally 
determined.

Pregnant corporeality has been identified by several theorists as posing a 
significant threat to major premises of Cartesian dualism (see for example Braidotti, 
1994; Young, 1984, 1990). Iris Marion Young for example has argued that the 
pregnant body is challenging with respect to not only ‘dualistic metaphysics’ but also 
the dualistic language maintained by phenomenologists who, whilst locating 
subjectivity in the body itself continue to assume a distinction between subject and 
object, indeed conceiving of the subject as unity (Young, 1984, 1990). Young notes 
several specific challenges, which lived pregnant embodiment poses to even this 
dualistic distinction: split subjectivity; the shift (and indeed fluidity) of body 
boundaries; and the split in bodily self-location (Young, 1984, 1990). For example, 
during both pregnancy and birth Young notes the radical splitting of self and other’ 
inner and outer.

“Pregnancy challenges that integration of my body experience by rendering
fluid the boundary between what is within, myself, and what is outside
separate I expenence my insides as the space of another, yet my own body
(Young, 1990, p. 163). y'

21



Birth itself can be seen as yet a more dramatic collapsing of dichotomy when, for a 
moment, the other is simultaneously inside and outside of self (Young, 1984, 1990).

Further recent work with female-to-male transsexuals who transitioned either 
during or soon after pregnancy has constructed an additional challenge in this vein. 
More (1998) found that for such individuals pregnant embodiment was experienced 
as an ‘other’ within the self, that is outside, inside. This collapsing of the assumed 
integrity of the body and self is seen here in far more exaggerated terms than Young 
describes. The relationship perceived with the other for these pregnant subjects was 
one that could not be conceptually aligned with this embodied experience as Young 
refers to it:

“Pregnancy was described as a strange experience, several FTMs 
characterised their feelings towards the unborn child as one of a father. The 
unborn child was perceived either negatively as ‘a parasite’ or positively -  
neutral rather than ‘as a guest’, who had to be protected, but never as part o f 
the pregnant person” (More, 1998, p.322, emphasis added).

In addition this study has brought into question the assumption that fertility and in 
particular pregnancy defines bodies as female, therefore also challenging the taken 
for grantedness of pregnancy as a female, indeed even feminine concern, identity or 
bodily process. More’s (1998) work has shown that despite naturalised assumptions 
underpinning western society (and indeed knowledge production) the lived pregnant 
body is not necessarily the demarcator of a feminine subject who experiences this 
corporeality (as it is constructed and ‘treated’ in this cultural context) as consistent 
with their sexed identity. As one of More’s respondents remarked:

“I did not feel more feminine, but still the feminine image was imposed on 
me externally. I was given, by mom and her friends, and wore begrudgingly 
and with all sort of humiliations maternity clothes for a woman. I wear / 
wore men’s clothes. Having to be examined pelvicly repulsed me to an 
exaggerated degree, I thought. Sitting in the docs office who delivered me, 
and my mom, and Zac was also humiliating me in an (en) gendered way: that 
space was a woman’s space and fundamentally at the surface of my skin I 
didn’t fit in” (More, 1998, p.322)

Such experiences powerfully destabilise the mind/body, male/female dualistic 
associations underpinning Cartesian rationalism. More’s respondents lived their 
pregnant (potentially leaky, fertile, natural, uncontrollable) bodies as located male 
subjects and through this and indeed their transitioning and living as men the 
assertion that the male body is the infinitely transcendable inverse of the female is 
dramatically fractured.

Young (1984, 1990) and More’s (1998) work would appear to challenge the 
very basis upon which women (and other ‘others) have been excluded from the 
position of knowledge producer. Indeed just as Longhurst suggests that “[t]he 
pregnant subject appears to personify / exemplify the feminine unknowable” (1994, 
p.217) pregnant women would seem to embody the height of the feminine 
unknowing. Pregnant women and pregnant embodiment have therefore been 
excluded from disciplines such as geography on this basis:

2 2



“the Pregnant Woman has previously been excluded from geographical 
discourse -  she has been confined to the domestic realms and therefore 
rendered ‘natural’ and invisible... [S]he is thought to speak the (irrational) 
language of the hysteric thereby raising epistemological questions about the 
possibility of her place within the discipline of geography” (Longhurst, 1994,
p.218).

Longhurst’s work on pregnant women in New Zealand (1994; 1997b; 1999; 2000) 
has therefore been posited as a challenge to the traditional formulations of Cartesian 
knowledge and in particular the discipline of geography in its privileging of pregnant 
bodies as sites of knowledge production and also in focusing on the bodies of these 
women not as natural unchanging givens but as actively produced.

“Pregnant bodies are ‘real’, while at the same time, they are socially inscribed 
and constructed. ‘Real’ material bodies do not exist outside the political, 
economic, cultural and social realms. They do not exist outside of discourse” 
(Longhurst, 1997b, p.34).

Through her work with women pregnant for the first time, Longhurst has 
shown that despite the fact that they may describe shrinking life worlds and 
awkwardness in public space for example in terms of the materiality of the pregnant 
body, its construction through the physical built environment and discourse is of key 
importance in this regard. Indeed she argues that:

“It is undeniable that the material body of the pregnant woman is ‘different’ 
to the material body of the non-pregnant woman. The pregnant woman is 
likely to be 9 to 13.5 kilograms heavier, she may be retaining some fluids, 
feel tired, and experience shortness of breath. Some women, on the other 
hand report feeling energetic and healthy for the duration of their pregnancy. 
Ye this very ‘real’ and undeniable body is not simply a biological bedrock 
which can solely explain pregnant women’s withdrawal from public space. 
The ‘real’ pregnant body is at the same time constructed and inscribed by the 
discourses that surround pregnancy. It is these discourses that are too 
frequently ignored in the understandings of pregnancy” (Longhurst, 1997b, 
P-35).

For example, she argues that discourses, which inform the construction of so-called 
public (but in truth highly ‘privatised’) spaces such as shopping malls can work to 
physically produce awkwardness and problematic bodily experiences (1994). For 
example, inadequate public facilities highlight the need to urinate more frequently (at 
certain stages of pregnancy); few lifts require reliance on stairs (which can be tiring) 
and escalators (which can be “problematic due to a change in their centre of balance” 
(1994, p.220)); and perhaps most explicitly a lack of adequate seating in public 
houses. Such aspects of the physical environment provoke embodied experiences 
which, whilst can be understood in terms of the particularities of the pregnant 
corporealities can also be seen to reinforce the expectations for pregnant bodies, 
contributing to withdrawal from public space and ‘inappropriate’ activities. The 
built environment therefore can be seen to discipline pregnant bodies by modifying 
women’s behaviour as was borne out by comments made by one of Longhurst’s
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respondents about the provision of only high, backless bar stools rather than chairs in 
a public house she described them as:

“impossible -  1 was sitting there thinking ‘where’s a proper seat?’ I was 
getting sore and so I’d rather not go any more. I think even now I’d probably 
say to my husband ‘you go’ (Interviewee, 1992).” (Longhurst, 1994, p.220).

The built environment itself can therefore be seen to be shaped by cultural discourses 
determining appropriate activities, behaviours and spatialities of pregnant bodies. By 
the same token material embodied experience of the ‘real’ pregnant body can thereby 
be seen to be structured by discourse. Further, Longhurst discusses how 
representations of pregnant bodies are internalised by women in their material 
embodied experiences. For example she notes that discourses of the pregnant body 
as prone to ‘emotional eruptions’, incapable of clear or rational thought, forgetful 
and so on are commonly eluded to by women, as in this particular instance:

“I seldom raise the issue of lack of concentration on tasks or being unable to 
think clearly and rationally during pregnancy, yet it nearly always came up in 
the course of our interactions. In one conversation the topic came up by way 
of a woman, Iris, who had recently given birth to her first baby advising other 
women who were soon due to give birth for the first time ... “Your brain 
grows back after a while [laughter] and when you get your brain back it only 
comes back about 50 per cent and you need a lot of positive mental attitude to 
get the other 50 per cent back and then you can start to function again”. The 
comment was light-hearted but nevertheless served to reiterate this dominant 
discourse of pregnant women as less intelligent and rational than non­
pregnant women or men.” (Longhurst, 1997b, p.36).

Longhurst therefore argues that cultural discourses of pregnancy influence the ways 
in which women materially experience pregnant corporeality, and specifically she 
suggests that her “discussion of pregnant women as (overly) emotional, irrational and 
forgetful” particularly in the way it shows the internalisation of these discourses 
“illustrates an interface between material and discursive representations of bodies” 
(Longhurst, 1997b, p.38). With respect to my research into the production and 
consumption of maternity wear this assertion is particularly significant, specifically 
the contention that:

“Social and psychical investments effect material bodily changes. Changes in 
body image and representations are inseparable from changes at the level of 
the material body itself, just as corporeal changes are registered in changes 
concerning representations of bodies (see Grosz, 1994, p.76).” (Longhurst, 
1997b, p.38).

With respect to clothing the pregnant body discourses of abjection are highly 
significant. These I would suggest are internalised in much the same way as those 
discussed by Longhurst influencing the lived experience of pregnant corporealities as 
well as the way they are lived (including how they are dressed). An examination of 
such discourses is significant in this context since they, like those Longhurst 
examines expose the undeniable cultural influence on the material pregnant body as 
well as contributing to the theoretical challenge of Cartesian assumptions about the
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body already begun by feminists. When examining the ways in which women clothe 
their pregnant bodies discourses of abjection and ugliness are common but what is 
clear is that there is not one single pregnant body that is described or experienced as 
equally problematic throughout pregnancy. Rather, women’s experience maps 
multiple pregnant bodies, which are discursively constructed and materially 
experienced very differently. Theorists have noted the significance of the 
phenomenal morphological changes that occur during pregnancy, for example 
Braidotti notes that:

“The woman’s body can change shape in pregnancy and childbearing; it is 
therefore capable of defeating the notion of fixed bodily form , of visible, 
recognisable, clear and distinct shapes as that which marks the contours of the 
body. She is morphologically dubious. The fact that the female body can 
change shape so drastically is troublesome in the eyes of the logocentric 
economy within which to see is the primary act of knowledge and the gaze 
the basis of all epistemic awareness.” (Braidotti, 1994, p.64, emphasis in 
original).

However, the multiplicity and fluidity of corporeality as it is lived has not previously 
been explored, and certainly not from an embodied perspective. Yet my research 
shows that discourses of abjection in particular, which construct the pregnant body as 
monstrous and grotesque, fundamentally structure cultural codes of dress and 
therefore women’s negotiation of their bodies through clothing and indeed the ways 
in which these bodies are experienced and lived more broadly. Further, within this 
discursive context the pregnant body is experienced as multiple corporealities rather 
than a singular yet shifting figure. For example, my research has found that women 
commonly describe being differentially embodied throughout their pregnancies, 
experiencing for example a contradictory body which is at once pregnant and yet not 
pregnant in addition to ‘in-between’, ‘satisfactorily’ and heavily pregnant bodies as 
well as an almost invariably problematic post-partum body5. Such a contestation is, I 
would argue, immensely valuable in the context of any feminist challenge not only of 
the theoretical foundations of knowledge but also patriarchal social relations. As 
Grosz (1994, p. 19) argues:

“Where one body (in the west, the white, youthful, able, male body) takes on 
the function of model or ideal, the human body, its domination may be 
undermined through a defiant affirmation of a multiplicity, a field of 
differences, of other kinds of bodies and subjectivities.”

This work takes such a suggestion to a new level arguing that we must consider 
multiplicity within what was once cast as singular and not just in terms of the 
presence of multiple subjectivities (as previous work on the pregnant body has done), 
but more than that, multiple fleshy materialities6. Further as this work will show

5 And whilst clearly not all women experience each o f  these bodies or indeed in a singular way I argue 
that these are identifiable corporealities.
6 And this does not just apply to pregnant corporealities; they are simply used here to demonstrate the 
principle. Other examples which might usefully be considered are multiple corporealities associated 
with ageing, illness or injury or also perhaps seemingly insidious surface changes such as growing 
facial hair, losing ones hair, or perhaps more radically changes due to plastic surgery. Indeed, Guy and 
Banim (2000; see also Banim et al, 2001) note women’s shifting corporeality on a day-to-day basis for 
example in terms o f having a ‘fat day’ which requires particular modification o f one’s practices of
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whilst for the most part pregnant corporealities are represented, understood, 
discursively constructed and lived within discourses of abjection these bodies only 
exist as such within particular “economic, cultural and social realms (Longhurst, 
1997b) and central to this is the production, retail and consumption of maternity 
wear.

2.3.1 Pregnant bodies as abject

‘“ Abjection is the affect or feeling of anxiety, loathing and disgust that the 
subject has in encountering certain matter, images, and fantasies -  the 
horrible and dreadful -  to which it can only respond with aversion, with 
nausea and distraction. Kristeva (1982) argues that the abject provokes fear 
and disgust because it exposes the border between self and other. This border 
is fragile. The abject threatens to dissolve the subject by dissolving the 
border. The abject is also fascinating, however, it is as though it draws the 
subject in order to repel it’ (Longhurst forthcoming; see also Young 1990, 
p. 144)“ (Longhurst 2000, p.466)

Longhurst (2000), Young (1984, 1990) and Braidotti (1994) for example discuss the 
ways in which the pregnant body is typically considered to be abject, being literally 
embodied as both self and other (mother and foetus), threatening to split into ‘at least 
two selves’ at almost any moment (Longhurst, 2000, p.466). The boundaries of the 
self threaten to break both in terms of self and other and also in terms of bodily 
seepage, being considered likely to leak:

“Their bodies are often considered constantly to threaten to expel matter from 
the inside -  to seep and leak -  they may vomit (morning sickness, cry 
[pregnant women tend to be constructed as ‘overly’ emotional (see Longhurst 
1997b)], need to urinate more frequently, produce colostrum which may leak 
from their breasts, have a ‘show’ appear, have their waters break’, and sweat 
with the effort of carrying the extra weight of their body (see Longhurst, 
forthcoming).” (Longhurst, 2000, p.467)

I would suggest that there is more to this ‘fabrication of pregnant bodies as sites / 
sights of abjection’ (Longhurst, 2000) than these threatened fractures of corporeal 
boundaries. From women’s own perspectives it would appear for example that there 
is a very real sense of a self/other split in addition to that felt in relation to their 
unborn child/ren. There is a sense in which the body itself becomes ‘other’ with the 
real or true corporeal ‘self being temporarily obscured by the pregnant body. 
Women talk about feeling that they do not represent themselves well during 
pregnancy, about being shocked and horrified by particularly their heavily pregnant 
bodies and feeling that these bodies do not work properly any more and so on. All of 
these articulations, and particularly those which often accompany them in relation to 
being impatient to, and eagerly anticipating getting back into their own clothes, 
getting their body back, back to normal (or indeed fearing they may never be able to)

dress. I would argue that multiple corporealities structure our everyday experience in ways previously 
unimagined and explored. As a result no one can be said to be free from the body as constant 
renegotiation is necessary through dress, comportment and so on.
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suggest a discourse of distancing, a distinction where the true corporeal self and 
pregnant bodies are somehow split.

2.3.2 Transgression of Acceptable Body Boundaries

Integral to this particular aspect of self/other split I would suggest as well as 
indicating another aspect of this body’s abjection and its material threat to social 
order is its fundamental uncontrollability and therefore transgression of acceptable 
body boundaries in terms of size. In western societies over recent years the body has 
come to be experienced and lived more as a locus for change and control in relation 
to its appearance and conformity to social norms. Not exclusively, but particularly in 
relation to the performance of femininity (Bordo, 1993) such bodily surveillance and 
self-regulation has become almost normative. As Featherstone (1991, cited in 
Entwistle, 2000) among others (see for example Bordo, 1993, Gamman, 2000) has 
suggested these conceptions and practices of the body have developed in direct 
relation to consumer culture:

“ ...since the early twentieth century there has been a dramatic increase in 
self-care regimes of the body. The body has become a focus for increasing 
‘work’ (exercise, diet, make-up, cosmetic surgery etc) and there is a great 
tendency to see the body as part of one’s self that is open to revision, change, 
transformation ... We are no longer content to see the body as finished, but 
actively intervene to change its shape, alter its weight and contours. The 
body has become part of a project to be worked at, a project increasingly 
linked to a person’s identity of self. The care of the body is not simply about 
health, but about feeling good... Increasingly our happiness and personal 
fulfilment is pinned on the degree to which our bodies conform to 
contemporary standards of health and beauty” (Entwistle, 2000, p. 19)

During pregnancy the ability to control the body, to ‘actively intervene to change its 
shape’ in order to assure its correlation to social norms (whether these be pregnant or 
non-pregnant) is dramatically removed. For women who are used to embodying 
anything approaching the slim, taught, firm ideal -  “In other words a body that is 
protected against eruption from within, whose internal processes are under control” 
(Bordo, 1993, p. 190) -  their embodiment as heavily pregnant and full term can 
inevitably be destabilising. It is for this reason that ‘self can be seen to be 
corporeally split during pregnancy, the pregnant body being distinct from the true 
corporeal self, which is temporarily obscured by this unruly, uncontrollable, hideous 
form.

Given the cultural values assumed by the controlled, ideal body therefore it is 
hardly surprising that the pregnant body is universally -  in western cultures at least -  
devalued. As Bordo suggests:

“..preoccupation with fat, diet and slenderness are not abnormal. Indeed, 
such preoccupations may function as one of the most powerful normalising 
mechanisms of our century, insuring the production of self-monitoring and 
self-disciplining ‘docile bodies’ sensitive to any departure from social norms 
and habituated to self-improvement and self-transformation in the service of 
these norms” (Bordo, 1993, p. 186).
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Despite the almost absolute uncontrollability of pregnant bodies in terms of 
conforming to any bodily ideal currently lauded culturally, they remain trapped by 
the same discourses as non-pregnant corporealities. As has been discussed pregnant 
bodies (both in between and heavily pregnant bodies) are actively constructed and 
materially experienced as 'fat' which in this cultural context of slimness is not only 
constructed as hegemonically unattractive but also abhorrent and dangerous. As 
Bordo notes:

“..the size and shape of the body have come to operate as a marker of 
personal, internal order (or disorder) -  as a symbol for the emotional, moral 
or spiritual state of the individual” (Bordo, 1993, p. 193)

Overweight bodies have long been considered signifiers of lack of self-control and 
will power, of laziness and greed (Bordo, 1993) and vilified as a result for their 
unwillingness to conform (see also Adam, 2001). Women internalise such 
discourses vilifying themselves for not eating sensibly enough during pregnancy, or 
exercising enough afterwards in order to loose excess fat and re-establish more 
slender body boundaries. Therefore actively constructing themselves and their 
overweight, untoned, fat bodies (both pregnant and post partum) as greedy and lazy. 
Indeed Gamman (2000, p.65) argues that there is a:

“culture of slenderness that promotes a form of misogynistic revulsion 
against the fleshy female body. The irregular female form must be abhorred 
and contained, if not entirely repressed from representation.”

2.3.3 Cultural Discourses of the Pregnant Body Reinforce Cartesian 
Dualism

This abhorrence and revulsion itself functions to keep the slender norm -  and 
therefore accepted bodily boundaries through self-surveillance and regulation -  in 
place (Gamman, 2000), therefore helping to contain the threat large, fleshy bodies 
pose to social order. Yet further than this, this punitive culture of slenderness can be 
seen to re-establish the Cartesian association between women and their bodies. 
Gamman cites Peter Steams who:

“discusses how the contemporary obsession with fat ran parallel with the 
growth in consumer culture, women’s equality and changes in sexual and 
maternal roles” (2000, p.62)

One implication therefore of the culture of slenderness would seem to be that it 
functions to redress the balance, to counter the trends of social change. To re­
establish the link between woman and body (and therefore by association man and 
mind), to locate women again primarily in the locus of the body. As Gamman (2000, 
p.75) explicitly argues:

“...fatness in women, in the West at least, is linked in representation (and in 
life) to a fear of female transgression that serves to keep women in their 
place, worrying about their bodies”.
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1 would suggest that the construction of the monolithic pregnant body as ‘fat’ (and 
abject) can also be seen to be significant in this light. In the same way as the culture 
of slenderness promotes self-surveillance and regulation amongst women, producing 
docile bodies focused on the corporeal, the cultural abhorrence of particularly the 
heavily pregnant body works alongside medical discourses to locate women firmly 
within these bodies. Hegemonic discourses of pregnancy dictate that a woman’s first 
priority should be for her unborn child/ren and that she should alter her behaviour 
and so on accordingly. She must retreat into the private realm and live at the level of 
her body (considering the consequences of every action for the foetus inside her), 
which she must simultaneously allow to be managed by others in a very public way. 
The (heavily and full term) pregnant body is medically defined as in need of 
monitoring, intervention and management and is increasingly pathologised in its 
relation to the foetus. In this medicalised discourse the pregnant body is unruly and 
dangerous, incapable of controlling its own internal functions. Such a construction 
runs alongside those associated with the pregnant body as fat, heightening women’s 
awareness of their bodies, forcing them to attend to them more carefully than when 
not pregnant. The uncontrollability of this body in both a medical sense and in terms 
of its boundary transgressions is key to this corporeal focus as it is this that poses the 
greatest threat to social order. Fracturing accepted bodily boundaries in so many 
ways women are constantly located at the level of their bodies by interactions with 
others (socially and medically) as well as by their own lived experiences of these 
bodies. It would seem near impossible to transgress this reduction to and location in 
an unruly, uncomfortable, disruptive, dangerous body. The cultural construction of 
the (heavily) pregnant body can then be seen to be an extension of the tyranny of 
slenderness -  particularly since the pregnant body itself is considered to be fat -  
reinforcing the need for women to attend to, and worry about their bodies, thus 
making it difficult to simultaneously maintain constructions of female bodies as 
rational agents7.

Further, what at first glance might appear to be (and on some levels may be 
read as) resistance to the cultural discourse of the pregnant body as fat and abject -  
the celebrity culture of display -  can also be seen to collude with this. Throughout 
my discussions with women about images of celebrity pregnant bodies, such as Demi 
Moore, even those of women clothed rather than naked, a common discourse 
emerges that constructs such bodies as ‘ideal pregnant bodies’, against which 
inevitably women’s own bodies are judged, negatively. Such a concept reinforces 
that construction of individual women’s bodies as being fat. Ideal pregnant bodies 
such as that of Demi Moore whilst not escaping the general discourses surrounding 
the pregnant body are considered more fit for display, more acceptable and so on as 
they are seen to be more controlled. This is a contradictory discourse since women 
rationalise that the pregnant body cannot in fact be controlled as such. However 
despite this several discuss having considered eating less (or differently) in 
subsequent pregnancies in order to possibly stem their growth, and others even laud 
the benefits of morning sickness and nausea in keeping their weight down. Whilst 
realising their inability to control the size and shape of their bump and so on the 
culture of bodily control to achieve parity with accepted norms remains. It would 
appear that in this culture of slenderness the continual attending to and worrying 
about the female body in reference to an ideal is inescapable even in pregnancy, 
something these media images have exacerbated if not entirely produced. Women

7 And as Longhurst (1997b) notes during pregnancy in particular they are not, being thought to be 
forgetful, emotional and so on.
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must now not only negotiate their transgression of accepted bodily boundaries, which 
are non-pregnant and slender but also those of abject -  and at same time ideal -  body 
boundaries of celebrities.

It is important to note that those -  like celebrities -  who are seen to embody 
the ideal pregnant form are assumed by women who read these images as such, to 
have spent much time and money on personal trainers, dieticians and so on. Though 
in one respect transgressing cultural discourses by constructing the heavily pregnant 
body as not excessive and ugly but rather, in respect to celebrity images, glamorous 
and beautiful This constant attending to the pregnant body (imagined or otherwise) 
graphically illustrates its cultural construction as dangerous, unruly, un-conforming 
as it is in need of these controlling regimes in order to construct it as anything 
approaching acceptable. Perhaps more than any other preoccupation with the body 
this is the most effective form of control since this is a body which ultimately is 
uncontrollable and will always be fundamentally constructed as abject in this 
contemporary culture.

1 would therefore argue that whilst as Longhurst has latterly discussed in 
relation to ‘bikini babes' (2000) cultural discourses clearly map out expectations for 
how women 'do' pregnancy, including how they clothe these bodies in particular 
spaces and so on and that one of the key influences with respect to how these bodies 
are worn is the discourse of abjection. Despite the fact that this is so central to 
clothing consumption and bodily experiences of pregnancy (and also I would argue 
the most difficult to challenge due to its taken for grantedness) it has not yet been 
addressed with respect to the lived pregnant body within existing literature. Whilst I 
am not denying the salience of other aspects of embodied experience such as that 
discussed by Longhurst (2000) in particular I maintain that such work retains a 
comfortable distance from the body itself, a distance which dealing with the body as 
it is lived must cover.

The centrality of such discourses to the ways in which pregnant corporealities 
are experienced and lived as real, material bodies is important in exploding myths 
about pregnant and maternal embodiment as natural and pre-given. It also highlights 
a way in which pregnant women are located within the realm of their bodies by 
patriarchal discourses (some of which have little to do with pregnancy directly). 
Aside from these and the argument that there is no singular pregnant body but rather 
multiple corporealities has significant implications for not only embodiment 
literature but also that concerning fashion and dress. No longer can the body 
underneath the clothing be considered as an unchanging, insignificant factor as has 
largely been the case in the past and indeed remains so. As Paul Sweetman argues:

“In the main...writing on fashion has neglected the body -  and more 
particularly the lived body -  treating the fashionable social actor as a 
‘disembodied consciousness’ (Turner, 1992:7), whose corporeality comes 
into play only implicitly, as an inert or unfeeling frame to be decorated and 
adorned. The body in fashion is simply a mannequin or shop window 
dummy -  it is the clothing, rather than the wearing of it, that is regarded as 
significant.” (Sweetman, 2001, p. 159).

Whilst being disembodied and distanced from the reality of the lived body clothing 
and fashion literature has made assumptions about these ‘inert or unfeeling frames’. 
The implicit assumption in disembodied theory is that the frame is entirely 
unproblematic and indeed maps onto an ideal model thus having no influence on the
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outer adornment. Thus to continue Sweetman’s analogy it is as if the body as written 
by fashion and dress literatures reflect the making of these dummies themselves 
which as Schneider remarks do not faithfully represent real corporealities, even of 
models themselves:

“even the most realistic mannequins represent a selective reality; striving for 
perfection, they must often alter or omit aspects of their live models” 
(Schneider, 1997, p.5).

2.4 Literatures of Fashion and Dress

Whilst the study of fashion and dress has been ‘transformed’ over the past 
decade and a half (Entwistle and Wilson, 2001, p.l), this has occurred within a 
context of historical neglect and rejection. Even leaving aside philosophy and 
sociology’s apparent contempt for fashion on the basis of:

“a philosophical inclination to discount appearances in favour of some sort of 
reality lying beyond them and, second, a mapping of appearances onto the 
feminine and reality onto the masculine. Honour and prestige is more likely 
to be accorded to perceived ‘masculine’ dealers in ‘reality’ who routinely 
uncover, unveil, unmask, expose, strip, reveal and lay bear the supposedly 
naked truth, consigning the rent wrappings to the garbage bin of scientific 
history.” (Corrigan, 1993, p. 144).

It would seem that elsewhere fashion and dress have also been devalued relative to 
other cultural forms, as Ash and Wilson (1992, p. xi-xii) point out:

“Historically it has rarely been afforded the serious contemplation reserved 
for the arts of literature, painting, sculpture, music and theatre, nor has its 
analysis competed successfully with the debates conducted around the 
popular cultural forms of the last half century: television and popular music.”

However during recent years theorists across the social sciences and humanities have 
grown to suggest that the importance of fashion and dress lies beyond apparently 
shallow concern with ‘appearance’, and cannot be solely written off on the basis of 
its implication in conspicuous, seemingly frivolous consumption. As Bruzzi and 
Church-Gibson (2000, p.2-3) have argued:

“fashion’s fundamental dilemma is that is has inevitably been predicated 
upon change, obsolescence, adornment and in, the so-called First World, it 
has been inextricably bound up with the commercial; this has led to the 
assumption that it is therefore superficial, narcissistic and wasteful.”

However as they demonstrate through their edited collection the importance of 
fashion is wider than “the narrow parameters of the couture world that these 
derogatory dismissals target” (p.3). Indeed, I would argue that its greatest 
importance lies outside it and this is reflected in the broadening of the definition of 
‘fashion’ as a discipline in its own right and as an academic concern more generally 
(Bruzzi and Church-Gibson, 2000). Over recent years there has been enormous
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growth in both the quantity of fashion and clothing studies and also the variety of 
approaches with great debate developing as regards the precise significance of 
adornment. Alongside this there has been a collective shift away from considering 
fashion to be a macro-social delineator and wholly significant in this sense -  
demarcating class position for example -  towards a concern with its importance in 
relation to individual identity (Dant, 1999). In this respect the focus has shifted 
towards the ability of fashion and clothing to communicate something about the 
wearer to others.

2.4.1 Dress as Communication

“A number of theorists saw the manner in which dress communicated as a 
kind of language. This may have been partly because it had become 
commonplace to assert the idea that fashion and dress are ubiquitous to 
culture, a fundamental feature which defines humanity. This apparent 
universality is one of the reasons why fashion and dress are often compared 
to language. Moreover, it would seem that dress and language are part of the 
same fundamental human concern, namely to communicate” (Entwistle and 
Wilson, 2001, p,2).

Although several theorists worked to use the concept of language to explain the 
communicatory power of clothing (see for example Barnard, 1996; Dant, 1999; 
Entwistle and Wilson, 2001), this approach has been subject to critique as a result of 
its oversimplification of meaning formation. Language itself, it is argued, is a much 
more complex system of communication which material objects are not capable of 
mimicking (Dant, 1999).

“Fred Davis points out that ordinary language is a communication system in 
which complex messages impart abstract information in an interactive 
process and in comparison clothing is ‘undercoded’ in that the link between 
signifier and signified is unreliable” (Dant, 1999, p.96).

Indeed in addition the significance of individual clothing garments is assumed by 
some theorists to be unproblematic ‘givens’, regardless of their relational (and I 
would argue bodily) context. As for example Barnard argues:

“Lurie seems to take the metaphor of clothing being a language literally. She 
is of the opinion that ... language is only there to express concepts and 
meanings. This is a mechanistic view of language and leads to a mechanistic 
account of meaning in fashion and clothing in that the meanings of the 
garment appear to pre-exist being selected and combined into an outfit or 
ensemble. It is as if the pieces of clothing have meanings which the wearer 
then combines into an outfit. There is not the slightest hint in this account of 
how the ‘words’ that the clothes are supposed to be, mean nothing on their 
own, how it is only in relation to all other, different garments that an item of 
clothing has any meaning at all. Nor does one get the impression of 
meanings being the product of any form of negotiation between designer / 
wearer / spectator.” (Barnard, 1996, p.27).
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1 would also argue that ascribing all meaning to individual material garments 
themselves, such that they are thought to speak some defined, unproblematic 
statement unencumbered by the bodies they adorn, is a grievous short coming. 
Clothing cannot be assumed to have some pre-existing meaning which persists 
regardless ot its embodied (or indeed also for example its socio-spatial or temporal) 
context. Words mean nothing without a spoken or written delivery, which 
necessarily has a profound affect upon their precise meaning, and it is the same with 
clothing. The body underneath the clothing is not fixed and unchangeable so that it 
can be ignored or transcended in the communication or deciphering of meaning. It is 
central and indeed defining.

Barnard also argues that there is a fundamental flaw in theoretical alignment 
of clothing with language given that a defining characteristic of fashion to tend 
towards obsolescence and novelty. As such this concept of meaning communication 
cannot be maintained as to do so would be to imply that “a garment might ‘say’ or 
mean something this year but ‘say’ or mean something entirely different next year” 
(Barnard, 1996, p.27, see also Dant, 1999). Further, it must be noted that clothing is 
not only meaningful in relation to its surface communication. For example, 
Campbell (1996) notes ways in which clothing items may have latent significance 
(that is hidden from the distanced observer and indeed academic theorist). For 
instance meaning may lie in an item having belonged or belonging to someone other 
than the wearer, perhaps it has been taken and is being worn without permission or 
has been passed on as a treasured possession or an item that represents the other 
person (Campbell, 1996, see also Dunseath’s edited collection (1998) for a whole 
host of examples). Meaning may also be found in the conditions of purchase and 
wearing, perhaps an outrageous garment bought and worn as an act of rebellion as 
Caryn Franklin describes in relation to a particular pair of shoes:

“Those plucky fashion items were responsible for the only row my parents 
and 1 ever had about clothes ... But the shoes managed to cause a rift, and on 
safety grounds they were banned. Not to be hemmed in by such 
unimaginative restraint, 1 loaded my comedy footwear into a Macfisheries 
bag and cycled out of view where I duly changed from lowly plimsolls to 
state-of-the-art wedges.” (Franklin, 1998, p.30).

Recent work has begun to realise the significance of clothing in this respect, looking 
beyond the decipherable ‘written’ meanings and dwelling more on personal 
significance. Banim and Guy (2001) for example suggest that a propensity to keep 
clothes that are ‘no-longer-wom’ (which they found to be prevalent among 
respondents):

“reveals that the clothes have ‘lives’ that extend beyond the point of being 
worn and thus women’s relationship with them extends beyond the structural 
and meaning systems of the fashion industry” (Banim and Guy, 2001, p.204)

Indeed even whilst meaning in relation to fashion may (and inevitably does) change 
dramatically over time, personalised signification may be much more enduring and 
therefore of great importance with respect to understanding and explaining the 
complex meanings associated with clothing. As Caryn Franklin’s account of this one 
significant material presence in her wardrobe shows:
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“I find it hard to remember why I was ever so attracted to such a monstrous 
pair of shoes but I’ll try ... I haven’t worn my silver wedge peep-toe 
platform sandals, procured from Petticoat Lane for the price of several 
weeks’ Saturday pay, for twenty-five years -  well not out of the house. But I 
do keep them close by.” (p.29).

In particular she describes how these shoes retain personal significance and meaning 
within her wardrobe despite the fact that they no longer perform a functional role 
particularly not in respect to work, ‘in the boardroom’ where:

“the chance to appear matt black, shiny and impenetrable is mine with the 
help of a well-cut suit and scraped back hair ... as I get dressed for such 
events, I am reminded of my earlier allegiance to the power shoe ... [B]efore 
I step into the arena anned with womanly experience, a whiff of Eau D’Issey 
and a brief case full of facts, 1 steal a loving look at these platforms and 
remember the sheer joy of striding out with my head in the clouds.” (p.32).

Such critiques can be seen to apply to other theories of meaning in dress such 
as semiotics for example which was seen as the more sophisticated alternative to 
language concepts. This approach, perhaps most commonly associated with Barthes 
failed attempt to develop a ‘vestimentary code’ (Barnard, 1996; Dant, 1999), retained 
the premise of clothing’s communicative function but appreciated its cultural 
specificity and most importantly that clothing cannot speak for itself (Dant, 1999). 
Rather than meaning being an inherent property of a garment the semiotic model 
assumes the negotiation of meaning between different actors who are grounded in a 
particular culture (Barnard, 1996). However whilst this understanding of 
communication (particularly that suggested by Saussure (see Barnard, 1996)) allows 
for some fluidity in meaning -  that is the relationship between signifier and signified 
is not fixed -  it continues to locate the signification of clothing in the material 
garment or ensemble itself. Although there is an appreciation that these are ‘not 
meaningful in themselves’ (Barnard, 1996, p.85) but rather it is the cultural and 
historical context which defines them in particular ways, or at least provides the 
context for their possible decodings, there is a sense in which these garments remain 
disembodied and that meaning resides purely in their materiality alone. There is no 
room here for any appreciation that clothing may be meaningful in the ways 
discussed above, nor in their acquisition or history (see for example Gregson et al, 
2000; Miller, 2000; Pagram, 1998) and there is certainly no appreciation that the 
meaning of clothing is significantly influenced and indeed defined by its 
juxtaposition with a particular embodied context. Semiotic analyses therefore 1 
would suggest continue to privilege a disembodied decoding by a distanced observer 
since meaning is thought to be located in the decoding of the garment (whether that 
be the intended decoding of the designer, wearer or actual decoding of the spectator) 
rather than the practices of consumption and wearing, and the relationship to the 
body.

2.4.2 Dress As Bodily Practice

Theories of dress as communication (particularly semiological accounts) 
posit clothing as more than merely ‘saying’ but rather ‘doing’ something, in 
particular in relation to their power to re-inscribe the social order (see for example
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Barnard. 1996). However more recently there have been a number of theorists who 
have begun to think more carefully about fashion and dress as something one does 
and particularly something one does to one’s body.

1 would suggest that there are two main ways in which fashion can be 
conceptualised as bodily practice, firstly, in relation to what Negrin (1999) terms 
functionalist approaches (which relate to the regimes imposed on the material body 
by tashion) and secondly in relation to the surface production of socially appropriate 
bodies. Whilst post-modern theories of fashion have largely criticised functionalist 
approaches for assuming that there is a ‘natural’ body which is disguised, repressed 
or indeed mutilated by fashion, I would suggest that such theories, focusing on the 
ways in which fashion works on the materiality of the body, remain highly 
significant. Early feminist critiques of fashion focused on the physically debilitating 
effects of female dress which:

“was criticised for reinforcing the subservience of women to men because of 
its impractical and excessively ornate nature (Tickner, 1984). Amelia 
Bloomer, an American feminist in the 1850s, for instance, criticised the 
female dress of the day insofar as it hindered the physical mobility of women, 
reinforcing the confinement of women (at least those of the middle classes) to 
a sedentary form of existence in the domestic sphere. Female dress, 
particularly the corset, was also criticized for being detrimental to the 
physical health of women” (Negrin, 1999, p.100; see also Wilson, 1992).

Whilst as Wilson (1992) notes it may be:

‘‘something of a cliché to state that the whalebone, canvas and steel corset of 
the nineteenth century (discipline forced from without) has given way to the 
corset of muscle produced by exercise and diet of the twentieth century 
(discipline internalised and produced from within).” (Wilson, 1992, p. 10)

It is nevertheless clear from accounts such as Bordo’s (1993) and others for example 
Macdonald (1995) that the creation of an ideal figure of fashion creates docility 
amongst women and encourages attempts to physically alter the materiality of ones 
body in order to conform to culturally defined images of femininity. It is not so 
much that fashion disguises or represses the natural body, since no body exists 
outside of culture and even the naked body is riven through with social meaning and 
constructed by discourse. Rather it is that the hegemonic codes of dress relate to 
specific bodies and it is as much the body that underlies the dress as the clothing one 
wears that defines one as conforming to the socially prescribed norms set out in the 
sartorial codes themselves. Engaging with the physical materiality of the body is 
therefore as much a part of producing socially appropriate bodies as is the surface 
consideration of wearing the right thing.

Jennifer Craik (1994) has engaged with the notion that women “wear their 
bodies through their clothes” (p. 1). She argues through her concept of ‘habitus’ that 
clothing is neither purely functional nor symbolic as these terms are traditionally 
understood. Rather she suggests that bodies learn particular ways of being in the 
world in order to ‘fit its occupancy of a chosen social group’ (p.4), that is identity is 
positively constructed (rather than a natural body negatively hidden) by the practices 
of acculturation which are inherent within the fashion system. Alongside the fashion
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system s prescription ot socially appropriate ways ot wearing the body with respect 
to styles for example it also acts as:

"a technology of civility, that is, sanctioned codes of conduct in the practices 
ot self- formation and selt-presentation. The body is trained to perform in 
socially acceptable ways by harnessing movement, gesture and demeanour 
until they become second nature.” (p. 5)

Fashion and dress can therefore be understood as bodily practice through which one 
does not just wear clothing that is culturally meaningful but composes a socially 
appropriate body through adorning and wearing one’s body in the correct manner as 
determined by sartorial codes. As Entwistle has suggested therefore such bodily 
practice involves concern with not just the outward presentation of the self but also 
the intimate experience of constructing it to fit cultural codes:

’The individual and very personal act of getting dressed is an act of preparing 
the body for the social world, making it appropriate, acceptable, indeed 
respectable and possibly even desirable also. Getting dressed is an ongoing 
practice requiring knowledge, techniques and skills, from learning how to tie 
our shoe laces and do up our buttons as children to understanding about 
colours, textures and fabrics and how to weave them together to suit our 
bodies and lives. Dress is the way in which individuals leam to live in their 
bodies and feel at home in them. Wearing the right clothes and looking our 
best, we feel at ease with our bodies, and the opposite is equally true: turning 
up for a situation inappropriately dressed, we feel awkward, out of lace and 
vulnerable. In this respect, dress is both intimate experience of the body and 
a public presentation of it.” (Entwistle, 2000, p.7)

Such understandings of fashion and dress explicitly situate the body as central to 
their functioning and indeed significance. However few theorists have adequately 
engaged with the ways in which embodied individuals carry out and experience such 
practice on an everyday basis. Whilst gestures have been made theoretically to 
conceptualising dress as bodily practice few have yet to empirically research it as 
embodied practice. This is a sever shortcoming I would suggest since as Entwistle 
argues dress is an ongoing practice and therefore cannot be fully understood by 
isolated acts of observation or purely theoretical discussion.

Whilst not always being positioned primarily within the debate about fashion 
and dress a significant literature has developed around the management of bodily 
identity in workplace contexts. This literature has tended at least to ground itself in 
empirical work drawing largely on two broad areas of focus, women in professional 
occupations where the overwhelming gender culture is a particular version of 
masculinity (see for example Davis, 1992; Entwistle, 2000; Green, 2001; McDowell 
and Court, 1994; McDowell, 1995) and women in what could be termed as 
‘interactive service occupations’ where their bodies form part of the service offered 
to the customer (Adkins, 1992; Kerfoot and Knights, 1993). Clearly with respect to 
women’s agency and active management of bodily presence through dress the first of 
these examples is by far the richer since in jobs where women’s bodies form part of 
the service being offered uniforms are far more common. For those employed as 
professionals in masculine environments such as the city (McDowell and Court, 
1994; McDowell, 1995) and indeed university departments (Green, 2001) dress as
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bodily practice is an incessant consideration which must be carefully managed in 
order to successfully perform in such socio-spatial contexts. However whilst the 
theoretical need for such careful management is widely discussed (see in particular 
McDowell, 1995) the fleshy body as lived remains strangely absent in many such 
studies. There is a lack of involvement with the day to day processes involved in 
dressing bodies which whilst undeniably prescribed by culture to be problematic in 
particular ways are also fleshy corporeal entities. It would appear that for many 
theorists the flight from functionalist approaches to dress has meant losing sight of 
the body as it is lived. The body (whether clothed or not) is indeed a cultural 
construction but that does not mean that the individual body and the experience of it 
in relation to its clothing is any less important than this corporate cultural 
construction. Whilst there may be ideal figures constructed by discourses and 
representations of fashion and dress and indeed sartorial codes which prescribe 
appropriate ways of wearing particular bodies, individual bodies do not map onto 
these cleanly. Individual bodies must be managed in relation to these codes and 
whilst we can identify trends, for example amongst women in particular workplaces, 
the crux of the matter I would argue for dress as embodied practice is how these 
women engage with them on a daily basis given the fleshy fluidity of their 
corporeality and therefore the meaning of dress as it maps onto their bodies. 1 would 
argue that studies such as McDowell and Court’s whilst apparently dealing with an 
example of dress as bodily practice, certainly working to bring the bodily dimension 
of the supposed rational world of city banking into focus, actually retains a clinical 
distance between the body and dress. Green (2001) however goes much further and 
deals explicitly with women’s individual bodies rather than a detached cultural 
construction of ‘women’s bodies’. For example, she notes the difficulties some 
women professors have with negotiating their fleshy bodies and producing these as 
competent authoritative figures:

“Body-management strategies which has been internalised at an early age as 
part of the process of becoming gendered (Grogan, 1999; Bordo, 1993) 
became critical to their embodied presence as women of intellectual 
substance ...

.its unlikely that I’d go to work with sleeveless tee-shirts and stuff even in 
the height of summer ... even though I like them a lot, because sometimes I 
have to tell them (students) off and I think it undermines my capacity to do 
that effectively if they’ve seen my sort of floppy, middle-aged body ... (Beth) 
Many of the women implied that unclothed or ‘wobbly, aging, fat bodies’ 
were perceived to signal weakness or vulnerability which undermined their 
authority and could not be countenanced” (Green, 2001, p.l 10-111).

And as further recent work has shown, the incessant fluidity of the body means that 
practices of dress may change on a daily basis given that:

“In many ways, what we chose to wear at any one time depends on how we 
are feeling about our bodies (or what those bodies are actively doing) and 
how we are feeling about ourselves. ... On fat, bloated, washed-out days the 
last thing we want to do is chose an outfit that we feel accentuates these 
features. Personal perceptions of our bodies constrain our choice of outfit” 
(Banim et al, 2001, p.2-3).
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On the micro-scale ot the individual body there are more codes to be negotiated 
through dress than the monolithic construction of culturally coded bodies. As 
Green’s work with women professors has shown it is not just these bodies’ 
femaleness that is managed through dress but also other aspects of their corporeality 
which while culturally constructed in particular ways in relation to these macro­
codes are experienced as fluid and changing and must be addressed on a daily basis. 
Therefore the continued absence of the body from theories of fashion and dress must 
be redressed if a full understanding of clothing is to be attained.

2.5 Fashioning The Pregnant Body: Dressing Pregnant Bodies

It is perhaps unsurprising to find that the amount of consideration given by 
the academy to clothing the pregnant body has by and large been negligible. Given 
both the context of inherent masculinism discussed here and also the persistent 
feminist fear associated with reaffirming the damaging dualistic association of 
woman with her troublesome body the reluctance to engage with such subject matter 
is not unexpected. I would add here that my own experience of research in this area 
at times troubled me that I might indeed be in danger of reflecting traditional 
discourses in my findings since their continued prevalence is all too evident in 
popular discourse. However, to acknowledge that the embodied experience of 
pregnancy for many remains understood in relation to Cartesian, patriarchal concepts 
is not to condone or indeed reaffirm them and indeed I would argue that it is 
precisely because of the sustained significance of these in women’s everyday lives 
that feminists have a responsibility to critically engage with them. If scholars can 
begin to take apart the workings of such discourses and ideologies in women’s 
everyday lives then they can provide the makings of grounds for challenge, if only in 
the sense of denaturalising them. I would argue that an examination of maternity 
clothing is one way in which traditional ideas about the pregnant body can be 
dismantled and indeed is vital in this project given the close association between 
bodies and dress (see for example Warwick and Cavallaro, 1998). An understanding 
of how overriding discourses of pregnant bodies are mapped onto practices of dress 
and indeed clothing consumption in women’s everyday lives can be seen to engage 
critically with cultural prescriptions of appropriate bodily composition and more 
fundamental theoretical fears about the pregnant body. Such a focus, as is taken by 
this thesis, highlights the essentially contradictory function of clothing as a means of 
re-inscribing normative and socially appropriate identities since whilst the reflection 
of hegemonic discourse through culturally established codes of dress can be 
demonstrated (as Bailey, 1992 and Longhurst, 2000 do) a close examination of the 
mutually constitutive nature of the relationship between body and dress reveals 
incessant fluidity. If practices of dress are understood as processes of continual 
corporeo-sartorial negotiation then the idea of a natural pregnant body is firmly 
questioned not only because clothing is integral to the body’s surface production and 
the way it is lived and experienced but also because this process is necessarily 
incessant because of the multiplicity and fluidity of pregnant corporeality.

A study of clothing consumption during pregnancy can therefore be seen to 
be significant both with respect to demonstrating the need for explicitly embodied 
study of practices of dress and also in terms of critically engaging with traditional 
Cartesian and patriarchal discourses. Having noted the lack of consideration of
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maternity wear within the academy it is necessary to briefly outline the contributions 
made by two authors in this area, Rebecca Bailey and Robyn Longhurst.

Bailey (1992) discusses how the availability of different forms of maternity 
wear in the United States has closely mapped the prescriptions of the medical 
profession with respect to what activities are deemed appropriate at any historical 
moment:

“Dress for pregnancy became a very telling marker of whether pregnant 
women were allowed to participate fully in society. The commercial 
availability of specialized garments, such as swimwear, indicated a pervasive 
social view -  the view of the dominant male group -  that such an activity was 
acceptable during pregnancy. Although the activities allowed pregnant 
women by doctors, and subsequently, the availability of clothing appropriate 
for such activities, has steadily diversified throughout the twentieth century, 
this has always occurred years after being adopted by fashionably attired non­
pregnant women. Change has virtually always come through gradual 
acceptance of the activity as benign by the dominant group, and through 
isolated acts of rebellion by the suppressed, rather than through scientific 
inquiry,” (Bailey, 1992, p.251)

Bailey therefore conceptualises maternity wear as being an explicit tool through 
which the activities of pregnant women were controlled by patriarchy. Despite the 
fact that it was the medical profession which exerted the most significant power in 
prescribing appropriate behaviour (which therefore determined the availability of 
clothing allowing women to participate in particular activities and spheres of public 
life) the views were not based on scientific enquiry but rather cultural ideologies8. 
Whilst warming to Bailey’s analysis I fundamentally disagree with her assertion that 
from the 1970s onwards medicine largely relinquished its influence over fashion and 
that maternity wear subsequently became free of draconian prescriptions about 
pregnant women’s proper behaviour. I would argue that whether directly inferred by 
medicine or not maternity wear provision remains a significant means through which 
appropriate activities for pregnant women are communicated. For example, as l shall 
go on to discuss, the styles of dress available remain restrictive in certain respects. 
On the high street in England today it is virtually impossible to purchase a suit 
appropriate for a professional workplace context, or indeed eveningwear suitable for 
seasonal parties for example. Far from being free of restrictions and “deviating little 
from their pre-pregnant condition” (Bailey, 1992, p.262) maternity wear continues to 
be subject to cultural codes which dictate appropriate modes of being the pregnant 
body. Longhurst (2000) demonstrates this clearly through her analysis of the public 
reaction to a bikini contest for pregnant women held in Wellington, New Zealand, 
she argues that:

“There is now a proliferation of images and texts that suggest that if you are 
pregnant you no longer have to be dowdy. ... Pregnant women appear to 
‘have arrived’ and are free at last from the social constraints which formerly 
tied them to domesticity and to the private realms. It seems as though it is 
now possible to be pregnant and fashionable; pregnant and sexy; pregnant 
and a corporate manager; pregnant and sporty.

8 For a fuller discussion o f  how medical discourses more widely can be seen to map onto cultural 
ideology see work by for example Margrit Shildrick (1997; Shildrick and Price (eds) 1998).
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And yet, the regulatory practices that shape pregnant bodies have not 
disappeared. Constant contestation of these practices by pregnant women and 
others have meant that behaviours have changed (slowly and slightly) over 
time. To claim the pregnant women are now free agents to act in a manner in 
any place that they choose, however is to fail to understand the discursive 
modes that operate in relation to pregnant bodies” (Longhurst, 2000, p. 458)

As well as discussing her own respondents docility in relation to dressing in public in 
'modest’ ways her work also outlines the reasons for such self-surveillance and 
disciplining in its account of public reactions to a bikini contest organized by a 
Wellington radio station and held in public in October 1998. In a fashion not 
dissimilar to the responses following the publication of the Demi Moore image on 
the cover of Vanity Fair complaints flooded in to the local media. Letters reached 
newspapers that covered the event and the radio station itself received phone calls of 
complaint. The overriding concern of all who chose to express their views in this 
way reflected the notion that such public displays of pregnancy are unseemly and 
inappropriate. For example:

“I take umbrage at the disgusting picture featuring on the front page of the 
Herald last Thursday and consider it an affront to the decency and sacredness 
of motherhood.
It is little wonder that the moral standards of our society are so low when the 
prospective mothers of our capital city choose to make such a spectacle of 
themselves in the name of fun or entertainment and advertising.
How low can we go?
It is most distasteful that your staff should choose to photograph such an 
even, let alone publish the picture...” (Letter to the New Zealand Herald by 
Evelyn McGregor quoted in Longhurst, 2000, p. 463).

Whilst such reactions and interpretations were not universal that people who did hold 
such views felt moved to communicate them so forcefully is significant. As 
Longhurst notes pregnant women’s behaviour is commonly policed by others and in 
a variety of ways and this can be explained by the cultural construction of the 
pregnant body as ‘'mother-to-be’:

“Gazing at, touching and commenting on pregnant women’s stomachs and 
behaviours is tied to the notion of the fetus as public property. It is widely 
believed that a pregnant woman’s primary concern ought to be foe her fetus. 
Julia Kristeva (1980, p. 237) argues that the mother “is simply the site of her 
proceedings”. She is primarily a vessel for the fetus and must not be tempted 
to assert her own primacy. Young (1990, p.160), drawing on Kristeva 
(1980), claims that: “Pregnancy does not belong to the woman herself. It is a 
state of the developing fetus, for which the woman is a container.” 
(Longhurst, 2000, p.468).

The example used by Longhurst demonstrates that hegemonic discourses that 
operate in relation to appropriate dress for pregnant women are centrally about the 
composition of appropriate pregnant bodies. This involves not just the surface 
presentation of a body but also the ways in which it behaves, the spaces it occupies 
and so on. The disquiet prompted by the bikini contest was clearly about much more
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that the adornment of heavily pregnant bodies with inappropriate clothing, it was also 
about where this took place and how these women were behaving. In particular I 
would argue that the alignment of pregnant bodies with bodies of fashion through the 
context ot a catwalk and fashion show was particularly problematic. Whilst such 
abject bodies constitute the antithesis of the ideal body of fashion and therefore do 
not ‘fit' in such a context with respect to their appearance, this context also 
juxtaposes notions ot the fashionable body onto pregnant corporeality which are 
unacceptable in the dominant cultural construction. For example, according to 
popular representations bodies of fashion are conspicuous, frivolous, narcissistic 
consumers focused on self and with respect to pregnancy this is largely considered to 
be totally inappropriate. I will come to argue later that with respect to clothing the 
composition of appropriate social bodies extends to the way in which women act as 
consumers, that part of the prescribed behaviour that delineates this body as 
acceptable involves not just what it wears but how it shops for and consumes 
clothing. Drawing on Miller (1998) and Miller et al (1998) for example I shall 
discuss the importance of thrift driven practices of consumption for the composition 
of appropriate pregnant bodies and indeed the establishment of maternal identities in 
a cultural context where as Longhurst suggests pregnant women are expected to be 
focused primarily on their unborn child and not themselves. This I argue is a 
discourse reflected through the production and consumption of maternity wear, for 
example in retail spaces of representation such as high street shops, pregnancy and 
birth magazines, and indeed women’s discussions about and practices of 
consumption. Codes of dress can therefore be seen to extend through to modes of 
consumption as well as styles of adornment.

The study of maternity wear therefore reveals the existence of inherent links 
between bodies and dress, not just on an aesthetic level but also on an everyday, 
material basis. However, as with other areas of sartorial study which have begun to 
engage with the body more explicitly these two discussions (Bailey, 1992 and 
Longhurst, 2000) fail to address the messy, fleshy body and the daily negotiations 
women make in their embodied relationship with their clothes. I would suggest that 
such engagement is absolutely fundamental to understanding practices of dress and 
clothing consumption. For whilst it is at once necessary to address clothing in 
relation to the body because of the intricate relationship between the two (Entwistle, 
2000, 2001; Dant, 1999; Soper, 2001; Warwick and Cavallaro, 1998), it is also vital 
for researchers to get their hands dirty and engage with subjects’ day to day 
relationship with their clothes. This is not something that can be understood from a 
sterile point of detached observation, rather, to understand this intricate relationship 
requires us to enter into sustained empirical work with fleshy, embodied subjects. 
Through such work we may hope to begin to map the mutually constitutive nature of 
clothing and bodies which I would argue is the crux of clothing consumption and 
practices of dress. Composing appropriate social bodies on an everyday basis is 
about producing composite constructions of the body and dress in relation to cultural 
codes as has been hinted at by recent work by Guy and Banim (2000). Though Guy 
and Banim do not deal explicitly with the body their work with women does show 
the everyday nature of corporeo-sartorial negotiations:

“Most women were able to identify types or styles of clothing they had 
learned to avoid because they drew attention to particular areas. However an 
extra difficulty emerges ... in that concealing, disguising clothes do not 
always work consistently. Several women stressed the need to be vigilant
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because of the shifting body shape they had. For example, four women 
talked of the tit of their clothes and the times (what one women termed fat 
days) when they deliberately selected or would not use certain clothes.” (Guy 
and Banim. 2000, p.320, see also Banim, et al, 2001).

Indeed, the necessity of grounded empirical work with fleshy, embodied subjects is 
highlighted by this excerpt since it shows not only that everyday clothing practice 
involves explicit consideration of the body and that the image attained is judged 
appropriate or not based on the composite construction of body and dress, but that 
this is an everyday practice precisely because of the shifting nature of the body. A 
crucial aspect of the relationship women have with their clothes is that it is not 
stable. Bodies, and therefore practices of dress and the meaning of clothing are all 
fluid and this is something exemplified by the relationship between pregnant bodies 
and maternity wear.

My research has shown that far from being stable the pregnant body as it is 
lived is incessantly fluid, indeed in the course of a single pregnancy women embody 
multiple pregnant bodies. Whilst noting that these are by no means universal 
constructions or experiences 1 identify several for detailed discussion, specifically ‘in 
between’, ‘satisfactorily’, and ‘heavily’ pregnant bodies and also post partum bodies 
and note how women’s relationship with their clothing similarly shifts throughout 
pregnancy, some bodies being more antagonistic in relation to dress than others for 
example. I also stress that within such multiplicity there is additional fluidity and 
discontinuity and that as a result women are engaged in constant corporeo-sartorial 
negotiation in order to successfully compose socially appropriate bodies. In addition 
to women having to constantly renegotiate the way they clothe their body’s because 
of its shifting nature it is also the case that corporeal multiplicity is defined in part 
through clothing itself. For example, clothing can materially define pregnant bodies 
as ‘not pregnant’, ‘fat’, and also exaggerate their boundaries to construct them as 
larger than they physically are. In early pregnancy when women are embodied as 
‘clinically pregnant but yet not so’ and ‘in between’ their bodies do not visually (or 
otherwise) manifest their pregnancy. At this time maternity wear actively 
contributes to a construction of these bodies as ‘not pregnant’ since women feel out 
of place in retail spaces and the material fabrication of the clothing literally does not 
fit them. The inability to legitimately shop for, buy into and wear maternity wear at 
this time therefore constructs these pregnant bodies as ‘not pregnant’ in a variety of 
ways. Further the relationship between ‘in between’ pregnant bodies and clothing in 
general is particularly antagonistic for most women. As I have suggested maternity 
wear tends not to fit these bodies because they do not require the extra fabric within 
the designs. This can lead to the exaggeration of bodily boundaries as the contours 
of the body are inaccurately mapped by the poorly-fitting clothing. For many 
women the composite image of body and dress in this instance is wholy 
unsatisfactory as it produces a larger body than their physical corporeality. However 
whilst the poor fit of maternity wear at once constructs them as ‘not pregnant’ and 
larger than they physically are (in an ambiguous sense and therefore producing them 
as ‘fat’) this body rarely fits women’s existing wardrobe well. Therefore the 
relationship of this body to clothing tends to reinforce the construction of being ‘in 
between’. It literally neither fits maternity wear nor women’s ordinary clothes and is 
therefore neither pregnant nor normal. Clothing can also define pregnant bodies as 
‘fat’ in a different respect, in direct relation to representations of fashion. For 
example fashionable styles do not map unprobematically onto obviously pregnant

42



bodies because the ideal body of fashion is explicitly not pregnant. Therefore the 
incongruous nature of the pregnant body and fashion, the disruption of fashion by the 
pregnant body defines it as ‘fat’ (i.e. not slim, toned and flat stomached, not the ideal 
body of fashion).

Despite the rehabilitation of the body by recent academic scholarship the 
fleshy, embodied subject remains latent in studies of fashion and dress and indeed 
clothing consumption. It is argued here that this approach cannot be sustained in the 
light of this research which identifies inherent links between clothing and 
corporeality and indeed the fluidity of bodies which necessitates constant corporeo- 
sartorial negotiation and therefore signals fluidity of practices and meanings of dress.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The methodological issues associated with this thesis have become somewhat 
more complex since 1 became pregnant towards the end of my writing up period9. 
Whilst, as I shall outline and discuss I have made every attempt to carry out robust 
qualitative research informed from the outset by feminist principles and ethics, my 
pregnancy has highlighted and raised several interesting methodological issues. I 
believe that my 'becoming the research subject’ has indeed been beneficial to my 
work, increasing the value of my research in this sense. In particular my altered 
material corporeality has not only provided me with a radically shifted positionality 
in relation to the subject matter it has also literally embodied my knowledge. 
Therefore my analysis now takes on new emphasis and depth as I think and speak 
from new corporeal positions (which are constantly shifting) and indeed a new 
identity. As such this thesis highlights once again the contingency of academic 
knowledge and crucially its embodiedness. I would argue that my pregnancy 
constructs this research and particularly this thesis as methodologically challenging 
with respect to traditional masculinist approaches to knowledge creation since it has 
been composed by an individual who has inhabited multiple corporealities during its 
production (and who explicitly acknowledges these and their significance within this 
process) one of which is that most feared of bodies (as has already been discussed) 
that of the pregnant woman.

1 shall discuss these issues and others in greater depth during this chapter 
however firstly it is necessary to outline and explain the underlying methodological 
strategy for this research and indeed its theoretical grounding.

3.2 Feminist Research

Where once the emphasis in feminist methodological texts lay in asserting the 
multiplicity of perspectives and indeed techniques for conducting research on gender 
(see for example Gilbert, 1994; McDowell, 1992; Moss, 1993; Olesen, 1994; 
Raghuram el al, 1998). More recently concern has shifted towards negotiating, not 
just what characterises “appropriate feminist research methodologies” (McDowell, 
1999, p.224), but indeed how peculiarly feminist research stands up to the challenge 
of postmodernism (see for example Gibson-Graham, 1994, 1996).

“With the turn to postmodernism many of the certainties of feminist research 
practice have been dislodged. This has liberated a plethora of exciting 
philosophical, political and cultural endeavours that tackle the essentialism 
around women embedded in both feminist and non-feminist texts. At the 
same time, however, feminist social analysts find themselves confronting an

9 Cotterill and Letherby (1993) in particular note the importance o f researchers auto/biographies to 
research and explicitly attempt to write themselves into their work. However they do not 
acknowledge the significance o f  a researcher’s corporeality and whilst they do acknowledge that 
research changes participants (both researcher and researched, in ways in which others do not) they do 
not consider how changes in corporeal identity also influence the knowledge produced. It is not just 
the researched who reveal the fallacy o f  the notion o f a ‘fixed person’ (p.77) by displaying 
contradictory responses in discussions; the researcher too cannot be viewed as a single coherent self.
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ironic impasse as what has been seen as the unifying objects of our research 
dissolve before our eyes” (Gibson-Graham, 1994, p.206).

The original maxims of feminist research, particularly that it should be ‘on, by and 
for' women (Stanley and Wise, 1990) and crucially, committed to political 
intervention in sy stems and conditions of gender related oppression of women have 
thus been called into question with the deconstruction of the unifying category 
‘women' (Gibson-Graham, 1994).

However epistemological challenges to masculinist knowledge remain of 
central importance to post modern social science. The partial and situated nature of 
knowledge which is presented as “a process rather than a product” (Pratt, 1993 
quoted by McDowell, 1999, p.227) 1 would argue is a fundamental cornerstone of 
such a theoretically structured discipline. Further 1 would suggest (alongside 
Gibson-Graham, 1994, 1996) that far from erasing any political significance or 
impetus to our work, it has rather shifted in emphasis. Feminist work can still be 
seen to challenge existing gender relations, indeed in more complex and perhaps 
significant ways. Since in recognising the diversity, multiplicity and fluidity of 
subjects feminists can address political differences across these rather than aiming at 
some mythical mean, which in some respects ironically reinscribed the binary gender 
code. As Gibson-Graham (1994, p.219-220, see also 1996) argues:

“As a feminist researcher, I am coming to understand my political project as 
one of discursive destabilisation. One of my goals is to undermine the 
hegemony of the binary gender discourse and to promote alternative subject 
positions for gendered subjects. I see my research as (participating in) 
creating identity / subjectivity, and in that process as constituting alternative 
sites of power and places of political intervention.”

In this respect I firmly believe that this research has a political strength both within 
the immediate contexts of the embodied research practice itself (in conversations 
with women and in the case study sites of participant observation), and academically, 
through theoretical analysis. Whilst I have at times been dismayed by the 
(continued) hegemony of what I consider to be ‘traditional’ and oppressive 
discourses in the performances constituted by the research (and also in the 
production of maternity wear) conversations with women gave space for questioning 
these and also gave rise to data which form clear grounds to affect a dissection of the 
monolithic pregnant body. This is highly significant from a feminist perspective 
since this body can be seen to form one of the underpinning figures of patriarchal 
binary gender discourse.

Therefore, despite recent problématisations of feminist research and indeed 
perhaps a shift in focus I remain committed to practising feminist methodological 
strategies. The research presented here has been constructed within peculiarly 
feminist parameters as I shall outline below which encompass my theoretical 
approach to knowledge production as well as the embodied practice of research 
itself. Indeed as Brunskell (1998, p.40) argues:

“ ...the choice of methods ... cannot be separated out from the theory 
informing their use. Nor can these theoretical frameworks be properly 
understood outside arguments which take place at the level of epistemology.”

45



Before discussing my methodological strategy however it is important to note that 
whilst 1 construet my perspective as 'feminist’ I do not claim to conform to any one 
definitive approach, or, indeed to be defining any ideal position. As Moss (1993, 
p.48) argues:

". . . those of us who contemplate feminist analysis cannot be lumped together 
into one categorically bounded position termed feminist. Clearly there is not 
one generic feminist perspective.”

3.3 Epistemology

Feminist epistemologies have posed a fundamental challenge to traditional 
theories of knowledge (see for example: Moss, 1993; Gilbert, 1994; WGSG, 1997), 
systematically unpicking the ethnocentric, masculinist assumptions underlying 
academic knowledge production. Crucially the doctrines defining ‘knower, knowing 
and the known' (WGSG, 1997, p.87) have been rewritten by feminist scholars. As 
has previously been discussed the Cartesian claims of a disembodied rational male 
knower who assimilated knowledge through detached observation has been mightily 
challenged by scholars who reject the gendered dualisms upon which such an 
epistemology is founded. Equally the assertion that only the realms of male concern 
were suitable for the interrogation of the academy have been ‘debunked’ (Gilbert, 
1994) by feminism, arguing that research done on men could no longer be seen to be 
representative of human experience (Gilbert, 1994, p.90). Further the construction of 
particular themes as inappropriate according to the rational/irrational binary has also 
been challenged (Longhurst, 1997a). 1 have noted elsewhere the key interdependence 
of such Cartesian claims to knowledge and the necessity of the conditions these place 
on knowing and known for the definition of ‘knower’. Feminist epistemological 
debates have therefore had implications beyond the theory of knowledge production 
for example by constructing a legitimate position for non -white, non -male knowers 
within the academy as well as opening up new fields for study and giving others 
voices through new practices of research.

Perhaps most significantly for contemporary feminist research, given the 
extent to which such shifts have become integrated into reworked epistemologies, are 
the implications for ‘ways of knowing’ and the production of knowledge. The 
theoretical challenges of feminist epistemologies have practical connotations for 
what knowledge can be produced and how we engage in the processes of its 
production. As Raghuram et al (1998, p.39) suggest:

“Feminists have displaced ethnocentric, masculinist claims to universal 
knowledge, asserting that knowledge is partial and situated and that this had 
to be acknowledged in any research project (Madge et al, 1997).”

Feminists have consistently argued that masculinist forms of knowledge are deeply 
flawed by the insistence that detachment from the research subjects, and indeed the 
maintenance of ‘objectivity, underpinned ‘good research’ (England, 1994; see also 
McDowell, 1992):

“..part of the feminist project has been to dismantle the smokescreen 
surrounding the cannons of neo-positivist research -  impartiality and 
objectivist neutrality -  which supposedly prevent the researcher from
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contaminating the data (and, presumably, vice versa). As well as being our 
object of inquiry, the world is an intersubjective creation and, as such, we 
cannot put our commonsense knowledge of social structures to one side. This 
immediately problematises the observational distance of neo-positivism 
because as Stanley and Wise [(1993), argue] ... those who are researched 
should be treated like people and not mere mines of information to be 
exploited by the researcher as the neutral collector o f ‘facts’” (England, 1994,
p.81-2).

Indeed Gibson-Graham has suggested in relation to her own research experiences 
that such concepts as the researched as mines of information and the researcher as 
miners are misleading since they perpetuate the fallacy of objectivity in research 
encounters. Rather than write themselves out of research feminists acknowledge the 
significance of their embodied presence and interactions with research subjects for 
the data itself:

“In my research I found metaphors o f ‘conversation’ and ‘performance’ much 
more useful in imagining a research strategy than the mining metaphors I had 
initially adopted. The mining metaphors constitute research as a process of 
discovery, of revelation: as researchers we reveal truths that are hidden from 
the untutored observer, contributing hitherto untapped resources to the 
permanent store of knowledge. By contrast, conversation and performance 
are metaphors of creation and interaction” (Gibson-Graham, 1996, p. 241, 
see also Gibson-Graham, 1994).

Knowledge produced as a result of research thus conceived is necessarily considered 
to be not only partial and situated but crucially contingent upon the individuals 
involved and the particularities of their interactions. For example Reger (2001) 
discusses the inherent problems she encountered in attempting to approach her 
ethnographic research in an objective, dispassionate and neutral way, poignantly 
noting that:

“ ... every time I took myself out of the observation; the observation took itself 
out of me” (Reger, 2001, p. 611).

Her work has shown how deeply entrenched the researcher is in the research process 
and indeed the production of data and therefore knowledge. Further it highlights the 
significance of the researcher’s emotional10 responses to and embeddedness in the 
research context and with the participants. The influence of the researchers 
embodied presence is not unidirectional; the research also has implications for the 
researcher (see for example Cotterill and Letherby, 1993). These too are an 
important aspect of knowledge and reflect its inescapably social nature. In 
recognising research as a ‘social activity’ (Staeheli and Lawson, 1994) and therefore 
the knowledge we produce as a single text within multiple possibilities it is also 
argued that what Gibson-Graham terms ‘the permanent store of knowledge’ must too 
be seen as a fallacy. The knowledge we produce is itself not fixed but rather open to 
multiple interpretations:

10 See also Anderson and Smith (2001) for a discussion o f the importance o f  emotional geographies.
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"If we now understand that the outcome of the research process is a single 
story among many that are possible, we also now understand that the out put 
of our work be it article or book -  is also a product open to multiple 
interpretations, rather than a fixed and final end product. Just as research is a 
relational process so too is reading. Each reader brings to the text her or his 
own experiences which influence the interpretation of what we write” 
(McDowell, 1997, p.395; see also McDowell, 1999; Raghuram et al, 1998).

These ideas of relational reading and indeed the depth of personal investment of the 
researcher in the knowledge they create have been vividly played out within my own 
research experience as a result of my changing corporeality. My becoming pregnant 
has meant that towards the end of my writing up period 1 now bring to my writing 
and indeed editing a new and shifting set of material corporeal experiences. I have 
personally experienced the fluidity of meaning and interpretation and explicitly 
acknowledge this multiplicity.

Of particular significance to my research prior to my own pregnancy in 
particular was adopting something of a ‘supplicant role’ (England, 1994). Feminist 
epistemologies as I have discussed characteristically privilege subjective knowledges 
and fundamentally value the everyday experiential knowledges of research 
participants within these. Whilst recognising that research does not illuminate some 
pre-existing ‘truth’ due to its relational nature I nevertheless feel it is important to 
acknowledge the centrality of the narratives of our research participants to our 
understandings. Particularly in my relationships with pregnant women, embodied as I 
was then as a woman who had never been pregnant I found the ‘supplicant role’ 
highly desirable and appropriate, not least I would add in respect to negotiating the 
potentially exploitative power relations of research:

“most feminists usually favour the role of supplicant, seeking reciprocal 
relationships based on empathy and mutual respect, and often sharing their 
knowledge with those they research ... [T]he researcher explicitly 
acknowledges her/his reliance on the research subject to provide insight into 
the subtle nuances of meaning that structure and shape everyday lives. 
Fieldwork for the researcher-as-supplicant is predicated upon an unequivocal 
acceptance that the knowledge of the person being researched (at least 
regarding the questions being asked) is greater than that of the researcher. 
Essentially, the appeal of supplication lies in its potential for dealing with 
asymmetrical and potentially exploitative power relations by shifting a lot of 
power over to the researched.” (England, 1994, p. 82; see also Raghuram et 
al, 1998).

Negotiating the unbalanced power relations of social research is a crucial element of 
feminist research practice and an explicit awareness and concern to skew them more 
in favour of participants has indeed been a preoccupation of mine as I shall go on to 
outline further within my discussion of methodology which is more concerned with 
research procedures (Eyles, 1993) than the theoretical products of it.

3.4 Methodology

As previously discussed, despite the postmodernist challenge to any notion of 
unitary political action or wholesale change, feminist methodologies are consistently
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underpinned by a motivation to destabilise existing gender discourses, which are 
crucial in the organisation of power. As Gibson-Graham (1996) suggests:

“Following Foucault, 1 ... see post-modern feminist politics starting from the 
assumption that power is everywhere inscribed, in and by women, as well as 
by men, in theory as well as in practice, in difference as well as in unity. 
Thus the process ot theoretical production is as much a political intervention 
in changing power relations, as is self-consciously (identity-based) political 
organisation. There is no prior reality or unified identity to be accessed or 
created by research from which we can launch a programme of change. 
There do, however, exist discourses that position subjects in relations of 
empowerment and disempowerment. The ways in which theory and research 
interact with these discourses have concrete political effects” (Gibson- 
Graham, 1996, p.237; see also, 1994).

In this respect my thesis, I would argue, whilst being motivated by precisely this 
desire to destabilise hegemonic discourses of the pregnant body and make space for 
new ways of speaking, seeing and doing pregnancy -  has succeeded to some degree. 
The pregnant body can be seen as a key figure in patriarchal power relations. 
However, whilst culturally this body is produced as a unitary, monolithic figure (not 
least through maternity wear), which maps neatly onto ideologies of motherhood, my 
research had shown that this implied singularity is false. Through conversations with 
women alternative discourses of pregnant corporeality have become apparent -  on 
the basis of material, lived experience -  in which multiple and fluid corporealities are 
present within the single pregnancies of individual women. As a consequence, I 
would argue, the concrete maternal figure who underlies patriarchal oppression of 
women can no longer be seen as an immutable biological and indeed natural body 
onto which singular discourses of pregnancy and motherhood can be 
unproblematically mapped. The constantly shifting nature of pregnant embodiment 
surely can be seen to destabilise oppressive patriarchal discourses not only about 
pregnancy itself (for example also opening up new possibilities for being pregnant 
bodies) but also motherhood and indeed perhaps more generally. Since as Gibson- 
Graham again identifies, whilst a unitary identity of woman does not exist, women 
are positioned in society by a binary gender discourse:

“While 1 share no fundamental identity with any other person (as I am a 
unique ensemble of contradictory and shifting subjectivities), I am situated by 
one of the most powerful and pervasive discourses in social life (that of the 
binary hierarchy of gender) in a shared subject position with others who are 
identified, or identify themselves, as women. This subject position influences 
my entrée into social interactions and the ways I can speak listen and be 
heard. In this sense I am enabled as a women, to research with other women 
the conditions of our discursive construction and its effects.” (Gibson- 
Graham, 1994, p.219).

Whilst this ‘binary hierarchy of gender’ may indeed place me in some sense in a 
shared subject position with my female research participants it is nevertheless crucial 
to explicitly acknowledge the different positionalities of those involved (including 
myself) and to be reflexive about the influence of these within the research. 
Reflexivity is a research strategy widely discussed by feminists (see for example
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Dyck, 1W3; Hngland, 1994; McDowell, 1992, 1997, 1999; Moss, 1993; Raghuram et 
al, 1998; Rose, 1997; WGSG, 1997). The main premises behind reflexivity have 
been described as the need for "'self-critical sympathetic introspection and self- 
conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England, 1994, p.82), since 
in order to challenge the view of the researcher as detached and objective it is argued 
that:

“ ...research is never complete “until it includes an understanding of the 
active role ot the analysts self which is exercised throughout the research 
process" (Smith, 1988; 18 see also Evans 1988, Pile, 1991).” (England, 1994,
P  84).

However the concept of truly transparent reflexivity has been questioned by 
Rose (1997) who suggests that whilst the driving principles behind it remain valid 
and crucial to feminist work, the concept that one can fully know one’s own position 
/ identity as separate and indeed in relation to the research context is itself 
dangerously close to reproducing masculinist claims:

“ ...assuming that self and context are, even if in principle only, transparently 
understandable seems to me to be demanding an analytical certainty that is as 
insidious as the universalising certainty that so many feminists have 
critiqued” (Rose, 1997, p.318).

Despite this problematisation of the concept of transparent reflexivity Rose stresses 
that the project to ‘situate knowledge reflexively’ (p.315) remains crucial to those 
working towards “a critical politics of power / knowledge production” (p.318). One 
possible ‘situating tactic’ that she refers to is the concept of ‘betweenness’, which 1 
find to be particularly helpful. This strategy much more explicitly acknowledges the 
relational character of research, allowing for the remaking of identities as part of the 
process rather than assuming a unidirectional influence of some pre-determined, 
fixed and fully knowable self. This method of understanding knowledge as partial, 
situated and riven through with power relations is much closer to the concept of 
knowledge as creation, performance (as outlined by Gibson-Graham) and itself a 
process rather than a product. It acknowledges that whilst we cannot claim to study 
as disembodied entities, our research contexts unmediated by our presence, our 
analysis unsullied by our biographies, neither can we arrogantly assume ourselves to 
be cocooned (in ways which we do not assume our participants to be) within fixed, 
fully knowable selves. Not only is our research a dialogic process (England, 1994), 
one of conversation and performance, but our very identity performances, ourselves 
must be seen in this light also. Therefore the concept of betweenness can be 
explained as:

“the notion that, in addition to research knowledge being a collaborative 
product, researchers and researched mutually constitute each other through 
the research process in multiple, shifting ways. This idea is based on a 
Foucauldian conceptualisation of power as interactionally produced, 
distributed at all levels in hierarchical relations, and shaping choices, 
decisions and practices. It also links with Judith Butler’s (1990, 1993) 
theorization of gendered and sexualised identities as fluidly and repetitively
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(re (constituted within rigid constraints through their performance” (Delph- 
Janiurek, 2001, p.414; see also Rose, 1997).

In this respect preconceived ideas of positionality cannot be privileged as the most 
salient factor in situating research. Whilst these may be relevant with respect to 
understanding the motivation behind the selection of particular research themes and 
so on to attempt to map knowledge's situatedness and partiality in relation to them is 
misleading since:

"Following Butler and Gibson-Graham, there is no clear landscape of social 
positions to be charted by an all seeing analyst; neither is there a conscious 
agent, whether researcher or researched simply waiting to be reflected in a 
research project. Instead, researcher, researched and research make each 
other; research and selves are ‘interactive texts’ (Miles and Crush, 1993; see 
also Katz, 1994)” (Rose, 1997, p.316).

This method of situating - acknowledging research as a single story among multiple 
possibilities, produced as a collaborative text by mutually constituted individuals -  
however does not imply the egalitarian redistribution of power, indeed it manifestly 
appreciates the importance of power relations in the production of knowledge. It is 
therefore necessary to take steps to attempt to dissipate power in order not to exploit 
participants and foster more reciprocal, empathetic relationships within the research 
and further to be aware of the fact that power is intimately bound up in the identities 
performed and the knowledge making process and can never be truly equalised 
Whilst it is also impossible to accurately map these landscapes of power in the same 
way as it is not possible to fully know ourselves as researchers it is still crucial to 
note our attempts and indeed our failures (both to understand fully and to achieve 
equality). In my own research I would argue I was able to transfer power to many of 
my participants to some extent at least. For example, I explicitly acknowledged the 
research as a particular production between all research participants (and within this 1 
include niyself). However of particular importance within this is my unquestioning 
validation of the personal lived experience of the researched and particularly in my 
embodied position as childless, which was performed within the interview research 
contexts and therefore constituted me in those relational contexts as being in 
possession of significantly impoverished knowledge and completely reliant upon my 
participants in this respect. In addition, conceptualising research as an interactive 
text, which the researcher is not fully in control of during data production, nor 
subsequently during reading by different individuals and audiences also reduces the 
proportion of power traditionally held by researchers. 1 shall note in more detail 
strategies 1 adopted in order to minimise power differentials between participants and 
myself during my discussion of the practical realities of research. However for the 
purposes of discussion here it is crucial to note that since we cannot be aware of the 
precise nature of power in a research situation in all its complexity we must however 
endeavour to minimise power we hold as researchers where possible, act ethically 
with respect to our participants and acknowledge where power cannot be dissipated.

In respect to conducting research ethically this has long been a core feminist 
principle, in particular to ensure the research is ‘relevant’ to those involved and 
indeed ‘mutually beneficial’. Whilst perhaps the initial motivation behind such ideals 
lay in the political aspirations of feminist research I would argue that for researchers 
who appreciate the relational nature of their research practices it is indeed preferable
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to engage in work which is both relevant and beneficial to our participants in some 
way. Whilst clearly this is difficult to achieve in all contexts, particularly I would 
argue when researching elites (with which I had considerable problems) a particular 
success of my research from a personal perspective was the amount of mutual benefit 
derived from my periods of participant observation. In both small independent case 
study settings relationships developed where I was able to genuinely reciprocate in 
the sense that my presence was manifestly beneficial to the retailers as well as to 
myself. Again this is something I wish to discuss within the context of the practice of 
my research but it is worth mentioning here, as it is one of the methodological 
characteristics that define my work as feminist.

3.5 Methods / Practical Realities of Research

“Recent feminist scholarship has challenged the pigeon-holing of certain
techniques as inherently more feminist than others” (Raghuram et al, 1998,
P-42).

Therefore, rather than the method themselves being conceptualised as inherently 
feminist or non-feminist it is considered that the questions informing their use and 
indeed the ways in which they are practiced define research as such (see for example 
McDowell, 1997). For this reason I shall give an in-depth account of the ‘practical 
realities’ of my research by way of discussing the research methods I chose to 
employ.

My research was carried out over a period of almost 2 and a half years all told 
and by no means followed any structured blueprint that had been set out initially. 
Whilst my commitment to engaging in robust qualitative, feminist research remained 
constant, I found my research practice to be an organic and developing process. I 
found that I needed to be flexible to respond to emerging opportunities and 
particularly to problems of access, which altered the precise foci of my research and 
prevented me from pursuing particular avenues to the full. However this is not to say 
that my research project lacked structure and planning, indeed my core research 
strategy was set out to enable me to answer the research questions originally posed.

3.5.1 Research strategy

The core research strategy was divided into two broad areas, firstly involving 
actors involved in the production of maternity wear and secondly consumers.

In terms of producers I sought to focus on retailing companies, hoping to 
carry out semi-structured in-depth interviews with people from different companies 
within (and outside) the maternity wear market. Specifically I hoped to gain access 
to a variety of people within this process of production from design, presentation and 
retail of maternity wear from a range of retailers that I categorised into three broad 
groups. Firstly, high street retailers of maternity wear who at the time I began my 
research comprised only Mothercare and Dorothy Perkins, Etam having recently 
pulled out (though Marks and Spencer and H&M both entered the market during the 
period of my research). I sought to engage with head office (corporate) staff 
responsible for the production of these branded maternity wear collections through 
buying or merchandising for example and also possibly with staff in-store (preferably 
those with special responsibility for maternity wear). Secondly, mail order 
companies are highly significant within this niche sector of the market given the lack
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of choice on the high street. Therefore I sought to again engage in semi-structured in- 
depth interviewing with personnel with responsibility for catalogue design and also 
buying. Next at this time was classified under this heading given that it carried a 
maternity collection in its Directory but not in its stores. I hoped to interrogate why 
this policy was being pursued and indeed conversely why mail order companies such 
as Blooming Marvellous and Formes (and to a more limited extent JoJo) were at this 
time expanding their material presence by opening small stores in a variety of 
locations. In order to triangulate my data 1 also hoped to be able to carry out a period 
of participant observation in one such store. This I hoped would allow me not only 
to knit together the two elements of my research in terms of observing producers and 
consumers in their interactions but also to triangulate the data from interviews with 
both producers and consumers individually. In short, I sought to discern through in- 
depth interviewing the material processes by which maternity wear was produced 
and also through which values were fixed to maternity wear during production whilst 
also determining what these particular set of branded values were for each retailer. 
Bearing these branded values in mind I discerned my third group of retailers with 
whom I hoped to engage. These were a selection of those high street womenswear 
providers who did not carry a maternity collection. These were included for the sake 
of completion and were not to be subject to the same type of in-depth interviewing as 
others. However on the premise that cultural discourses of pregnancy would disbar 
brands such as Miss Selfridges, Top Shop and New Look from carrying such 
clothing and by the same token Country Casuals and Principles I hoped to carry out 
structured telephone interviews with representatives from head offices of such 
retailers.

With respect to consumers of maternity wear I sought to carry out a series of 
repeat, semi-structured, focused, in-depth interviews with a group of women. 
Initially I hoped to recruit 10 women who were pregnant at the time of interview or 
had been pregnant within the last 5 years and interview them up to 3 times each. I 
also planned to supplement this with a number of focus groups, carrying out one-off 
sessions discussing the same themes but in a different setting. I sought to recruit 
women primarily through social networks and snowballing, anticipating NHS 
antenatal avenues to be closed to me for ethical reasons.

It was very important to my research design that whatever problems I 
encountered, and I was aware from the outset that this would be a fluid and 
necessarily shifting process, that I work to maintain the breadth of my study and to 
this end I always sought to achieve the goal of good quality research with both 
producers and consumers. And whilst the research I report on in this thesis differs 
significantly from that originally set out above I am confident that I have achieved 
that.

3.5.2 Factors Influencing Change -  The Perennial Problem of
Access

Perhaps quite predictably I have encountered particular problems in relation 
to access. This has been without doubt the single most important (and frustrating) 
challenge to my research. In the very early stages of my research for example it 
became clear that the hope of carrying out participant observation in a ‘high street’ 
store was a false one as my initial attempts to gain access to a company I had hoped 
to use as a case study were thwarted and I considered myself lucky to achieve an in­
store interview let alone any longer term or more in-depth, sustained involvement.
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My persistence in the face of a lack of engagement and interest produced nothing but 
unreturned phone calls and fob-offs and as a result this method was soon effectively 
‘written out’ of my research agenda.

Similarly my attempts to pursue in-depth interviews, or indeed any 
engagement with, corporate personnel from the high street companies were largely 
blocked. Phone calls were never returned, answer machine messages not responded 
to, emails ignored. 1 was told by one company that as an expanding market their 
corporate information concerning maternity wear was too sensitive to share with me 
and this developed into a pattern almost across the board. As a result my work with 
mainstream maternity wear retailers was severely limited in comparison to what 1 
had hoped to achieve and whilst I was able to carry out in-store interviews with staff 
engaged with maternity wear in all the high street providers (Dorothy Perkins, 
Mothercare, Marks and Spencer and H&M) and indeed dogged persistence won me a 
guarded telephone interview with a maternity merchandiser from Dorothy Perkins 
the standard of data I was able to achieve and the depth of knowledge gained from 
the range of actors was greatly lacking in respect to that I had hoped for. In relation 
to my initial research strategy I did manage to gain data on retailers from the two 
groups of retailers carrying maternity collections, those listed above from the ‘high 
street’, which was supplemented by a brief period of research diary from 
observations made during visits to stores in one town, and also a telephone interview 
with the marketing manager from Blooming Marvellous and an interview with a 
store manager from Formes.

These problems, which could have been due to what I perceived to be a lack 
of prestige or importance attached to post-graduate academic research and an 
associated unwillingness to be involved in the research process, in addition to the 
highly competitive nature of high street clothing retail curtailed my original research 
strategy. However, new opportunities did arise which allowed me to develop my 
research project in unexpected ways. The most significant of these has been in 
relation to small independent maternity wear companies. Shortly following my 
disappointment with chasing a case study store within which to carry out participant 
observation and my assumption that this method would have to be ‘written out’ of 
my research I was introduced to two women (through familial networks) who had 
literally just established and opened their own maternity wear shop in Bradford. This 
was to be a highly significant turning point for me, one which led to a new emphasis 
in my research and also the achievement of some of my feminist principles which 
whilst I always aspired to, felt 1 had slim hope of actually achieving. 1 shall discuss 
the more methodological benefits I feel have derived from my involvement with 
these women later however here I wish to focus on how this new avenue of research 
influenced, and indeed fitted within, my research structure.

3.5.3 Methods

The initial contact with Ari and Sarah of Mums & Co (initially Mums 2 Be) 
resulted in over a year of participant observation during which time I spent at least a 
day a week working in the shop, serving and talking to customers as well as helping 
with the running of the business. I developed close relationships with both women 
(whom I now count amongst my friends) who unselfishly and unguardedly shared 
their aspirations with me as well as the realities of running the business, the 
motivations and intentions behind everything they did. This was, as a result, an 
enormously rich time in my research period as I derived several of my interview
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participants from their social networks as well as speaking to numerous women in a 
more informal manner in the context of their shopping practice. This in-depth and 
sustained involvement in the life of this shop allowed me to gain an insight into the 
realities of the maternity wear market, which I could not have hoped to have gleaned 
from merely interviewing retailers and consumers. Indeed the benefits of this 
method were many since whilst I was carrying out my research ‘alone’ I gained 
‘member checkers’ of sorts (see for example Baxter and Eyles, 1997) in the shape of 
the retailers themselves. I found it hugely beneficial to discuss things, which I felt, 
were arising out of the perpetual analysis of my research diary notes. Indeed they 
began to take on almost researcher roles themselves, bringing forward observations 
of their own both within specific ‘member checking’ discussions and also 
unprompted whilst also, interestingly becoming somewhat reflexive about their own 
actions, both as retailers and consumers. These women participated in a very real 
sense with the research and knowledge production and clearly my role here was not 
one of passive, detached observer. This is not a role I ever sought to emulate (as will 
have become clear through the discussion of my epistemological and methodological 
position) and I acknowledge the unique nature of the data produced as a result of my 
presence in these spaces and relationships with these women. It is important though 
to acknowledge that I did develop an emotional attachment to these people, and in a 
sense to their businesses, as I spent so long with them during the early stages of their 
development. However I do not see this as having curtailed my analysis in any way 
or indeed the data itself since l explicitly acknowledge it as one story among multiple 
possibilities, the result of particular relationships and performances in particular 
socio-spatial contexts. Whilst this emotional attachment has brought up difficulties in 
critical analysis - from an ethics perspective -  I am firmly committed to this method 
of participant observation as one which enacts many feminist principles of research. 
Carrying out participant observation in such a site and in this collaborative manner 
also gave me an insight into the ways in which maternity wear was produced in these 
contexts and produced data, which was triangulated in a number of ways for example 
through a combination of my own observations and visual analysis and overt 
discussion with producers themselves. Further the involvement it allowed me to 
have (though not always on an overt basis) with customers / consumers as they 
shopped for their maternity wear again provided opportunities for triangulation with 
interview data.

Interestingly I found that handwriting notes at convenient points during the 
day and on my journey home on the train, and then subsequently typing them up 
longhand was a very beneficial exercise. It allowed me to feel that I’d ‘got 
everything down on paper’ -  something which I acknowledge takes time to learn, 
indeed when comparing my early diary entries to later ones this learning curve is 
very clear -  and also to engage in some form of analysis as time and the research 
progressed. This I feel is a great strength of participant observation, the flexibility it 
gives the researcher to continually reflect and be informed by the emerging data at all 
stages of the research (see for example May, 1997). I found that personally, visiting 
each day’s data twice as I did allowed me to engage in this process more effectively.

1 would have persisted in my visits here (particularly during my writing up 
phase as I felt the member checking was so valuable) had it not been for the fact that, 
due to circumstances beyond my control, I found myself moving hundreds of miles 
away during autumn 2000 which clearly brought to an end my work here. However 
in the town to which we moved (Northampton) I soon discovered another small 
independent maternity wear shop, which had opened the week before I established
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contact. I was to spend the following (almost) year and a half in a similar 
relationship with Maria and Dennis, the owners of this company. This was a 
tremendous opportunity as it allowed me to accumulate comparative data for another 
similar retail site and also allowed me to explore different aspects of maternity wear 
production as Dennis, being a professional photographer is very interested in using 
images to construct particular identities. In addition, in order to triangulate with this 
vast amount ot research diary data from two case study sites, I carried out 20 
telephone interviews with small independent maternity wear shops around England. 
Using the online Yellow Pages 1 contacted a random selection of those listed as 
‘maternity wear retailers’ and conducted a structured interview, having coded my 
participant observation data and analysed that I had gathered with respect to high 
street stores. Having done some initial analysis I was able to identify issues, which 
appeared to be emerging as important with respect to the market and was able to 
investigate these further by exploring them with a wider group of retailers.

Therefore whilst my work with the producers of maternity wear has not by 
any means mapped onto the initial plan constructed it has allowed me to explore 
aspects of production that I set out to understand, albeit with a different focus (i.e. 
small independent rather than high street). Despite my acute access problems I have 
nevertheless been able to meet my initial goal of gathering data on both the 
production and consumption of maternity wear in comparison to so much existing 
literature, which focuses entirely on one or other. The key here has been re- 
evaluation and a readiness to work in a fluid manner, seeking out and taking 
advantage of new opportunities in order to develop the research and indeed keeping a 
broad view of the project in order to adapt all aspects of the research in order that 
they fit together to form a coherent, robust whole.

Following my involvement with my first participant observation it became 
clear that this method was providing a wealth of consumer data in addition to that on 
production. As a result, and my sustained inability to gain access to and recruit 
pregnant women outside of relatively narrow identity groupings11, it was decided that 
pursuing focus groups would not necessarily develop the consumer research any 
further than the participant observation data had. Instead I focused on recruiting a 
group of 20 women, all of who had been pregnant within the last 5 years or were 
pregnant at the time of interview and who were recruited through my own personal 
networks and those of my participants.

I was keen to adopt a style of interviewing that embodied my feminist 
research methodology and therefore worked towards the kind of method exemplified 
by for example Anne Oakley (1981). Due to my own embodiment (at the time) as 
childless and therefore my complete dependence upon the knowledge of my 
participants I was keen to carry out interviews in an ‘unstructured’ (Fontana and 
Frey, 1994) manner, whilst still being loosely guided by a broad ‘schedule’ to enable 
similar themes to be covered in each interview. The main advantages 1 perceived in

11 The participant observation opened me up to a much larger group o f women and thus potential 
participants since both Ari and Sarah, and Maria and Dennis were happy for me to talk to customers 
about my research if I wished which therefore opened up the possibility o f  recruiting for interview. 
However in reality I shied away from this possibility in the main for fear of affecting their customer 
perceptions and so on and so by affecting their business, and more importantly the customer bases for 
these shops is actually reasonably narrow. In the whole time I spent in these shops and the numerous 
women I spoke with I encountered few who differed markedly from what appeared to be a white, 
middle class, heterosexual norm. Although there was significant variation in ages (which I have tried 
to reflect in my interview group) there were very few ethnic minorities for example, which has meant 
I have been unable to explore the influence and importance o f ethnicity in this context.
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approaching these conversations in a relatively unstructured way was the freedom 
such a method allows participants to “talk about the subject in terms of their own 
frames of reference” (May, 1997, p. 112) and therefore also describe experiences 
primarily with respect to their own priorities and meanings rather than the rigid 
pursuit of a schedule imposing these on them. Since my aim was to understand how 
women negotiated dressing their pregnant bodies and not to impose my own pre­
determined framework of meaning upon their experiences I was keen as much as 
possible to let women speak for themselves’. Beginning each interview by asking 
women to tell me about their maternity wear experiences in a very open ended 
manner therefore allowed me to ‘take my cues’ from them and from the outset placed 
the emphasis on their narrative as of central importance to the research rather than 
the predetermined schedule. Indeed I soon found that the collection of broad themes 
of which this consisted (which was, I stress, only ever loosely followed and only in 
relation to women’s narratives) shifted as my research progressed and I responded to 
the data.

As is the aim of many feminist interviewers I also attempted to build rapport 
with my participants and indeed informal relationships based on engagement. All 
interviews were conducted in as informal way as possible with cups of tea and so on, 
and using armchairs and so on where possible. In fact, all were relaxed and friendly 
and laughter punctuated our discussions to a great extent. Indeed more than 
interviews I would rather conceptualise these meetings as conversations. If I was 
asked questions about my own opinions for example or what my research was 
suggesting about any issue I freely answered and certainly sessions did not begin and 
end with what was recorded (and subsequently transcribed). I have been delighted 
with the degree of engagement several of my participants have shown (since this 
suggests to me that the research is indeed relevant to them as individuals). For 
example several months after the second of our interviews one participant came into 
the case study shop through which I had met her and commented that she was really 
pleased to see me because she’d been thinking about what we’d discussed and had 
not only something else to tell me but also a question to ask about my personal view. 
We proceeded to chat for about an hour over tea and biscuits! Instances such as this 
confirm to me that conducting ‘interview’ research in this way is preferable since this 
participant clearly felt valued, involved and engaged with the process and indeed we 
also developed a high level of rapport, which both facilitated and was enhanced by 
this. From a feminist perspective such outcomes are clearly pleasing. With those 
with whom it was possible I carried out repeat interviews, in some cases resulting in 
a series of three, but with all I engaged in at least one semi-structured in-depth 
interview. Clearly the level of rapport that was established was greater with those 
with whom I met on a number of occasions and indeed each relationship was 
different, so whilst making these assertions about their development and so on it 
cannot be said to have been replicated in each case and nor can I speak for each 
respondent with regard to their experiences of the process. Further there are 
particular limitations to this portion of my research, which must be acknowledged.

3.5.4 Limitations

I would argue that although my acute access problems have clearly made for 
a significantly different research project than I perhaps set out to do, (and therefore 
inevitably has produced different knowledge to that which would have been possible 
had my original plans been more easily realised), this research has been largely
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successful from a number of perspectives, not least in realising feminist 
methodological principles. I shall discuss these in more depth later however first I 
believe it is necessary to identify and discuss several limitations of my research as it 
stands, particularly the lack of depth to my group of pregnant women.

As I have previously mentioned the group of women I was able to recruit for 
my in-depth interviewing was relatively limited. As can be discerned from the list 
provided in Appendix 1 there is a broad homogeneity to the group. They are all 
undoubtedly white, heterosexual and English and indeed many also share other 
significant similarities, for example 8 are members of the teaching profession and 
several identify as practicing Christians. This broad homogeneity I acknowledge is a 
failing of my research. I would have been much more comfortable with a group that 
was drawn from a wider cross-section of society and indeed perhaps all lived in one 
definable area. As it was they were drawn from the different areas in which I 
conducted my producer research, Bradford, Manchester and Northampton and the 
narrow grouping means that the knowledge produced from this data necessarily 
omits any discussion of such important identity markers as ethnicity and sexuality for 
example. This limitation therefore highlights the partiality of the knowledge set out 
in this thesis. It is by no means a complete representation of practices of maternity 
wear consumption although I would also suggest that this would not be the case even 
had I managed a better balanced ‘sample’.

Whilst I remain uncomfortable with the degree of similarity across my group 
of interviewees I would however stress that this was largely a result of difficulties of 
recruitment. As I have noted the customer bases of the small independents I worked 
in were reasonably narrow, giving few opportunities to expand the sample wider and 
further avenues of recruitment such as GP surgeries or antenatal classes12 were not 
open to me. Therefore utilising social networks, both my own and those of other 
participants was the most effective method of recruitment open to me. However this 
in itself almost bred the homogeneity, particularly with respect to those with 
Christian backgrounds -  church communities tend to include large numbers of 
socially connected families -  and also occupational similarities, for example Lizzy 
introduced me to Meryl who was a teacher in the same school.

I explicitly acknowledge that the homogeneity of my group of interviewees 
has produced very specific data with respect to clothing pregnant bodies and indeed 
reflects particular ways of being pregnant and also mother. For the most part these 
are women who are happy to be/come mother as their core identity. However 1 
would nevertheless reject the assertion that I have merely replicated the voice of the 
‘chattering middle classes’. Despite the undeniable similarities these women do not 
constitute a singular, undifferentiated group who speak from a monolithic 
positionality. Not only do these women have very different personal identities and 
indeed biographies, which clearly structure their experiences and their articulations 
of these. But there are also discernibly different voices within the group. For 
example there are clear disparities between the core of the group and Leonie, Natalie 
and Tracy (with respect to her first pregnancy) since these women were considerably 
younger than the culturally prescribed norm when pregnant for the first time -  in fact 
all were unmarried, teenage mothers. I discuss Tracey’s embodied experience of this 
in respect to its significance for her clothing consumption during this pregnancy in 
chapter 7, in particular her desire to conceal a corporeality she felt to be socially

121 never considered pursuing organisations such as the NCT since these would not have allowed me 
to cast the net wider given the ideologies and practices they espouse and the broad identity o f  the 
organisation.
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unacceptable. Whilst not wishing to construct ‘unmarried teenage mothers’ as a 
homogeneous group in themselves -  indeed there are disparities between these 3 
women -  there are clear difference between the voices of these women and the 
predominantly married, Christian, ‘appropriately aged’ group whose pregnancies 
were planned. In addition there are individual differences which stand out such as Jo 
who was a pre-pregnant size 18 plus. Her embodied experience of clothing 
consumption during pregnancy was in some respects much more difficult than others 
due to the lack of larger sized maternity wear. However, in other respects she found 
her pregnant body much easier to negotiate since it was defined as ‘pregnant’ rather 
than ‘overweight’ (as her pre-pregnant body was) which allowed her greater 
confidence in the way she dressed. This was in complete contrast to most women 
who experienced their pregnant bodies as infinitely less attractive and therefore 
difficult to dress then their non-pregnant corporealities. Ari and Natriece for 
example are interesting examples in this respect and whilst both their experiences 
point to the problematic relationship between the pregnant body and fashion 
(something 1 explore in chapter 7) their responses to this are entirely different. Both 
dressed in accordance with ‘fashion’ prior to pregnancy but whilst Ari went to 
extreme lengths (for example cannibalising clothes) in order to dress as trendily as 
she could during pregnancy, Natriece retreated from fashion entirely, preferring to 
dress as ‘mother’ rather than risk looking ‘horrific’.

As I have argued previously no research can be posited as universal, fixed 
and complete as it is a particular result of the interactions between researcher and 
participants in a particular socio-temporal context. This knowledge is subject to 
reworking over time by both different individuals and indeed a single individual (as I 
shall go onto illustrate based on my own experience). Therefore this research has 
produced a partial and limited representation of practices of clothing pregnant bodies 
as narrated by a specific group of women in their conversations with me (who at the 
time was embodied as a woman who had never been pregnant although in other 
respects performed an identity not vastly dissimilar to their own). And whilst my 
triangulation between interview and participant observation data goes some way to 
improving the robustness of my research it does not detract from this narrow focus. 
However it is worth noting that this narrow grouping can be seen to a large extent to 
be broadly representative of the customer base of the small independent shops 1 
worked in. Although I have not confirmed this numerically in any way it is certainly 
the case that the customers I encountered in my two and a half years of participant 
observation were overwhelmingly white and ‘middle class’.

3.5.5 Feminist Research Practice

As previously mentioned writing reflexively in order to situate research is considered 
to be a crucial element of feminist research. Given an appreciation of the situated 
and partial nature of our knowledges it is necessary to acknowledge the betweenness 
of knowledge subsequently created through relational research processes where both 
researcher, researched and research are mutually constituted. The identities of the 
researcher and the research participants are not incidental but rather defining factors. 
Whilst it is impossible to know these fully they are implicated in the power relations, 
which also characterise research relationships and with which feminists are 
particularly concerned. As such I wish to discuss here some of the power relations 
which were inherent in the research process and indeed important issues of identity
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and perfonnance which have been posed by my own shifting embodiment due to 
pregnancy.
3.5.5(1) Power Relations

I will not give detailed attention to the power relations involved in every 
research encounter since I believe those to be embedded in in-depth sustained 
interactions to be of greater methodological significance than for example those 
involved in one-off telephone interviews. That said clearly power relations were 
very important to shaping this research from the outset, as my acute access problems 
demonstrate my absolute lack of power in interactions with corporate retailing 
companies. However feminist methodological literature has focused most readily on 
issues of power and attempts to engage reflexively with the influence of its 
imbalance in more sustained, in-depth encounters and indeed this is where 1 wish to 
focus my attention here.

During interviews with pregnant women every effort was made to make the 
encounters as informal and friendly as possible. The interviews were conducted in a 
variety of locations, some in the backstage space of one of the participant 
observation sites, some in participants places of work, their homes or indeed my own 
(on two occasions where the participants were existing friends). Recognising the 
importance of the ‘place’ of interviews (see for example Elwood and Martin, 2000) 
locations where power relations were not skewed towards me were favoured (for 
example places where participants had personal investment and felt comfortable) and 
attempts were made to make seating arrangements and so on as informal as possible. 
As a means of breaking the ice and conveying the value I placed in their 
participation, and indeed their views, I bought each individual flowers or chocolates 
(unless the interview was spontaneous and there was no opportunity for me to 
purchase these). I found this an effective means of developing rapport from the 
outset. In no way did I wish to replicate the traditional masculinist researcher, 
researched relationship and always began my interviews giving a broad outline of the 
issues I was hoping to explore, thus setting out the context for why I wanted to talk 
to them, and then expressly articulated that whilst I had in mind the broad purpose of 
my research I wanted it to be guided by the experiences of women such as 
themselves. I therefore attempted to place great value on their own knowledge and 
experience both within the immediate context of the interview but also with respect 
to my research as a whole. Additionally, despite having a ‘schedule’ of sorts which 
I took with me to each interview and a collection of images which I hoped to discuss,
I maintained a deliberate policy of asking open ended and broad questions 
(particularly in the early stages of interviews), in order to gain an insight into 
individuals own priorities and experiences before focusing on any particular issues 
on the schedule which came out of their narratives. In all cases I tried to be led by 
the women themselves and I consider this to have been (as was my participant 
observation data) collaborative research. As a general rule I was genuinely pleased 
by the level of rapport I was able to develop with the majority of my participants. In 
particular with those I was able to carry out repeat interviews 1 was not only able to 
(having transcribed and analysed the previous meeting before any others) practice 
triangulation of sorts by clarifying certain issues and exploring certain aspects of 
their experience in more depth, but also to develop closer relationships with them 
which significantly accentuated the quality of our data. However I am aware that 
despite the relaxed nature of interviews and my attempts to dissipate power away 
from myself I inevitably retained not only the editorial power inherent in all
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research but also some controlling influence over the interview encounters 
themselves. For example comments such as 'does this interview go down to 
underwear? ’ reminded me that I still occupied the position of interviewer and 
researcher in the perceptions of my participants* 14 and therefore that there was a 
degree to which they structured their responses and narratives in relation to these 
perceptions and what they thought I regarded as important. Additionally 1 was aware 
that the power relations were more unbalanced with some respondents than with 
others. For example those with whom I built up a deep rapport over the course of 
several interviews or knew socially beforehand had minimised power differentials 
whereas 1 felt particularly with participants such as Leonie, a 15-year-old single 
mum-to-be it was much more exaggerated. There was also one instance in which I 
interviewed a woman who until stopping work during her third pregnancy had been a 
university lecturer, she pointed out at the beginning of the interview that she had 
marked many a PhD in her time and thus set up an interesting power relationship 
within which I felt very much in her shadow! Despite the maintenance of power on 
my behalf in the majority of these interview contexts however I believe my 
embodied positionality at the time as a woman who had never been pregnant went 
some way to counteract this. All my respondents knew that 1 was childless and so 
were aware that they had an enormous amount of knowledge which no amount of 
academic research could acquire -  that of embodied knowledge of pregnancy.

It is interesting to note that there was a discernible shift in the power relations 
embedded in my participant observation periods. Initially, in both contexts the 
power was firmly weighted towards the shop owners, since particularly with Mums 
& Co (as at that point I had very little working knowledge of the maternity wear 
market) I was constantly learning from them and was unsure of the day to day 
running of the shops. Whilst I retained the inevitable power of the researcher with 
respect to what was written in my research diary (although this was diluted by 
especially Arianna suggesting things she’d thought about or noticed or even herself 
written down to tell me when they had happened on a day 1 hadn’t been there) and 
ultimately was included in the thesis itself my lack of knowledge relative to theirs, 
both in terms of the retailing side but also embodied knowledge of pregnancy was 
significant in structuring the power relations. However as my research progressed, 
and particularly as I gathered data from a range of other sources, the power did begin 
to shift more in my favour. Indeed towards the end of my research period I began to 
feel more and more uncomfortable about the power imbalance that my increased 
knowledge and critical analysis of these businesses had produced. This highlights 
the need for sustained reflexivity throughout the research process, as power relations 
are not stable but rather fluid. Clearly any shift influences the nature of the research

°  Which in this sense was not dissipated by having member checkers as each individual woman could 
not fulfil this role, although for those who I interviewed more than once I was at least able to discuss 
with them themes l had discerned from their previous transcripts in order to clarify their relative 
importance and so on.
14 Instances such as this serve to reiterate Rose’s (1997) argument that we can never fully know our 
positionality and indeed its influence on the research context. Regardless o f my efforts to dissipate 
power in my interviews in the ways I have described I was unable to completely remove the 
researcher/researched relationship. This in some respects was not only beyond my control but I was 
also unaware o f the extent to which this was the case in each individual encounter. We cannot 
entirely regulate for how our research participants perceive us (that is the self we perform in the 
research context) therefore how can we hope to document our positionality as it situates the 
knowledge we produce as a result. To assume that we can do so is not only arrogant but to privilege 
our own interpretations o f  our-selves over those who interact with us in the process of its production.
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and brings to light new issues which must be negotiated. Indeed a difficult aspect to 
negotiate in this particular respect has been the critical analysis I have been led to of 
the small independent retailers I now count amongst my friends. Over the years 1 
have been involved with my two case study retailers I have come to know these 
women well, and have therefore become interested in their businesses not just from a 
research perspective but also a personal one. The critical conclusions I have reached 
both in terms of the consequences for their shops of their lack of professional 
knowledge and the gloomy prospects for future survival and growth are difficult for 
me to negotiate. Not only did I have to I negotiate their feelings in what I let them 
read -  which must be reflexively considered since their close involvement as 
member checkers with other parts of the thesis is in direct contrast to their 
involvement with the writing and editing of sections concerning their businesses. 
But also I have had to consider what disservice I may be doing to withhold some of 
the negativity 1 have discerned in terms of their long-term financial investment in 
these ventures. This is an incredibly difficult balancing act, one, which uniquely 
arises out of feminist in-depth qualitative research and one which I do not feel I was 
able to satisfactorily resolve. At the point that I began to struggle with this issue of 
power imbalance I made the decision to withdraw from an active research 
relationship with these women (something which in itself posed its own problems). 
However my personal relationships continue, emphasizing again the illusion of any 
boundaries between everyday life and a definable ‘field’15.

3.5.5(2) Relevance and mutual benefit of research

Whilst clearly my research cannot have been of mutual benefit to all those 
who have been kind enough to be involved, particularly employees of high street or 
larger retailers of maternity wear, there have been instances within my research 
where particularly personally satisfying reciprocal relationships have developed.

With respect to the in-depth interviews of pregnant (and recently pregnant) 
women I would like to think (but of course can never be sure to what extent this is 
true for each individual woman) that these conversations were relevant in a number 
of ways. Firstly I would hope that they in some sense validated their experience and 
their everyday embodied knowledge as important, not only in a personal sense or just 
in respect to my research but also in developing wider understandings of (and indeed 
challenges to) the cultural structuration of gender. I hope that in conducting 
interviewee led discussions and stressing the centrality of their experiences to my 
work these women will have felt some validation of themselves as knowing subjects 
and the producers of academic knowledge in a collaborative sense. In addition, I 
hope to have produced portions of their everyday lived experience as valuable in this 
respect, which, perhaps otherwise might be constructed as trivial and ordinary. 
Secondly whilst always valuing women’s experiences and opinions I did probe their 
responses, asking them to question their feelings and so on in order to understand the 
contexts and motivations behind the instances they described. In this way, 
particularly when discussing experiences that reflected oppressive discourses I hope 
that in some respects spaces for alternative performances and discourses were opened 
up. In particular, the discussion of a set folder of images, which formed a part of

15 Whilst I have not discussed this in-depth here the collapsing o f boundaries between some 
identifiable ‘field’ where researchers physically ‘go’ to research is an important feminist contribution 
to social science (see for example: Katz, 1994; Nast, 1994; Staeheli and Lawson, 1994; Raghuram e l 
al, 1998) which is now being embraced by the wider academy (see for example Driver, 2000).
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each interview, can be seen as a means of introducing different discourses of the 
pregnant body to women. Whilst it is not possible to ascertain to what extent these 
were influential outside of the research context these interviews were certainly a 
forum where different ways of seeing and dressing (and therefore being) pregnant 
bodies were constructed (since each participant had their own views on each). On a 
more personal note I was delighted when one respondent with whom I conducted 
three interviews in all asked to read her transcripts and expressed delight at reading 
them. She felt they formed a unique record of her pregnancy and requested copies of 
all three in order that she might keep them and show them to her children in years to 
come. She commented that they were so detailed in their representation of her 
experience of pregnancy and that she would not be able to recount it in so much 
depth in years to come. As far as she was concerned they formed a personal and 
meaningful almost ‘personal history’ of her pregnancy and as such were personally 
valuable.

For me however the most satisfying and rewarding aspect of my research was 
the mutually beneficial relationships that were established in my participant 
observation contexts. In both case study sites my presence was genuinely helpful to 
the retailers themselves. For instance at the very beginning of my time with Ari and 
Sarah at Mums & Co, Sarah was on maternity leave, expecting her twin girls. As a 
result in the very early days of the business Ari found herself with a small child of 
her own, working 5 days a week and negotiating all the teething problems associated 
with (in particular) stocking the shop which involved national travel in order to 
achieve. My presence, on one of those days allowed her a little bit of breathing 
space and some company, as well as someone to talk to about the developing 
business and her hopes for the future as well as the difficulties she faced. On perhaps 
a more practical level it also provided her with someone who could run the shop in 
her absence for example allowing her to have some time off, as well as providing an 
extra pair of hands to accommodate her son when there were customers to be served 
and so on. This was also a benefit for Maria who was working 6 days a week 
initially (as Dennis is a freelance photographer and so has other work commitments). 
Therefore very quickly, since she was confident in my ability to run the shop 
successfully without her, given my knowledge gained from Mums & Co as well as 
my research more generally, I began ‘working’ one day a week to give her a break. 
Fiad I not been there it is debateable whether she would have had this luxury so early 
on.

Linked to this is a more general concern about the ethics of research. This 
was something I encountered relatively early on when one of my prospective 
participants with whom I had set up an interview sadly lost her second baby through 
miscarriage. This was something I had not previously considered (again here lies the 
significance of being -  at that time -  embodied as childless and never pregnant) but 
brought to the fore many ethical issues I needed to consider. In this particular event I 
contacted the participant some time later to express my sympathy and stress that she 
should feel no concern about involvement in my research. I didn’t want her to worry 
about letting me down in any way if she felt she could no longer contribute. Which 
she did not. This unfortunate event made me realise quite how emotionally loaded 
my research and indeed the data itself was. Fiad the interview have taken place 
before the miscarriage I would have faced still more troubling ethical problems. I 
would surely have had to approach this participant and asked her if she felt it 
appropriate to use her data. If the reaction of my respondent who requested copies of 
her transcripts as oral histories of her pregnancy is to be interpreted as a possible
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reaction, this woman may have wanted the research to be used and indeed may have 
herself valued the transcript as a form of validation of the baby having existed (see 
Layne, 2000) however 1 would have clearly been completely open to her wishes in 
this instant. Clearly pregnancy, birth and the transition to motherhood are a highly 
emotional and significant time in a woman’s life (as I myself am now experiencing 
first hand) and whilst many women find it a happy period in their lives it must be 
remembered that hegemonic ideas about pregnancy and childbirth as joyous, life 
affirming events are not everyone’s experience. The experience of the participant 
who lost her baby emphasises this. It highlights that care must be taken when 
researching such aspects of women’s lives, that not all experiences will have been 
positive, indeed as I found with another respondent who had suffered a still birth the 
year before I met and interviewed her (when she was pregnant again) and for others 
who had experienced other forms of negativity during their pregnancies, particularly 
for example social exclusion on the part of one teenage mother. Further, whilst as a 
researcher it is crucial to be aware of the emotional nature of such research it is also 
necessary to acknowledge the intensely personal character of many aspects of these 
experiences. As is often the case with feminist research within which high levels of 
rapport are developed with participants I often found that women shared with me 
intensely personal and private aspects of their experiences. In certain instances I felt 
these were so personal that whilst I transcribed them for the sake of completeness I 
did not at any stage consider using the sensitive material within my thesis or any 
other form which this material my take. I felt that whilst the women had clearly been 
comfortable enough to share these aspects of their experience with me in the context 
of our conversations this was entirely different to sharing it with unknown others 
who would read the report.

Another ethical issue that I faced was negotiating the necessarily critical 
analysis I have made of my case study small independent retailers. This has been a 
particularly difficult aspect of this research to negotiate since as I have noted, I now 
count these people amongst my friends and have developed an emotional attachment 
to both them and their businesses. I resolved to write the analysis into my thesis as I 
feel it is central to what I am trying to achieve here and I have not as yet shown the 
finished write up to these women. However if I am asked for it I will not hide it 
since I have openly discussed with them some of my concerns for them, particularly 
with Dennis and Maria, and they are aware of my conclusions about the difficulties 
of the maternity wear market in general. This said, I do not feel I have satisfactorily 
resolved this ethical issue. I am still uneasy about how critical I have been about 
these people who so unselfishly shared with me the realities of their businesses and 
have taken me into their confidences. It highlights once again the vulnerability of 
research participants, particularly in feminist research where the emphasis is on 
building meaningful relationships and engagement. Despite any assertions I have 
made about the balance of power in my research, this situation does illustrate, 
poignantly, the editorial power held by myself and indeed the importance of that 
power. My most fervent hope is that I have not done them a disservice since T have 
not anonymised16 them, rather I hope that in sharing with them my concerns as I 
have in informal ways17 that this research and my analysis may have positive 
influences for them in the future.

16 The reason for this is that in many ways discussing their projects in-depth may also be o f benefit to 
them from the perspective o f  heightening their profile in even some small way.
171 do worry that if they read the chapters in question it would upset them, despite the fact that I have 
probably already raised the issues I discuss here with them in the course o f conversations over time.
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3.5.5(3) Identity and Performance

Towards the end of my writing up period I myself fell pregnant. This had the 
effect ot placing me in the privileged position of experiencing my research at an 
embodied level. It also made me realise that whilst sharing embodied experiences 
with participants is by no means essential to research, it does give a special insight 
into the research matter. I certainly appreciate now that whilst I feel I was able to 
engage with women well during interviews and participant observation 1 was 
engaging with some of the issues on a much more superficial level than I now would. 
For example where before I might consider the pregnant body to be a surface upon 
which society inscribes meaning and through which the material body is experienced 
and lived I now understand it in an entirely richer way. There is a new level to my 
understanding of pregnant bodies that are worth noting.

Whilst my experience to date has confirmed to me the existence of multiple 
pregnant bodies it has enriched my understanding and pointed to others that my 
interviews did not bring out. This may perhaps have been because 1 wasn’t 
knowledgeable enough to pick them up from people’s narratives because of my own 
lack of experience, or perhaps I did not pursue questions about them in interviews 
because 1 did not consider them to be important (equally this can be seen to highlight 
the influence my research has had on my own performativity and lived experience). 
For example personally I felt I inhabited a body that was ‘clinically pregnant but yet 
not pregnant’ in the early weeks of my pregnancy. Whilst the three pregnancy tests 
that it took to convince me showed positive results I neither looked nor ‘felt’ 
pregnant and indeed could not even have my pregnancy affirmed by the actions of 
others since convention (and personal fear of miscarriage) prevented us telling 
anyone the news for a number of weeks. This body merged with what I can only 
describe as a ‘sick’ body quite quickly when at 5 weeks I began to develop the 
symptoms of what is laughingly termed ‘morning sickness’. This medicalised term 
for me was far from accurate as my nausea and sickness virtually took my body 
hostage for many weeks, changing my eating habits so much that 1 lost a 
considerable amount of weight and had to take significant periods of time off work. 
In fact the medicalised term I felt negated my experience, passing it off as ‘normal 
pregnancy symptom’ rather than the very personal and excruciating experience that it 
was (and still is as I write this). This in particular was not a body 1 encountered in 
my discussions with women, perhaps because they effectively ‘wrote it out’ of their 
narratives for various reasons. Perhaps also because of my desire not to re-inscribe 
discourses of illness in relation to pregnancy I certainly did not actively pursue such 
avenues of questioning. In addition my poor eating habits induced by the sickness 
and nausea induced fear and concerns about my ‘in-between pregnant body’, which 
others did not voice. I worried that I was not growing as quickly as I should have 
been and that as a result of my reduced and limited diet I had in some way managed 
to damage my baby, that it wasn’t growing as it should be as a result. 1 worried about 
my lack of discemable bump not only in relation to the ambiguities of my ‘in- 
between’ body but also in relation to the baby growing inside it.

In many ways then my knowledge and understanding of my pregnant bodies 
is much more inwardly focused than perhaps before. I understand more of the depth 
of pregnant corporeal experience since my focus on what is happening to the surface 
of my body is always in some sense related to an awareness of what that signals 
about the activity within. This is not to say that I now consider issues relating to 
clothing the pregnant body to be in some way negated by this new depth of

65



knowledge. Rather I feel I can engage with it on another level. For example in the 
context of having experienced a ‘clinically pregnant but yet not so’ body 1 can 
clearly identify with the desire to have an identifiable bump to outwardly signify 
pregnancy to others. Further I now appreciate the almost contradictory status 
maternity wear can hold for women. For when inhabiting a clinically pregnant body 
or an ’in-between' body maternity wear can be experienced as excluding since it 
almost defines you as not pregnant because your body has not changed enough for it 
to be required and there is very much a sense in which you feel out of place in 
maternity wear and baby shops at this time. Flowever, conversely 1 certainly found 
that wearing maternity wear helped to define my body as pregnant once it was 
necessary highlighting the symbolic nature of the material object irrespective of the 
style/design of the clothing itself. For me pregnancy did not immediately signal a 
curtailment of my wardrobe but rather I have almost regained some items in my 
wardrobe as losing weight allowed me to wear items I had previously felt unsuitable 
because of my shape. I found myself able to wear things 1 had previously 
disregarded as 1 felt I had gained too much weight to wear them. My sickness 
however meant 1 lost weight even when embodied as ‘in between’ I was happy to 
wear my reclaimed clothes because of the relative lack of weight elsewhere on my 
body. This would appear to be a converse experience to others I have spoken with.

1 do not feel that this new embodied knowledge now means that my research 
and analysis done as a woman who had never been pregnant is not valid or is in some 
way terminally flawed, rather I now appreciate the benefit of sharing corporeal 
experience with one’s respondents. It also highlights the tenuousness of knowledge 
created by academics and their embodied investment in it. Throughout my thesis I 
have chosen to leave unchanged my original analysis done as a women who had 
never been pregnant but where my new position has led to significant rethinking, an 
alternative view, or indeed significant comment I have inserted it as an italicised 
footnote. I believe this is the most reflexive means of writing in my embodied 
pregnant knowledge whilst not erasing that previously constructed. I believe this 
allows a feminist methodological point to be raised and highlighted, that this thesis 
presents a contingent account which is subject to change and reworking over time by 
different and indeed the same individuals. Further I would suggest that the politics 
of ‘betweeness’ are highlighted by my changing corporeal experience. While this 
concept strictly relates to the production of knowledge in the research setting where 
“what we research is our relation with the researched” (England, 1994, p.86 quoted 
by Rose, 1997, p.315). I would suggest it can be extended beyond these encounters 
and social identity can be seen to be made and remade (Rose, 1997) as a result of 
research processes as well as within them. To assume that I would have performed 
my pregnant identities or materially experienced my pregnant bodies in the same 
ways, as I now do, having not engaged with this research, is to be misled.
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Chapter 4: Material Production And Provision Of Maternity Wear

4.1 Introduction

“...fashion exists not simply as an abstract force or idea, but is put into 
practice through the actions of individual agents, producers, buyers, magazine 
editors, journalists, retailers and consumers within the various subsections of 
the fashion system/s. Fashion has to be translated and made meaningful, a 
process that cuts across economic and cultural practices to the extent that it is 
impossible to separate the economic from the cultural since as du Gay (1997) 
argues, these do not exist in isolation but mutually constitute each other.” 
(Entwistle, 2000, p.235)

Within the literatures of fashion, geographies of retail and indeed consumption there 
persists a problematic division between production and consumption with one 
invariably being privileged over the other (Blomley, 1996, Entwistle, 2000, Lowe 
and Wrigley, 1996). As Entwistle (2000) among others however argues, this is a 
false distinction, suggesting that important “chains of dissemination and distribution 
link the two” (2000, p.221) and further that neither can be understood as purely 
economic or cultural practices but rather as hybrids (du Gay 1997 cited in Entwistle 
2000). Therefore, whilst limits to my research mean that I cannot discuss with any 
first hand knowledge the material production of maternity wear for the UK market as 
it is traditionally understood, that is with reference to the specifics of its manufacture, 
the retail capital involved and so on, I can however discuss with clarity the 
production of maternity wear in terms of the ways it is constructed by cultural 
mediators such as retailers themselves and the economic elements within this.

Focusing within this chapter on the economic factors influencing the 
production of maternity wear 1 shall at first outline descriptively the wider 
production of clothing for the UK high street and the organisation of retail in this 
location. Having sketched the core relationship between production and retail in 
terms of supply chains and in particular the continued drive towards flexible, just-in- 
time strategies which are of particular importance at a time when margins are 
squeezed and growth within the womenswear market generally is low, I shall situate 
maternity wear within this broader picture arguing that it occupies a marginal 
position on the high street -  strategically and spatially -  with only narrow provision 
seemingly contradicting the segmentation of womenswear at large. I will suggest that 
this marginality is largely driven by problematic production issues, which put 
tremendous pressure on margins and profitability.

However additionally I shall suggest that whilst the economic realities of 
production are less than favourable, the market itself is not wholly controlled by such 
factors. For example spending on maternity wear is variable by season, depending 
on prevailing fashion trends. Rather than economically driven this is a primarily 
cultural influence and in this case production is influenced directly by designers, 
buyers and retailers, for example in terms of how they produce fashion in any given 
season. In addition, in response to the marginality of maternity wear on the high 
street and personal consumption experiences in this context a distinctive form of 
retail has developed. Across the country a spate of small independent shops have 
been established over recent years by women who are what I will term ‘consumers -  
turned -  retailers’. These are businesses established in some cases almost 
independently of concerns about the economic functioning of the market being
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primarily founded in response to what could be described as culturally led appraisals 
of the market

4.2 Production of Clothing For High Street Retail

4.2.1 Conditions of Production

If claiming to work towards an embodied understanding of fashion and 
clothing consumption it is imperative to acknowledge those whose labour forms the 
fundamental basis of the practices of production. Though the glamorous image of 
fashion depends on keeping this labour and its precise embodied nature hidden 
(Entwistle, 2000) it is important to acknowledge not only the exploitative nature of 
production as an industrial process but also this very fact that as part of the wider 
production of fashion it is actively concealed. Even academically:

"the fashion industry [is] an example of a field where perspectives on both 
production and consumption are rarely brought together” (McRobbie, 1997, 
P-73).

Indeed even where exploitative conditions of production are revealed (for example in 
the advent of exposés such as that of Nike’s production processes) certain discourses 
-  specifically about the bodies of those involved -  are employed to legitimate the 
organisation of production and which too are identified by Entwistle (2000) as 
underlying the exploitative history of the clothing industry itself. These are 
particularly important at a time when major retailers such as Marks & Spencer are 
making fundamental changes to their supply systems, severing longstanding 
relationships with domestic manufacturers and drawing instead on ‘cheaper’ labour 
abroad. It is also imperative to appreciate that fashion consumption also impacts on 
the industrial processes of production and therefore the bodies of those involved. For 
example the demand for low prices puts strain on already tight profit margins 
therefore instigating drives to cut costs further (see for example Hale, 2000).

“The history of the fashion industry is ... a shameful one. Fashion 
production has fed off the labour of the most vulnerable workers, working 
class women and children and new immigrant populations. In the twentieth 
century, class, gender, and race became so interconnected that it is impossible 
to provide an account of clothing production which does not take account of 
the ways in which these intersect and make the garment industry one of the 
poorest in terms of pay and conditions.” (Entwistle, 2000, p.208-209)

Phizacklea (1990) discusses at length the dependence of UK high street clothing 
retail on exploitative practices of production centred on home working. In the late 
1980s she found that despite technological changes in the industry “far from home­
working being regarded as an inefficient and uneconomic relic of the productive 
past” it was “actually on the increase” (Phizacklea, 1990, p.1-2). At this time sub­
contacting was widely used as a means for manufacturers to meet the ‘speed and 
flexibility’ demands of the powerful large retailers. Indeed Hale (2000) argues that 
despite enormous increases in international sourcing the drive to flexible production 
maintains the need for such workers in the 1990s who continue to:
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“play a key role in these production chains, not only in low wage economies 
but also in industrial countries of Europe, North America and Australia” 
(Hale. 2000. p 352)

Phizacklea argues that such conditions (to be discussed in greater depth below) in the 
1980s perpetuated and sustained the existence of these “small, inner city firms 
dominated by ethnic entrepreneurs and labour” (Phizacklea, 1990, p.2):

"These small firms are run predominantly by ethnic-minority man who are 
located at the bottom of a ‘dog-eat-dog’ subcontracting chain. This chain 
means up to 200 per cent mark ups even on British produced goods for some 
retailers, and paltry sums for the subcontractors, who survive at the expense 
of extremely low paid workers and home-workers” (Phizacklea, 1990, p.3)

With the increasing squeeze on profit margins, according to Verdict Research these 
having halved to 6% for the top 10 clothing retailers between 1998 and 2000 (Butler, 
13/10/01, p. 10), and the associated drive to develop flexible supply chains it is clear 
that the role of such firms has far from diminished. Though one would hope that the 
introduction of the minimum wage might have made some inroads into improving 
these women's working conditions (although this would seem unlikely given their 
immigration status and so on) their fundamental vulnerability and exploitation would 
appear to persist. As Entwistle notes:

“Today, garment workers all over the world are at the mercy of a volatile 
market which is highly recession sensitive. They are disposable labour, 
brought in cheaply when there is work and laid off when the market slows 
down" (Entwistle, 2000, p.217)

Indeed given the current macro economic climate, the structure of retailing and 
consumption trends on the high street this would appear to be a particularly critical 
period for such women. In addition the fact that technological developments within 
the industry "have not eliminated the basic unit of production, the woman at a sewing 
machine" (Entwistle, 2000, p.212) and the enduring cultural discourses constructing 
the bodies of these women as naturally inclined to such working practices suggest 
that these conditions are likely to persist.

Gendered divisions of labour have always existed within the clothing 
industry, divisions which also map onto a “division of pay and status” (Entwistle, 
2000, p.213). Men have historically occupied those positions that grant high status 
and wages -  both in the British cottage industry and subsequent factory systems. 
These gendered divisions are reproduced in the home-working system also, 
Phizacklea (1990) significantly noting that she did not encounter a single female 
entrepreneur in the course of her research18. She argues that women continue to be 
confined to low paid roles because they are classified as unskilled. IS

IS Yet ironically, as McRobbie (1997) argues, fashion is otherwise an almost entirely feminised 
industry:

“Apart from a few men at the top, including manufacturers and retailers, celebrity designers 
and magazine publishers, it is and has been a female sphere o f  production and consumption” 
(McRobbie, 1997, p.84-85).
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" both historically and transnational^ women’s sewing skills learnt in 
childhood and adolescence are never adequately rewarded. This is because 
the acquisition of those skills is usually hidden in a sexual division of labour 
in the privatised sphere of the home where ‘work’ is unpaid and training 
rendered invisible" (Phizacklea, 1990, p.3)

Employers are therefore justified in paying women poorly in comparison to 
apparently 'skilled' male workers particularly as neither are they seen as 
breadwinners (Phizacklea, 1990). Such discourses about female labour markets are 
apparently used by developing world governments in order to attract multinationals, 
(bison 1984 cited in Entwistle, 2000), women’s bodies being constructed as being 
naturally suited to particular types of work, being hard working, nimble fingered and 
so on as well as cheap because of the 'innate’ nature of their abilities and so on 
(Entwistle, 2000). As Chapkis and Enloe (1984, cited in Entwistle, 2000) argue:

“.. rather than being 'cheap’ women’s labour is cheapened by cultural 
attitudes that fail to recognise it or give it adequate status of reward” (p.213)

Though I have no data relating to the conditions under which maternity wear 
is produced for the UK market 1 believe it is important to begin discussions of its 
consumption with an acknowledgement of the exploitative practices behind much of 
British fashion. Though I cannot specifically account for the material production of 
the clothing 1 am focusing on the following discussion of the structure of clothing 
retail in the UK does suggest that it is likely to be implicated in the exploitation of 
women. Therefore this research project is not just about the bodies of consumers but 
also those of the producers themselves. Any account of fashion must take account of 
the corporeal realities of fashion consumption not just for those who consume but 
also for those whose labour allows them to do so (and allows them to do so in 
particular ways). Fashion does indeed have material implications for how bodies are 
experienced and lived, is integral to the construction of women’s bodies both as 
producers and consumers. And as Entwistle (2000) notes there is an important 
division between the two, suggesting that there is a:

great disparity ... between fashion as freedom of expression, playful and 
fun, and fashion as an oppressive system of production. In this respect the 
body of the wearer contrasts strongly with the body of the worker who is 
almost invariably unable to afford the clothes she makes” (Entwistle, 2000, 
p.209)

In this context it would be interesting to consider what the clothing consumption 
practices are of those who produce fashion for the market in question, particularly 
during pregnancy. Particularly since, as McRobbie (1997) notes, there are also 
enormous gaps in the literature concerning conditions of consumption, many studies 
(including my own to a certain extent) taking for granted the ability to engage in 
consumption whereas clearly this is not the case for all.

1 shall now turn my attention to the organisation of material production in 
relation to the specific demands of high street retailing in the UK which form the 
context for and arguably sustain the need for flexible -  read ‘exploitative’ -  supply 
systems.
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4.2.2 Retailer / Manufacturer Relationships

The suppliers and manufacturers of clothing for the UK high street market 
have received some attention by social scientists in their analyses of clothing retail 
and consumption For example, Crewe and Davenport (1992) look in particular at 
the changing buyer-supplier relationships within clothing retailing in the 1980s and 
earlv 1990s (the period of Phizacklea’s research into conditions of production). Sean 
Nixon (1996) also briefly describes the dominant forms these relationships took in 
order to contextualize his study of menswear retailing and consumption. It appears 
to be the case that the relationships between the large high street multiples and their 
suppliers grew closer in the 1980s. On the high street the dramatic changes which 
occurred in clothing retailing in the 1980s, that have been described as a ‘retailing 
revolution' (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, Crewe and Forster, 1993), apparently 
iniluenced the buyer-supplier relationships and placed new demands on clothing 
manufacturers (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, p. 188). The 1980s were a time of “vast 
retail expansion as the major groups, designer independents and mail order firms 
struggled for an increased share of a fragmenting and higher spending market” 
(Crewe and Davenport, 1992, p.194). Motivated by a desire to ‘maintain control 
over production without bearing the risks typically associated with a fickle and 
unpredictable fashion market'' (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, p. 189) a new set of 
demands were imposed on suppliers and manufacturers by the powerful high street 
multiples such that:

"rapid response and smaller batches are critical: retailers are now demanding 
faster turnaround’, ‘reduced lead times’, Tower stock levels, quicker 

turnover', 'more flexibility, smaller quantities, less lead time’ (manufacturing 
survey).'' (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, p. 188; see also Hale, 2000)

In addition throughout the 1980s high street multiples adopted ‘phased deliveries 
throughout the season’ (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, p. 188). This caused disruption 
to the production process but allowed the retailers to respond to customer demand 
through “feedback from electronic point of sale systems (EPOS), which gave up-to- 
date information about the sales performance of different product lines.” (Crewe and 
Davenport, 1992, p. 188). Crewe and Davenport state that at this time Marks and 
Spencer operated a “60 per cent initial take-up rule, with no guarantee of uptake of 
the remaining 40 per cent” (p. 188-9). Closely linked to this new drive for increased 
flexibility was the use of new technology in design and more involvement of the 
suppliers in the design of garments. Zeitlin (1988, quoted by Nixon, 1996, p.25) for 
example “highlights increased collaboration between the buyers from large retail 
chains as a key development” in the process of increasing flexibility.

“Rather than send out detailed designs to manufacturers on a cut-make-and- 
trim (CMT) basis, or buy from wholesalers’ catalogues, retailers like Marks 
and Spencer or Next worked more closely with their manufacturers in 
developing designs (Zeitlin, 1988, p.215). The aim was to produce a more 
flexible process of garment design and innovation that could be highly 
responsive to fairly small shifts in consumer demand. ... New production 
technology ‘made possible the easier modification of styles and switches 
between garments for short batches. CAD [Computer Aided Design], with its 
ability to store garment patterns and allow their quick modification, meant
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that production decisions could be delayed until up to date sales information 
was available (/.eitlin, 1988, p.222)” (Nixon, 1996, p.25 - 6)

It is necessary of course to appreciate that this shift in buyer-supplier 
relationships took place around 15 years ago and as Crewe and Davenport 
themselves point out even at the time their analysis was written it was difficult to 
make generalizations given the speed of change within the clothing industry, the 
"diverse and fragmented variety of organizations’ (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, 
p. 183) within it and the instability of the relationships between retailers and 
suppliers It would be churlish therefore to assume that the industry remains 
organized in the same way particularly given the dramatic changes that have swept 
the high street during the early 1990s during the recession and since then through an 
upturn in the UN economy. In addition it has been widely publicised that large 
retailers such as Marks and Spencer have sold out on their UK suppliers (many of 
whom have gone out of business as a result of the lost contracts with the loss of 
many British jobs) taking their sourcing contracts abroad. Therefore the assumption 
that relationships are now as close, that there is still the same level of involvement in 
relation to design cannot be taken for granted. However it is fair to say that the 
drive for increased flexibility for example remains significant. For example it was 
reported in the Drapers Record in November 200019 that:

"Marks and Spencer is undertaking another supply chain review to speed up 
its reaction times and flexibility, after sales were hit by stock availability 
problems." (Carruthers, DR, 11/11/00, p.3)
"M&S's move to buying in lifestyle categories meant that different supply 
chain arrangements from the traditional seasonal model were needed. In some 
core areas like men's socks and underwear, it may allow manufacturers to 
manage stock levels in response to demand, under a system called vendor- 
managed inventory." (ibid)
"Unveiling another disappointing set of results, executive Luc Vandevelde 
said the retailer had suffered from a lack of product availability. He 
estimated £11 million had been lost to M&S because of lingerie supply chain 
problems with Sara Lee Courtaulds, £6m from disruption to knitwear supplies 
at Coats Viyella, and £5m from lost footwear sales. He said M&S would 
now switch from buying 100 per cent in advance of the season to buying 40 
per cent close to the season and 10 per cent in season to respond better to 
trends, from next Spring.” (ibid)

For M&S at least the question of flexibility and presumably short lead times remain a 
pressing concern. This review was apparently to be ‘much more fundamental’ than 
anything undertaken in recent years (including the decision to source from abroad). 
M&S clearly saw this review as essential to their long-term survival, their ability to 
respond to customer demand and the season’s trends perhaps incurring a rise in sales, 
which they so desperately needed at the time. It is interesting that a vendor-managed 
inventory was being considered which would allow the supplier to manage the stock 
How of certain items based on customer demand. 1 suspect this would have been for 
core items like underwear for example, since I would expect M&S to want to retain

19 Clearly the discussion here relates to the widely reported economic circumstances in the early 00s 
since which time the company’s fortunes have undergone a marked up turn, for the most part 
consequent upon the advent o f George on Per Una.
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more input over the stock levels of seasonal fashion items. However this does 
represent a relationship similar to that which Crewe and Davenport suggest, a close 
alignment between retailer and supplier with the latter being involved with decision 
making and management in relation to the finished product rather than just 
performing passive a cut-make-and-trim (CMT) service (Crewe and Davenport, 
1992, p 191, Nixon, 1996). This represents a still closer relationship between the 
production and consumption processes and as a consequence, as Crewe and 
Davenport argue, we can no longer make crude divisions between the two, “a 
complicated relationship exists between production and consumption, with one 
influencing the other" (Crewe and Davenport, 1992, p. 186).

The interrelationship between the production and consumption of fashion in 
the U K is an important one to consider. The introduction of flexible processes of 
design and supply allow direct responses to be made by the retailer to customer 
demand'1" This clearly casts consumers, not in the light of passive dupes of the 
fashion and retailing system since trends driven by consumers to some degree 
determine the garments produced. It also implicates them in the processes and 
practices of production, which as 1 have noted are inherently exploitative of other 
women, t he trade press suggests certain solutions to forecasting consumer demand, 
which centre on the development of truly integrated, flexible and rapid supply 
systems which hint at further demand for labour in the mould of the inner city 
entrepreneurial firms described by Phizacklea (1990; and Hale, 2000):

" The suggested solution ... the initial order is given to foreign suppliers with 
a long lead time. 3 or 4 weeks into the season, once the pattern of demand 
had been identified, top-up orders can be placed with local suppliers for quick 
response"(Butler, Drapers Record, 13/10/01, p.10)

In particular it is important that the suppliers for in season top-ups are:
“close so deliveries are no more than a week away, and have flexible 
production units set up for a quick response” (Watson quoted in Butler, 
Drapers Record, 13/10/01, p. 10)

4.2.3 The Structure of Retail

Despite the focus on flexible supply systems over recent years the structure of 
high street retailing itself could not be characterised in the same way (Crewe and 
Forster, 1993). Rather:

“|T]he key feature of clothing retailing in the 1980s was not flexibility but 
concentration and dominance of the high street by a few major players. 
Throughout the 1980s, organic growth, frantic acquisition, and merger 
activity combined to result in the British clothing retailing system becoming 
the most concentrated in the world, the ‘big six’ capturing almost 40 per cent 
of total clothing sales (Corporate Intelligence Group, 1989).” (Crewe and 
Forster, 1993, p.215-216)

This would appear to remain true today with a handful of large, powerful groups 
controlling much of the high street, a structure which has been described as 20

20 The impact o f  poor forecasting o f  consumer demand being “lost sales opportunities and mark 
downs, which add up [in the UK] to between £1 billion and £1,5bn annually according to IF (Industry 
Forum)” (Butler, Drapers Record, 13/10/01).
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promoting a sense of 'retailing placelessness’ (Crewe and Forster, 1993, Gilbert, 
2000), w ith each high street, shopping centre and so on being characterised by almost 
invariable consumption landscapes. Within the monotony of chain dominated 
clothing retailing however there has been restructuring around specific ‘lifestyle’ 
niches with the large multiples carrying portfolios of several brands each tailored to 
different sections of the market.

"Intense competition within the retail arena ensued [throughout the 1980s], 
with customer profiling emerging as a key tactic to woo customers to build 
allegiance to one store (Crewe and Davenport, 1992). Spearheaded by the 
launching of new concepts, such as Next and Principles, market segmentation 
became the dominant retailing concept. The Burton Group pic for example 
segmented their retail concepts into no less the eleven different stores.... The 
result was a dramatic restructuring of the high street, with all the retailing 
concepts apparently converging on the co-ordinated, segmented, middle 
market" (Crewe and Forster, 1993, p.216)

Despite segmentation within the market therefore it has been argued that the 
indistinguishable nature of high street retail landscapes across the country was 
paralleled by a lack of differentiation of the offers, crowded as they were round the 
middle market. The mainstream middle market remains the main battleground, 
certainly with respect to womenswear, according to Verdict Research (Web page, 
30/10/01). And despite management changes at some of the major retailers -  BHS, 
Arcadia, M&S and ensuing restructuring in recent years (for example the slimming 
down of Arcadia’s portfolio, interestingly shedding four brands in one management 
buy out deal, therefore continuing the trend of large companies controlling swathes 
of the high street), the trend remains one of market segmentation. The lessons of 
recent years may have increased clarity and focus within this however with Arcadia 
(formerly the Burton Group) in particular having rationalised following the 
realisation that profits were suffering due to its portfolio being overpopulated with 
almost indistinguishable brands. At a time when the womenswear market was 
growing at an almost negligible rate, spending on womenswear growing by just 
“0.8% in 2000, the weakest growth in 10 years” (Verdict web page, 30/10/01) clarity 
and focus in branding would appear to be of greater importance than ever in order to 
win and maintain customer allegiance for example. This is particularly the case in 
the crowded middle market where retailers such as BHS, Arcadia, M&S, (and Next) 
“essentially target the same broad church of customers,” and due to the exceptionally 
low growth rate of the market “ any retail winner in womenswear is taking market 
share from someone else” (Verdict web page, 30/10/01). M&S arguably suffered 
greatly over recent years precisely because of the muddying of their brand and 
ostracising of traditional (and loyal) customer base, though ‘Per Una’ appears to have 
re-established some brand integrity and substantially contributed to a reversal of 
fortunes in 2001/2002.

Retailing placelessness and market segmentation therefore appear to have 
persisted as significant characteristics of the structure of retail on the high street over 
recent years, despite a vastly volatile retail environment Crewe and Forster discuss 
how the “high of retailing in the 1980s” gave way in the early 90s to “a deep and 
protracted recession, which ... resulted in a very different operating environment for 
clothing retailing, with growth and confidence being replaced by uncertainty and 
caution” (Crewe and Forster, 1993, p. 216). Redundancies and shop closures
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characterised the early 90s as escalating interest and mortgage interest rates, 
increasing high street rents and decreased consumer spending took their toll (Crewe 
and Forster, 1993 ). The result however was not a slimming down of the surviving 
brands but, argue Crewe and Forster, a cheapening of the high street and an upsurge 
in the fortunes of small designer companies located elsewhere. At the beginning of 
the twenty first century although the UK economy is not in recession it is an 
uncertain time with predictions for possible recession ahead abound. Indeed clothing 
retailing is already suffering from falling sales, static profits and a ‘guerrilla war on 
price' (Whitehead, Drapers Record, 16/12/00). During 2000 for example:

"As price deflation continued a pace, conversely consumer levels of price 
awareness continued to rise. Womenswear prices over the past twelve 
months fell by 8 % and overall retail prices today remain at the same level 
they were 2 years ago” (Whitehead, Drapers Record, 16/12/00, p. 18)

Whilst analysts are warning that:
“more than a quarter of the UK’s retailers could go out of business if retail 
sales suffer a 10% collapse in an economic downturn” (Cooper, Drapers 
Record, 13/10/01, p. 1)

It is had to imagine the basic structure of the high street being affected even if such a 
shake out were to occur. Since in order to meet the challenge of these economic and 
market conditions of narrow margins, slow growth and so on, integrated, flexible 
supply systems are required and it is the major groups who are best placed to 
manipulate the production process in order to achieve this.

4.2.4 Situating Maternity Wear Within This

Whilst clearly being materially curtailed by the relatively small number of 
pregnancies per year in relation to the population as a whole (only 700 000 from an 
adult population of 36 million according to the Blooming Marvellous marketing 
manager 1 spoke to), and although this would appear to be at odds with the wider 
picture (outlined above) for womenswear according to a Dorothy Perkins head office 
maternity wear merchandiser, this is an expanding market. Indeed this would appear 
to be the case if recent movement within high street provision is taken to be 
indicative of changes within the market itself. During the late 1990s, Dorothy 
Perkins, Mothercare and C&A were the sole high street providers of maternity wear 
ranges. However during 2000, although C&A withdrew from the European fashion 
market altogether, closing all stores, two new (or renewed) offers2 have been 
developed by M&S and H&M, with Next too doubling the size of its collection and 
experimenting for a time with carrying a portion of its range in larger stores. 
Ironically the withdrawal of C&A and the sudden availability of large prime site 
retail spaces as a result can be seen to have to some degree allowed the penetration of 
different retailers into the market. For example H&M opened a new store in C&A’s 
place in Northampton town centre that carries a maternity wear range. Next and 
M&S too have taken on some sites vacated by C&A. This expansion on the high 
street is also being echoed elsewhere with Formes, a French fashion quarter brand 
steadily increasing its number of boutiques in large UK cities, away from the high 21

21 Although it must be noted that this is an exceptionally fluid market with brands altering the size of 
ranges for example on a regular basis. Next and M&S have been particularly fluid in their provision 
for example during 2000, 2001 and 2002
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street Also within the mail order sector, Blooming Marvellous continues to expand 
its shop retail side of the business, locating mainly in ‘secondary centres’, whilst 
trading through mail order remains the core of the business and a popular way to 
retail maternity wear. JoJo Maman Bebe and La Redoute being two examples among 
other such providers.

However despite this recent expansion of provision (not to mention the 
increasing number of small independent retailers offering maternity wear from shops 
in the main away from the high street and prime sites, through mail order and over 
the internet) as well as middle size companies trading through mail order and off 
high street positions, in comparison to the womenswear market on the high street at 
large prov ision remains partial and restricted at best. Despite the highly fragmented 
high street, apparently offering sartorial expression of a vast array of lifestyle 
choices, maternity wear appears to be far more monolithic. Although the greater 
number of providers contributes to an arguably growing ‘illusion of choice’ the 
coverage of these new collections remains partial - being far from national and 
focused on larger branches as a general rule - and therefore restricted in availability.
In addition the overwhelming picture gained through my research, from consumers, 
is of a lack of provision on the high street -  let alone adequate provision (as 
individually defined). The picture here remains one of a marginalized provision.

There would appear to be many complexly interwoven reasons for maternity 
wear's sustained marginality, explaining why, in a retail context, which is apparently 
entirely structured by the concept of niche marketing it remains for the most part 
hidden and devalued despite being an expanding market. However before analysing 
these in-depth 1 would like to turn to the organisation of maternity wear retail within 
two specific retailers, Dorothy Perkins and Blooming Marvellous. The first being an 
example of a high street retailer which includes a maternity range in their ‘offer’, the 
second a medium sized company, a specialist in maternity wear, which retails in the 
main through mail order and secondary sites.

4.2.4(1) Dorothy Perkins

“With over 2000 outlets in high streets and shopping centres throughout the 
country, Arcadia Group is the UK’s second largest clothing retailer” (Arcadia 
group web page, 29/10/01)

Arcadia, the group to which Dorothy Perkins belongs has been the focus of much 
attention within the trade press as a result of its tumultuous recent history. Having:

“demerged from Debenhams in 1998 [Arcadia] has seen both its profits and 
its share price go into freefall. Arcadia’s debut price of over 400p slumped to 
under 50p [in 2000] under the impact of the mid market crisis” (Drapers 
Record, 18/11/00)

A change of Chief Executive in November 2000 was thought to herald wide ranging 
change in the portfolio which was widely considered, both within the fashion 
industry itself and the City, to be over populated with similar and overlapping brands 
(Investors Chronicle 17/11/00). The editor of the Drapers Record for example 
suggested that drastic action was required:
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"Arcadia is ripe for an overhaul. A bit of fiddling here and there is not going 
to assist a business, which is hopelessly overloaded with chains. Looking at 
womenswear alone, it runs Top Shop and Miss Selfridge, Warehouse and 
Wallis, Dorothy Perkins, Principles and Evans. The unavoidable question is 
why so m a n y .... Industry observers reckon that Dorothy Perkins, Top Shop, 
Wallis and Evans are decent brand propositions in their markets, so why keep 
the others'2'' (Musgrave, Drapers Record, 18/11/00, p.4)

Principles for Men was an early casualty and along with a great deal of reshuffling its 
store space, working to significantly decrease its phenomenally high rent bill there 
has been much speculation about the management buy out of Racing Green, 
Hawkshead. Principles and Warehouse (see for example Drapers Record, 6/10/01; 
13/10/01). The group itself suggested that the sale of these ‘smaller brands’ would 
facilitate future concentration on its ‘core business’ and that:

"The Group's focus for future growth will concentrate on six core brands that 
comprise Burton, Dorothy Perkins, Wallis, Evans, Top Shop/ Top Man and 
Miss Selfridge. Our six core brands will benefit from the increased clarity 
and focus we can provide for them by the reduction in size of the overall 
portfolio" ( Arcadia group Web page, 29/10/01)

During 2000 and 2001 Arcadia group indeed underwent significant and wide-ranging 
change, downsizing from 13 brands to a core of 6 in less than 12 months, bringing 
new 'focus' and 'clarity' to their portfolio. However there may be some surprise 
within the industry about Miss Selfridge’s survival and indeed its inclusion along 
side fop Shop as a core brand given its similarity to the latter but significantly poorer 
recent performance, as such it was originally tipped for rapid disposal.

Dorothy Perkins has in comparison consistently been identified as core brand 
and it seems was never in danger of being culled. It is described by Arcadia itself as 
providing "affordable mainstream clothing” for women (Arcadia web page, 
29/10/01) and therefore perhaps unsurprisingly is the group’s only retailer of 
maternity wear, carrying a range in around 156 (Dorothy Perkins website 29/08/02) 
of its 540 stores22 23 (Arcadia website 29/08/02). Of the womenswear brands retained 
as the newly clarified core Dorothy Perkins provides the largest potential market 
occupying the ideological safe-ground for maternity wear aiming at women of 25-35 
in a middle-income bracket (Dorothy Perkins head office maternity wear 
merchandiser). These are women thought of as most likely to be having children and 
indeed socially sanctioned to be (the pregnant body and mother) in ways in which 
those targeted by Miss Selfridge, Top Shop and indeed Wallis are not. Indeed in a 
(guarded^2) telephone interview a Dorothy Perkins maternity merchandiser 
confirmed these ideas of appropriateness:

"Maternity wear fits Dorothy Perkins target customer much better than any of 
the others. [She] said you certainly wouldn’t expect to see maternity in Top

22 That’s less than 30% of its stores, a figure which gives some indication o f the relative importance 
attached to this range
23 I was unable to record this interview and therefore made extensive notes during our conversation. I 
followed an interview schedule, as 1 knew from the effort it had taken to set up and the emails 
exchanged in arranging it that any attempt at in-depth interviewing was unrealistic, particularly over 
the phone 1 therefore typed into this schedule as we spoke. These are the notes from which 1 quote.
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Shop and it' you did people would have something to say -  there would be a 
problem Also she said it is not suitable for Evans. I asked her why and she 
said it was because Evans have a different target customer and are more 
focused on that target customer" (Dorothy Perkins head office maternity wear 
merchandiser interview notes).

She seemed to be hinting at the fact that providing a maternity range in Top Shop 
would be seen as entirely inappropriate and indeed would provoke an angry response 
from the public 1 was less clear about why Evans was felt to be unsuitable but 
would suggest that the potential market within their target customer base -  which is 
plus size women could be considered too small and it might be assumed that 
perhaps these women might make do with larger sized garments available from 
Evans anvwav. rather than seeking out specialist maternity wear.

The decision to provide maternity wear through one brand in the portfolio 
only and this was equally the case when there were 13 members as now -  I would 
suggest is indicative of the monolithic nature of maternity wear within an otherwise 
fragmented, segmented womenswear market. Of the diverse lifestyle groups that 
Arcadia seeks to serve (arguably focused on the middle market although with 
aspirations towards high fashion in Top Shop’s explicitly fashion led offering) only 
one maternity wear range has been developed. This suggests an assumption that 
within a plethora of lifestyle and identity niches there is required only one to fit 
pregnant bodies, that either, only those who fall into the Dorothy Perkins profile will 
require it, or that all women who might ordinarily be refracted through the prism of 
multiple brands can be condensed into and accommodated by the offering of a 
singular, mainstream, mid market Dorothy Perkins range when pregnant. For the 
maternity wear market, the bread and butter segmentation which forms the basis of 
high street clothing retail and around which women’s consumption knowledges are 
constructed simply does not apply according to this organisation. There is, according 
to Arcadia, until recently the most brand laden, highly segmented retailer in the 
country, only one way to dress the pregnant body. Whilst this may be seen as 
Arcadia" best marketing proposition -  the most effective way of selling maternity 
wear within a large portfolio and terminally tiny market -  I would however argue 
that it also constructs pregnant women as a homogeneous group.

Strategic information is difficult to come by regarding high street retailers. 
Nevertheless it is possible to outline in part the organisation of maternity wear at 
Dorothy Perkins. In terms of their position within the market itself it is considered 
that much of their competition comes from mail order, in fact the merchandiser 1 
spoke to cited Blooming Marvellous as their ‘main competition’, she also 
acknow ledged. Next, Formes and M&S as mail order competitors. In terms of the 
high street she mentioned Mothercare as their “only direct competition’’ although:

“M&M is starting to grab their attention and although their coverage is still 
quite partial and dispersed at the moment in a couple of years time they 
foresee them being a big competitor. For the next few seasons they do not 
see H&M as too much of a threat though” (Dorothy Perkins head office 
maternity wear merchandiser -  interview notes).

It is clear that Dorothy Perkins’s competition in the maternity wear market is 
expanding given Next’s doubling of the range offered through their Directory and 
their experimentation with carrying this in larger stores along with El&M’s expansion
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in coverage largely through new store openings24 25. Whilst formerly partial and 
heavily weighted towards the south, maternity appears to be firmly accommodated 
within the new store programme in the UK. This clearly is where the greatest danger 
lies as ll&M's fashion led brand image is likely to cream off a portion of their 
market share who are currently making do with the middle market offerings of 
Dorothv Perkins in preference to Mothercare. As the only high street alternative to 
Mothercare. Dorothy Perkins was well placed to take a large share of the market 
however their position is now' being challenged on more than one front.

In terms of provision Dorothy Perkins maternity wear is only available in 
store, neither being retailed through the company website (at the time of writing) 
whereas the core ranges are, nor their ‘home shopping magazine’. The latter has 
been attempted in the past but with limited success (though this does apparently lead 
to beneiits with buying strategy). Further, coverage has been contracted recently 
with the range being pulled out of many smaller stores and in 2002 it is carried in 
less than 30% of stores. In small outlets space is at a premium and, unable to carry 
the entire range, the decision was made to forfeit maternity wear at these sites. The 
merchandiser 1 spoke to described this move as having been made on the basis of 
impressions, the basics earned in these stores not reflecting the desired image of the 
range as a whole. It is likely however to have also been due to the greater pressure in 
smaller stores to gain a high return from each unit of space and the relative deficit 
gained from stocking maternity wear in comparison to core ranges, particularly at a 
time when the group has been reshuffling store space allocation in order to cut costly 
rent bills and improve efficiency.

With respect to the way maternity wear is bought at Dorothy Perkins the 
merchandiser 1 spoke to outlined a strategy which suggested it is viewed and treated 
(and therefore produced) in much the same way as the core ranges:

“Maternity wear is bought as a separate range with separate buyers and so on 
forming a specific team. ... Although bought separately maternity wear is 
bought in exactly the same way as the core brands, some before, some during 
the season. Because they don’t sell through mail order they don’t have to 
have it all up front in bulk. ... Everything she told me related to maternity 
wear as another fashion range tailored to a particular body in much the same 
way as say the petite range. Although maternity seems to be particularly 
sensitive to fashion trends in terms of volumes sold.” (Dorothy Perkins head 
office maternity wear merchandiser -  interview notes).

If maternity wear is bought separately it would appear to be bought as a specialist 
product rather than being produced as a corollary, another size variable of the core 
ranges. Therefore despite the insistence that maternity must reflect the core ranges 
there clearlv are other considerations at work and a distance and differentiation 
between them. In terms of customer demand forecasting and associated integrated

24 Despite M&S’s development of a maternity range in recent years and expansion o f the number o f  
stores carrying it from the original 10, it would appear that in 2002 they have made the decision to 
pull it from their stores, presumably because o f low returns. In addition it is unclear what Next’s 
strategy is since the range has been present in larger stores during 2002 but towards the end of 
summer has been withdrawn This is clearly a time o f flux for the maternity wear market.
25 1 would suggest that customer demand forecasting for maternity wear may be more complex than 
for mainstream womenswear, certainly requiring different considerations. For example whereas the 
consumption of the latter is organised into seasons maternity wear consumption is driven more by 
material need Women tend to by one ‘wardrobe’ for the duration o f  their pregnancy regardless of

79



and flexible production it seems likely that these are at work in similar ways to 
mainstream womenswear within large retailing operations. Although batch sizes and 
so on will inevitably be much smaller than for core ranges and therefore production 
costs higher it would appear that within such organisations as Arcadia, maternity 
wear is produced in similar ways in order to maximise profitability and sell through 
(and minimise lost sales opportunities and mark downs).

4.2.4(2) Blooming Marvellous

Blooming Marvellous is a "medium sized company’ cited by Dorothy Perkins 
as their major competitor. It was established almost 20 years ago by 2 women -  
Vivienne Pringle and Judy Lever -  who like many small independent retailers today, 
found maternity wear provided elsewhere "limited and unimaginative’ (company 
history document). Having engaged in ‘some research’ and believing they had 
indeed identified a "gap in the market’ they launched the mail order company 
offering 2 designs, in 2001 Blooming Marvellous employed over 100 employees 
across mail order and retail carrying both maternity and nursery rages and having 
opened around 9 stores (around one a year since the mid 90s) in London and 
secondary sites (for example St Albans, Chester, Winchester, Bath), they are, 
according to the marketing manager I spoke to, the biggest company in their market 
in the country and there are further plans for expansion involving new shops.

Interestingly despite providing credible competition to high street retailers, 
company strategy is firmly fixed away from the high street and prime locations 
aiming to:

“provide a stop gap, when pregnant women suddenly find that the normal 
range of fashion on the high street is no longer open to them. BM picks up 
where the high street leaves off, providing a stop gap, somewhere where can 
buy similar fashion / styles whilst pregnant then go back to the high street. 
BM sees itself then as very closely aligned to the high street, as fashion led 
and as stepping in where the high street provision falls away to cater for 
women for nine months in a kind of seamless action to enable them to 
maintain their clothed identities and then deliver them back to the high 
street.”(Blooming Marvellous marketing manager - interview notes)

This strategy of providing a refuge for women used to buying their clothing on the 
high street again reinforces the assumption marked out by Arcadia’s provision of 
maternity wear through just one member of its highly segmented portfolio, that 
during pregnancy, or in relation to dressing the pregnant body, differences with 
respect to lifestyle and identity choices melt away. Blooming Marvellous apparently 
aims to provide a ‘stop gap’ for an enormously diverse group of women whilst 
offering a singular production of maternity wear imbued with specific meaning 
around a particular brand image which is overtly maternal, the 2 founders being

whether or not it carries over more than one season. This means that demand cannot necessarily be 
determined by buying trends within the first three or four weeks o f the season - particularly as 
pregnancies tend to be clustered, for example around early October following Christmas conceptions 
(Formes manager, Manchester). Women do not buy in relation to fashion seasons as such but more 
for a defined period o f use and will therefore buy at any time during that period when the need is 
greatest and can be seen to be cost effective.
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constructed both within the company and in terms of its brand image as almost 
matriarchal figures26.

Whilst clearly positioning themselves in relation to a high street customer 
profile -  specifically 27-37 year old ABC1 women -  and explicitly aiming to reflect 
high street fashions in their offer, Blooming Marvellous apparently have no 
aspirations to enter the fray in such locations themselves, preferring instead to locate 
away from the ‘ever expanding’ high street competition (marketing manager). In
addition:

“[The] high street is far too expensive to have started out that way -  even 
now its too expensive for such a niche market -  can’t make it pay. Maternity 
wear is such a niche market that it is not a high street product. Customers 
will come looking for you because there is so little competition, so you don’t 
need to be centrally located in expensive prime sites.”( Blooming Marvellous 
marketing manager - interview notes)

Whilst opening more shops is clearly the vision for future expansion there is a 
balance to be struck between this and mail order. New retail outlets must be carefully 
placed to ensure no negative impact on the mail order side of the business. It is 
imperative therefore that the footfall in the shops (very often generated by women 
having first seen the catalogue) generates new revenue rather than representing lost 
income from mail order. Mail order itself continues to be the core of the business, 
allowing Blooming Marvellous to reach a geographically dispersed customer base in 
the UK Europe and ex-pat communities in Saudi Arabia and America (Marketing 
manager) From an economic perspective mail order is key to the companies success 
since it brings certain cost advantages in relation to the high street:

“Although mail order -  producing catalogue itself - is extremely expensive 
can reach far more people through mail order for money spend than through 
high street presence for same money.” (Blooming Marvellous marketing
manager - interview notes)

In addition it is felt to be particularly appropriate for this specific customer:
“Mail order is better for customers who are not particularly mobile and don’t 
want to go traipsing down the high street, through the crowds for their 
clothes Mail order is much easier for them -  can shop from home, work or 
wherever ” (Blooming Marvellous marketing manager - interview notes)

Such an assumption clearly relates to a very particular construction of pregnant 
materiality and indeed actively produces the bodies of Blooming Marvellous 
consumers in this way Women are assumed to withdraw from the normal practices 
of consumption as a matter of choice (rather than being forced to by lack of provision 
and so on) forced to do so by an awkward, excessive, debilitating corporeality

I enoke to referred to them as having “about a hundred children between 
Thf  mJjrke often include a picture o f them with their children on the inside front cover.

T ^ eT h a  can'tC <o ”rf"r a u t l j t y  ,o  their products s u i t i n g  i, is based no, otdy on " ,8  
H Of experience” (marketing manager) from a business perspective but personal experience too.
^  h iT .s a n  inaccurate assum ption  f o r  m any w om en a s  1 can  a sse r t d irec tly  fro m  m y ow n experience.

m is  s an  shopping is g en era lly  done reason ab ly  ea r ly  on  in p reg n a n cy  when the
The bulk o f m  n  f o m s  o w l  ia r d r o b e  b eco m es uncom fortable a n d  p o o r ly  f illin g , a n d  th ere is  s t i l l  
m a ter ia l n eed  . -  pu rch asin g  new  clothing. A t th is p o in t J certa in ly  d id  not inhabit an

^  k ^ d ' l x  c e s l  ive corporea lity . A t the tim es when I w as sh opp in g  f o r  m atern ity  w ea r  1 h a d  a  sm all.
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With careful strategic planning and steady growth Blooming Marvellous has 
demonstrated that despite production difficulties it is possible to return a profit in this 
market. From small beginnings and based on customer experience the company has 
developed into an important provider of a niche product within womenswear retail. 
The relative success of Blooming Marvellous has clearly been based upon the careful 
negotiation of the niche status of the product -  with only ‘700 000 births a year from 
a 36 million adult population’ (marketing manager) ~ and managing the ways in 
which it is retailed in relation to this, specifically avoiding the enormous costs of a 
prime site high street presence.

4.2.5 Explaining The Marginal High Street Presence

Interestingly my discussion with the marketing manager from Blooming 
Marvellous gave an insight into the marginal position of maternity wear on the UK 
high street. In terms of the material production of maternity wear most of Blooming 
Marvellous’s offer is manufactured abroad, for example some in Hong Kong, by 
third parties. It is manufactured in small batches, which means the margins achieved 
are far from optimum. In addition there are difficulties with manufacture since it 
does not fit in with that of other products and production runs. Such production 
issues impose caps on the potential profits made by retailing such garments, and here 
lies the rub for high street stores, since relatively speaking:

“..the problem is for high street companies it makes a hole in the financial 
figures because they can’t make the kind of margins and money on it as with 
their other ranges because of the smaller batch sizes they need to run and the 
difficulties manufacturers have in producing the stuff, because it doesn’t fit in 
with the other production runs.” (Blooming Marvellous marketing manager - 
interview notes)

Maternity wear, being specially cut and involving certain significant pattern 
alterations in respect to mainstream womenswear in order to fit the pregnant body, 
clearly does not fit neatly into production runs of core garments. Not only in terms 
of cutting but also making up the garments, the practical processes required differ 
from other core ranges and of course must be produced in smaller batches. Advances 
in textile technology have undoubtedly lessened the time investment required by the 
seamstress since stretchy fabrics such as Bengalin allow garments to be made up 
without ‘pouch’ inserts. Even denim fabrics can be produced with stretch qualities 
enabling jeans and so on to be made in the same way. Clearly there was a necessity 
for pouch inserts at a time when such textiles were not available, allowing trousers 
and skirts and so on to be tailored to the pregnant body. Indeed there remain fabrics, 
which to some extent necessitate such techniques for example gabardine and wool 
rich textiles particularly used in suiting. However not only do many consumers find 
the fit of such garments highly unsatisfactory I would suggest that the production 
processes required for such garments might be extremely inefficient. Modern fabrics 
therefore allow trousers and skirts to be made without the time consuming insert and 
therefore might allow maternity wear to be produced more cheaply.

neat bum p a n d  a c tu a lly  on  som e occasion s w as fee lin g  fa n ta s tic  in com parison  to  m y f ir s t  4 a n d  a  h a lf  
m onths o f  constan t sickness, so  in th is re sp ec t I f e l t  p o s it iv e ly  spritely!
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Interestingly however in Dorothy Perkins maternity wear range for example 
pouch insert garments appear to remain the norm. At a time when margins are low 
across the industry, let alone maternity, and there is much pressure to develop more 
flexible supply chains and so on, this may be somewhat surprising However 
companies such as Dorothy Perkins may be reluctant to put the capital investment 
(that would be required to research new garment technologies and implement them) 
into what for them must be an essentially loss making market (in comparison to other 
core ranges). Although the collection each season is tailored to reflect the core 
designs I would suggest that there is likely to be minima] change in terms of the type 
of garments to necessitate minimal changes to production processes. Indeed at 
Mothercare changes are so peripheral as to involve only colour and minor design 
details such as sleeve length. Such a policy would minimise the investment 
necessary right the way through the production process. It would appear that the 
particular production issues associated with maternity wear which impose caps on 
margins, (which are already under pressure from retailing and consumption trends) 
might then be particularly problematic for retailers.

interestingly the marginal position of maternity wear on the high street and in 
particular the monolithic nature of the market in compaiison to the highly segmented 
womenswear market in general, may shed some light on the reality of provision 
within this broader structure. The narrow provision of maternity wear on the high 
street could be seen as contradicting the highly segmented nature of the womenswear 
market at large. Certainly consumers report experiencing it as being restrictive in 
relation to identity expression and in comparison to their pre-pregnancy clothing 
consumption. However what the maternity wear provision on the high street might 
more accurately be seen to reflect is the reduction of womenswear to its true form 
“the high street clone model” (Crewe and Forster, 1993, p.218):

“Although segmentation was an attempt to differentiate products in 
accordance with life-style preferences, in reality it was little more than a thin 
veil attempting to disguise what was really massification par excellence As 
George Davies, entrepreneur and pioneer of the Next concept, acknowledges 
“the exercise taught me one of the keys to success in retailing ... the trick is 
to give the illusion o f choice" (1989, p.33)” (Crewe and Forster, p.216, 
emphasis added)

Whilst acknowledging the broad invariance of fashion across the high street despite 
the insistence of brand integrity in relation to specific lifestyle and identity choices it 
is however imperative to note the importance of the production and construction of 
‘fashion’ and more importantly for my purposes, maternity wear, within these narrow 
parameters. ‘Fashion’ is produced on the high street - primarily by market 
segmentation and careful branding -  in a very particular way. Specifically as 
fashions. Despite the absolute lack of choice it is constructed as diverse and 
therefore clothing consumption is accordingly produced as being primarily about 
choice. Whether women act as consumers motivated primarily by for example thrift 
(many woman proudly classifying themselves as ‘bargain hunters’, only buying 
clothes cheaply, in sales and so forth), or style, the common feature of women’s 
consumption experiences is the feeling of relative freedom to consume according to 
their own choice and priorities. Therefore despite the placelessness of the high street 
and the internal invariance in style, fashion is produced (by market segmentation) as 
broad and diverse and allowing the illusion of choice. However maternity wear is
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produced by its very marginality as the antithesis to this. Baring in mind that within 
the segmented market women often have a very clear idea of what is (and equally 
importantly, what is not) ‘them’ and that to a large extent this can be hinged on 
brand, maternity wear in this context is constructed as infinitely narrower and more 
restrictive (not only in terms of style but also what types of consumption are 
available). Whereas in reality the basic lack of choice in maternity wear may be a 
realistic reflection of that in womenswear more broadly it is experienced as an 
infinitely more impoverished provision. Whilst it may be that the large number of 
high street womenswear retailers, though highly segmented, are not differentiated 
enough to support multiple maternity wear ranges. That when condensed into a 
smaller market, that pregnant women undeniably represent, the high street as it is 
currently structured cannot support more than a handful of retailers. In the context of 
the segmented high street production of women’s fashions it is produced as marginal 
and inadequate. In addition it is produced in very particular ways not just by its 
marginal provision but also by cultural intermediaries such as retailers and magazine 
editors and so on. In terms of various spaces of representation within which 
maternity wear appears there are a number of key elements imbued within the 
garments themselves, which construct it in a monolithic light for a singular specific 
body and for the performance of a singular specific identity -  mother -  who 
consumes clothing during pregnancy in a very particular way. The latter aspect of its 
cultural production, which is not unrelated to its material marginality, shall be 
discussed in the following chapter.

The marginal position of maternity wear on the high street can be seen in 
relation to not just the small number of providers but also the spatial allocation given 
to such products. As Blooming Marvellous’s strategy implies, returns per unit of 
space given over to maternity wear will be much lower than for other (core) 
womenswear or childrenswear ranges. It is therefore perhaps not surprising to find 
that in shops spaces themselves maternity wear is indeed routinely marginalized, 
occupying presumably the least profitable areas of the shop -  usually at the back in a 
corner. By the same token Dorothy Perkins (and Mothercare appear to) have a 
distinct policy not to display maternity wear in window space. In this context it is 
not surprising that Next have historically only delivered a maternity range through 
their mail order directory.

In addition to the restricted profitability of maternity wear and therefore loss 
making nature of such ranges in relation to stocking prime retail sites with other 
products, the market is apparently also far from stable. According to the Dorothy 
Perkins merchandiser I spoke with, the market expands and contracts depending on 
the season’s fashion trends. If the season’s trends are for casual clothing for example 
(such as drawstring trousers and the like) demand will dip as women find themselves 
easily able to ‘get away’ with wearing ordinary clothes (in larger sizes) For example 
this was demonstrated by one of my interview respondents, Meryl, who had 
consciously avoided buying any specialist maternity wear -  mainly because of her 
appalled reaction to that available on the high street -  finding it preferable to wear 
larger sizes of ordinary clothes and indeed finding it easy to do so because of the 
seasons trends:

“I’ve hardly looked at any maternity wear because that things that 1 have seen
I’ve not been that impressed with. I looked in um ... Mothercare just to be,
have a look and be interested and was put off by designs but also by the price
as well. But also because I don’t know whether this year its quite good
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because of having lots of having lots of elasticated waists that normal 
fashions have been quite sort of O.K. to wear and I’ve just bought bigger 
sizes of things to urn ... grow into really. “ (Meryl, early-thirties, married, first 
pregnancy, Manchester)

However if the season’s look is determined by structured, tailored styles then 
spending on maternity wear increases since a specialist cut is essential to achieve the 
look. The maternity wear market is therefore a volatile one in relation to fashion 
trends (something that clearly must be taken into account in terms of customer 
demand forecasting). Therefore not only are the margins achieved on these garments 
narrow in the extreme (in the context of a womenswear market where margins are 
already squeezed) but the market itself is not stable, expanding and contracting in 
accordance with fashion trends therefore causing variable returns. This seasonal 
variation once again points to the integrated nature of production and consumption 
and also shows that the market is not solely determined by economic realities of 
production processes but also cultural influences too. Indeed there is more to the 
production of maternity wear than the material processes of manufacture (Emtwistle, 
2000).

Indeed there would appear to be an interesting form of maternity wear retail 
arising out of largely cultural experiences of high street and other mainstream 
provision. Across the country small independent shops are being established by 
women, many of whom are ‘consumers-turned-retailers’ and whose foray into the 
maternity wear market is based as much (if not more in some cases) on cultural 
evaluations of the market and related business opportunities as any economic or 
professional knowledge. Whilst from a cultural perspective these small independent 
retailers do produce maternity wear very differently to the high street -  for example 
in tenns of their privileging it as a primary product occupying whole shop units, 
window space and so on, as well as constructing it differently through spaces of 
representation and therefore legitimating and allowing different ways of consuming 
maternity wear -  in terms of the economic caps to the market and production process 
issues, these retailers feel the rub all too keenly.

4.3 Small Independent Retailers

From the interviews 1 carried out with 20 small independent retailers of 
maternity wear it is apparent that there have been a spate of such new firms, being 
established over recent years. Of those I spoke with, half retailed from single shops 
with a further 7 working from home, either selling through a web shop or from a 
room in their own houses28. The businesses are overwhelmingly small scale, being 
set up with minimal external financial investment and are being largely run by 
women whose entrepreneurial motivation lies primarily in personal experience Of 
the 20 women I spoke with 19 had established their companies between 1989 and 
early 2001 (within the period of high street organisation discussed), indeed 11 having 
done so between 1999 and 2001 (the period of my research), therefore they can be 
seen to have been established in the market and consumption context identified by 
this research. 14 cited poor personal consumption experiences (either of themselves 
or their daughters) as the primary motivation behind their business venture. Indeed

28 The remaining 3 operated out of: two shops and a small mail order catalogue; a web shop; and a 
single shop, which was part o f a larger franchise.
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this can be seen as the common raison d’etre of many such companies beyond those i 
spoke with, accompanied by an attempt to respond to and redress the marginal 
provision of maternity wear elsewhere and to allow women to consume and dress 
differently than this allows (see for example company information for Bumps 
Maternity (www.bumpsmaternitv.com/index2.htm 1 19/11/01)). I would therefore 
suggest that these peripherally located, small independent retail ventures are largely 
the result of particular ways in which maternity wear is provided and produced on 
the high street. Far from any considerations or knowledge of the economic 
marginalisation that restricts this, these small businesses locate largely in out of 
centre locations, in women’s homes and on the web, in the main because of the 
nature of their establishment, as I have said, frequently with little or no external 
financial assistance. And whilst clearly the rent and rate structure of retail property 
is a significant barrier to expansion few view the product as restrictive to future 
growth, at least in the first instance. For these are often women with little or no retail 
experience, certainly very few of those I spoke with had any professional experience 
and significantly none had a past in maternity wear. Many therefore could be 
described as ‘consumers -  turned -  retailers’ given their personal motivation and 
lack of professional knowledge of retail or the specificities of the maternity wear 
market. A significant proportion of my research has involved detailed and sustained 
participant observation in two small independent retailers, which fit into this mould. 
It is to these case studies that I now turn in order to analyse the significance of these 
primarily cultural interventions into maternity wear provision.

4.3.1 Case Studies: Problems Associated With Non-Professional 
Positionality

The two small independent retailers I have carried out detailed research with 
are Mums & Co in Shipley, Bradford, and Belly Bumpers in Northampton. Both 
have been founded within the period of my research by people with no professional 
retail (let alone maternity wear) knowledge. In both cases the primary motivation for 
the businesses lay in personal experiences of high street maternity wear provision as 
marginal and restrictive. For example Maria has four children with an age difference 
of 13 years between the oldest and youngest and to her disgust even during her last 
pregnancy there remained little choice of maternity wear:

“ ...my last pregnancy was three years ago and I was working and couldn’t 
find any maternity clothes at all, casual, work or evening. So I decided I’d 
like to try and have a go at selling maternity wear when my last baby was old 
enough for me to leave.” (Maria, early-forties, mother of 4, Northampton.)

Maria ended up travelling from Northampton to London to shop for her maternity 
wear, finding nothing at all in Northampton itself. But even despite this journey she 
still found little to choose from:

V: And so where did you end up in London then?
M: Anywhere really. Urn John Lewis had a better stock urn I shopped in
Hennes.
V: Oh right yeah.
M: That’s all really, just those few shops.
D: I think we looked just about everywhere. All the big stores ....
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M: Yeah River Island [Inaudible]
D: .... all the smaller stores and then Maria just hit on Hennes, on their
maternity section.
M: They had a small section which for Oxford Street you’d think they’d
have a huge, but they didn’t it was still a small section at the back of the store 
wasn’t it. It was just a few things nothing. I ended up with a brown trousers 
suit which I never wear brown but I was so desperate.
D: Yeah we just picked something that would fit
M: Would do
D: But not particularly something that you wanted.
M: That I’d wear again.

Ari of Mums & Co. too found it incredibly difficult to dresss as she wished during 
her first pregnancy as a direct result of the paucity of provision on the high street:

“It was awful actually [laugh] really awful which is one of the reasons why 
we’re doing what we’re doing, because it was just, I couldn’t find anything I 
liked, couldn’t find anything that was my style. You know when you’re not 
pregnant you can choose which shops you go to and you have your own style 
and those are the shops you buy from and when you’re pregnant that goes out 
the window, you buy what’s there and that I found really hard.”(Ari, mid­
twenties, married, mother of 1, Bradford)

The initial stimuli behind both these new businesses are remarkably similar; the 
experiences of fashion conscious individuals being unable to find adequate maternity 
wear provoking the assumption that there is a significant gap in the market, which 
could be easily and profitably filled. Despite being in very different parts of the 
country both women had broadly comparable consumption experiences during 
pregnancy, which is not unsurprising given the placelessness of the UK high street as 
has been discussed. These are consumers -  turned -  retailers in a very real sense 
since it is their reflection on their own experiences as consumers which has led them 
to enter the market as retailers despite their lack of professional experience or 
knowledge of the industry.

The explicitly non-professional positionality of these retailers has had 
tangible consequences for not only the mechanics of running the businesses but also 
the ways in which they have produced maternity wear as a result. For example 
developing contacts with suppliers and coherent buying policies are crucial to the 
construction of their business identity, shop space and the clothing itself, and despite 
very clear ideas about what they wanted to achieve in these respects both retailers 
have struggled with the former.

For example, when Mums & Co first opened in August 1999 the shop space 
had been carefully planned, decorated and fitted in a coherent signature, which was 
integral to Ari and Sarah’s vision for the business. However despite their relative 
success at realising their ideas for the space of representation the initial stock sold 
within this space could hardly have been further from their objectives on style. 
Having few initial contacts, the majority of their stock was sourced from other small 
retailers rather than from suppliers, with the exception of JoJo Maman Bebe who 
wholesale some of their collection each season. Being positioned as non­
professional, with no inside experience or knowledge of the maternity wear market 
or indeed the mechanisms of retail, and faced with the perpetual need for new stock
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they found themselves having to travel all over the country buying up other women’s 
excess stock from past seasons. This almost trial and error approach provided less 
than ideal stock and on occasions proved inefficient and unreliable. For example 
very early on, at a time when Sarah was imminently expecting twins and therefore 
not actively involved in the day-to-day running of the business Ari was working 
almost a 6 day week and with an 11 month old son of her own to care for, travelling 
at least one of those days to source new clothing:

“they week/ ¡h e  w ent to  L o n d o n  b u t h a d  som ething' o f a  wasted/ trip. 
S h e  s a id  ¡he' walked/ into- the/ room/ and/ im m ediately ¡he/ knew ¡he/ 
way wasting- her time/ because/ it  way ju y t fu ll o f the/ hind/ o f ¡lu ff  
P rin cely Diana/ wore/ d u r in g  her pregnanciey! N o t the/ kind/ o f  
th in g' they are/ looking' for a t  a ll. N ext week/ ¡he/ iy going' to-Jofo-’y 
warehouse/ in  VJaley.” (H om y ¿r Co- research d ia ry, Septem ber 8th
1999)

Although most of the clothing available to them through this sourcing method was 
highly unsatisfactory, certainly not what they had set out to provide and indeed on 
this particular occasion was particularly unsuitable. They were forced to buy most of 
their stock in this way for many months, sifting out the few saleable items from 
other’s excess orders, which in some cases were clearly years out of date and on one 
occasion had been stored under the owner’s bed. Indeed on the above occasion Ari 
did spend a few hundred pounds, buying some items as if only to compensate for the 
fact that she had made the long journey to London for what had essentially been a 
wasted trip. Incidentally many of these items were difficult to sell and remained in 
the shop for some considerable time eventually being reduced or subsumed into the 
‘dress agency’ section.

At this time their stock purchasing actually reflected the way in which 
particularly Ari had consumed clothing during her first pregnancy. Specifically they 
were buying clothing in order to make-do. They needed to stock the shop with 
something and their limited knowledge did not allow them to source from those who 
could supply what they would have preferred to retail. In order to make-do they 
turned to other women who had experience and knowledge that they lacked, who in 
turn passed onto them their own surplus stock which no longer had any value for 
them, a process that in some ways mirrors the sharing of maternity wardrobes among 
women. In addition, in buying in this way there was an overwhelming feeling in 
relation to the shop, akin to how Ari described her own clothing during her first 
pregnancy, that it did not allow her to represent herself properly.

“Deypite th e ir  in it ia l  d e y r  ey /  in te n tio n y fo r  the/¡hop  - th e ir  deyire  
to- bell fashionable, a ffo rd a b le  m a tern ity  w ear in  com plete  
co n tra ct to  o ther m a tern ity  w ear retailery, and/ p a rticu la rly  to  
reflect c u rre n t fashions- /  fa sh io n a b le  claystcy bo th a t  w om en d o  
n o t h a ve  to  buy th in g y  they w ou ldn’t  norm ally; ‘m a ke  d o ’; buy 
in to  m a tern ity  w ear sty le  /  id en tity , b u t ra th er c a n  be themselves- 
in  w h a t they w ear - they  a re  having- to  com prom ise them&elvey in  
w h a t they stock/ and/ therefore  to- a/ c e r ta in  e x te n t i n  w ho  they (a y  
a  buyineyy) a re  and / w h a t they stand/ for. A n d 1  buppobe th ere  iy a  
kind/ o f d iy fu n etu re  betw een th e  ¡hop ¡pace (ity  d eyign  etc/, a y  a  
fa sh io n a b le  deyigner-eyque b o u tiq u e  type  ¡pace), th e ir  ow n
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clothed' en tb o d im en t and / the' m ajority o f the' clothey they a rc  
curren tly  ietUncp. Arc is- becom ing' increasing ly unhappy a b o u t 
they.” (M um yfr Co-research'diary, December 15th 1999)

Indeed not only was there a disjunctive between what they were trying to achieve 
through the shop space and the clothing itself but also the shop space itself was 
altered by the inconsistency and poor quality of the stock, taking on something of a 
charity shop appearance. Clearly there were significant implications here for the 
identity not just of the shop space and the company but also maternity wear itself as 
constructed within this context. Rather than being the fashion item they desired it 
became entirely removed from mainstream clothing and became more of a charity 
shop garment.

This clearly was a highly unsatisfactory method of sourcing stock, 
particularly as it compromised everything they had set out to achieve and was also a 
non-sustainable arrangement. In buying up the more reasonable portions of other 
small retailers past season’s stock they were not tapping into a renewable source. 
Once they had visited a particular retailer once they had exhausted any significant 
pools of excess, certainly of anything saleable. With only a handful of exceptions 
they had to continually search for new offers. As a result they found themselves in 
what can only be described as a perpetual stock crisis for much of the first year of 
trading.

However during their first year of trading Ari and Sarah did eventually 
acquire sufficient market knowledge to enable them to establish much more 
formalised supply relationships with a number of suppliers. Today they have a shop 
stocked with a far more coherent range, which is bought mainly out of, but with 
specific basics re-ordered according to demand within, season. Interestingly 
however this organised stock buying still includes buying from a supplier who 
produces for a high street company, selling them presumably portions of the clothing 
that this chain are not obliged to buy up. Therefore although the obvious benefit to 
them from the massively lower prices he offers compared to branded maternity wear 
suppliers a portion of Mums & Co’s offer remains contradictory to their initial drive.

The establishment of (brand) supplier-retailer relationships are however just 
one example of the difficulties faced by consumers -  turned -  retailers. These 
relationships, whilst clearly being of central importance do not stand alone. Buying 
policies are equally vital to the production of maternity wear within retail spaces of 
representation. This remains a particular problem for Maria and Dennis at Belly 
Bumpers. At the outset of their business Maria described the way she bought stock 
as being entirely based on her own taste rather than any knowledge of the market:

“I’ve never been in retail, I’ve got no retail experience. I’ve just bought what 
I think I would wear and that I would like.”

And indeed a year on they still lacked any coherent policy or strategy for buying. In 
contrast to Mums & Co, Maria and Dennis opened with various contacts with brands 
already established. Although they too have sporadically turned to a fellow retailer 
for top ups in times of desperation this has tended to be on a different basis, buying 
up present seasons stock from a woman who not only heads a franchise company 
(Bumpsadaisy) but also acts as an agent for several brands. In addition they have, 
from a relatively early stage viewed collections and bought out of season in a fairly 
standard way. However, despite the wealth of Europe wide of contacts (including
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Figures 4.1 and 4.2: Internal photographs of Belly Bumpers.
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Madonna (Spain); Fragile (Belgium); Carla C (Denmark); Valja, Tete-a-Tete, 
Brimmel (Demark); Noppies (The Netherlands); Blooming (Ireland), Vida Vita they 
lack any coherent buying policy. The orders placed with each of these brands bears 
little, if any relation to any other, therefore no overall range is put together and 
repeats of certain styles often occurs (for example autumn/winter 2001 they stocked 
similar coloured short PVC jackets from both Vida Vita and Noppies), which is 
clearly a particular problem when these styles do not sell well (as these jackets did 
not). Also there appears to be little identification of season trend predictions before 
buying (the trade press, such as the Drapers Record carries such information which is 
easily available to them), therefore the degree to which their offering can be said to 
reflect ‘fashion’ is debateable despite their initial wish to stock trendy clothing for 
pregnant women and their criticism of the high street for not doing so. Rather it 
reflects the tastes of the buyers, which because of their lack of industry knowledge 
can scarcely be seen to be a season ahead. Further there is no budget set for buying, 
either overall or with respect to individual brands and no record is made at the time 
of viewing and ordering of either the details of the order or the cost. The result is a 
fragmented, inconsistent range, which frequently does not cater for women’s needs. 
Again the effect on the shop space is to significantly dilute any kind of brand image 
they may try to cultivate through other means such as advertising and the 
composition of the shop space itself. Despite efforts to improve the appearance of 
the clothing through frequent re-organisation the overall effect is almost always 
charity shop -  esque (see figures 4.1 and 4.2). Even when orders encompass 
multiples of a style, the inconsistency within brand and as a whole makes it very 
difficult to organise coherently. This clearly has consequences for how the clothing 
itself is produced and ultimately how it is sold.

In addition to the poor policy on buying out of season, which almost certainly 
stems from a complete lack of professional knowledge, there is little co-ordination or 
strategic planning of in-season re-ordering. Although it is the case that this is greatly 
restricted with companies only providing certain items for re-ordering in season. 
Clearly the providers themselves are placing orders with manufacturers based on the 
out of season orders of retailers. Many of the providers are not maternity wear 
specialists as such, carrying other ranges as well and therefore encountering similar 
production problems to high street retailers. In order to maximise cost effectiveness 
they therefore restrict the items available for in-season re-ordering, commonly to a 
core of basic garments, which change little by season (other than by colour for 
example). Although there are restrictions then to in-season re-ordering the basics 
provided by the various brands are valuable to this type of retailer. Unable to take 
risks with large orders frequent re-ordering of basics such as black trousers and jeans 
could provide a consistent provision of sizes and styles. These staple items are big 
sellers in these stores and are therefore central to their income. However at Belly 
Bumpers, despite the cognitive recognition of the popularity of such garments, 
particularly in certain styles there is little effort made to coordinate re-ordering to 
maintain a constant, consistent provision. Re-ordering, rather than being pre-emptive 
of shortages or planned in relation to sales figures or stock takes is arbitrary at best, 
often occurring once the situation becomes greatly exaggerated. This poor planning 
and naive ordering leads to missed sales on an almost weekly basis and is clearly not 
sustainable if the business is to succeed. The culmination of both these major buying 
policy vacuums is that stock crises are common, for example as I noted at the 
beginning of April 2000 at the time of the spring/summer photo shoot for their web 
page and other promotional material;
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“Stock/ crisis loom ing. Despite/ the/ fa c t th a t they h a ve  t e r c e t  
Suppliery I  can/ see/ th a t  they care/ approaching' a  p o in t o f crisis' with/ 
th e ir  stock/. There/ iy  ovdy one/ long/, s tra ig h t sh irt le ft in/ the/ shop - 
and/ I ’ve/ had/ two- customers' who- between/ them / have/ b o u g h t 3 in/ 
the/ la s t week/. There- are/ only cv couple/ of- sm a lt t-shirts' left] a l t  the/ 
others' are/ sigey m edium / and/ above/, and/ M aria/ told/ me/ herself 
when/ I  m entioned/ th e  sk ir t problem/ th a t  th ere  a re  n o  sige 10 
trousers' le ft (a p a r t from/ jeans)- A lth o u g h  i t  has' seemed/ a y  i f  th e  
shop h a y  been/ full/ over th e  p a s t few weeks sin ce  th e  deliveries 
arrived/ a t t  together i t  iy becom ing/ m ore depleted/. The p h o to  
shoo t th is  week/ h a y  fewer clothes- th a n  la st w eek because we’ve  sold/ 
some. I ts  k in d  o f po in tless shooting/ so m eth in #  y o u  only h a ve  o n e  
le ft of. I ts  on ly ju s t  beg inn ing / to  g e t warm/ too, and/ w ith  th e  
a m o u n t o f people com ing/ th ro u g h  w a n tin g ' som ething ' for a  
w edding/ I  c a n  see they are/ going/ to  h a ve  to  reorder certain/ 
th in g s- i f  they c a n  - or else th ey’l l  be loosing/ custom ers th ro u g h  
lack/ o f provision. This is  som ething/ th a t  they h a ven ’t  rea lly  
considered/1 d o n ’t  think/, la s t  week/ they w ere p a n ick ing / because  
they  h a d n ’t  so ld  a n yth ing / a n d  i t  w as so  quiet. Now a fte r ju s t  a  
few g o o d  d a ys they a re  th in k in g / a b o u t w here they’l l  g e t th e  
m oney from/ to  pay for new stock/. There a re  still/ a t  lea st tw o  
deliveries to  come, w h ich  they h a ve  to  pay for up fro n t b u t  I  
honestly th in k  they’l l  need/ m ore th a n  th a t, o f basics i f  no th ing/ 
else.” (Belly Bum pers research d iary , April/ 9th 2000)

The depth of the buying problem I think is clearly illustrated by this excerpt since 
this was a time when several deliveries of out of season ordered core stock had 
arrived in the previous few weeks, and yet there was still a significant problem 
looming. Indeed the irony of this photo shoot was that they were shooting designs of 
which they had in some cases only one or two in stock and so in many respects this 
was a pointless exercise in terms of selling items. Without a coherent buying policy 
this kind of advertising venture is not going to yield dividends and although for them 
it is not as expensive as for those who would have to buy in the skills of a 
photographer and studio it is not as productive an exercise as it could be.

Having suggested that this almost complete lack of buying strategy is the 
result of the consumer-turned-retailers lack of professional knowledge it is also 
necessary to note that these are new, small businesses and as such often lack the 
necessary cash flow in order to place regular orders. To a certain extent this may be 
seen as a vicious circle as sales are lost through bad buying policies. However it is 
also a function of other factors such as the high cost of merchandise, the small 
market, low footfall (as a result of the small market, high costs of advertising and so 
on), and the discourse of thrift dominating women’s maternity wear consumption in 
this country, all of which place very real curbs on the long term viability of these 
businesses. Although there are very real limitations to the market and therefore the 
potential for these businesses their profitability is clearly being undermined (at least 
at the outset) by the retailers lack of professional experience and knowledge. A lack 
of awareness of the functioning of the market and consumer trends accounts in part 
for these women’s inability to account for and anticipate the undulations they 
experience in footfall and spending. One would hope that as they gain experience
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over time this might become more intuitive, as they gain and learn from first hand 
knowledge. However at the present time especially for Maria and Dennis at Belly 
Bumpers it leads to difficulties with cash flow management and stocking issues as 
well as undermining any confidence they might have in any awareness they are 
building up or any policies already in place. This has a particular influence on their 
fluctuating pricing policy. Although originally having thought they would sell items 
for double their cost price, plus VAT, many of the garments are priced lower than 
this. Particularly at times when it is quiet in the shop Maria has a tendency to 
become nervous about the cost of her merchandise, particularly in comparison to 
high street providers who clearly can offer much cheaper alternatives. At times of 
uncertainty she has commonly reduced prices by often arbitrary amounts in the hope 
of selling garments and regaining the dead money tied up in stock that is not selling. 
There are clearly some enormous issues of policy, which they must tackle in order to 
ensure any kind of success for this business.

However not all problems lie with the retailers themselves. Ari and Sarah at 
Mums & Co have developed a much more coherent buying policy over the time they 
have been trading, establishing relationships with a number of companies from 
whom they source the entirety of their stock. This has had a huge influence on their 
identity as a business, as retailers, on the shop space and the construction of 
maternity wear within this context as I noted as this process began to develop:

“Some- new stock/ ca m e  On today. Every tím e/ I  g o  over a t  the/ 
m o m en t there/ seem# to-be/ new sto ck/to  sort out, they seem /to h a ve  
ready sorted/ o u t the/perpetuad stock/ cristsr they were/ stuck/ i n  n o t so  
long' cugo, hopefully these w ill he  th e  shape o f th in g s  to  come. The  
new stock/today wa# fro m  Valfcc ( m a tern ity  la b e l - Tete - a/- Tete) 
a n d  in  a m o n g st th e  clothe# w ere ca ta logue# and/ a/ poster to  
d istrib u te  th ro u g h  and/ o u t Up in  th e  shop. A ri/w a#very esec ited a t 
th i#  and/ w hen  S a ra h  ca m e in  a t  lunchtU ne she  told/ her th a t  they  
w ere a/ proper shop now! They h a ve  entered/ Onto som e hind/ o f 
arra^vgem ent w ith  Valfa/ and/ a re  a b le  to  se ll th e ir  clothe# w ith  th e  
orCgOnal brand/ label# On and / obviously a d vertise  a lso  w h ich  seem# 
■for ArO and/ S a ra h  to  h a ve  le n t som e leg itim a cy to  th e ir  business' 
w hichw a#lacking-before. ...

The new V alfa  stock/ i# h ig h ly  s ig n ific a n t On a n o th er way 
too, i t  add#  leg itim a cy to  th e ir  project f  aim / to  provide  
fa sh io n a b le  m a tern ity  w ear - to  m a ke  clothe# w hich  w om en  
w o u ld  norm ally w ear ava ilab le. A lth o u g h  they h a ve  been  
sourcing' stock/ d irectly  from/ Jo Jo  for s o m e tim e ... th i#  Valfa/stock/ 
a d d #  a  new level o f leg itim acy because o f th e  style  and/ q u a lity  o f 
th e  garm ents. ... A n  in d ic a tio n  o f A rt’s  aw areness th a t  th e  
clothe# o n  th e  shop floor a re  a c tive  in  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f th e ir  
id en tity  i# show n lyy th e  fa c t th a t  a# soon  a# th e  stock/ h a d  a rr iv e d  
a lm o st she becam e extrem ely eager to  m ove th e  clothe# around , 
fo r  a b o u t a/ m o n th  now they h a ve  h a d  a/ sa le  r a il ta k in g / up o n e  
o f th e  4 rails, th i#  wa# a n  a tte m p t to  g e t r id  o f cv lo t o f th e  stock/ 
they h a d  b o u g h t in  th e  early d a ys w hen  they h a d  n o t been  q u ite  
so  d iscern in g  d u e  to  a  n eed  to  f i l l  th e  shop space. The sale, lik e  
th e  dress agency d isru p ted  th e  o rg a n isa tio n  o f th e  shop floor 
Space a# i t  wa# a  r a il o f minced colours a n d  style# ( n o n  o f w h ich
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were' fe lt to  f i t  in  w ith  the' Mam/’y £r Co- id en tity  hence' the' reason/ 
they were' in  the' sale) and/ w ith  the/ w ea lth  o f new stock/ A rt said/ 
she/wanted/to-show  i t  o ff and/ n o t have/ i t  ta in ted / ly  th e fa e t itw a s  
on/ O' shop floor th a t  was- so- f id l  o f crap. We/ spen t m ost o f the/ 
afternoon/ therefore sorting/ th ro u g h  th e  sa le  r a d  p u ttin g ' 
anyth ing- vaguely d ecen t bach  in/ a m o n g st th e  n o rm a l stoch or 
th e  w in ter stoch o u t th e  bach  and/ re leg a tin g  everything- else in to  
th e  dress- agency or a/ bo%/ w hich  A rt plans- to  try  a n d  sell for a/ 
pound/ a n  item / a t  a/ ca r boo t sa le  (she’s  hosing- o n e  anyw ay  - its  
n o t purely to  g e t r id  o f o ld  stoch). I t  h a s now becom e th e  case  
therefore th a t  a n y  item s w hich  d ep a rt ra d ica lly  from/ th e  
id ea lised  id en tity  o f Mam/’y ¿r Co. is  re leg a ted  to  th e  lyach Stage  
Spare o f th e  bach  room/.” (M am s £r Co research d iary, J u ly  18th
2 0 0 0 )

This development of a strategic, organised buying policy involved not just more 
formalised relationships with suppliers but the deliberate selection of a handful of 
suppliers, which specialise in different styles in order to build up a coherent range. 
In addition they now make seasonal buying trips to London, to view collections and 
place out of season orders. However unlike Maria and Dennis they do not make 
unrelated orders at each supplier, rather planning carefully what they buy in order to 
ensure a coherent range and best value for money (both for themselves and the 
customer):

“They h o se  b o u g h t a/ new P o laro id  cam era/ for th e  express purpose 
o f ta k in g  p ictu res o f stoch w hen  o n  th e ir  trip s to  London. I ts  fir s t 
o u tin g  was- d u r in g  th e ir  la te st trip  to  L ondon  to  a/ c lu tch  o f 
suppliers S a ra h  show ed m e th e  sho ts they to o h  to  show m e w h a t 
they h a ve  ordered. I t  s  a m a g in g h o w  th in g s  h a se  evolved over th e  
la s t year. This tu n e  la s t y ea r  w hen  I  fir s t g o t in  c o n ta c t w ith  th e tn  
they  w ere ju s t g o in g  to  suppliers a n d  b u y in g  up o d d m en ts from/ 
seasons collections- o f litera lly  y ea rs ago. Now however they a re  
m aking- h igh ly  o rg a n ise d  trip s to  a/ num ber o f n o ted  suppliers 
a n d  a re  p u ttin g  in  a d va n ce  orders o f thousands- o f p o u n d s a ll  
to ld  in  a/ very o rg a n ise d  a n d  co-coordinated/ way. They h o se  
w orked o u t w h a t to  g e t from/ certain/ p laces to  f i l l  p a rticu la r  
niches a n d  price b a n d s to  ca ter for a s  w ide  a/ ra n g e  o f styles a s  
they th in k / necessary. A p a rticu la rly  interesting- fe a tu re  o f th is  
m ost recen t trip  w as th e  fa c t th a t  th e ir  ow n  perform ance id en tity  
h a s  a lso  ch a n g ed  in  th e ir  d e a lin g s  w ith  o ther com panies, fo r  
in sta n ce  they th o u g h t long- and- h a r d  a b o u t w h a t they sh o u ld  
w ear th is  time/. A ri eve*v w en t a n d  b o u g h t a  ja c k e t to  w ear a n d  
lo o ked  very professional in  a- sh o rt skirt, h ig h  h ee led  shoes a n d  
th is  ja cket, a /sty le  she w o u ld  norm ally  n o t w ear a t  a ll. ... J th ink/ 
a c tu a lly  th is  ch a n g e  in  th e ir  persona l id en tity  perform ance is  
in d ic a tiv e  o f how th e  com pany h a s  ch a n g ed  too. Clearly th is  
professional id en tity  w as in te n d e d  to  say c e r ta in  th in g s  a b o u t 
them / a s  business w om en a n d  th e ir  com pany a  k in d  o f ‘w e know  
w h a t we’re  d o in g -a n d  yow  w a n t to  d o  business w ith /a s .” (M um str 
Co research d iary, A u g u st 1T 2000)
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Rather than making orders at the time of viewing Ari and Sarah have developed a 
strategy of taking polaroid pictures of collections, which they annotate at the time of 
viewing. They then take these away, having repeated the process for all those 
viewed, and consider their range as a whole, encompassing elements of each brand 
before placing their orders. This seems to work well as it ensures they can offer the 
best prices possible by sourcing the cheapest garments in certain styles for example 
(amongst the brands they view) and also allows them to select a range of styles and 
looks within a co-ordinating range. They now have a very clear idea of what is right 
for them, in terms of brand, style, and price and so although research continues, for 
example viewing new brands each season, they will not necessarily buy into these 
unless they enhance and fit into their established structure:

“They m a in ta in  th e ir  buying- policy involving/ fo u r buppliery. 
Noppiey, Vatja/, Jo Jo  and/ low  profile/. ... Veypite profebbing- to- me/ 
th a t  they are/happy w ith  the/ ¿election/ they haA/e/put together, and/ 
the/ range/ o f pricey and/ ytyley thebe fo u r buppliery offer I  know  th a t  
they are/ looking ' a t  othery. Sarah/ iy going/ to- London/ a g a in  n e y t 
M onday to- bee/ 'Barbara■/ pound/ who- iy  the/ rep fo r Vida/ Vita/, ¡¡he/ 
albo hopey to  h a re  tim e/ to  bee th e  M adonna/ co llec tio n  too. I ’m/ 
n o t bare they a re  berioudy th in k in g / a b o u t a n y  ¡took/ from/ them , I  
g e t th e  imprebbion ity  a tm oyt m ore o f a/ caye o f ju y t checking- 
they’re  n o t mobbing' o u t o n  anyth ing- by n o t btocking-them/, a tle a y t  
i f  th ey’ve  been th e  o ther co llectiony they w o n t be w ondering/ a b o u t 
w h a t they h a ven ’t  g o t - a t  lea y t i t  w ilt be  a n  inform ed/ d ecisio n  
n o t to  h a ve  it. ... They h a ve  d ec id ed  n o t to  even  consider Carla/ C 
o n  th e  bayiy o f price a n d  albo fo rty  Weeky for th e  bam e reason. 
They h a ve  d ec id ed  th a t  th e ir  n ich e  iy trying- to  com pete m ore w ith  
N eyt bort o f pricey a n d  th a t  anyth ing- above th a t  iy to o  m u ch  o f a  
ribk.” (M am ytx Co research d iary, M arch  14^ 2001)

This out of season ordering is complimented by in-season reordering of basics such 
as the Noppies trousers which are so popular (not just here but at Belly Bumpers 
too). However, despite their awareness of their popularity restrictions on their 
spending curtails the smooth, rolling re-ordering perhaps required to ensure a 
consistent stock level of such items:

“they btdb c a n ’t  a ffo rd  to  pay o u t to o  m u ch  in  o n e  go. The largeyt 
ordery they p la ce  a re  a b o u t 3 in  each/ ¡bye o f th e  Noppiey troubery 
bay, w hich  they know w ilt belt w ed  (b o w ed  in  fa c t [Arianna/] bayy 
they c a n t  alw ayy keep up w ith  th e  a m o u n t o f people who- w a n t 
them /).” (Mumy&r Co research d iary, M arch 15*' 2001)

4.3.2 Limits Imposed By Production Issues

Having established a strategy for buying and a reasonable means of ensuring at least 
some level of stock consistency Ari and Sarah had begun to look more to the future 
and the goal of perhaps a second shop. However there are very real barriers to this 
and no firm plans have emerged as they admit sales have not ‘taken off as they had 
hoped. In short they are beginning to realise the limits of the market. However
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besides this there are also other practical issues to consider in relation to successfully 
stocking another outlet given persistent problems that both they and Belly Bumpers 
experience for example the restrictions imposed on in-season re-ordering and the 
unreliability of suppliers.

‘h a v in g - sa id -th a t th e ir supplier rela tionship  y h a ve  b eg u n  to- settle/ 
down/ a n d  th a t  the/ stocking/ crises the/ chara cterised  th e ir  
operation/ a /yea r ago- is- a- th in g - o f the/ p a st they are/ s tilt  having/ 
some/ problems. fo r  exam ple they have/ a/ problem/ in  th a t  
certa in ly  w ith  Valj'a- they have/ to- place/ th e ir  full/ order o f 
co llec tio n  item s' o u t o f season/. They c a n n o t purchase/ a n y  items' 
from/ the/ season specific/ collection/ in  season, on ly ‘ba sics. (I  
checked w ith  M aria  a n d  D ennis a n d  i t  vs- the/ same/ for th e m  too-). 
This- is- a  read problem  for sm all/ independents- like/ these/ two- 
businessey. P artly because/ they do- n o t have/ a  b a ckg ro u n d  in  
buying-, fashion/ or in d ee d  retold  a t  add they sim ply do- n o t know  
w h a t wild seld. Also- they c a n n o t a ffo rd  to- in vest la rg e  sums- o f 
m oney in  stock/, w hich  m ay not. S in ce  th e  businesses- a re  so- sm a ll 
they c a n n o t risk/ having- c a p ita l tie d  up in  d e a d  stock/. Therefore 
th e  best a rra n g em en t for th e m  w ou ld  b e  to -b e  a b le  to- buy som e  
o u t o f season b u t th e  m ajority in  season in  response to- custom er 
dem and . However clearly V alfa  in  p a rticu la r doesn’t  opera te in  
this- way. I  suspect this- is  because they m a n u fa c tu re  a  fix e d  
a m o u n t o u t o f season ( in  response to- th e ir  customers- dem ands-) 
therefore m inim ising- risk/ o n  th e ir  side.” (M um s ff Co- research/ 
diary, feb ru a ry  15th12001)

This inability to react to in-season trends by re-ordering collection items almost 
certainly leads to lost sales. For example by mid-March 2001 particular items had 
sold out. Clearly these would have been re-ordered had they been available and Ari 
and Sarah were openly frustrated at not being able to do so, particularly as other 
components of a particular outfit had not sold as well and they anticipated problems 
selling it without the matching top. This policy on the part of the suppliers is clearly 
a strategic decision based on production issues specific to maternity wear. As the 
high street providers experience problems with not fitting into other production runs 
and the low profitability of the garments as a result of high production costs so must 
these companies manage their production in order to maximise profit. Due to the 
small size of individual orders from small independent retailers it would simply not 
be economically viable to produce to order collection items in season, although 
basics which change little season by season and can be made in larger batches and 
therefore held in reserve, and which are likely to be ordered in much larger quantities 
and more consistently across numbers of these small retailers are a viable 
proposition. There are therefore limits to the efficiency of the buying policies of 
small independents because of the very production problems that marginalize 
maternity wear provision on the high street. In addition regardless of the 
organisation of buying on the part of the retailers they are at the mercy of the 
suppliers in terms of its translation onto the shop floor. Given the restrictions on 
ordering that these small retailers have, not being able to place large orders because 
of their financial position they are clearly highly dependent on suppliers delivering 
on time. However it is too often not the case, and with little information reaching the
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retailers on firm delivery dates even after a pre-promised date has been missed 
significant problems ensue.

“They ares experiencing  problem y with/ several/ o f th e ir  buppliery cut 
the' m om ent. They ordered/ th e ir  ytock for they beayon ire advance/ 
and/ a y  y e t very little/ o f i t  h a y  arrived/. 1 ayked/ them* i f  th a t  m e a n t 
th a t i t  way late/ and/ M aria/ replied/ th a t  they d o n ’t  rea lly know  
becam e/ they iy the/ firy t beayon th a t  they have/ done/ i t  like/ they. 
W hen they have/ ayked/ th e ir  buppliery w hen  i t  w ilt arrive/ they are/ 
gettings very vague/ reyponyey. fo r  exam ple/ Barbara/ pound/ told/ 
them / they should/ have/ i t  by the/ end/ o f they week/ or n e x t week/, 
which/ doesn’t  give/ them / much/ to  g o  o n  w hen  they are/ a d v itin g - 
oaytom ery w hen  to  come/ back/ in  to  bee/ the- new btocks. Alyo they  
beem/ to  be/ getting/ p a r t ordery in  fro m  borne/ o f the/ buppliery with/ 
n o  in d ica U o n  o f w hen  the/ rest w ilt follow. AUo they had/ a/ 
p a rticu la r problem/ with/ E m m a Jayne/ in  th a t  they ordered/ borne/ 
bray for a/ cuytom er I  th in k / and/ they bent th e m  lyach the/ r ig h t 
paperwork/ b u t the/ wrong- bray. Having- prom ised/ theye- to  a  
p a rticu la r custom er w ho by they tim e/ had/, had/ her balyy and/ 
needed/ the/ feeding/ bray- they poyed/ a  problem  for them . V en n iy  
bayy he/ iy getting- fed/ up with/ being/ mewed/ a b o u t by buppliery 
They are/ trying- to  r u n  a  buyineyy and- i t  m aker th e m  look/ 
unprofebbional/ i f  they c a n t  deliver. “ (Belly Bumpe<ry research/ 
diary, feb ru a ry  5th 2001)

This was not an isolated incident and has recurred in subsequent seasons with the 
Carla C delivery arriving in several parts. Indeed some items never arrive at all. An 
order of gold wedding dresses from Valja was never honoured because they were 
unable to source the fabric, a fact Maria and Dennis were not informed of until they 
rang for an explanation as to why the bolero jackets (which were to be worn over the 
dresses) had arrived without any sign of the dresses themselves. Several sales were 
lost as a result of this, large sales, from women who had been told of the order and 
were waiting to try them on when they arrived. For the large high street companies 
the degree of control they have over the production of their garments ensures greater 
reliability of delivery, indeed shorter lead times and significant in-season ordering 
are features of the continued drive towards integrated, flexible supply chains. 
However small independent retailers are relatively powerless in this sense, finding 
relatively few suppliers of maternity wear and being unable to produce their own 
because of the prohibitively high cost of production. Therefore peripherally located 
in small, single shops, with little or no external financial backing and feeling their 
way through the pitfalls of retail with no prior knowledge, these businesses are 
precariously positioned. Not only must they negotiate the vagaries of the maternity 
wear market, which marginalizes it on the high street, but also they must do so with 
the added burden of relying on third parties.
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Chapter 5: Spaces of Representation: The Cultural Production Of 
Maternity Wear

5.1 introduction

“..fashion or (more precisely given market segmentation) ‘fashions’ are the 
outcome of a range of intersecting practices: market and economic practices, 
labour relations and practices, technological developments and a range of 
more ‘cultural’ practices such as marketing and design... Thus the 
distinction between production and consumption is an artificial one that does 
not shed much light on the crucial relations between the two” (Entwistle, 
2000, p.227)

Having critically analysed the provision of maternity wear both on the high street and 
in the new crop of small independent consumer-turned-retailers in relation to the 
conditions of production and the limitations of the market from an economic 
perspective it is important also to consider the cultural aspects of the production of 
maternity wear within these sites. As Entwistle (2000) among others has argued the 
two are complexly interwoven and in order to attempt anything approaching a full 
account of fashion production both must be considered, not only in their own right 
but also in terms of their inter-relatedness. Focusing in this chapter on the cultural 
production of maternity wear and particularly the fixing of specific values associated 
with pregnancy and motherhood around these garments through certain spaces of 
representation, I argue that these also have implications for the economic aspects of 
production through their moulding of consumption practices which, for example, 
determine in part, the size of the market itself. The market is not only curtailed by 
the relatively small number of pregnant women at any one time but also, for 
example, by how these women consume maternity wear, how much they buy and so 
on. As suggested in the previous chapter this is variable by season depending on the 
prevailing fashion trends, for example structured, tailored looks requiring specialist 
maternity wear and therefore boosting the market. This is clearly a cultural 
influence, being dependent upon the seasonal production of non-pregnant ‘fashion’. 
However I will argue that in addition to producing maternity wear itself in certain 
ways and crucially fixing certain values around the clothing, high street spaces of 
representation also can be seen to construct, in relation to this, a particular form of 
consumption as normative -  defined by maternal thrift -  which itself constrains the 
development of a more expanded market. In comparison small independent 
consumers-turned-retailers have explicitly set out to enable women to consume 
maternity wear differently, constructing spaces of representation in which maternity 
wear is produced in particular ways in order to promote this. Whilst these small 
independents are limited -  as I have outlined -  by economic supply and professional 
shortcomings they are arguably better placed to successfully engage with the cultural 
production of maternity wear, if only in the microcosm of their own shop. Indeed, 
whilst on a very small scale in retail terms -  given the current structure of clothing 
retail -  these small independent consumer-turned-retailers may be seen to be 
producing maternity wear in specific ways in relation to their own readings of high 
street constructions.
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“Whether they are intended for corporate design houses or for a market stall, 
fashion designs have to be sold through some mechanism of another. In this 
way, retail plays a crucial role in defining fashion and indeed, Braham (1997) 
argues that large retailers such as M&S or Next might exert even more 
influence on fashion than manufacturers and designers” (Entwistle, 2000, 
p.225)

Retail can indeed be seen to be central to defining fashion in several respects. For 
example fashion as ephemeral and changing on a seasonal basis is reinforced by the 
organisation of clothing retail. Flexible specialisation has in part been driven by the 
need to keep pace with fashion (Entwistle, 2000) and also therefore serves to 
reproduce the perpetually renewing nature of fashion itself. In so doing the fashion 
clothing industry ensures its own economic survival by (therefore) reaffirming the 
need for perpetually renewed consumption. Further, buyers for particular brands 
identify specific looks, which are produced as being the fashion for the season by 
their very presence in the offer. Entwistle (2000, p.222) cites Blumer (1969) who 
noted that:

“there is a remarkable similarity between all the buyers and journalists as to 
what elements they select and this he puts down to the fact that these cultural 
mediators are so immersed in the world of fashion, and so trained to spot 
trends, that they usually pick up on the same garments. Indeed, the success of 
any store buyer depends on the ability to spot the latest trends”.

As was noted in the previous chapter, fashion is produced on the high street, through 
market segmentation and branding, as diverse and indeed multiple/av/7/on.v, whilst in 
reality being very narrow and similar. Whilst each brand (for example each within 
the Arcadia portfolio) has its own buying team, which is focused on their specific 
target customer (lifestyle group), they are all tapping into the same cultural resources 
from which the latest trends are discerned. Therefore whilst, as the Burton Group 
(now Arcadia) annual report of 1987 explained, market segmentation has been 
structured according to differential consumer identities and attitudes, this takes place 
within a macro-cultural context (and similarly a common fashion context) within 
which there are important corporeal discourses that translate into hegemonic codes of 
dress:

5.2 Spaces of Representation

“Everyone knows the standard age, sex and socio-economic categories [can] 
be used to segment markets. But things aren’t that easy. Rather than squeeze 
people into boxes that don’t fit, we have thrown away the boxes and now use 
more creative and flexible ways of grouping customers. We look at their 
attitudes to living, how they want to live and express themselves. What their 
aspirations are ... what sort of shopping experience they are seeking. For 
each group we develop a shopping experience that meets their requirements.” 
(Burton Group 1987, p. 1 and 10, quoted in Nixon, 1996, p.57).

I would suggest therefore that a significant aspect of developing merchandise for 
these differentiated segments involves filtering fashion trends with respect to the 
corporeal specificities of the group being addressed. This filtering process, indeed
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even the initial identification of trends occurs in a cultural context in which clothing 
style and social value systems are inextricably linked (as for example Craik, 1994 
has discussed). And where the former might shift seasonally the latter is in contrast 
far more firmly fixed. As Sean Nixon has suggested in relation to menswear for 
example:

“As cultural forms, menswear garments (like all clothes) carry particular 
cultural meanings. The choices made by designers in terms of the selection 
and design of garments, choice of fabrics and colours work to signify, most 
importantly, particular masculine identities through the menswear” (Nixon, 
1997, p.324)

The overall similarities within fashions on the high street for example therefore 
might be seen to be as much due to cultural intermediaries such as buyer’s 
immersion in a particular cultural context as the world of fashion itself. In the case 
of womenswear for example only certain feminine identities are considered 
appropriate and these are reflected in the fashions imbued with these gendered 
identity ideologies. Equally, across the womenswear market only certain identities 
are deemed appropriate for particular bodies. Filtering occurs therefore whereby 
styles are selected, modified or rejected with specific reference to not only the 
signification of the styles themselves and the bodies of the target customers.

Importantly however, as Nixon’s work in relation to menswear retailing in 
the 1980s shows, retail is not only important in terms of producing fashion in this 
way, mediating between production and consumption by addressing particular 
fashions to particular customers (Entwistle, 2000). Nixon also argues that retailing 
practices, and in particular design, is crucial in the fixing of meanings around 
clothing. He has shown how the design and therefore material construction of retail 
space is as significant as the design of garments themselves in articulating cultural 
meanings - meanings that I would add are fundamentally to do with the bodies of the 
specific group of consumers addressed by the particular brand:

“The forging of ... new versions of masculinity through the design codes of 
menswear however, was also dependent upon other practices of 
representation to help fix meanings around the garments. This is where the 
display techniques used in menswear retailing come into play. Through the 
presentation of the garments on mannequins or display boards with 
photographs of the clothes being worn by models and through techniques like 
lighting and interior decoration, shop design and display attempt to fix a 
series of cultural values and meanings around the garments -  values centrally 
to do, in this case, with masculinity. It was through these techniques that the 
‘new man’ was signified within menswear shops as a particular version or 
type of masculinity” (Nixon, 1997, p.324)

With respect to the context of this research then, and to paraphrase Nixon through 
‘shop design and display techniques’ specific pregnant femininities are ‘represented 
at the point of sale’ (Nixon, 1996, p.47). Whereas Nixon’s highly influential work 
focuses solely on the economic and cultural aspects of meaning production through 
visual representation I would go beyond this and suggest that such spatial 
constructions have influence beyond the shopping experience itself. Indeed, the 
representation of specific pregnant femininities at the point of sale 1 would suggest
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has both economic and cultural affects, since sartorially articulated identities have 
wider social significance than the aesthetic. In evoking particular identities retail 
and garment design articulate something of the consumption practices themselves 
and, indeed, the wider lifestyle and behaviour of the customers within the niche in 
this case pregnant women as mothers-to-be. These are cultural texts with which 
consumers corporeally engage and which can be seen to map out cultural 
expectations for how they wear and live their bodies as I shall examine in more detail 
later.

With respect to maternity wear retail this is especially significant since 
market segmentation does not apply in the same way as for womenswear as a whole 
Whatever the intentions or target customer of individual retailers the general lack of 
provision and small number of high street providers effectively produces pregnant 
women (mothers-to-be) as a singular, unstratified and therefore monolithic group 
Regardless of their personal identity or previous brand allegiance (and therefore 
“attitudes to living, how they want to live and express themselves” and so forth 
(Burton Group 1987, quoted in Nixon 1996, p.57)) their corporeality identifies them 
as members of this group. Therefore the representation of particular pregnant 
femininities in high street shop spaces, for example, can be seen to evoke 
expectations for the way all pregnant bodies are worn and lived rather than an 
identity reflecting a lifestyle choice. In particular 1 would argue these cultural texts 
have important implications for the ways in which women consume clothing during 
pregnancy and indeed wear their pregnant bodies. High street retail spaces in 
particular are central by virtue of their reproduction on a national scale and resultant 
normativity, which lends legitimacy to their productions. Despite distinct differences 
between such retailers according to brand in the precise nature of retail design their 
embeddedness in a common cultural context is reflected in broad similarities which 
evoke dominant discourses of pregnancy and motherhood. The reflection of these 
across different sites and particularly in the absence of many credible alternatives 
would seem to reinforce the hegemony and indeed naturalness of particular pregnant 
femininities whilst also establishing specific codes of dress and practices of 
production as integral to the performance of such identities.

It is through techniques of representation that small independents are 
engaging with the production of not only maternity wear itself but also practices of 
consumption and versions of pregnant femininity signified by maternity garments 
and pregnant bodies. These are retail sites being constructed in direct response to 
material, embodied experiences of the mainstream, high street spaces of 
representation (and resultant productions of maternity wear), which were found to 
have material consequences for these retailers own consumption practices and 
identity performances during pregnancy. The production of maternity wear in 
mainstream spaces of representation had very real implications for how they lived 
their pregnant bodies and therefore the construction of their own retail sites reflects 
their attempt to counter this and create new possibilities for clothing and wearing 
pregnant bodies. The degree to which they achieve this is open to question however 
it is important to acknowledge the ways in which they attempt to do so through 
practices of representation in comparison to those more hegemonic productions of 
maternity wear in mainstream, high street spaces.
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5.3 Analysis of Retail Sites as Spaces of Representation

5.3.1 Dominant Production of Maternity Wear in High Street and 
Small Independent Retail Sites

Though there are clearly some significant differences between retailers of 
maternity wear - for example as a result of branding - it is possible to make some 
general assertions about the production of maternity wear on the high street and in 
small independent retailers.

On the high street -  concentrating on the two retailers patronised by the 
majority of my interviewees and arguably that are still, despite the expansion of 
competition from others, the dominant providers maternity wear can be seen to be 
produced in a particular way across these two retailers despite very different 
corporate brandings. For example both can be seen to produce maternity wear as in 
many ways anti-fashion. Whilst Dorothy Perkins in particular might claim to reflect 
their core ranges in their maternity offer, therefore reflecting current fashion trends, 
and Mothercare assert that theirs allows women to appear a ‘groovy baby’ 
(Mothercare Magazine Autumn/winter 2000) the design content of the garments 
available is relatively low. Whilst colours and sleeve length for example might 
change with seasonal trend variation there are few signifies of fashion in the ranges 
and indeed any there may be are invariably disrupted by the poor take up of new 
garment technologies which allow greater flexibility in the design and make up of 
garments to reflect more closely those of non-maternity wear. For example almost all 
trousers in particular, continue to contain panel inserts which require a certain way 
of dressing which in itself is often anti-fashion. Middle market, middle of the road is 
the order of the day with the brands themselves hardly contributing to the production 
of high street maternity wear as ‘fashion’. Indeed in a high street structured to 
produce the illusion of choice and diversity, maternity wear in its marginality is 
constructed as narrow, impoverished and restrictive, particularly since the range of 
stvles provided tend to be predominantly causal, with little if anything appropriate in 
for example business or occasionwear available. The narrow provision of styles in 
addition to the low design content has implications tor the way in which pregnantbodies are produced in these spaces also.

The marginality of maternity wear on the high street in terms of provision and 
its snatial allocation contributes to its construction as a marginal product of little 
valu e and also as anti-fashion. The marginal space allocation and spatial dissociation 
with mainstream fashion -  for example in Northampton Dorothy Perkins’ maternity 
T  situated alongside shoes, underwear and markdowns in the tar corner of a L- 
sLned shoo therefore hidden from view of the mam entrance -  and the very tact 
that one o f the only established providers is Mothercare, a one-stop-shop for all 
children’s and Mothers’ needs, rather than a fashion retailer work to construct 
maternity wear as anti-fashion. Further the poor quality o f high street offerings in 
11ns of design and the quality o f fabrics and garments themselves contributes to a 
renresentation of maternity wear as a low priority product in comparison to the 

P rt nee o f children’s consumption needs, womenswear and fashion as a whole. 
¡rS T o eriso n  to the well lit, spacious, des.gn laden interiors, and at least the Ulus,on 
„f I h Z e  within womenswear as a whole the discrepancy between this and maternity 

shocking It is perhaps not surprising that many consumers are entering the 
marked themselves in this context when their first hand experience o f the high street 

kes disbelief that companies who otherwise produce fashion in a polished way
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appear to disregard maternity wear and therefore also pregnant women. Women 
commonly express disbelief and frustration at the paucity of provision and 1 would 
suggest that this is indeed exaggerated by the difference between the level of 
investment in design and practices of representation surrounding maternity wear in 
comparison to other ranges. Further this marginalisation does imply a devaluation of 
the pregnant body in comparison to the social validation more commonly gained by 
this corporeality (providing their embodiment maps onto the cultural expectations for 
this body that is).

However, whist this indeed makes for difficult embodied experiences of 
clothing consumption during pregnancy and indeed pregnant corporeality itself, and 
whilst economic rationales for this marginality can be flagged up as central to these 
retailing strategies, there are significant cultural factors which may also be at work 
here. For example the explicit devaluation of the pregnant body through policies to 
not allow window space for display of maternity wear and the allocation of the least 
profitable areas of floor space is hardly surprising given the cultural signification of 
the pregnant body as abject (and anti-fashion) and indeed as maternal and therefore 
unconcerned with her own needs (let alone appearance), particularly in a 
consumption sense where baby’s requirements always usurp mothers. With respect 
to fashion the pregnant body represents the antithesis of the ideal female body, which 
is central to this concept. In comparison to this figure, the pregnant body is fat and 
as such unattractive, unsexy and therefore unfashionable. In addition pregnancy 
signifies not only Mother which is considered terminally unattractive but also sexual 
unavailability which arguably therefore undermines the fashionable gaze which is 
inherently male. As such this figure is dangerous to any brand that draws on fashion 
in any sense. The presence of the maternal body (however fashionably dressed) 
would be damaging and contaminating to brand image. Further, the production of 
mother as a conspicuous, narcissistic consumer concerned with self would undermine 
for example Mothercare’s brand image, which is firmly centred on hegemonic 
discourses of motherhood.

It is with respect to this overall production of maternity wear in mainstream 
spaces of representation that the two small independent shops, which form my case 
studies, have been constructed. Here, whilst there may be supply and buying 
problems which disrupt the construction of maternity wear attempted, other practices 
of representation are utilised to produce it in a more positive light than on the high 
street and more akin to mainstream ‘fashion’. The clothing sourced through the 
more formalised relationships with suppliers is produced seasonally in line with the 
mechanics of mainstream fashion and though in some ways the absence of any 
comprehensive in-season reordering opportunities of ‘collection’ garments is 
problematic it can also be seen to construct some level of exclusivity as a result of 
the relative scarcity of certain items.

In these spaces of representation -  though arguably peripheral themselves -  
maternity wear is far from marginal, being the primary (and perhaps only) product, 
with the majority, if not all shop space being given over to it, including the window 
displays. Here in what retailers hope customers will interpret as a boutique setting, 
with one to one (and sometimes two to one) attention from staff, maternity wear is 
represented as a priority product, of central importance to the experience of 
pregnancy and the pregnant body. Pregnant women are therefore valued and 
validated in these spaces in their capacity as clothing consumers. And though 
imagery associated with motherhood is never entirely absent, the salient point is that 
it is not the only version of pregnant femininity that is present. Further these
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retailers, in order to construct themselves as specialists and maximise their customer 
base do stock a much wider selection of styles of clothing with the express intention 
of not only allowing women greater possibilities to dress in continuity with their pre- 
pregnant identity but also to allow women to dress their pregnant bodies 
appropriately for a wider range of socio-spatial contexts than the high street offers. 
Here maternity wear is produced as a legitimate consumer good. And indeed as 
signifiers of motherhood -  for example the sale of breastfeeding bras (also available 
in leopard skin print!) does not preclude the sale of little black dresses, or indeed lacy 
black lingerie -  an important aspect of these spaces is the message that being a 
consumer in one’s own right and performing a range of identities through clothing is 
not incompatible with being a good mother.

Whilst the corporate spaces of representation on the high street are 
constructed in relation to brand image and specific discourses of the pregnant body 
and motherhood, those of small independent retailers are inspired and motivated by 
real embodied experiences of pregnant and maternal corporealities. As such they 
arguably produce more authentic and diverse versions of pregnant femininity and 
practices of consumption (whist remaining contextualised and constrained by social 
discourses).

Within these broad productions there are specific components and practices 
of representation which fix these particular meanings to maternity wear garments and 
pregnant bodies themselves. Following Nixon (1997, p.324) 1 shall identify several 
aspects of representation in these sites which I argue are significant in these 
productions of maternity wear.

5.3.2 Clothing Design

It is widely agreed that items of clothing carry cultural meanings (see Nixon 
1992; 1996; 1997 for example) and that culturally specific codes of dress - the 
socially acceptable forms of dress for particular bodies in particular socio-spatial 
contexts - are determined by the hegemonic meanings imbedded in clothing styles 
and design. Rebecca Bailey’s work on maternity clothing in the US between 1850 -  
1990 explores the direct control exerted by the medical profession over pregnant 
women’s dress during that time. Her work shows how historically contingent views 
about the capacities of the pregnant body were directly linked to the availability of 
appropriate clothing.

“Dress for pregnancy became a very telling marker of whether women were 
allowed to participate fully in society. The commercial availability of 
specialised garments, such as swimwear, indicated a pervasive societal view 
of the dominant male group -  that such an activity was acceptable during 
pregnancy” (Bailey, 1997, p.251)

Bailey found that the hegemonic societal view concerning the way pregnant bodies 
were lived, the way women were expected to behave and so on, was mapped clearly 
through codes of dress and indeed maternity wear itself, suitable clothing for 
particular off limits activities for example being unavailable. This is an interesting 
assertion given that today, in the UK, retail can be seen to parallel this in the narrow 
availability of maternity wear in mainstream sites. Indeed the retail o f particular 
garments appropriate for specific activities or socio-spatial contexts can also be seen 
as indicative of cultural ideologies concerning not only acceptable codes of dress -

104



ways of wearing the pregnant body, and in so doing what identities are performed -  
but also what this body does, how it is lived, how it participates in society and so on. 
For example swimming is widely lauded as a particularly effective and safe form of 
exercise for pregnant women and correspondingly swimsuits are included in the 
ranges offered by many providers. As the manager of the nursery department in 
M&S’s flagship store in Manchester remarked:

“We always keep the swimsuits on [throughout each season] ... because we 
feel its healthy you know for a Mum and its very good exercise, for anybody 
actually, but I mean for pregnant ladies that’s why we like to keep the 
swimsuits on as well, we feel they’re quite important” (M&S interview, 
16/10/00)

The stocking of swimsuits all year round by M&S therefore is a clear indication of 
particular discourses surrounding the importance of certain forms of exercise for the 
pregnant body. Significantly they did not stock garments appropriate for wearing to 
exercise in a gym for example and indeed two of my respondents commented on 
their frustration at not being able to obtain such garments at all during their 
pregnancies. This in itself is perhaps indicative of social signification attached to 
‘the gym’ itself as somewhere the pregnant body is out of place (again here it would 
disrupt the image of fit, thin, toned bodies that gyms themselves may like to 
associate themselves with) and not advised to be (this is not considered to be as safe 
a form of exercise as swimming). Also the pregnant body itself, the type of exercise 
associated with gyms is much more masculine-9 and therefore contradictory to the 
inherent femininity of pregnant bodily identities. In addition, to stock such items 
would disrupt the maternal femininity often inherent in these retail spaces of 
representation. Therefore I would argue that looking at what maternity wear 
providers do not stock is as indicative of cultural discourses about appropriate 
behaviour of pregnant bodies as what they do. As I have noted the ranges provided 
by high street retailers tend to be relatively narrow, focused on casual clothing and 
with significant omissions such as business and formal wear. For example, in 
interviews conducted with store staff in October 2000 I was told that both Dorothy 
Perkins and Mothercare had ‘pulled out of suiting’ in recent years altogether (at that 
time too the M&S gesture in such a direction was a single jacket and this was only 
available in a handful of stores). This gaping hole in provision is evocative of 
patriarchal views that pregnant women and mothers ought not be found in business 
contexts let alone in powerful positions where specific standards of appearance are 
essential29 30. In addition occasion wear is generally lacking, some stores lacking even 
a basic component of such garments. For example, at Christmas time 2000, I noted 
the failure of Mothercare in Northampton31 to offer anything beyond their customary 
jogging pants and denim dungarees despite company advertisements in Mothercare 
magazine and elsewhere of a Christmas partywear range. This, as I noted in my 
research diary at the time, certainly appears to imply that not only is party going a 
dubious activity for pregnant women but also that buying an entire new outfit for

29 See for example Johnston’s (1996) work on female body builders’ contradictory and challenging 
corporealities. She argues that hard, taught, built, muscular bodies are explicitly coded as masculine.
30 See for example McDowell, 1995; McDowell and Court, 1994 and Green, 2001 for discussions of 
sartorial negotiations o f corporeality in the workplace.
31 This failure to carry formal wear lines may be a function o f the store size -  it is certainly not one of 
the biggest. Nevertheless I would argue that the above analysis is still valid for this particular store.
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perhaps one, at best a handful of outings is frivolous and unnecessary (though 
interestingly the same value judgement does not apply to Christmas outfits for babies 
and children, the consumption of which is seemingly encouraged): certainly this was 
my interpretation recorded in my research diary at the time:

“ ..given/ th a t  M other cares h a ve  produced/ as num ber o f item s for  
th iy  season wKcdbs ares a d vertised  ire the/ m agas^ine a n d  catalogues 
i t  iy  surprising- th a t  there/ ares nones here: The fa c t th a t  th e re  a re  
n o n e  a t  a d  suggesty to  wve th e  re la tive  im portance  a tta c h e d  to  
m a tern ity  partyw ear in  com parison  to  say childrens’y toyy o f w hich  
th e re  iy  a  h u g e  collection. The ¡election  o f c h ild re n  y clothey, 
pafhchairy, playpeny, a n d  coty a d  in fin itu m / iy enorm m ey in  
com parison  to  clothey fo r p re g n a n t women. There iy as v a lu e  
syitem/ a t  works here. U ndoubtedly th ere  uy likely  to  be  io m e  
econom ic/ ba/siy t o  they, they probably d o  ¡ells m ore c h ild re n y  toyy 
a t  they tu n e  o f th e  yea r th a n  aanything- else fo r esucmple. B u t th e  
fa c t th a t  th ere  iy n o  party, iea so n a l wear for w om en a t  a l l  
yuggeyty: a ) th e  sa crific ia l m in d se t - g o o d  m othery g o  w ith o u t in  
order to  g ive  th e ir  ch ild re n  everything-; b) th a t  n o -o n e  w ill w a n t 
to  busy a n y th in g ' fo r p re g n a n t womens a t  C hristm ay o ther th a n  
som ething' fo r th e ir  u n b o rn  c h ild  /  children; o) th a t  p re g n a n t 
w om en sh o u ld  n o t be going' to  parties-. C ertainly i t  doey suggest 
th a t  w om en w ho com e to  this- M other ca re  to  ¡hop a re  concerned  
on ly  w ith  th e ir  ch ild ren ’s w anty  /  needy... ra th er th a n  th e ir  ow n  
so c ia l life, works pasrty a n d  appearance in  re la tio n  to  these or a n y  
other seasona l even t.” (N o rtham pton  research d ia ry , December 7th 
2000) .

Significantly even at a time when the maternity wear stock seemed so seasonally 
inappropriate one aspect of the collection was amply stocked (as is routinely the case 
for Mothercare). That is there were large quantities of maternity bras available, and
in particular:

“..th ere  w ere a b o u t doubles th e  a m o u n t o f feed in g  bray ay  
anything^ else” (N ortha/m pton research d iary, December 7th 2000)

Whilst evoking the ‘breast is best’ adage and clearly asserting the importance of this 
activity to good mothering this skewed provision associates particular cultural 
meaning to Mothercare maternity wear in relation to this and also asserts the 
functional value of this range of products over any other. Whilst Christmas garments 
were foregone in this size of store, feeding bras were as well stocked as ever 
suggesting that the physical maternal functions of the pregnant body were more 
important to serve than the possibility of participating in Christmas festivities.

In contrast, small independent retailers are able to accommodate both of these 
aspects of maternity wear consumption. For example Belly Bumpers stock a wide 
range of Christmas party and occasion wear incorporating different styles and looks,
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Figure 5.1: Carla C, Summer 2002

Figure 5.2: Carla C, Summer 2002
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suitable for very formal occasions (for example on one occasion 1 sold an outfit to an 
air steward who was attending a company ball) through to office parties and 
Christmas day at home (1 sold an outfit to a woman who had been wearing only 
leggings and t-shirts for almost the whole of her pregnancy but wanted something 
nice to wear on Christmas day). Therefore, despite the undeniable buying policy 
vacuum here the range of seasonal garments available alternatively constructs the 
pregnant body as a legitimate participator in such social activities and indeed 
personalised consumption itself.

In terms of the design of the clothing itself it is significant to note that many 
of the brands stocked by small independents are imported from continental Europe. 
Although most have UK based agents and clearly the buying is done by the retailers 
themselves who are immersed in the UK cultural context, the design of many of 
these garments takes place within different national, cultural and fashion contexts. 
Clearly then these collections are unlikely to be neatly aligned with domestic high 
street ‘fashion’. However in comparison to high street maternity ‘fashion’ the design 
content of many brands appears to be much higher, utilising different colours and 
fabrics in order to achieve different styles and signify different pregnant femininities.

For example Carla (', a brand based in Amsterdam and founded by a Danish 
couple who supply Belly Bumpers with a large portion of their collection, produce 
designs specifically developed for the pregnant body. Carla has designed a range of 
definitive garments centring on wrap over pieces to define the pregnant shape and 
using modem fabrics in order to create clean lines, which follow the contours of the 
pregnant body (see figures 5.1 and 5.2). The fabncs are a particularly important 
feature of her designs and she uses colour particularly boldly. These are not 
garments to hide away in. Rather her collections can be seen to be celebratory, 
signifying bold, confident, independent pregnant femininities. In such collections 
beautiful, carefully selected fabrics can be seen to construct the clothing itself as high 
quality something, which is clearly transferred to the pregnant body itself, and its 
status as a legitimate site of consumption. For example in their winter 2001 
collection Valja used fur trims on several garments (including evening wear and 
daywear) explicitly signifying opulence in relation to the pregnant body.

Fabric is also important to design from a technological perspective. Both 
Mums & Co and Belly Bumpers specifically buy trousers utilising modern fabrics 
and design techniques to eliminate the need for fabric inserts. This is significant 
from an embodied perspective, the poor quality of fit achieved by inserts leading to 
blurring of body boundaries and the experience of the body as being larger as a 
result However these ‘pouches’ as they are commonly called, are also crucial to the 
style of dress achievable. Crucially as they are widely considered to be the ‘visible 
panty line’ of maternity wear as one small independent retailer described them, the 
most acceptable way to wear such garments is to conceal the insert by wearing long, 
baggy tops. High street providers such as Dorothy Perkins and Mothercare remain 
largely committed to such designs, a policy which as I have suggested is likely to 
have an economic basis, lack of willingness to invest in new production practices and 
so on in addition to the fact that they also support demand for their own maternity 
tops (panelless garments enabling women to wear shorter, tighter -  perhaps therefore 
non-maternity -  items). However the signification of such designs is important too 
as I noted in my research diary.

“B oth  Mother core* and/ Dorothy PerkXny ieem/ to- routinely
pouches in  the; trou^ery w ith  the; one; excep tio n  [ in  D orothy
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Perkins] o f a, p a ir  o f stretchy black, trousery m ade, en tire ly  o f a, 
poor qua lity , th in , stretch, fabric, n o th in #  like, the, hengalin , 
available, in, the, sm a lt independent*. I  way struck, here, by the, 
lack, o f appreciation, o f the, pouch, problem,, the, need, th iy  create* to  
buy te n t like, topy to  cover the, pouch,, a n d , never more- so- th a n , 
when, I  dapped, eyey [in, V orothy Perkiny] on, a, p a ir  o f deep red, 
p a ir o f trousery w ith  a, black, insert. W hat are, the, buyery 
th inking,?  I t  iy  a lm o st a y  i f  they are, actively encourag in#  women, 
to  cover up w ith  vo lum inouy topy a n d , n o t d o  a n y th in #  to o  
ytrenuouy leyt th ey  sh o u ld  rea ch  up for exam ple, a n d , revea l the, 
black, pouch, benea th .” (N ortham pton, research, d iary, March, 20tK
2001)

Avoiding such garments as small independents tend to do disrupts this high street 
construction of the pregnant body as inactive and necessarily enshrouded in 
voluminous garments, which not only constructs it as anti-fashion but also muddies 
the distinctive pregnant shape therefore producing it more conclusively than ever as 
‘fat’. Rather the exclusive stocking of insert-less trousers and skirts allows women 
to wear their pregnant bodies in different ways. Significantly whilst they remove the 
necessity of concealing the pregnant body they also allow women to dress to reflect 
pre-pregnant choices or current fashion trends therefore disrupting the disjuncture 
between pregnant and non-pregnant bodies the pouch insert sets up. Indeed whilst 
the pouchless designs stocked by small independents disrupt the signification of 
pregnant bodies set up by high street garments they also produce maternity wear 
itself differently too.

“TalkCn# to  women, ...in , Belly Bum pery a n d , follow  in #  my 
discayyiony w ith  re ta ilery  a ro u n d , the, coun try  I  am , now  
convinced, th a t  the, pouch, iy in, some, way replaoin#, or a t  leayt 
c o m in #  in, line, w ith, the, te n t  dresy stereotype, o f m a tern ity  wear, i t  
iy  seen  a y  an, u n a ttractive , feature, which, id en tifiey  an , itenv o f 
c lo th in #  n o t on ly a y  m a tern ity  w ear b u t a lso  unattractive,. I t  iy 
certa in ly  n o t a, feature, th a t  endeary  m a tern ity  w ear to  women,. ” 
(N o rth a m p to v  research, d ia ry  M arch 20^ 2001)

The design of clothing stocked by small independent retailers therefore can 
be seen to challenge the production of maternity wear and pregnant bodies in 
mainstream retail sites in several respects. By drawing on a number of brands and 
providing garments for disparate socio-spatial contexts, small independents provide 
for multiple pregnant femininities, disrupting the patriarchal expectations for 
pregnant bodies arguably re-inscribed by narrow high street collections. The designs 
themselves (with their use of colour, fabric quality and technology for example) 
disrupt the stereotyping of maternity wear as ‘frumpy’ and ‘old fashioned’ so often 
noted in relation to high street offerings. Instead they provide women with greater 
choice and the possibilities of dressing in ways to reflect pregnant feminine identities 
of their choice rather then a single maternal monolith. The maternal body of the high 
street, which must be hidden from view both in terms of the way women dress and 
particularly from the consumer society - is not evoked here. Whilst overtly maternal 
garments are present ~ such as feeding bras -  these are accompanied by others 
which signify very different identities for the pregnant body.
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5.3.3 Display of Clothing on Mannequins

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the display of maternity wear on 
mannequins in high street spaces of representation is the lack of visibility in this 
respect. Indeed the marginality of maternity wear (provision) on the high street is 
compounded by the profound absence of representation in high street space itself. 
Both Dorothy Perkins and Mothercare have a company policy not to dress shop 
windows with maternity wear. Whilst this is a sore point with merchandisers for 
example who perceive a great deal of value to be located in store window 
representations, it is a policy common to all high street providers and is rarely 
breached. As I have suggested there may be dual economic and cultural reasoning 
behind such policies. The niche market position and low returns earned by maternity 
wear do not justify it taking up profitable prime space in store frontage. Indeed this 
space is key to producing brand image as well as representing garments in particular 
ways and given the cultural meanings generally associated with maternity wear and 
the pregnant body the presence of such corporealities -  however they might be 
represented -  would undoubtedly dilute and disrupt, indeed damage the core identity 
sought32. Indeed this was hinted at by the maternity merchandiser I spoke to at 
Arcadia head office. She was clearly frustrated by the policy to withhold window 
space from maternity saying it was difficult to build a brand image for Dorothy 
Perkins maternity without this tool and also with very little store space to work with. 
However she conceded that whilst:

“They [the maternity merchandisers] want to have some window space, they 
want it in store windows... its about what is good for the company as a whole 
not just one department” (Dorothy Perkins head office maternity wear 
merchandiser -  interview notes)

Indeed that specifically in relation to this absence from store windows, the 
difficulties of representing maternity in a way that enhances the image of Dorothy 
Perkins might be central:

“it is difficult to put a maternity graphic together and make it look like 
Dorothy Perkins and make it look good. She said on the photography side of 
things it is difficult to keep up with, [to] maintain the image ... produced 
through other graphics” (Dorothy Perkins head office maternity wear 
merchandiser -  interview notes)

Whilst T shall discuss the nature of photographic representation of maternity wear 
more specifically in the following section it is important to note this discussion here 
as it undoubtedly contributes to the profound lack of visibility of maternity wear -  on 
mannequins and otherwise -  in high street windows.

The only two examples I have observed over the last three years, of high 
street retailers allowing any hint of maternity wear into their shop windows are 
specific to particular dates and locations: Dorothy Perkins Trafford Centre 
(Manchester) branch which around 24/5/00 had a simple display of one mannequin 
wearing a single un-accessorised garment, and similarly Mothercare in Northampton,

32 Particularly for Dorothy Perkins who might also perceive a risk o f being associated with 
Mothercare.
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Figure 5.3: Photograph of Dorothy Perkins Trafford Centre branch window display.



which in March 2001 literally moved a mannequin into the window, again wearing 
one un-accessorised garment. These were transient displays, by no means permanent 
fixtures and were both seemingly sanctioned as a result of rival maternity wear 
provision in the immediate locality. In the case of Mothercare this appeared around 
the time that a new branch of H&M offering a maternity collection33 opened a short 
distance away on the same street. The Trafford Centre Dorothy Perkins window was 
also apparently sanctioned as a result of the specificities of competitors’ provision in 
the centre locality. Although, far from facing competition from another retailer at the 
time they were the sole providers in this, one Europe’s largest shopping malls. As 
the visual merchandiser in the Manchester City Centre branch told me, this was a 
single exception to an otherwise company wide rule:

“We’re not supposed to have anything ,..[t]hey’ve got no competition 
whatsoever in the Trafford Centre and they feel that that have to have that in 
the window ... [TJhey’ve basically said we have to have it in ... because 
they’ll loose, they think they’ll loose too much money if its not in because 
no-body would know that they’re there”

I read the decision to put maternity in the window here to be more an attempt to 
establish Dorothy Perkins as the sole or certainly the main high street maternity 
provider. The lack of any other maternity competition at such a major retail site 
provided them with the opportunity for (relatively speaking) massive maternity sales 
and as such, in this specific spatial context maternity represented a positive adjunct 
to the Dorothy Perkins brand image and was worthy of prime site window space. 
However it is interesting to briefly analyse the composition of the window of 24/5/00 
(see figure 5.3).

1 would speculate that as the inclusion of maternity in the window here was 
only temporary at this time, its appearance in this specific window display was 
determined by its correspondence with the core range garments displayed in the main 
window. As the head office merchandiser hinted the company policy to exclude 
maternity from window space is based at least in part on the difficulty of 
representing it in a way that ‘makes it look like Dorothy Perkins and make it look 
good’, that ‘maintains the image produced by other graphics’. Here however there is 
clear continuity between the palette of the maternity and core range garments 
displayed both on mannequins and in images. Although the ‘handwriting’ of the 
core range graphics is not entirely replicated by those of maternity the colour relation 
was clearly felt to be correspondence enough. What I find most interesting in 
relation to the graphics used here is the difference in caption used (and this is 
something echoed in store too). Whilst abstract concepts can be used to headline 
core ranges -  here it is Indian Summer’ it is deemed necessary to describe plainly 
maternity wear according to the body it maps onto and as such is always headlined 
‘maternity’. The desire for association with the core ranges is not strong enough to 
carry the theme over to maternity. This presumably would not only be undesirable 
from an economic perspective -  in terms of the costs involved in producing an 
individual graphic for a single window display — and also in terms of the 
signification issues this would raise, particularly with respect to muddying the 
Dorothy Perkins brand image. Instead there is a safe distance maintained here 
between maternity and the core range, between the pregnant body and that central to

33 Interestingly H&M however did not advertise their maternity range in all o f  their pre-opening 
publicity.
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Dorothy Perkins brand image. This distance is concretised too by the physical 
separation of the maternity display from the core, displayed as they are in two 
separate windows. In addition significant distance between the two product ranges is 
produced by the careful accessorising of core garments, the composition of 
ensembles on mannequins and glass shelf display through layering whilst the 
maternity figure is dressed in a single gannent (which interestingly and significantly 
conceals far more ‘flesh’ than the layered ensembles opposite) with no additional 
accessories. As discussed with respect to the range of designs stocked by high street 
providers this would seem to suggest the appropriateness of different practices of 
dress and consumption with respect to these different bodies. Specifically this might 
be read as evoking the idea that pregnant bodies should be clothed demurely and 
further that they are less legitimate consumers than non-pregnant bodies, worthy of 
less investment and attention to detail. Therefore whilst as an exception to common 
company policy this window is important as it disrupts the invisibility of maternity 
wear and the pregnant body in mainstream retail spaces, which in its profoundness 
constructs this latency as almost natural and appropriate. It can also be seen to re­
inscribe hegemonic discourses in relation to appropriate forms of consumption and 
dress (there is no partially dressed pregnant body, clad only in revealing swimwear 
and transparent sarong in this very public (yet privatised) space for instance). And 
whilst its inclusion in the window here is undeniably important, stemming as it does 
from the very real possibility of significant sales, and therefore disrupting the 
construction of maternity wear elsewhere on the high street as a marginal and 
devalued product in economic and cultural sense, its transience and the fact that its 
very inclusion is solely motivated by the lack of any alternative provision at this site 
counteracts this and renders mute this small, impermanent challenge.

In contrast to this absence in mainstream retail sites maternity wear and the 
pregnant body are becoming more visible in other retail locations across the country. 
As a result of a number of small independent retailers -  not all of which are under­
financed, non-professional start ups, for example Bump Start (London and Brighton) 
was a finalist in the Drapers Record new store of the year award 2001 {Drapers 
Record 24/11/01, p.4) -  there is an increased visibility on ‘the street’34 generated 
primarily through shop window displays which specifically consist of clothing on 
mannequins. Although certainly the retailers I worked with lacked any professional 
knowledge with regards to dressing their windows and constructing internally 
coherent displays, their productions are none the less significant. Through their 
mannequin displays small independents legitimately place the pregnant body in 
public shopping space, although there are certain qualifiers to this as these are 
peripheral retail locations and the pregnant body’s visibility here as opposed to its 
absence in the core could be seen to reinforce its marginality and so on. However, 
this aside it is significant that within these locations maternity wear is produced as a 
legitimate consumer good alongside others retailed in that area, as well as 
constructing an acceptable corporeal presence for the pregnant body in public space 
as a consumer. Although the window displays -  particularly for example the 
Bravado bra graphic that Belly Bumpers have in the past displayed in their window 
featuring a group of women, at different stages of pregnancy wearing leopard skin

34 These companies are also contributing to increased visibility in other spaces such as cyber space. 
Whereas high street brands have restricted the availability o f  their maternity offers via the internet 
even whilst developing other core brands in this way, many small retailers are developing sites as an 
additional advertising and merchandising tool or as sole retail sites.
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Figure 5.4: Promotional image of Bravado Bras, an enlarged copy of which was 
displayed in Belly Bumpers window during 2001.
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print underwear (see figure 5.4) -  might have gained the odd disapproving look and 
certainly provoked curiosity, producing double takes and shared exclamations among 
passers by for example. By and large the responses are positive, for example as 
Maria described not long after opening:

“We’ve had a lot of people in here who aren’t pregnant and they just come in 
to look because they like the look of it from outside, from the outside in and 
they come and have a look round and they say ‘we never had this when I was 
pregnant’”

This is significant as it shows how unusual this type of presence of maternity wear 
and the pregnant body actually is in a retail location. It is received, it would seem, 
not with the disgust associated with the abject - although the responses to the 
Bravado graphic (figure 5.4) do suggest something of the fascination associated with 
this figure -  but rather with interest from a consumption perspective, generating 
interest in the context of marginality and lack of provision. In this respect the lack of 
professional knowledge and resources these retailers have to dress these windows 
matters little, the presence is enough, and their visibility magnified by the general 
lack. This is perhaps demonstrated in part by the fact that a significant proportion of 
sales are generated through passing trade (either directly by customers themselves 
passing or indirectly through word of mouth from others) for both Mums & Co and 
Belly Bumpers. It would appear that the lack of visibility and availability elsewhere 
enhances the effectiveness of these window displays such that members of the 
public, and not just pregnant women, cognitively internalise the presence of these 
shops and indeed pass on this knowledge to others.

The windows themselves consist (see figures 5.5 and 5.6), both in Mums & 
Co and Belly Bumpers of two (or three) mannequins each of which is dressed in a 
different ensemble that is changed on a weekly basis. Clearly the policy to change 
the garments displayed in the window so frequently is motivated in part by the fact 
that that these are items from the shop floor and as such are essential elements of a 
seasons collection given the small orders placed and so on. Therefore changing the 
mannequins regularly prevents any fading and other sun damage. However through 
this practice retailers also hope to represent their collections in a particular way, 
specifically as being dynamic and exciting, consisting of a wide variety of styles and 
therefore offering significant choice. The selection of clothing displayed is also 
significant in terms of the visual codings established. For example neither Mums & 
Co or Belly Bumpers dress window mannequins with denim dungarees or other such 
garments which typically signify ‘maternity wear’(even if they do begrudgingly 
stock them), these retailers have no desire to evoke the ‘old fashioned’ and ‘frumpy’ 
labels associated with such garments. Rather through their window displays both 
these retailers attempt to construct new visual codings of maternity wear itself and 
indeed pregnant femininities by choosing (not) to display particular garments. For 
example it is common for them to select items they personally particularly like. As 
Maria is fond of saying, she likes to show that ‘you can get ‘normal’ clothes when 
you are pregnant’ through her window. Of course this is dependent upon individual 
perceptions of ‘normal’ but clearly the intention here is to construct some continuity 
between Belly Bumpers maternity wear and non-pregnant womenswear.
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Figure 5.5: Photograph of Mums & Co showing window display.

Figure 5.6: Photograph of Belly Bumpers showing window display from inside.
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5.3.4 Photographic Representations

As noted in relation to the absence of maternity wear in high street window 
displays the representation of not only maternity wear itself but also the brand is 
important in photographic display. Specifically at Dorothy Perkins it is felt that the 
difficulty in reproducing the image achieved through other core graphics with 
maternity is prohibitive to its inclusion in window displays. In other words maternity 
does not represent the brand image of Dorothy Perkins in some fundamental sense. 
However, I have observed photographic representations linking maternity wear to 
others ranges through similar ‘handwriting’ in store. For example during autumn / 
winter 2000:

“..there/ iy  a n  im age/ on/ the/ w olf showing/ a/ p re g n a n t w om an  
w earing/ item y fro m  the/ collection/ which/ iy  in  keeping/ w ith  o ther  
im agey around / th e  store - she iy w earing/ s im ila r item y and / th e  
fee t o f th e  im a g e  iy th e  sam e” (N o rth a m p to n  research/ d iary , 
November 28th 2000)

“The im a g e  iy o f a/ b ru n e tte  w o m a n  in  h er 20y or 30y, clearly  
p re g n a n t b u t n o t exceysbvely sro, photographed/ lea n in g / a g a in s t 
th e b a c h o f a /c h a ir  or stool, show n to -th e  top o f her legy. T h e fe e l 
o f th e  p ic tu re  iy  very sim ila r to- th a t  o f o ther im agey uyect in  
re la tio n  to -o ther ra n g e y th iy  season. Very g la m o ro u y l would/ say. 
TscceySrive m a ke  up and/jew ellery, for exam ple  th e  p re g n a n t model/ 
h a y  enorm ouy o u t d ia m o n d / lik e  rin g y  o n ” (N o rth a m p to n  research  
d iary , December 7th 2000)

This was clearly an occasion where it was felt that the image produced represented 
both maternity and Dorothy Perkins in an acceptable way. As a result it represented 
maternity as a seamless transitional range catering for Dorothy Perkins customers 
during their pregnancy, allowing them to dress in the same way as normal and then 
leading them back to the core ranges post pregnancy. This practice of representation 
produced maternity wear as fashion in the same sense as core Dorothy Perkins 
clothing, rather than solely functional and anti-fashion. However, this level of 
coherence between maternity and core range graphics is not consistently produced, 
for example, in March 2001 despite having produced a maternity image with key 
intertextual references to core range images this was removed from display only 
weeks later and replaced with a white poster sized card with simply the headline 
‘maternity’ emblazoned in black type across it. It is possible that this removal may 
have something to do with Dorothy Perkins questioning precisely who their 
maternity customer is and whether she is always a Dorothy Perkins faithful, the 
merchandiser I spoke with only two months prior to this freely admitted they were 
investigating this. It may indeed be the case that on the premise that a significant 
proportion of their maternity customers are drawn in from elsewhere due to lack of 
provision they may decide to produce maternity differently to Dorothy Perkins itself 
in order to encompass different identities and appeal to a wider customer base. 
However, the complete removal of a photographic display for maternity works not 
only to distance it from other ranges, but also reinforces the distinction between 
fashion and associated consumption practices and maternity wear, acting to 
marginalise and devalue it.
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Mothercare in comparison is very successful at aligning its corporate 
branding with maternity wear through its photographic representations in store. As a 
rule Mothercare uses very little photographic material in its in-store display of 
maternity wear and what little is used tends to be understated and rarely produced 
solely for this use. For instance it is often displayed on small cardboard mounts 
around A4 size, which are self-supporting and placed on top of low level display 
units rather than the walls themselves. Further they are commonly images lifted 
directly from the catalogue Mothercare Direct or other promotional material rather 
than being images produced specifically for in-store display. This practice ensures a 
coherent production across different Mothercare spaces of representation with 
consistent visual codings present in each in relation to both maternity wear itself and 
also the version of pregnant femininity attached to it:

“they brand/ im age/ a y  being/ sensibly priced/, value/ far m oney iy  
h igh lig h ted / by the/ u se  o f a/ cardboard/ rep ro d u ctio n  o f a/ page/ 
fro m  the/ cata logue/ boosting ' “nine/ d iffe re n t looby for u n d er £100” 
(M othercare D irect A utum n/W  in te r  2000, p.14) which/ iy p la ced  o n  
top o f one/ o f the/ d isp lay unity. Thly idea/ th a t  you/ c a n  buy yo u r  
whole/ wardrobe/ a t  M othercare/ iy  the/ same/ a y  th a t  suggested  by 
the/ m agazine/ feature/ in  th e ir  m ost recen t m a g a z in e  (M othercare  
M agazine, A u tu m n /W in ter 2000, p. 36-13) which/ showy th re e  
d is tin c t looby using/ th e  cu rre n t range. I t  seem y M othercare a re  
trying/ to- co n stru c t them selvey a y  com prehensive providery for a ll  
m a tern ity  w ear needy. I  n d e e d  th ly  iy in te g ra l to- th e  M othercare  
concept - cv one-stop shop for you , baby a n d  child . However in  th e  
shop p a c e  o f th e  N o rtham pton  b ra n ch  o n  th ly  p a rticu la r d a y  i t  
fe d  do w n  com pletely. I  d o u b t very m u ch  a n y o n e  w o u ld  h a ve  b een  
a b le  to- f in d  th o se  ‘9 looby for exa m p le  (w h ich  iy  in  rea lity  5 
separa te item y to- mix/ a n d  m a tch ), a l l  5 item y in  th e ir  stge.” 
(N o rth a m p to n  research  d ia ry , November 28th 2000)

Whilst this graphic (see figure 5.7) re-inscribed the brand image of ‘comprehensive 
provider of reasonably priced maternity clothing’ it is significant that the shop space 
itself, display of clothing and particularly the stock levels completely contradicted 
this, disrupting entirely the image presented through photographic representations 
across different sites. However the visual codings in relation to the version of 
pregnant femininity attached to the maternity wear are less coherent when the shop 
space and clothing is in such a depleted state. The pregnant femininity inherent in 
Mothercare maternity wear is explicitly maternal, self-sacrificing and domestic and 
therefore the apparently low priority assigned to maternity wear in terms of keeping 
stock levels up and so on (as well as the positioning within store and so on) does not 
disrupt this since personal clothing consumption is a low priority for mother, as is 
demonstrated by the focus on thrift in the above graphic. As a general rule 
Mothercare graphics in-store tend to concentrate on aspects of clothing consumption 
rather than the garments themselves. For example the graphic discussed above 
represented very specific thrift driven consumption practices as most appropriate for 
Mother, and further that the clothes themselves are the secondary issue is 
demonstrated by the fact that the precise garments themselves were not always 
available. It is the signification associated with the way clothing is consumed during 
pregnancy that is the most central to Mothercare maternity wear and inherent in their
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Figure 5.7: Mothercare Direct (Autumn / Winter 2000), p. 14-15, used as an in-store graphic.



spaces of representation, and underlying this is a very specific notion of pregnant 
femininity -  Mother:

“I  n o ticed  a  new graphic- to d a y  ... on/ the/ top o f one/ o f the/ free/ 
standing- display unity. I t  iy on ly  i44 sitye so- n o t p a rticu la rly  
imposing- in  tty  presence/ h u t none- the/ less Ct d id  catch/ my eye/ 
today. I t  is- a- picture/ o f a- w o m a n  sitting- o n  a- sofa- w ith  a- c h ild  
a b o u t to d d ler age/ sitting- beside- her. the- c h ild  iy touching- her 
Stom ach in  two- places-, w h ich  appears to- p u d  her clothing- - a  
white- t-sh ir t - in to -  define/ a  p re g n a n t hum p. This- ty very typ ica l 
o f M other care-, the- w o m a n  iy clearly p o rtra yed  a y  m other here-, th e  
m other o f lyoth the- u n b o rn  a n d  the- cu rio u s child . I t  is-very fa m ily  
o rie n te d  - the- k in d  o f two- p o in t w hatever ch ild ren ... The- picture- 
iy se t i n  the- home- - a- domestic- setting- a n d  Space- ... - the- typ ica l 
M othercare- custom er does- n o t work/ rem em ber a n d  there- a re  
certa in ly  no- clothes- here- th a t  c o u ld  he- w orn  to- work- in  a n  
e n v iro n m en t where- the- culture/ iy fo r sm a rt wear. Also- the- c h ild  
lite ra lly  d e fin es her. She- is- n o t p ic tu red  here- ay a n  in d ep en d en t 
being-, h er pregnancy is- n o t even  a llo w ed  to-be- v isua lly  id e n tifie d  
by the- curves o f her body, ra th er i t  is  d e fin e d  a n d  id e n tifie d  by 
th e  h a n d s  o f a  ch ild . S h e  is  m ost certa in ly  n o t a  p re g n a n t 
w o m a n  h ere  b u t M other.” (N o rth a m p to n  research- d ia ry , M arch  
20* 2001)

Again here the clothing itself is far from at the forefront of this graphic, rather it is 
the model’s role as Mother.

The direct intertextuality utilised by Mothercare is significant not only 
economically and in terms of continuity of brand, but also, as Nixon discusses with 
respect to organizing the ways of looking for consumers (Nixon, 1996). The 
construction of catalogues and pregnancy magazines themselves are also important 
in organizing the ways of looking in shop spaces and also therefore set up normative 
ways of seeing (after Burgess) the clothed pregnant body which has implications for 
maternity wear consumption in a number of respects. Here the link is direct with the 
presence of catalogue graphics in the shop space itself and therefore the construction 
of the catalogue as a cultural text is relevant to any discussion of the shop space. 
Though 1 do not have sufficient scope within this thesis to fully examine the 
construction of all visual cultural forms relevant to maternity wear shopping and 
consumption it is important to note their significance, as Nixon says a full account of 
the ways of looking organized within particular shop spaces requires a consideration 
of such texts since they form (together with the shop space itself in all its component 
parts) the intertextual context within which looking (and, 1 would add, being) is 
directed. In this particular context I would suggest that the visual codings in the 
catalogue (Autumn / winter 2000) specifically direct customers to view the pregnant 
body as mother. The pre-text to the maternity wear section of the catalogue is several 
pages of ‘advice’ covering pregnancy, birth, caring for a newborn (including 
breastfeeding) and parenting advice, and with the front cover depicting a young child 
the maternal function of the pregnant body (indeed arguably the female body) is 
firmly established as the key focus. Additionally the style of the images, set in a 
domestic context by and large and constructed -  through the posture of the model 
and so on -  to draw the eye to the bump encourages the viewer to look upon this
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body as mother. The models themselves also imply particular maternal identities in 
their embodiment and implied social status, for example wedding bands are almost 
ever present, their whiteness too evoking particular ideologies of motherhood and 
images of mother. These images, indeed the catalogue as a whole does not 
encourage the narcissistic gaze evoked by fashion photography, the 'style press’ as 
Nixon refers to it, but rather a very specific way of looking deeply entrenched with 
traditional ideologies of motherhood. The viewer is invited to look upon these 
bodies (including their own) - within the shopping context -  as mother, rather than 
clothing consumers in the more usual respect. It suggests therefore that any 
narcissism be concerned with the performance of mother rather than physical / 
fashionable appearance per se and this has clear implications for the way in which 
clothing is consumed by this body.

In direct comparison small independent retailers Mums & Co and Belly 
Bumpers construct and use images they feel build different pregnant femininities into 
their maternity clothing. Far from being explicitly maternal and evoking ideas about 
thrift for the most part the emphasis is far more placed upon what can be achieved 
through the clothing. Rather than the value of these garments lying in their low cost, 
through the images used they are represented as well fitting, comfortable and stylish. 
Significantly many of these images can be seen to resist the ‘intertextual ways of 
looking’ constructed by many mainstream maternity wear catalogues and pregnancy 
magazines. Focusing on style, fit and so on, constructing the pregnant body as an 
object of fashion encourages a narcissistic gaze35 in relation to appearance and 
legitimates concern with and taking visual and corporeal pleasure in this embodiment 
whereas others do not.

Interestingly despite their independent status there are direct associations 
between the spaces of representation. For example as both Mums & Co and Belly 
Bumpers stock Valja (Brimmel, Tete-a-Tete) and Noppies clothing they display 
similar branded graphics, both these companies providing their stockists with posters 
of various sizes and collection ‘catalogues’ each season. Of these Noppies is 
particularly interesting as they produce a lite-size image (taken from their seasonal 
‘catalogue’) printed onto translucent fabric which both Mums & Co and Belly 
Bumpers have displayed at one time or another in window space (Mums & Co at the 
back of their building in a window overlooking the car park and Belly Bumpers in 
their front shop window). Through the stocking of particular brands and display of 
branded graphics therefore these spaces of retail are directly linked and despite their 
peripheral location, small scale and inherent problems, considered together are 
perhaps more significant than might first appear. Small independent maternity wear 
shops are perhaps together disrupting hegemonic discourses about acceptable ways 
to consume clothing during pregnancy and the versions of femininity signified by 
and fixed to maternity wear by representing alternatives. In making direct 
photographic and material (by selling baby and maternity products in the same 
space) links between maternity wear and motherhood, Mothercare represents 
clothing consumption during pregnancy as being that of a Mother and indeed integral 
to performing this identity, being a mother. This production almost appears ‘natural’ 
given its longevity on the high street and almost taken for granted presence. Small

35 The culturally specific narcissistic gaze in relation to fashion in particular however does not fall 
easily on the pregnant body. This is a significant problem for maternity wear as a market (and 
therefore individual retailers such as those discussed here) and also for individual women as they live 
their pregnant corporealities.

121



independents however to a large extent sever this direct link through their 
photographic display of clothing. In all but a few images used in Mums & Co and 
Belly Bumpers women are represented as individual consumers of ‘clothing’ rather 
than a ‘maternity’ product as such, and indeed this is shown to reflect other 
characteristics and aspects of ones identity than simply mother.

With respect to small independents own image production this is clearly 
restricted by the prohibitively high cost of such processes. Whilst some with 
websites36 have, it seems, used amateur means to produce images perhaps as a direct 
result of the financial outlay required for more professional productions, others are 
more critical of this practice precisely because of the implications of this for the 
company image. Dennis of Belly Bumpers for example is a professional 
photographer himself, (working freelance while Maria runs the shop day to day) and 
is very careful to avoid such connotations for his own company:

“V en n iy  iy fond/ o f c o m m en tin g  on/ how d re a d fu l o ther people/’y 
wehsitey are/ in/ fa c t h e  even/ putted/ o n e  up this/ m o rn in g  to- ¡how 
m e w h a t h e  m eant. He/ picked/ on/ Momy2000. I  m u st a d m it th e  
pictures,' d c  look/ lik e  th ey’ve  been/ taken / in/ som eone’y fro n t room  
a g a in s t th e  dosed/ curtains/. There iy no- a tte m p t to- d o  h a ir  or 
m akeup; ity  n o t a t  atL professional in/ th a t  sense and / th e  th in g  
th a t  ‘Dennis/ picks/ on/ m ost uy th e  wom an/ (h e  d id n J t catt/ her a/ 
m o d el h e  catted/ her a/ woman/). I  ¡oppose i t  iy obvious/ th a t  she  
isn ’t  a/ model/, she doesn’t  yta ixd  p a rticu la rly  well/, facing / s tra ig h t 
to  th e  cam era/ and / her posture y n o t g re a t fo r exa m p le  b u t ifitya sz  
expensive as/ Dennis/ suggeyty I ’m  n o t surprised/ people try  a n d  
m a ke  sh o rt outy. ” (B etty Bum pery research  d ia ry , M arch I st 2001)

Belly Bumpers are therefore something of an anomaly in terms of small 
independents generally, having the expertise in-house as it were that allows them to 
produce graphics of their own. Mum’s & Co on the other hand have no such 
resources and so have been unable to produce any graphics of their own, although 
they were lucky enough for their local paper -  the Bradford Telegraph and Argus -  
to offer to do a feature on them in the January after they opened. Although they had 
little control over the shots as they were taken, and indeed those selected for 
publication, they had very clear ideas about the contexts they wanted. For example 
the paper wanted to take the photographs on Shipley Glen, a green open space 
nearby, but Ari was particularly unhappy about this idea:

“She has/ her own/ very c lear ideas/ a b o u t how th e  pictures/ c o u ld  be  
se t up /  constructed, fo r  exam ple  fo r th e  business/ (  work/ clothes/ 
she h a y  a n  id e a  a b o u t u s in g  Ma tth ew ’y ca r ( I  assum e she  thinks/ 
hiy, a  V-regVW  Passat, iy m ore execu tive  lo o k in g  th a n  hery, a n L -  
reg  fo r d  M ondeo) a n d  h a v in g  a  p ic tu re  o f C lare g e ttin g  in to  (  
o u t o f f  lo ck in g  th e  car, b rie f case f  m ob ile  p h o n e  in  h a n d . She  
sayy sh e  fee ls /th a t b it  o f c o n te x t is/necessary. I  th in k /sh e  iy  w orried  
a b o u t how a  p re g n a n t w o m a n  in  business/ clothes, o n  Open 
m o o rla n d  iy g o in g  to  lookl She clearly doesn’t  fe e l i t  iy th e  r ig h t

36 Many small independents have websites (even if  they do not sell directly through them) and again 
these contribute to the alternative construction o f maternity wear as discussed above since many also 
use graphics supplied by brands at these sites too.
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backdrop f  je t t in g  fo r work/ clothey. ( M a w  £r Co- reyearcK deary, 
J a n u a ry  6,K 2000)

In the event the weather intervened on Ari’s behalf and the shoot took place in the 
street behind the shop and on the canal side terrace of a nearby restaurant. The 
context was therefore urban, public space rather than being exclusively rural and 
‘nature’ dominated, which would perhaps have evoked the ‘naturalness’ of gender 
roles and motherhood, the fecundity of the female body and so on. Ari was much 
happier with these contexts as they represented their clothing as allowing women to 
dress appropriately for the socio-spatial situations these pictures represented thereby 
associating active, independent, competent femininities with the clothing.

Interestingly it would seem that such photographic representations are felt to 
afford a degree of legitimacy and professionalism to the shop space and therefore 
indeed the company itself. Whilst this is particularly the case with branded graphics 
-  for example Belly Bumpers, whilst producing their own professional graphics only 
use branded representations in their advertising, whether this be in the local paper or 
national magazines -  it is also true of others such as the newspaper feature. A great 
deal of care was taken when deciding where to situate a copy of this feature (which 
interestingly omitted the images involving the business suit and car):

“A r l  decided- in  the' e n d  to p u tth iy  Lnyide they changing- cubicle; ay 
i t  would/ g ive  the/ ouytom ery so m eth in g  to- inypire/ them / perhapy  
while/ tr y in g  o n  clothes. ” (M usnytr Co- research/ d ia ry , J a n u a ry  2 5th 
2000)

Maria too perceives the almost educational function of graphics and hints at using 
these (as well as the store mannequin displays) as a way of actively producing 
different ways of wearing the pregnant body to those portrayed by more mainstream 
retailers and giving women the knowledge and certitude to dress according to 
different codes to those represented elsewhere.

“V en n iy  iy  g o in g  to- take/ yom e yhoty o f  a/ m o d el w earing- yom e o f 
th e ir  clo they over C hriytm ay a y  he/ h a y  the/ aye/ o f a  ytudio- over th e  
C hriytm ay week/. The- m o d el Ly n o t p reg n a n t, they h a ve  choyen to  
aye ou m o d el ra th er th a n  a  p re g n a n t w om an, which- iy in tereytm g.

M aria/ yayy th a t  yhe th in k y  w om en  n e ed  to- yee o ther w om en  
w ea rin g  th e  clo they yo they know  how to- w ear them-. S h e  th in k y  
th a t  perhapy w om en w o u ld  h e  a  l it t le  m ore ‘d a r in g ’ i f  they yaw 
how to- w ear th e  clothey, i f  they yaw o ther p re g n a n t w om en (o r  
w om en th a t  appear to- b e  p reg n a n t!) w ea rin g  them-.”(B elly 
Bum pery reyearch/ d ia ry , December 13^  2000)

1 would suggest that this is an important concept since it is the case that women lack 
knowledge and certitude with respect to clothing their pregnant bodies, and that 
given the general invisibility of the pregnant body in mainstream fashion spaces of 
representation (including the mainstream fashion press) it is in such alternative retail 
spaces that women are most likely to receive advice and knowledge. Indeed the 
ways in which women shop in these spaces is indicative of this, frequently asking for 
staffs opinion and advice and so on when selecting, trying on and purchasing 
garments. Further Ari and Maria have both observed that garments they themselves
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Figure 5.8: Photograph of Belly Bumpers photo shoot (showing pregnant model).
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have worn in these spaces have sold on those occasions indicating the influence of 
embodied display and representation.

Perhaps with this in mind Dennis, in his construction of photographic 
representations of models wearing the clothing, has been keen to keep the focus 
always on the garments themselves. Whilst being concerned with the appearance and 
ability of the models used and the construction of the individual shots it appears that 
his drive for professionalism is motivated by an associated desire to make the 
clothing the most striking and visible component of the images. As I noted in my 
research diary after attending a shoot:

“PennA , a l l  the* way th ro u g h  way c o m o w w  o f ‘ringing* they 
changed  trying* to- get: a* b it o f variety in  ea ch  ¡ho t, try in g - 
d iffe ren t a n g ley  cund/ acceaoriey to- g e t d iffe ren t im ages, taking* 
some/ w ith  b o th  o f them* together i f  there' way two- o f the/ yxme* itewv 
in  contracting* coloury and/ ¡o- on. HoyCly he* uyed  fu ll-le n g th  ¡hoty 
bvd:he*alyo-took*headto-waiyC ¡hoty to- ¡how o ff p a rticu la r topy. He* 
wa/y editing* a y  he* w en t along* yo-ayto-yxve'difk* ¡pace*, taking* a* few 
¡hoty looking* a t  th e m  o n  screen a n d  th e n  deleting* the* oney he* 
d e fin ite ly  d id n ’t  like*, taking* o ther y i f  he* th o u g h t necenary a n d  
keeping* h iy  favouritey  to- decide* betw een later. He* kep t referring* 
to- the* in a g e y  fro m  the* la y t ¡hoo t in  order to- make* yore* he* d id n ’t  
rep ea t the* ¡ame* ¡hoty a g a in . He* freely c a lle d  for Jo- to- redo- the* 
h a ir  i f  he* w ayn’t  happy in y in g -th in g y  like* he* d id n ’t  w a n t people* to- 
be* thinking* a b o u t the* h a ir  o n  the* web, he* ju y t w a n ted  th e m  to- 
have* a* really profeyyional im preaion.

A d  the* p icturey were* ta k e n  a g a in y t a* white* b a ckg ro u n d  [see 
figure 5.8], Moyt were* ¡ingle* ¡hoty o f the* in d iv id u a l w om en o n  
th e ir  own. He* d e fin ite ly  fa vo u red  ¡ide* on, profile* ¡hoty yo -tha t the* 
outline* o f the* bum p way visible*, more* th a n  fu ll  fro n ta ly  a n d  a lyy  
fa vo u red  ¡hoty where* the* m odely were* ymiling* ra th er th a n  w iytful 
looky or anything* like* th a t. ” (B elly Bum pery research d iary, A pril 
2^*2001)

The emphasis appears to have been upon allowing other elements of the images to 
almost melt into the background, at least not to draw the eye from the garments 
themselves. As such these images can be seen to act as knowledge disseminators, 
informing how to wear particular items and indeed pregnant bodies themselves as 
well as producing Belly Bumpers maternity wear in particular ways, centring on the 
look of the clothing -  what can be achieved through it -  and so on, that is, its value 
as fashion. Clearly Dennis’s intention to produce professional images is central to 
creating a particular identity for Belly Bumpers itself as well as their maternity wear. 
In the early stages of the business and particularly as a small under-financed and 
essentially non-professional company the desire to construct a polished identity to 
instil legitimacy into the project and command credibility is understandable. In this 
vein it is no surprise that the fundamental composition of the images, taken in a 
studio against a white background (see figure 5.8), and so on echoes those of Formes 
for example and specifically Carla C whose own images are also used by Belly 
Bumpers in-store, on their website and in magazine advertising. Such use of similar 
visual codings streamlines the graphical display of clothing by Belly Bumpers and
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infers the professionalism and legitimacy of the branded images in relation to 
themselves.

5.3.5 Shop Design

The techniques of display and styles of interior design and lighting are 
equally important as photographic images and so on in fixing “cultural values and 
meaning around garments” (Nixon, 1997). Indeed the construction of the spatial 
context can be seen as key to underpinning this as the material manifestation of these 
values and as such providing the basis for consumers embodied encounters with the 
product and its signification. The importance and significance of retail design in this 
respect is recognised within the industry itself with retail design becoming one of the 
“ascendant professional identities of the 1980s” (Nixon, 1996, p.47) as a result of 
policy shifts within several large multiples. As Nixon notes:

“the ascendancy of retail designers was rooted in the decision of retailing 
strategists to privilege retail design as the single most important selling 
technique within retailing” (Nixon, 1996, p.48).

Nixon cites the approach of Rodney Fitch and James Woudhuysen of Fitch-RS 
consultancy as being particularly well conceptualised. They used design as the basis 
upon which to “implement the basic strategy of market segmentation” (Fitch and 
Woudhuysen 1988, p.19 quoted in Nixon, 1996, p.51) through honing in on 
“consumers visual, tactile and spatial consciousness” (ibid, p. 15 quoted in Nixon, 
1996, p.51). As Nixon himself asserts, this approach showed that Fitch and 
Woudhuysen explicitly understood “retail design as working through the 
organisation and incitement of identity” (Nixon, 1996, p.52).

Over a decade later, carefully branded retail space remains a core concern of 
high street clothing providers and whilst the industry rhetoric may centre on the 
identity of the brand itself this is clearly inextricably linked with that is the consumer 
since market segmentation similarly remains central to retail structure. Indeed in the 
particular economic and competitive retail environment of the early years of the 21st 
century retail design is an apparently indispensable tool. Specifically in a crowded 
market place at a time when consumer spending on clothing is apparently dwindling:

“As more and more shops compete for fewer and fewer pounds, the need for 
brands at all levels of the market to establish a strong and distinctive retail 
identity has never been so important. Today, retail design really matters. 
Thom Breslin, senior consultant of global brand and design consultant Fitch, 
says it is a ‘medium for brands to communicate their values in a three- 
dimensional way” (Foster, Drapers Record, 8/12/01, p.21)

The design of the retail space can indeed be seen as the material manifestation of a 
brand’s values and as such a site for customers to corporeally engage with and 
experience these. As Jeff Kingleysides, managing director of another design 
consultancy suggests:

“As soon as customers cross the threshold of the store they are in the home o f 
the brand and what they find there can either fulfil or destroy their image of 
it. The store designer has to analyse brand values, understand what they
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mean and then manifest them in physical form.” (Quoted by Foster, Drapers
Record, 8/12/01, p.21, emphasis added)

Whilst Nixon focuses on the emergence of new masculinities through specific retail 
design vocabularies and restricted his analysis largely to the production and 
theoretical decoding of these three dimensional cultural texts. I have found that with 
respect to the mass market, traditional pregnant femininities continue to loom large 
with small independent retailers making space for different identities. Also whilst 
Nixon seems to conceptualise the bodies of consumers as inert canvases onto which 
meaning laden garments, bought in particular spatial contexts, project particular 
masculinities. 1 perceive retail design to actively construct the pregnant body itself 
in particular ways and as it does so re-inscribe cultural norms with respect to how it 
should37 be lived and worn. The design of retail space in unison with the other 
elements discussed therefore can be seen to have greater significance than merely 
fixing meanings around garments. However eluding to the traditional Cartesian 
dualism mind/body Nixon appears to assume the masculine ability to transcend 
fleshy corporeality by omitting to consider the embodied connotations for 
consumers, their consumption practices and experiences. I however, whilst 
concurring with the concept of retail design as central to the construction of brand 
and therefore customer identity (and indeed vice versa), would stress that any full 
account must also consider the centrality of the corporeal in these productions. 
Significantly I would argue this manifestation of (cultural) brand values through 
retail design is in part explicitly corporeal. Not only are the bodies of store staff and 
models, both of whom represent the ‘brand’ (see for example Adkins, 1992; Leidner, 
1993; McDowell and Court, 1994; McDowell 1995), central to this but so too are 
those of customers who through their patronage may too act as corporeal sites of 
representation through wearing branded clothing or carrying a carrier bag outside the 
‘home of the brand’ itself. Further, brand values are not merely a set of abstract 
ideas used to distinguish one company from another, but rather are embedded in a 
particular cultural context and therefore relate specifically to prevailing sartorial 
codes. Any physical manifestation of ‘brand’ in retail design therefore also 
materially expresses values associated with the clothing itself and the bodies for 
which it is intended.

Mothercare
For example I would argue that Mothercare store spaces are central to the 

embedding of meanings and values associated with traditional ideas about 
motherhood in their maternity wear. Specifically as I have consistently suggested, in 
these spaces visual codings and the material construction of the space constitutes 
maternity wear as anti-fashion and low-priority, reflecting demure, maternal dress 
codes adopted by the (literally) .ve/^sacrificing mother.

The idea of a shop which caters for the needs of pregnancy and children 
drives a wedge between Mothercare maternity wear and women’s clothing more 
generally and not only that but pregnant women and other women, and maternity 
wear consumption and clothing consumption more generally. On a fundamental 
level it is almost the only situation where you would find women’s and children’s 
clothes in the same shop. Since whilst department stores carry concessionary ranges 
for children and adults in the same stores the spatial differentiation employed

37 The implication is indeed a draconian sh ou ld  given the apparent lack o f segmentation in this (niche 
area o f  the) market and therefore production o f a monolithic identity for the most part.
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between the different groups allows for the integrity of the different brands to be 
maintained. However in Mothercare the stores are more open and uniform 
throughout. Maternity wear is not organised as a separate shop within a shop38, 
something that would help to differentiate a women’s clothing product from 
children’s clothes and toys. Rather it is a corollary to these other brands. The visual 
impact on walking into a store is amazing in comparison to other womenswear shops 
and bearing in mind the associated intertextual ways of looking women are well 
versed in. Women who are used to shopping in glossy, (laminate) wood floored, 
well set out high street stores with up to the minute designs and fittings, to a 
background of music -  spaces that are often almost always occupied by women 
walk into a completely different consumption context. Everything about 
womenswear consumption is turned on its head in Mothercare. The maternity wear 
which is usually at the back in a corner, accounts for at best one fifth of the unit 
space, the sound-scape is made up of children’s crying, shouting, chatter, electronic 
toys and other distractions, and the spatial organisation and the shop fittings have the 
effect of all the ranges melting into one -  there is no brand integrity between them. 
This is not an environment, which invites women to shop for clothes in anything like 
the same way that they do normally. Rather it disrupts the ways of looking 
associated with women’s clothing and directs the gaze in a very different way, away 
from the female body as a site of conspicuous consumption of fashion. Indeed I 
would suggest that indeed this environment serves to produce maternity wear as an 
incidental need, an inevitable need but nonetheless one much less important than the 
needs of the baby. The pregnant body therefore is not constructed as a legitimate site 
of consumption in the same way as the female body in womenswear space elsewhere 
on the high street. In complete contrast to the corporeal construction of the consumer 
in these contexts, where clothing consumption is produced as integral to female 
identities, here the pregnant femininity evoked is radically disruptive of this. It is 
almost as if the productive capacity of this body identifies it as being outside of 
legitimate consumption. This is literally mapped out in the shop space, for instance 
the section of maternity wear is dwarfed in size by the enormous amount of space 
given over to baby clothes, equipment and toys. For me this reinforces the traditional 
view that self-sacrifice is good -  that good mothers go without in order to provide for 
their baby. So it could be argued that the very concept of Mothercare, along with its 
spatial organisation produces maternity wear (and mothers) in a particular way, 
setting it apart from women’s clothing more generally and defining it as a functional 
garment and nothing more since the frivolity of fashion should not concern women 
who’s baby’s needs overshadow all else39:

3ii Although it maybe that this is direction they may be moving towards. The Manchester city centre 
store had just had a single dressing room built in the maternity wear section in October 2000. The 
maternity wear manager 1 spoke to there felt that made them more self-contained as it meant women 
didn’t have to trek across the shop to change amongst children. Trying clothes on whilst surrounded 
by children clearly contributes to the production o f the image o f  maternity wear as baby centred rather 
than woman centred. The image produced is o f mother rather than pregnant woman, the focus not on 
appearance or personal identity maintenance or continuity but on the metamorphosis into Mother.

This can be seen to be reinforced by the fact that maternity wear sections commonly are situated 
adjacent to those containing the first items that people will come in for, such as prams, nursery 
equipment and so on. Presumably this is so if  people don’t come in specifically for maternity wear 
they will see it if  they come in for any o f the other things which people usually buy before baby is 
born and vice versa. It is usually situated as a leader off' these first baby buys.
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Ay for th e  m a tern ity  w ear I  nearly walked; s tra ig h t p a st it, h a rd ly  
noticing; i t  wow there' a t  d l l  ay the; sectio n  ...iy  so  m in iscu le  a n d  
in sig n ifica n t. I n  fa c t there; a re  no- c lear boundaries' betw een i t  
a n d  th e  nelghbxouring; sections- a t  a l l  w htch  givey th e  im p re s ió n  
o f th e  c h ild re n  y clothey a n d  m a tern ity  w ear m elting ' into- o n e  
another. W om en’y id en titie y  a re  lite ra lly  subsum ed in to  th e  
u n ita ry  id en tity  o f M other here. ... There iy lite ra lly  nothing; 
here.... fo r  m e th iy  suggests th e  varying; levely o f im portance  
M other ca re  le n d  to  w om en y clothing; daring; pregnancy a n d  
item y for c h ild re n  a n d  bahiey. The tin y  a m o u n t o f m a tern ity  
w ear in  com parison  to  everything; else a n d  th e  d re a d fu l way in  
w hich  i t  iy displayed, th e  laclo o f coherence, fu ll  ra n g e  a n d  so o n  
suggesty th a t  i t  iy a  n eed  to  b e  m e t certa in ly  b u t in  a  fu n c tio n a l 
sense only. We a l l  n eed  clothey a n d  certa in ly  th e  p re g n a n t body 
sh o u ld  be m odestly covered b u t th e  frivo lity  o f fa sh io n  h a y  no­
p la ce  h ere  a n d  ¡pending- a n y  m ore th a n  th e  m in im um / iy 
unnecessary. Besidey th e  sea  o f item y to  fu lf i l  yo u r balyy’y needy  
fa ir ly  swamp yo u r own, they a re  g rea ter by fa r  a n d  a  g o o d  
m other sh o u ld  co n cern  herself a n d  co m m it her fin a n cey  to  those. 
(N o rth a m p to n  research d iary , November 28th 2000)

The display of the maternity clothing further contributes to the disruption of 
the ways of looking associated with women’s clothes shopping more generally. With 
maternity sections often appearing (even early in the morning) like an end of season 
sale at the end of a busy Saturday, with no apparent stock continuity, coherence, 
organisation or inclination to use display to sell the items. The implied value 
attached to these products is very low indeed particularly when compared to the often 
immaculate displays of nursery items and baby clothes for example. By extension 
therefore whilst this might be seen to appeal to the ‘bargain’ mentality of the English 
consumer and the undeniable priority given to thrift in many women’s maternity 
wear consumption, this three dimensional communication of (cultural) brand values 
can be seen to devalue the pregnant body itself in all but its maternal role (to which 
the thrift element of consumption is directly linked), particularly as items linked 
specifically to the biological function of the pregnant body such as feeding bras and 
so on are often well stocked and tidily displayed. As such Mothercare shop spaces 
would seem to communicate particular expectations for pregnant bodies as 
consumers, positively encouraging practices such as breast-feeding which are in line 
with traditional maternal identities whilst distancing pregnant women from clothes 
shopping and therefore consumption practices of womenswear more generally. 
Women are encouraged, even directed - through the construction of Mothercare retail 
space - to consume clothing during pregnancy in a way quite removed from pre­
pregnant clothing consumption practices. Their bodies are not central to this sartorial 
shopping rather their unborn child is:

There a re  lite ra lly  th re e  y tandy o f clothey a n d  th ere  iy  no­
coherence to  th e  way th e  clothey a re  d isp layed  o n  them . D ifferen t 
styles- a re  m ixed  together, th ere  iy n o  r u n  o f th e  sam e sty le  in  a  
num ber o f sigeyfor exam ple. T o  borrow a  phrase fro m  o n e  o f my 
reypondenty, T ina, i t y a  re a l ‘j im ite  ja m h le ’ a n d  really does- h a ve  
th e  look- o f a  ch a rity  shop a b o u t it. To f in d  anyth in g -yo w  w a n ted
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would/ be  d ifficu lt, yo u sw o u ld h a ve  to- look/ through/ th e  e n tire  lot... 
I t  would/ be  the/ lu c k  o f the/ draw , ¡ort o f ju m b le  bale/ type/ h o p p iv \g  
ra th er th a n / a n y th in g ' etbe/ ... fu rth er, despite/ a lm o st everyone/1 
have/ ta lked / to- involved/ a t  w hatever levet w ith  re ta ilin g / 
m a tern ity  w ear te llin g > me/ th a t  i t  hay no- h a n g in g ' a p p ea l m any  
o f th e  clothe* were/ h u n g  in  bach/ a  way here/ a y  to- make/ them / beem/ 
worbe! M a n y  o f the/ legging* and/ jo g g in g  trouver* for example/ 
were/ folded/ up and/ th e n  h u n g  up on/ grabber h a n g ery 
h ig h lig h tin g  the/ fu n c tio n a l baperm arket type/ approach/. I  
certa in ly  c a n ’t  im agine/ w a lk in g  in to  a n o th er w o m en y clothe*  
¡hop and/ fin d in g  item * h u n g  up in th iy w a y .

In terestin g ly  in  complete/ co n tra st to  the/ o rg a n isa tio n  o f 
the/ o u ter w ear garm ent*  there/ iy a  whole/ bank/ o f m a tern ity  bray  
h u n g  ap in  a  huge/ mobotc/ o n  the/ wall. The/ co n tra st iy enormouss 
ay  there/ are/ bo m any in  com parison  to  the/ o ther c lo th in g  
available/ - the/ choice/ beem lngly bo great, the/ provision  beem lngly 
bo comprehensive/ - and / in  w ith  respect to  the/ o rg a n isa tio n  - the/ 
bras/ are/ h u n g  i n  regim ented/ row* and/ colum n*. I t  givey th e  
im pression th a t  M othercare h a y  g o t i t  together in  re la tio n  to  
m a tern ity  and/ fe e d in g  bray, th a t  fu n c tio n a l, bodily needy a re  
w ell catered/ -for. (N o rth a m p to n  research d ia ry , November 28th' 
2000)

Whilst these are not the design vocabularies identified by Nixon, who described how 
the use of particular building materials and so on were central to the construction of 
brand and therefore consumer identities for example (see particularly, 1996). I 
would argue that the elements of the physical construction of shop spaces such as 
those 1 have described are equally important in communicating branded values as 
those strategically employed by retail designers. Indeed the material landscape can 
be seen to map out values and associated expectations for the pregnant body which 
extend beyond dress codes and practices of consumption, even directing their 
movement and so on, their ways of being.

S o m eth in g  I  n o tc e d  to d a y  w h ich  I  d id n ’t  la s t tim e  way th e  use/ o f 
p a ce/ b u rro u n d in g  th e  m a tern ity  w ear bection. I  d id  n o te  la s t 
tim e  a b o u t th e  fa c t th a t  th e  m a tern ity  w ear bection way bo i l l  
d e fin e d  a n d  in s ig n ific a n t th a t  i t  beamy to  m e lt in to  th e  
n e ig h b o u rin g  section*. Today i t  b e em e d to b e  m ore so- ay th ere  a re  
a/ ¡e lec tio n  o f playpen*, w h ich  a c tu a lly  j u t  o u t in to  th e  m a tern ity  
bection floor p a ce . I  a c tu a lly  w ondered, w h en  I  saw th e m  i f  
a n y o n e  h a d  ever trip p ed  over them . You/ do- n o t reasonably espect 
to  h a ve  to  step over ch ild ren ’y p lay eq u ip m en t w h ilst clo they 
¡hopping! Or perhapy th iy  iy m e  th in k in g  a y  a  ¡elfish, 
in d ep en d en t childless/ w om an, M other iy perhapy u sed  to  stepp ing  
over toy* a n d  n e g o tia tin g  her tu n e , h o p p in g  a n d  a l l  th e  rest 
a ro u n d  baby. M other iy perhapy u sed  to  h a v in g  n o  p a c e  o f her 
own. Thly p ro v id e* yet a n o th er rem in d er w ith in  th e  p a c e  o f th e  
m a tern ity  w ear sectio n  itse lf th a t  th ere  a re  grea ter esp en sey to  be  
borne  for one* child .
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The/ ^pace/ o f the/ m a tern ity  w ear ¡action/ way oho- irwadad/ 
by children/ in  a n o th er ¡anye/. Thane/ iy a/ m ech a n ica l tr a in  ride/ 
th in g y  there/ too-. W hen I  arrived/ there/ to d a y  a/ w o m a n  way 
¡yiperviying/ her tw o-young/ c h ild re n  o n  it. I t  iy one/ o f thoye/ noiyy, 
a il  ¡ringing/ a i l  d a n cin g / a ffa iry  complete/ w ith  flash ing / lighty, a/ 
Thom ay The/ Tank/ Engine/ one/ I  th in k / i f  I  have/ ¡Mccayyfuily 
id en tified / the/ tune/ b laring / acroyy the/ ¿hop. So- n o t only iy the/ 
■floor ¡pare/ o f the/ m a tern ity  ¡action  invaded/ by playpeny, the/ 
¡action  it&elf iy  a/ ch ild ly  p lay area/. The/ youndz-ycape/ and/ the/ 
physica l ¡pace/ dom in a ted / by ch ildren . (N o rth a m p to n  research  
d iary , December 7 2 0 0 0 )

The specific representations of pregnant femininity produced by retail and 
garment design in Mothercare stores is unambiguous and clearly focused on Mother. 
The design of Mothercare retail space clearly identifies Mother’s proper 
consumption focus as being directed away from herself. Here Mother is constructed 
as self-sacrificing, child-centred, and only incidentally distracted by her own sartorial 
requirements. Indeed these are functional needs for basic casual garments since this 
maternal femininity is spatially defined also by the design of retail space. For 
example, the spilling of children’s amusements and equipment into maternity 
sections evokes the realm of the domestic, which is highlighted as the appropriate 
socio-spatial context for mother by the (lack of) styles of clothing retailed and the 
catalogue images used. To a large extent therefore I would argue that the design of 
Mothercare retail space is child focused in the extreme, the brand values clearly 
being articulated in relation to traditional ideas of motherhood and child rearing. 
Integral to the version of pregnant femininity represented here are not just cultural 
values associated with how the pregnant body should properly be worn but also how 
it conducts itself more generally. Being a good mother, it is inferred, begins at the 
earliest stage of pregnancy and even the ways in which clothing is consumed during 
pregnancy is important in this respect. This infers not only the aesthetic cultural 
values surrounding mother’s dress and indeed her self-sacrifice and thrifty 
consumption, but indeed also the associated activities the maternal body is expected 
to undertake.

Small Independent Retailers: Corporeo-Spat ial Production
Whilst differing greatly from Mothercare in many respects it is indeed the 

case that small independents such as Mums & Co and Belly Bumpers also contain 
within their retail spaces elements which reflect similar pregnant femininities. For 
example Mums & Co have a play pen area in one comer of the shop which is well 
stocked with toys and is integral to the design of the shop space, being bordered by a 
wooden fence divider painted in the same green colour wash as other elements of the 
clothing display units. Indeed to a certain extent these spaces have been more child 
centred, certainly child dominated than even Mothercare since because of child-care 
issues both retail spaces often have owner’s children present. For example though 
they are now at nursery, when Mums & Co was first established Ari and Sarah both 
had their children with them on a day-to-day basis. Although the shop has a ‘back 
stage’ space within which the children spent most of their time clearly the necessity 
for supervision meant they were present in the front stage shop space when 
customers were present. This presented some problems, particularly for Ari who felt 
that her son at times prevented her from performing the professional identity she
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sought since she was simultaneously performing ‘Mummy’ alongside this. I would 
suggest however that not only did the children’s presence create tensions in these 
women’s personal identity performances it also significantly influenced the identity 
of the space itself and therefore the brand image created through it. Whilst this is not 
strictly a ‘design’ issue 1 feel it is important to note it since it demonstrates the 
embodied nature of space and indeed its fluidity:

I  w as cvwcure  o f  Kmc d iffe re n t th e  shop iy w ith o u t J a c o b  today... The< 
d ifferen ce  is  ta n g ib le  and/ i t  way h igh ligh ted / th is  a fternoon/ when/ 
Sarah/ came/ in/ w ith  the/ tw ins. A lthough/ they ¡pen t a l l  a fternoon/ 
in  the/ back/ room/ - the/ backstage/ space th e ir  ch a tter and/ 
p a rticu la rly  crying/ did/ penetrate/ in to  the/ fro n t stage/ space/ o f the/ 
¡hop. ... To a  c e r ta in  e x te n t th is  doesn’t  disturb- the/ shop id en tity  
giA/en/ th a t  they se tt c h ild re n  y clothey as, w elt a y  m a tern ity  wear 
and/ th iy  k in d  o f noise/ Ly o f course/ second  nature/ to  m ost o f the/ 
people/ w ho  come/ in to  th iy  space/ i f  n o t fro m  d ire c t persona l 
experience/ o f existing- c h ild re n  b u t in  an ticipcction  o f the/ c h ild  to  
come/ ... However... i t  a d d y  to  the/ com plexity o f the/ id en tity  
represented through/ the/ space/ a n d  h ig h lig h ts  the/ flu id ity  o f the/ 
id en tity  perform ance/ depending/ o n  w ho  is  in  th a t  space/ a n d  
w h a t sounds are/ presen t also. I  w o u ld  suggest th a t  the/ ch ild ren ’s  
presence/, e ith er physically i n  the/ shop Space/ itse lf or through/ 
so u n d  leakage/ fro m  the/ backstage/ space/ in flu en ces the- id e n tity  o f 
the/ shop a n d  clothey in  d iffe ren t w ays for d iffe re n t people/, fo r  
instance/ the/ w o m a n  w ho came/ in  th iy  a fternoon/ w ho  a lrea d y  h a s  
a  d a u g h ter  the/ same/ age/ a y  Jaoolr w ilt u n d o u b ted ly  re a d  ... the/ 
tw in s crying/ d ifferen tly  perhaps ay a n  everyday, inevitable/ so u n d  
in d e e d  she m ay even  n o t p a rticu la rly  n o tice  i t  a y  i t  is  su ch  a  
n o rm a l so u n d  for her to  hear. However a  w o m a n  w ho iy p reg n a n t 
for th e  fir s t tim e  m ay n o tice  i t  i n  a  d iffe ren t way sin ce  th is  iy n o t 
a/ so u n d  she  associa tes w ith  c lo thes shopping/ y e t  or her everyday  
life. ... O f course th e re  a re  o ther possibilities, a  m other m ay be  
m ore h o n e d  into- ch ild ren ’s  cries a n d  so  h ea r th e  so u n d s in  a  
m ore soph istica ted  way, d iscerning/ w h a t k in d  o f cry i t  is  (hungry, 
tired , a tte n tio n /se ek in g -a n d  so  o n ) w hereas 1 a s  a/ m em ber o f th e  
u n in itia te d  .. h ea r i t  ay  ju s t  th a t, a  c h ild ’s  cry, a n d  therefore  
ea ch  w ill in terp re t .. i t  d ifferen tly  in  respect to  th e  sp a tia l 
co n stru c tio n  o f th e  shops id en tity . The p o in t is  o f course th a t  th e  
flu id ity  o f th is  id en tity  is  a s  m u ch  to  d o  with/ th e  custom ers 
rea d in g s w h ich  a re  o f course c o n tin g e n t o n  th e ir  b a c kg ro u n d s.. 
a n d  so  o n  a s  o n  how th e  space is  physically, sym bolically, 
delibera tely  co n stru cted  a n d  peopled by A r i a n d  S a ra h  
them selves. (M um ytr Co research d ia ry , A u g u st 22nd 2000)

Interestingly this highlights the fluidity of the space itself depending greatly on who 
occupies it at any given time and specifically on how those present decode, interpret 
and experience it. This would seem to add a corporeal layer to Nixon’s concept of 
spaces of representation, suggesting that cultural meaning and specifically versions 
of pregnant femininity are fixed to clothing not only through the design of the
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materia] environment. The construction of space and therefore inferred identities are 
contingent upon the corporealities of those present also.

Although the presence of children’s toys and owner’s children can be seen to 
align these retail spaces with Mothercare and traditional femininities, evoking the 
consumer as Mother with all this entails with regards consumption practices. I 
would argue that the design and composition of these spaces also actively challenge 
such monolithic identity constructions. Indeed they can also be seen to suggest new 
pregnant femininities rather than merely re-inscribing traditional ones. Coupled with 
other elements of design which seek to construct the space as boutique like - 
constructing the clothing as comparable to mainstream womenswear rather than 
functional garments and women as clothing consumers in their own right - the 
presence of children can be seen to highlight the importance of maintaining some 
sense of self in relation to ones role as mother rather than self being subsumed by 
any monolithic maternal identity. The children’s presence in these particular spaces 
can be seen to actively construct new pregnant femininities where conspicuous 
personalised consumption is not incompatible with good mothering for example. 
Indeed the presence of owner’s children in particular evokes non-domestic maternal 
identities and explicitly associates entrepreneurial identities with mother, clearly 
challenging traditional discourses. This is particularly poignant during times when 
the owners themselves have been embodied as pregnant as this corporeality perhaps 
more than any other has been hegemonically constructed as irrational and so on and 
therefore out of place in public space and certainly incompatible with professional 
identities. These spaces can therefore be seen to be especially challenging since they 
also seem to evoke pregnant and maternal identities which do not rely on the mutual 
exclusivity of Mother and alternative personal identities such as a professional 
identity.

These corporeal aspects of the shop space, though clearly fluid and ephemeral 
help to fix particular meanings to the maternity wear sold here. The importance of 
shop space is to act as a three-dimensional representation of brand values and the 
bodies of those present, particularly the owners are crucial in this sense since 
effectively they are the brand. Other staff are also important in this respect, helping 
to fix meaning to the clothes through the specificities of their corporeality. Ari and 
Sarah of Mums & Co are particularly focused on this being very aware that the staff 
are an important aspect of their image building both in terms of the corporeality and 
also the way they themselves dress:

Ari/ w ay ta lk in g  to d a y  a b o u t g o in g  ¡¡hopping/ to- the/ Trafford/ 
Centre/ w h en  the/ ¡aley are/ o n  to- buy ¡om e rea lly  tren d y  clothey. ... 
She/ ¡ayy th a t  ¡he/ th ih k y  i t  would/ be/ good/ fo r the/ ¡hop i f  ¡he/ looky 
trendy. They iy  very in te re s tin g  a y  i t  ¡howy a n  aw areneyy o f how  
her appearance/ (h er em b o d im en t and / clothed/ id en tity ), 
in fluence/ how people/ view the/ ¡hop. C learly ¡ho ¡eey her 
em b o d im en t f  clothed/ id e n tity  a y  im p o rta n t t o  the/ im a g o  o f the/ 
¡hop and/ perhapy by exten& ion the/ clo they stocked/ in  i t  ... I ty  
a lm o st a y  i f  her w ea rin g  clo they a t  th e  h e ig h t o f fa sh io n  wild 
im part/tran& fer ¡om e kind / o f fash lona lnd ity  to  a ) ¡hopping  a t  
M umy and / Co; and/ b) th e  m a tern ity  w ear they ¡eld.” (hAumy ¿f Co 
research  d iary, December 15th 1999)
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The corporeality of staff themselves is also important in this respect. When 
considering who they might enter into partnership with in order to open new shops, 
employ to manage them or indeed work odd days in their existing shop such factors 
are given a great deal of consideration. They are keen for those employed in front 
stage roles at Mums & Co to be knowledgeable about maternity wear itself, be 
sympathetic to the values upon which the business was founded and also to have a 
corporeal identity which reflects these. For example a particular individual in her 
early 50s with grey permed hair and a wardrobe largely from Marks and Spencer was 
dismissed out of hand as a prospective manager purely because her ‘image’ was not 
considered to be ‘what they would be looking for’ (Mums & Co research diary, 
August 30th 2000).

Material Spatial Production: Front and Back Stage Spaces
Whilst neither Ari and Sarah, nor Maria and Dennis have any professional 

knowledge or experience of retail design, both display an appreciation of the 
importance of the material construction of their shop spaces in building brand image, 
including as I have described the corporealities of staff and so on. This is 
particularly well demonstrated by the distinctions drawn between front and back 
stage spaces and the ways in which they are used differently in order to construct 
particular identities. For example at Mums & Co, the decision was made after only a 
few months of trading, and despite low stock levels, to relegate the ‘dress agency’ 
clothing to the back stage space of the shop. The ‘dress agency’ comprises items 
which are entering at least their second cycle of consumption, brought in by 
customers who receive half of the selling price, which is usually low. Whilst this is a 
service they continue to provide, therefore making good quality40, affordable 
maternity wear available to all, the visual impact on the shop space was considered to 
be unacceptably compromising very early on:

“S a ra h  a n d  Arc were/ c f i jc a ij in f  w hether or n o t to- brings th e  dresy 
agency section' back/ onto- th e  shop floor a fter Christmas- this- 
a ftern o o n< S a ra h  th in ks' th a t  when/ th e  C hristm as stock 0s- taken/ 
o ff i t  w ilt lo o k  very em pty b u t A r t is- n o t so  keen/ and/ would/ rea lly  
m u ch  ra th er i t  stayed/ in/ th e  b a c k  ro o m /... [She feels th a t]  th e  
dresy agency section/ spoils- th e  colour - coded/ way in/ w h ich  th e  
sto ck  iy  organised/ and/ displayed/ on/ th e  shop floor as-clearly th ere  
a re  m a n y d ifferen t, random / clothes- b ro u g h t in  by oastomery. I  
know  th a t  she  is- despera te fo r th e  shop n o t to  lo o k  lik e  cc second/ 
hand/ shop or a/ ‘Ju m b le  sa le’ and / I  th in k  sh e  feels- th e  dresy 
agency, a lth o u g h  being/ a- good/ service to  custom ers a n d  so  o n  
does- te n d  to  g ive  th a t  impression/. V isually i t  does- n o t evoke th e  
k in d  o f id e n tity  she  w a n ts fo r th e  shop. S h e  w a n ts i t  to  lo o k  
fa sh io n a b le  a n d  (a lth o u g h  th e  clothes- a re  re la tively  cheap a n d  
they w a n t them / to  stay th a t  way)  classy.” (Piurns Co research
d ia ry , December 15th 2000)

Displaying more unsightly, discontinuous lines in more ‘backstage’ spaces does 
indeed diminish their visual contamination of the main ranges, with which retailers 
would rather be identified. At Belly Bumpers a similar practice has emerged. Whilst

40 They are very careful to take only items in excellent condition and reflecting recent seasons trends.
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not having a ‘dress agency’ as such Maria and Dennis do tend to weed out single 
items of stock and as new collections come in move old stock from the main selling 
area to what I would describe as an in-between41 space, between the backstage office 
and the front stage main shop floor. Here they have what they call their ‘sale rail’. 
Items here are displayed with less care than on the main shop floor, which is 
seemingly justified given the ‘sale rail’ tag, yet the presentation of this space is still 
more important than the backstage space, which whilst only separated from the in- 
between space by a beaded curtain remains the most informal area of the shop. 
However even backstage space has significance in the construction of professional 
identities as Maria demonstrated shortly before the first visit of Carla C designer and 
head, Carla and Per, around four months after they opened:

“She/ ha& been/ ta lk ing - a b o u t her  a n e w  a t  the/ state/ o f i t  fo r a  
couple/ o f weeks' now, saying/ she/ needs' to- ‘bUt%- i f  a n d  the/ reason/ 
i t  has- become/ a n  urgent, pressing- co n cern  is- th a t  the/ h u sb a n d  
a n d  wife/ team / b e h in d  C arla  C a re  com ing- to- v is it them / o n  
W ednesday, th e y  a re  com ing- to  show them / th e ir  a u tu m n /ivin te r  
co llec tio n  a n d  M aria  is- co n cern ed  a b o u t w h a t th e ir  im pression  
w HI b e  o f them , w h a t they w i d  th in k /w h e n  they  see th a t  room/ i f  t y  
in  th e  s ta te  its- i n  a t  th e  m om ent. She is- w orried  I  th ink- th a t  i f  
they saw ( i t  as- i t  is-] they  m ig h t th in k / h er unprofessional/ a n d  
w ouldn’t  w a n t her to  stock/ th e ir  b ra n d fla b et. S h e  is- co n cern ed  
a b o u t her com pany im a g e  being- ta rn ish e d  by th e  s ta te  o f th is- 
spare a n d  th a t  th is  w o u ld  ca u se  C arla  C to  w ithdraw  th e ir  offer to  
supply th em .” (B elly B um pers research-diary, M arch 12th 2001)

Despite any professional knowledge of the importance of retail design these small 
independent retailers do have an appreciation of the importance of their spatial 
constructions to their brand image. And indeed Maria’s concern about Carla and 
Per’s impression of them as a company, based on their readings of the backstage 
space highlights an additional factor for these companies. The construction of spaces 
of representation is important not only for themselves as a brand but also those 
brands they stock. In this particular case the image of Belly Bumpers is important to 
Carla C as it will be pivotal to the image constructed for Carla C in this space. 
Equally the brands they stock and the values embedded in these may also influence 
those expressed in, and embodied by, the space.

Socio-Spatial Environment
With respect to the material design of these two shops it is interesting to note 

that despite their independence from one another there are several similarities 
between them. Both companies seek to rehabilitate maternity wear relative to the 
ways in which it is produced on the high street believing it to be a significant aspect 
of pregnant embodied experience. Since these small independent shops have, in
common with many others, been founded and developed on the basis of personal 
embodied consumption experiences it is perhaps not surprising that there are

41 t describe it as ‘in between’ since whilst not being backstage space as such customers themselves 
clearly perceive it differently from the rest o f  the shop frequently asking permission to go through and 
look.
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Figure 5.9: Internal photograph of Mums & Co.

Figure 5.10: Internal photograph of Mums & Co.

Figure 5.11: Internal photograph of Belly Bumpers.
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significant similarities in not only what we might term their brand values -  such as 
the belief that women should be offered choice in maternity wear and have relative 
freedom in dress during pregnancy rather than being forced into a faceless ‘uniform’ 
because of lack of provision, and that dress is integral to the embodied experience of 
pregnancy - but also the material environment in which they are reflected. These 
retailers are well versed in the visual repertories of womenswear retailing in general 
and also those of maternity wear, which because of the ‘placelessness’ of the UK 
high street are almost identical the country over. Hence the similarities in their own 
productions which are largely a mirror of what they see to be lacking or wrong 
elsewhere within their frame of reference which is wider visual repertoires of 
womenswear retailing design. As I have previously mentioned however I would 
argue that there is more to the construction of spaces of representation than the 
physical décor itself and that further the characteristics of these spaces and the values 
constructed through them have implications beyond communicating brand values. 
Therefore whilst the similarities in visual repertoires are significant the key 
importance of these spaces I would suggest lies in their wider implications for the 
consumption of maternity wear (within them) in comparison to the high street.

The visual repertoires of these two small independents themselves are similar 
in several respects (see figures 5.942 -  5.11). For example Mums & Co has a light 
coloured laminate wood floor and Belly Bumpers a stripped wooden varnished floor. 
In this respect both are clearly drawing on a key design feature of clothing, 
specifically fashion retail design of recent years. Therefore, whilst for the most part 
these shops are vastly different to high street shops or other small independents -  
largely because of their lack of professionalism as I have previously described -  the 
flooring acts as a strong visual link to other clothing retail sites. Mums & Co in 
particular also, through the use of colour washed wood in the construction of display 
units and such and also iconic Ikea motifs such as shaped mirrors (see figure 5.9) 
have built an image based on ‘fashion’ in a wider sense. The use of materials 
fashionable in interior design (and in this respect it is notable that Belly Bumpers 
have chrome fixtures and fittings and halogen inset ceiling lighting) works to 
construct a similar identity for the brand itself, the clothing sold here and also 
perhaps for the customers themselves.

The palette adopted in the interior décor is also broadly comparable 
comprising fresh, clean colours and with green being dominant in each (though the 
precise shades vary). Both shops therefore have a calm, airy feel, lending an 
unhurried ambience to the shopping context and perhaps a feeling of freshness and 
novelty to the clothing. Mums & Co accentuate this fresh, calm theme by often 
adding a large vase of fresh flowers. The calm greens and light airiness is in contrast 
to the frenetic activity of mainstream consumption sites. Indeed along with 
differences in the way these spaces are peopled, this characteristic makes for 
qualitatively different consumption experiences. Interestingly therefore whist 
aligning maternity wear more with fashion than is attempted on the high street these 
spaces construct maternity clothing consumption as distinct from shopping for 
fashion as it would ordinarily take place on the high street. The colours themselves 
do not stand alone in this clearly. Indeed green is the dominant colour in Mothercare 
retail design and yet the character of these spaces are very different, they are not 
spaces which encourage unhurried, careful, considered, self-indulgent consumption. 
However whilst for example shopping with children could never be described as

42 Please note that the photographs o f Mums & Co (figures, 5.9 and 5.10) were taken at a time when 
they still stocked childrenswear
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stress free it is likely to be easier in small independents in which toys are routinely 
provided and the one-to-one attention provided by staff means an extra pair of eyes 
and supervision when women are trying on therefore allowing extra freedoms during 
selection and purchase. The socio-spatial environment encourages clothing 
consumption in very different ways to Mothercare for example allowing women 
more opportunity to focus on themselves rather than any existing children they may 
have and also their unborn child in the absence of any consumer goods relating to 
their needs which may compete in importance with their own (and always win).

Whilst children may be present these are adult, women-cenlred spaces. For 
example, the sound-scapes reflect this with women choosing contemporary pop and 
soul music as back drops and conversations about the clothing, the way it looks, feels 
and wears dominating exchanges in addition to the omnipresent disbelief as to the 
state of provision elsewhere. These are spaces where women’s needs are fore­
grounded. They are also predominantly female spaces where men routinely feel out 
of place and staff unconsciously question a single man’s presence. As such they are 
also exceptionally social spaces with retailers’ friends often popping in for coffee 
and chat, but more than that the interaction between retailers and customers is highly 
significant and often takes very personalised forms. Further, customers often spend 
some time, on occasions literally hours, in these spaces. They are encouraged by the 
physical surroundings including the provision of seating for those accompanying 
them for example and the socio-spatial environment as a whole as I have described to 
take time considering their purchases. In addition whilst thrift is recognised as an 
important aspect of maternity consumption it is couched in terms of attempting to 
gain value for money by assuring the acquisition of appropriate, satisfactory well 
fitting garments.

While lacking any professional retail design knowledge and without any 
significant outside input in this direction both Mums & Co and Belly Bumpers have 
constructed spaces of representation which construct maternity wear in specific 
ways. These small independent retailers have succeeded in producing physical 
contexts through which maternity wear is reconstructed with respect to mainstream 
high street comparisons. But more importantly I have suggested that these spaces in 
their socio-spatial complexity actively challenge not just the construction of 
maternity wear itself in high street spaces but also values associated with the way it 
is consumed and therefore the pregnant body itself which has practical implications 
for ways of seeing, dressing and being this body.

In particular, in both Mums & Co and Belly Bumpers maternity wear is the 
priority product. Whilst both have experimented with small baby items or children’s 
clothes these diversifications were relatively short lived and the core focus has 
become exclusive in both cases. In contrast to high street stores where small ranges 
are marginalized in unprofitable spaces here maternity wear is dominant and central. 
This in itself has the effect of legitimising maternity wear as a commodity in its own 
right worthy of single purpose shopping trips (since these shops are located away 
from central shopping centres). By extension therefore the pregnant body is 
constructed by these small independent retailers as being not only a legitimate 
consumer but being worthy of such personalised consumption, of spending time, 
money and effort on its sartorial needs, thereby inferring social value beyond its 
nurturing role. Furthermore the attitude and knowledge of the retailers themselves 
and the attention they afford their customers strengthens this production. Rather than 
pregnant women’s dress being subordinated by the needs of her unborn child in these 
spaces she is prioritised as a clothing consumer in her own right.
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5.4 Conclusion

Small independent retailers Mums & Co and Belly Bumpers through various 
practices of representation are successful in challenging hegemonic versions of 
pregnant femininity (usually equated to mother) and in offering up new, more 
complex, fluid and multiple identities in relation to their maternity wear. Through 
the design of clothing stocked assumptions about appropriate activities are broken 
down and along with the quality and design content of the garments greater 
flexibility is offered in the pregnant femininities performed. The display of clothing 
on mannequins, particularly in shop windows, shatters the invisibility of the pregnant 
body in primary retail sites and firmly locates it in public space more generally 
whilst also legitimating it as a site of consumption. Photographic images used by 
small independents rather than evoking traditional maternal imagery used by others 
which support more common self-sacrificial consumption patterns align maternity 
wear more closely with fashion iconographies. And the socio-spatial environment 
constructs new ways of seeing, dressing and being the pregnant body.

However whilst this may be so, the power of these challenges is questionable 
given the subverting factor of the lack of professionalism that defines these 
businesses. Problems arising directly from this significantly mute the potential of 
these challenges and dull the effectiveness of the various practices of representation. 
For example the lack of consistency of buying (particularly at Belly Bumpers) and 
poor standards of display (often arising directly from this lack of consistency) work 
to undermine some of the efforts of retail design. A lack of professional knowledge 
with respect to window dressing decreases their impact and therefore effectiveness. 
The production of glossy photographic images is undermined if the stock capacity is 
not there to back it up. And finally shop fitting is notoriously expensive and small 
businesses must inevitably cut comers, indeed Belly Bumpers opened with an 
unfinished shop floor, which has never been fully completed. In addition whilst shop 
interiors quickly look dated it is doubtful whether such companies with limited 
profits will be able to afford to update effectively and maintain (or improve) their 
image.

Indeed even if such problems could be overcome (and to some extent at 
Mums & Co in particular some are beginning to be resolved) the possibilities for 
such businesses with respect to their economic potential and their ability to affect 
social change on anything but a micro-scale are limited. Even linked through 
branding their challenge is muted by the hegemony of traditional discourses and the 
power of high street multiples. Interwoven economic and cultural factors, which 
shape maternity wear production and consumption, construct an uncertain future for 
these businesses. At the centre of this uncertainty lie crucial corporeal issues. 
Whilst there may indeed be a collective cry amongst pregnant women for better 
provision of maternity wear than the high street can muster this does not necessarily 
translate into a guaranteed market for the small businesswoman. As I have suggested 
through these past two chapters the processes of production and consumption are 
underwritten and constructed by a common set of cultural values which have the 
pregnant body as their core focus and therefore it is to this site that I now turn, to 
evaluate in detail how the way this body is lived shapes the maternity wear market 
arguing that the biggest obstacle to face Mums & Co and Belly Bumpers is not 
material construction of their socio-spatial contexts but the need for a wholesale re­
imagining of the pregnant body in western culture.
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Chapter 6: Destabilisation and Reconstitution of Sartorial 
Consumption Knowledge and Practice

6.1 Introduction

Despite the challenges to hegemonic productions of maternity wear provided 
by small independent retailers, for many women clothing consumption during 
pregnancy centres on mainstream, high street provision. Having mapped the 
landscape of provision and production in the previous two chapters I now argue that 
the specificities of this context have particular implications for the ways in which 
women consume clothing during pregnancy. It would appear that women’s existing 
practices and knowledges of consumption are fundamentally destabilised during 
pregnancy, specifically as a result of the nature and organisation of high street 
provision and production. The following chapter analyses examples of these 
destabilisations and some of their implications for women’s clothing consumption. It 
is argued that women are often unprepared for the degree of destabilisation and 
therefore the difficulty they will encounter in competently dressing their pregnant 
bodies, something which is exacerbated not only by the latency of maternity wear 
(and indeed the pregnant body) on the high street but also its absence from traditional 
sources of vestimentary competence such as the fashion press. Inevitably therefore, 
women experience particular consequences for their identity performance and 
sartorial certitude and employ strategies in order to negotiate not only the 
destabilisations of practice, knowledge and certitude but also a distinct pregnancy 
consumption discourse. Specifically this discourse defines pregnant women as 
‘mother-to-be’ and crucially defines their bodies’ as legitimate sites of consumption 
only under particular, self-sacrificial, need fulfilling conditions. Socially sanctioned 
clothing consumption during pregnancy therefore it is argued centres around thrift.

This chapter therefore addresses the distinctive form clothing consumption 
takes during pregnancy. I look firstly at the destabilisation women experience with 
respect to their pre-pregnant shopping geographies and related consumption practices 
and secondly at the difficulties encountered in renegotiating these due to a lack of 
sartorial certitude and knowledge from normative sources. Thirdly I consider 
examples of practices my research participants employed in order to negotiate such 
destabilisations, including developing ‘personal strategies’ to cope with 
impoverished provision and the disintegration of shopping geographies and practices; 
‘uniform strategies’ to cope with deficits in certitude and anxiety about dressing the 
pregnant body appropriately; and ‘sharing strategies’ which are perhaps the most 
effective at negotiating the widest range of destabilisations of clothing consumption 
caused by pregnancy. The practice of circulating wardrobes of maternity wear 
(usually within friendship or familial networks), it is argued, allows women to 
negotiate not only the disintegration of shopping geographies by clearly removing 
the need to engage in so much first cycle consumption, but also crucially the deficits 
of knowledge and certitude since circulated items are constructed as ‘safe’ having 
been previously worn by another pregnant body. This too is important from a 
material culture perspective since these clothes, in a way similar to that suggested by 
Gregson et al (2000), retain traces of the prior owner -  if only in terms of their 
biography -  and therefore allow confirmation of a pregnant identity for those who 
subsequently wear them. Finally this strategy is often central to women’s negotiation 
of the specific discourse of appropriate clothing consumption during pregnancy, 
which centres of maternal sacrifice and thrift. Whilst eluding to this central
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paradigm of consumption throughout the chapter (since it is inherent in all the 
practices observed and discussed) I seek to examine it more closely in the final 
section.

6.2 Destabilisation of Sartorial Consumption Practices

When shopping for maternity wear it appears that existing sartorial 
consumption practices are almost totally destabilised for most women. Specifically 
these destabilisations can be seen to firstly involve geographies in relation to where 
to buy maternity wear, and perhaps more crucially, maternity wear that fulfils 
personal identity and style requirements. Pre-existing practices of consumption4’ 
developed in the context of a highly segmented womenswear market must be re­
negotiated during pregnancy where in contrast the market is comparatively small and 
appears to be far more (though not entirely) mass marketed towards a singular 
(pregnant) woman.

On a fundamental level it is clear that women lack even basic knowledges 
with regards to where to buy maternity wear and how to satisfy their changing 
clothing needs. Maternity wear knowledges are assumed to be specialist knowledges 
applicable to and appropriate only for those embodied as ‘pregnant43 44’. Indeed, it is 
often not until women experience embodied ‘need’ that the necessity of such specific 
knowledges is appreciated. It is at this point, often literally at the point when 
maternity wear becomes a material necessity, that the destabilising influence of the 
pregnant body on existing, personalised shopping geographies and practices first 
becomes apparent. For example as one of my interviewees Clare described, she and 
her Mum went looking for maternity wear quite early on in her pregnancy 
(something which is relatively unusual in itself, many women putting it off until the 
last possible moment). They went, not with any specific knowledge or cartographies 
with respect to where they might be able to buy it (beyond Mothercare that is) but 
rather just notional thoughts about which brands might accommodate the pregnant 
body. As Clare noted, their estimations proved to be wildly optimistic:

“Mum and I went to Milton Keynes and we tried to find, very early on in my 
pregnancy, l was only about two, three months, and we went round all the 
shops that we thought would have maternity wear, or went in and asked have 
you got it and there were so many that said no. It was very few of them that 
said yes. And Next said yes but we only do it through our catalogue, Dorothy 
Perkins said yes and I thought ‘god is that really it hanging up there’ [laugh], 
Marks and Spencer said no, you can one, one sort of five piece through their 
catalogue and I think that was it.” (Clare, early thirties, married, mother of 
one, Northampton)

43 It must be noted that though I discuss the destabilisation o f consumption practices here l do not 
intend to reduce these to where and how one shops for clothing. The practices 1 discuss here are 
specifically those which relate to this narrow aspect o f  consumption -  since it is perhaps these which 
first alert most women to the complex and differential nature o f this particular form o f consumption. 1 
shall go on to discuss wider practices o f consumption later in the chapter.
44 And as I shall discuss later this is a specific form o f embodiment, not all pregnant bodies being 
identified as such.
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This almost trial and error approach was quite an eye opener for Clare and for her 
was almost the only way of gaining the necessary new knowledge since more 
familiar means were less helpful:

V: ... could [you] tell me what you did for maternity wear.
C: Struggled! [Both laugh]
V: In a word! [Both laugh]
C: It wasn’t very easy because there no real advertising urn for maternity
wear and it was a case of speaking to people who had been pregnant, finding 
out where they’d got things from and the obvious one is Mothercare cos that 
shouts out at you whatever.” (Clare, early thirties, married, mother of one, 
Northampton)

Drawing something of a blank through practical means seems to be quite common. 
And although for Clare this seems to have been quite disorienting and ‘shocking’ 
finding that for example John Lewis had nothing, it didn’t have quite the acute 
destabilising effect it can have on others. Clare at least set out to follow different 
cartographies from the first whereas others perhaps do not anticipate the need to do 
so whilst also retaining a desire to maintain threads of continuity with their pre­
pregnant clothed identity. As Ari (of Mums & Co) explains:

A: It was awful actually [laugh] really awful which is one of the reasons why 
we’re doing what we’re doing, because it was just, I couldn’t find anything 1 
liked, couldn’t find anything that was my style. You know when you’re not 
pregnant you can choose which shops you go to and you have your own style 
and those are the shops you buy from and when you’re pregnant that goes out 
the window, you buy what’s there and that I found really hard.
S: That’s what that customer was just saying
A: Yeah she was saying the same thing, cos she doesn’t want to change
her style and she shouldn’t have to. But one of the sad facts of maternity 
wear is that you do really. You have to go with the nearest thing you can find 
to what you would normally wear ...” (Ari mid-twenties, married, mother of 
1, Bradford)

To a much greater extent than womenswear more generally, which remains 
“designed, marketed and mediated for different market segments rather than for a 
mass market of women” (Hollows, 2000, p. 152), maternity wear appears to be 
constructed and produced for a monolithic pregnant woman. As I have argued, 
though there is some differentiation between brands there is none of the (arguably 
illusory (see for example Crewe and Forster, 1993)) spectrum of choice available on 
the high street in the womenswear market. Therefore women whose consumption 
knowledges and practices have been acquired and developed in this context, whose 
shopping geographies and related brand dependent consumption have a strong 
relationship with their social identity may find such practices (and therefore arguably 
also their identity) destabilised by a market seemingly focused on a singular, for the 
most part undifferentiated consumer -  ‘mother-to-be’. For someone in this position 
the shock of finding that not only do they lack the basic knowledges with respect to 
where to buy maternity wear but also that what little they can locate is completely at 
odds with their normal personalised ideas about style (or other priorities in relation to 
clothing consumption for that matter such as price for example) can be quite
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overwhelming. This can be a particular problem too if, unlike Clare, this awareness 
of the radical destabilisation of existing knowledges is not discovered until there is a 
real embodied need:

S: ... you need it very suddenly
A: It comes on really suddenly, suddenly you find yourself pregnant and
you think T can’t get into my clothes any more’ and its actually quite a shock 
when you, you put on your jeans that fitted you yesterday and today you put 
them on and they don’t fit, so you go and you find something else and that 
doesn’t fit either so you think ‘I’m going to have to go and buy something to 
wear’.
S: And you expect to be able to buy something
A: Yeah you get in your car and drive into Leeds which is exactly what 1
did and you think .. ‘where do I go?’ .. So you go into Mothercare and come 
out again and think ‘my goodness me!’ [laugh] ‘I’m never going in there 
again’. And then you may remember that oh yeah Dorothy Perkins do it cos 
they’ve got dolls in the window
V: And because you’ve stumbled in there by accident and put it back and
though ‘oh no!’
A: Yeah. So you go there and you think ‘25 quid for a pair of black
bootlegs, they’re only 20 quid in the normal section!’ and you think ‘well 
O.K. I’ll go and have a look around’ and then you look around and you think 
‘oh’ so you go and have a cry [laugh]. And you still haven’t got anything to 
wear [laugh] unless you go home and say [to your husband] ‘can 1 borrow 
that shirt please!’ [laughing] ‘what size are your jeans !’(Ari (mother of 1) and 
Sarah (first pregnancy), both mid-twenties, married and from Bradford)

That the very basic geographical knowledges required to clothe the pregnant body in 
maternity wear at all - let alone in any relationship of continuity with pre-pregnant 
identities - are generally lacking amongst women is borne out by the fact that so few 
of the women I interviewed seem to have ventured beyond the main high street 
providers. Whilst most report having knowledge of Mothercare and Dorothy 
Perkins, and to a certain extent Next Directory (even if they didn’t buy there), much 
fewer mention others such as C&A (who did carry some before their demise), H&M 
and M&S (although interestingly most expected them to carry a range). Lack of 
knowledge of the latter two is perhaps not surprising given that at the time of 
interview the emergence of their ranges on anything like a country wide scale was 
very recent, but it is perhaps more surprising that few of the women 1 spoke to 
actually did buy through or indeed even know of the various mail order companies 
who retail maternity wear. For many then their knowledge of maternity wear can be 
described as narrow at best. For some this narrow shopping geography may be the 
result of apathy as described by Meg and Sharen when discussing small independent 
retailers such as Mums & Co where the interview took place:

S: [Cough] I suppose again its like what we were saying about what
value you put on how you look during your [pregnancy].... someone who put 
more value on it would probably make the effort to come out to a shop like 
this, whereas you see I wouldn’t
M: I would probably come here but I wouldn’t bother with finding out, I
mean unless somebody put a catalogue through my door I probably wouldn’t
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make the effort. (Meg (fourth pregnancy, mother of 2) and Sharen (third 
pregnancy, mother of 2), both mid- to late-thirties, married and from 
Bradford)

I would suggest that this is not an uncommon approach, given the hegemonic 
discourse reinforced by the specialist press covering pregnancy, birth and parenting 
issues, which consistently devalues maternity wear in relation to more rational 
concerns about the health of mother and baby and the (consumption) needs of the 
child. Any consumption entered into by women in this context then is cast as 
legitimate only if for the fulfilment of material need or for the direct benefit of the 
child itself. Such cultural codes do seem to frame women’s maternity wear 
consumption and 1 would suggest may be responsible for such feelings of apathy, 
devaluation of shopping knowledges and a sense of making do being the most 
appropriate form of consumption during pregnancy. However whilst this might be 
the case for some, in addition to the fact that there are far more limited geographies 
of shopping to be mapped in relation to maternity wear than womenswear in general, 
it is clear that women do experience destabilisation of their pre-existing shopping 
geographies45 and associated consumption practices and that new ones must be 
learnt, based not on specific lifestyle identity groups, but rather on the monolithic 
category of pregnant woman. Women therefore must not only negotiate their lack of 
knowledge with regards to knowing where to buy maternity wear but also negotiate 
their diminished ability to dress according to their own identity. This is not only 
experienced in relation to mapping shopping geographies but also in relation to the 
embodied experience of these geographies, in terms of the experiences of the spaces 
themselves:

V: so ... what is your overall impression of maternity wear? On the
whole.
T: I’m not that impressed really, fve  seen bits, a few bits and pieces that
I’ve liked but I just, I don’t think there’s enough of it, I don’t think the stuff s 
available really ... you know in specific shops in specific corners urn ... and 
you’re kind of it and its kind of sort o f ... But I did feel the first time I went 
to look in a maternity section I felt a bit weird cos I thought I’m not showing 
very much and people are going to think ‘what’s she doing over there?’ um. 
And I just think, you know I don’t think what I’ve seen, from what I’ve seen 
it just seems to be for older Mum’s n o t. .. its a bit sort of frumpy. (Tina, mid­
twenties, married, first pregnancy, Coventry)

For Tina, a 24 year old primary school teacher, the disruption o ffer shopping 
geographies in terms of where to find maternity wear on a very basic level and also 
in relation to her own identity is narrated here in an explicitly spatial sense. She 
found it only to be available in specific shops in specific corners, ‘maternity wear 
spaces’, not commanding an obvious presence on the high street but rather being 
tucked away in certain ‘corners’, and as such it was, for Tina, not widely available. 
The spatial organisation of retail spaces by and large afford maternity wear ranges 
the minimum square footage of shop floor and therefore can be seen to compound 
the lack of geographical knowledge that women have in relation to maternity wear. 
Further the shopping geography Tina had managed to develop for maternity wear led

45 And this is in terms not only o f the knowledges themselves but also in the appropriateness o f  such 
knowledges at all, the legitimacy o f the pregnant body as a site o f consumption.
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her to restricted ranges of maternity wear which she decoded as being for "the older 
mother’46 being as she thought ‘sort of frumpy’ and therefore not reflective of her 
own identity and certainly not suitable for flawless assimilation into her own regimes 
of style and dress. Tina’s consumption practice was therefore marked by not only 
diminished geographical shopping knowledges which limited her ability to find 
maternity wear at all but in addition the spaces in which she did encounter it further 
destabilised her practices of consumption because of their representation of different 
identities (other than her own) and also their deviation from the more familiar 
construction of high street womenswear retail spaces. As 1 have suggested women’s’ 
consumption knowledges are built up in the context of a highly segmented and 
specialised market where different brands are purportedly tailored to particular 
lifestyles and identities. These are communicated at least in part through retail 
spaces as I have discussed (see also Nixon, 1992; 1996; 1997). For Tina for example 
occupying spaces where the clothes were actively decoded by her as being for the 
‘older mother47’ (i.e. not herself) and crucially when not visually discemibly 
pregnant provoked feelings of being out of place. This kind of shopping space was 
alien to her, not comparable at all with that mapped by her existing shopping 
geographies. For example as she says of Mothercare:

T: The one in Coventry I don’t know if you’ve ever been in there is
absolutely dreadful. Its all baby stuff, its all baby clothes and stuff and 
there’s like about you know one hanger this long [indicating length with span 
of arms] with like maternity clothes on which is a real jimble-jamble its not 
got lots of like the same styles in sizes or I mean you know whatever.. You 
know it’s all just a big miss match of stuff all hung up.
V: And was it right at the back in a corner
T: Yeah it was like you know it was like walking into a charity shop with
a big you know when you walk into a charity shop its all different clothes all 
in a big row it was like that and 1 thought ‘oh that’s a bit weird’. (Tina, mid­
twenties, married, first pregnancy, Coventry, emphasis in original speech)

Tina’s consumption practice was therefore destabilised on a number of levels. 
Firstly, in finding appropriate clothing not available enough, not only absent from the 
shops she ordinarily would have visited but also generally latent and concealed in 
‘certain corners’, she found she had to do a lot more work in order to competently 
dress her changing body and actively renegotiate her shopping geographies. 
Secondly, her embodied experience of shopping was qualitatively different and 
indeed wholly destabilised. From feeling ‘in place’ in the retail spaces frequented, 
constructed as such by the correspondence between lifestyle and bodily identity and 
that represented spatially, Tina talks about how the composition of maternity wear 
retail spaces and the identity she perceived to be embedded within the clothing itself 
destabilised her consumption practice. Such spaces were for her ‘a bit weird’ and 
during the early portion of her pregnancy she felt doubly ‘out of place’ since not only 
were these spaces selling clothing for ‘the older mother’ but also pregnant women -  
‘mothers to be’ -  and at this stage her body and identity defined her as neither.

46 This is something many o f  the younger women I have spoken to have commented in relation to high 
street offerings (for example Natriece, Tracey and others)
47 It is significant perhaps that she decodes these clothes as being for the ‘older m oth er  ’ perhaps at this 
point not yet seeing herself as a ‘mother’ as embodied not as obviously pregnant, but rather the ‘in 
between pregnant body’.
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The destabilisation of shopping geographies and associated consumption 
practices can therefore be seen to have a number of consequences for women’s 
identities as these are expressed through clothing (and indeed the consumption of 
clothing). Firstly, I have noted the disintegration of shopping geographies and 
difficulties in mapping new ones, which enable the consumption of clothing that 
adequately reflects and embodies personal identity. This is significant not just from 
the perspective of being unable to source satisfactory clothing and therefore having 
‘nothing to wear’ -  which requires negotiation of wider consumption practices (as 1 
shall discuss later) -  but also with respect to the relationship between shopping 
context and identity (Miller et al, 1998). To the extent that the places (and in this 
context I mean specific retailers rather than shopping centres) people shop in 
contribute to a sense of identity the destabilisation of shopping geographies is highly 
significant. Women are unable to map their identities in the same ways as pre­
pregnancy in relation to where they shop any more than what they wear. Clearly 
many find it difficult to identify either their pre-pregnant or pregnant selves with the 
shopping sites they are forced into, and 1 would argue that this is another way in 
which the pregnant consumer is homogenised into a singular figure through high 
street provisioning. Secondly, particularly during early pregnancy when embodied 
as not obviously pregnant but rather ‘in between’ shopping practice reaffirms this ‘in 
between-ness’ -  the sense of being neither pre-pregnant self nor indeed ‘pregnant’. 
At the same time as women are forced out of familiar shopping contexts with which 
they identify and into ones which they don’t -  not only because of stylistic reasons 
but also for example because, as the ‘in between pregnant body’ at the level of their 
body they can feet ’out of place’ as Tina describes they are unable to affirm their 
pregnant identity because of the limited provisioning of, their lack of knowledge 
about, and indeed the material design of maternity wear. Layne (2000) shows clearly 
the importance of material commodities in affirming bereaved parents’ identities, 
items having ‘belonged’ to dead babies tangibly constructing them as having been 
‘real’. In the same vein maternity wear can function to affirm a woman as ‘pregnant’ 
and this is particularly significant when the body itself does not manifest this itself 
(either through looking or feeling pregnant for example). However given the lack of 
provisioning and particularly women’s lack of knowledge with respect to where to 
shop for the limited amount available such affirmation is itself difficult to obtain. 
Further, as I shall discuss in more depth later, the material design of much maternity 
wear itself contributes to the construction of the early and ‘in between’ pregnant 
bodies as not pregnant since it rarely fits these bodies satisfactorily. Therefore 
shopping for maternity wear can be seen to actively construct women, in the early 
stages of their pregnancies as neither ‘self nor ‘pregnant’.

However I would argue that there is a significant aspect of shopping practice 
which can be seen to actively construct maternal identities, and this is with respect 
not so much to what one buys, or even where48 one buys it but rather how one shops. 
The destabilisation of pre-pregnancy shopping geographies and practices and the 
difficulties experienced in constructing comparable alternatives can be seen to

48 Although this is also important for example with respect to where people do not shop for example. 
Even those o f  my interviewees who knew o f and liked for example Formes maternity wear (and those 
who knew o f it invariably expressed the opinion that here was one place you could obtain genuinely 
desirable maternity wear) did not shop there. Universally amongst these women the clothes were 
considered to be far too expensive, to shop here would have been inappropriate because o f  the high 
cost o f the goods. This shop did not therefore fit into the discourse o f  appropriate consumption for 
‘mother-to-be’ and so was avoided.
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actively construct pregnant women as consumers in significantly different ways to 
non- (and specifically, never-) pregnant women. Whilst Miller (1998) and indeed 
Miller el al (1998) argue that little shopping can be see to be “centred upon hedonism 
and materialism” (Miller, 1998, p.66) and that most mundane shopping is directed 
towards ‘others’ (Miller, 1998), 1 would suggest that shopping for (and indeed 
consuming) maternity wear can be seen to be a transitionary phase where many 
women become ‘mother’ through their shopping and consumption practices by 
explicitly directing this primarily away from self and towards the unborn child (and 
family). The prevalence of ‘thrift’ within women’s consumption practices is 
indicative of this. This is represented as the most appropriate form of consumption 
for ‘mother-to-be’ within retail spaces as I have previously noted, and indeed, is 
further affirmed by the lack of provisioning and so on of maternity wear on the high 
street which forces women to suspend their pre-pregnant forms of clothing 
consumption.

During pregnancy therefore many women find their practices of clothing 
consumption destabilised in a number of ways. From the fundamental level of not 
knowing where to look for maternity wear, and being unable to find appropriate 
clothing through to the embodied experience of shopping these destabilisations are 
felt more acutely when women lack the knowledge with which to successfully 
renegotiate their practice. For many who put off such consumption until it presents 
itself as a material necessity this can be seen as a significant problem, particularly as 
the acquisition of such knowledge is not nearly as straightforward as with other 
varieties of womenswear and fashion.

6.3 Destabilisation of Sartorial Consumption Knowledges

As for example Clarke and Miller (2002, p. 193) have noted, feelings of 
‘anxiety and embarrassment’ are central to many women’s relationship to their 
clothing. As such, anxiety about and the need for certitude in relation to appropriate 
dress can be seen to structure women’s everyday clothing consumption practices. 
This I would argue is particularly significant with respect to women’s clothing 
consumption during pregnancy -  which 1 shall come to conceptualise as a series of 
coping strategies -  since traditional sources of institutional and social certitude on 
which women ordinarily draw have little to say about and therefore offer scant 
support to the pregnant body. Faced with the destabilisation of shopping geographies 
and practice women often find it difficult to map new ones, particularly in relation to 
what to buy and subsequently wear given the lack of knowledge they possess, the 
debasement of traditional sources of certitude and therefore the increase in fashion 
anxiety they feel. In particular I focus here on the lack of support provided by 
institutional sources such as the fashion press and social sources such as other 
women, and using an example of one of my interviewees I describe the implications 
the destabilisations of shopping and sartorial knowledges can have for women’s 
clothing consumption, particularly their feelings of competency in relation to 
dressing their pregnant bodies.

6.3.1 Magazine Media As Knowledge Disseminators

“Nothing, perhaps, more directly depends on early learning, especially the
learning which takes place without any express intention to teach, than the
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dispositions and knowledge that are invested in clothing, furnishing and 
cooking or more precisely, in the way clothes, furniture and food are bought” 
(Bourdieu, 1984, p.78 quoted in Clarke, 1998, p.73).

Much has been written on the perceived bombardment of ‘women’ with ideal forms 
of feminine embodiment from seemingly all corners of the media. Whilst this 
saturation of the visual with images of perfect femininity may be variously 
interpreted as damaging to women, encouraging docility and the reproduction of 
particular social relations within which they remain subordinate or, offering up a 
norm to be parodied and challenged, it has been argued that under any interpretation 
such representations are internalised as informative media disseminating fashion, 
communicating sartorial codes and literally educating women in how to achieve 
certain ‘looks’. This is not to suggest that women unquestioningly internalise 
representations, passively undertaking to recreate what they see, but media images 
are undeniably important in developing vestimentary competences in relation to 
composing social bodies and allaying fashion anxiety.

“...most women’s magazines, like cinema and novels, are crucial arenas for 
educating women in what and where to buy clothing and how to use and 
transform these commodities into a particular look (Winship, 1987, p.48)” 
(Hollows, 2000, p. 153)

The destabilization of women’s sartorial consumption practices in terms of where 
and how they shop during pregnancy can be seen to be further compounded for 
example therefore by the magazine media. Traditionally a source of certitude 
construction, the fashion press appears to abandon women for the duration of their 
pregnancies and further the particular coverage given by specialist pregnancy and 
birth magazines contributes little to sartorial knowledges. Indeed, the absence of the 
pregnant body and, in particular, maternity wear from traditional sources of sartorial 
certitude can be seen to have important implications for women in terms of the 
development of sartorial knowledges and therefore how they dress their pregnant 
bodies.

Whilst it is true to say that certain sections of the magazine media, 
specifically the celebrity watchers OK and Hello\ Have published seemingly 
countless images of pregnant celebrities finely dressed in beautiful clothes over 
recent years, this is largely an anomaly. By and large the pregnant body remains 
absent from the very media deemed so important in the dissemination of 
consumption and sartorial knowledges (for example women’s magazines such as 
Vogue). Indeed, despite the variety of celebrity women who appear to be queuing up 
to display their pregnant bodies through dress (in magazines such as OK and Hellol) 
-  something which could be seen as contributing to positive new sartorial codes, new 
ways of wearing the pregnant body -  in the main these features withhold the most 
important information, that is where to buy the clothes pictured. Whereas in other 
cases it appears to be common to note the designer and origin of the clothes 
celebrities are pictured wearing, this is far less common with those who are pregnant, 
denying the women constituting the audience the vital knowledges necessary to take 
on such vestimentary regimes themselves (should they wish or be able to do so)49.

49 Rather than acting as disseminators o f  positive fashion advice for (pregnant) women then these 
publications can be seen more as purveyors o f  cultural codes constructing a dualism between celebrity 
pregnant bodies and others, such that the clothing regimes adopted by the celebrities in these glossy
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In other portions of the visual media too, where consumption knowledges and 
sartorial competences are developed, little information is to be found. Indeed, the 
pregnant body is all but absent, lending credence to the discourse that the pregnant 
body is not an appropriate social body and incongruent with fashion. The major 
fashion and women’s magazines have a particular blind spot in relation to this form 
of embodiment, perhaps unsurprisingly given the antithesis it provides in relation to 
the idealised (slim, toned, flat stomached) female body otherwise dominating their 
pages. Over the past few years I have come across only a handful of articles 
concerned with ‘maternity wear’ in such publications none of which actually deal 
positively with specialist maternity wear, rather suggesting women buy ordinary 
clothes in larger sizes (see for example: Lang, in Kile, March 1998; Clark, in Marie 
Claire, October 1999). Ironically, although this may be seen as at least providing 
some consumption knowledge for many women such advice rings rather hollow 
since they find the fit of such clothing wholly unsatisfactory. As such this tiny 
morsel of information can itself be seen as being entirely concerned with the surface 
aspects of ‘fashion’ rather than its material encounter with the body itself. What is 
just as important to women are the techniques and practices involved with dressing 
and wearing the pregnant body. In such a context pregnancy and birth magazines are 
perhaps the only source of serious sartorial and consumption knowledges women are 
likely to be exposed to since the cinema and television are comparable to fashion 
magazines in terms of coverage. The absence of the pregnant body in such media 
was summed up for me by a recent series of ‘Frasier’ (shown on Channel 4) where 
the actress Jane Leeves’ pregnancy, (whose character Daphne was not pregnant at the 
time), was written into the storyline as an uncontrollable weight problem for which 
she needed professional treatment at a health spa. She returned, flat stomached and 
lean as ever, presumably after the real life birth of her baby, apparently cured of her 
addiction of food (or should that be deviation from her idealised female 
embodiment?). Considered fat and fundamentally unattractive therefore the pregnant 
body remains largely absent from both cinema and TV screens with the odd 
exceptions of pregnant celebrities (which may not be considered to bear much 
relation to ordinary women’s pregnant bodies), or ‘mother figures’ (or indeed anti­
mother figures) in soap operas. As Church Gibson suggests in relation to images of 
old age in film, television and newspapers “representation often resembles 
caricature” (2000, p.87), thus hardly constituting a backdrop against which highly 
developed vestimentary competencies are likely to be awakened.

Pregnancy and birth magazines may therefore be seen as one of the only 
sources of knowledge for women with respect to dressing their pregnant bodies. 
Though even these charge maternity wear with variously low levels of priority in 
relation to far more serious concerns of health and birth issues and baby related 
consumption for example. The volume of coverage given over to clothing the 
pregnant body is only a fraction of that devoted to other issues.

That these magazines are perhaps the mainstay of knowledge dissemination 
in any practical sense - carrying adverts for maternity wear retailers both mail order 
and small independent as well as small scale fashion shoots using high street and 
major mail order clothes as well as larger sized ordinary women’s wear -  suggests a 
major difference between this consumption and that of other womenswear. Only the 
specialist media has any kind of real practical advice (and even this is limited) 
suggesting that consumption knowledge of this kind is completely removed from any

images remain culturally and practically o ff limits for other women. Different codes o f appropriate 
dress and different compositions o f socially appropriate pregnant bodies apply to each set o f bodies.
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ideas of fashion and its associated codes and competences and further is reserved 
only for pregnant women themselves. In addition it associates it with the more 
important functional knowledges disseminated in these publications, about the 
practicalities of pregnancy, birth and parenting rather than the leisure and pleasure 
discourses ordinarily represented in relation to womenswear and fashion in 
particular.

I would argue that there are two main reasons for the absence of the pregnant 
body from traditional sources of sartorial certitude. Firstly, as I shall explore in more 
depth in the following chapter, the pregnant body is culturally constructed as the 
antithesis of fashion and therefore does not fit into such representational contexts. 
Secondly, discourses of appropriate (clothing) consumption in relation to the 
pregnant body are very different to those mapped onto those addressed by the fashion 
media. In the context of Miller (1998) and Miller et a l’s (1998) theory that most 
shopping is directed towards an other with whom the subject has a relationship of 
love (Miller, 1998) a fundamental opposition becomes apparent. The hegemonic 
gaze falling on the ideal forms of feminine embodiment represented in the fashion 
press is heterosexual and male. This body is composed for his pleasure. The form of 
appropriate consumption implicit in such representation is the continual 
improvement (Clarke and Miller, 2002) of women’s bodies through the consumption 
of specific products in order to more closely embody the ideal represented. The 
significant other in such consumption practice may therefore be reasonably seen to 
be a heterosexual male partner. However in a culture where the pregnant body is 
desexualised, considered terminally abject and the pregnant consumer constructed as 
‘mother-to-be’, the significant other in appropriate consumption is the unborn child 
(and family) discourses of appropriate consumption for the pregnant body centre not 
on continual improvement in order to embody a particular ideal figure for the 
pleasure of another (for example) but rather the denial of personal desire -  beyond 
functional material need -  in favour of the child. The discourse under which the 
pregnant body is constructed as a legitimate site of consumption in relation to thrift 
and functional necessity also therefore defines it as out of place on the fashion press 
-  particularly as the relationship expressed through such consumption (Miller, 1998) 
is maternal and nurturing (rather than sexual as is normatively implied in such a 
context).

6.3.2 Discursive Sartorial Knowledges

The general paucity in formalised dissemination of sartorial knowledge 
associated with the pregnant body and indeed, a specific discourse of clothing 
consumption quite removed from fashion and other womenswear consumption, can 
be seen to be reflected in the ways women talk about maternity wear and therefore 
the reproduction of consumption knowledges on a social and discursive level. For 
example functional knowledges revolving around how one might ‘get through’ 
pregnancy and successfully negotiate the need for maternity wear are particularly 
prevalent in advice circulating between women. As one of my respondents in 
particular demonstrated, stylistically speaking women’s knowledge is broadly limited 
particularly in relation to knowing where to buy maternity wear:
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“ ...I don’t think people are particularly full of ideas because I don’t think 
there are that many more options” (Linda, early thirties, married, mother of 1, 
Bradford.)

The absence of the pregnant body from traditional sources of sartorial certitude and 
therefore the lack of institutional knowledge dissemination and support can be seen 
to influence the social forms of ‘support and reassurance’ (Clarke and Miller, 2002, 
p.209) that women rely on to allay the anxieties associated with clothing their bodies. 
During pregnancy it would seem that social sources of certitude are also focused on 
functional aspects of consumption rather than the crux of most fashion anxiety as 
Clarke and Miller (2002) see it -  the aesthetic. Therefore to the extent that women 
may seek reassurance of this type from friends and family they are likely to be 
disappointed. Rather such sources of knowledge and certitude support them in 
developing functional consumption practices. As Linda noted, the advice she 
received was all of this type:

“I remember a friend of mine who had been pregnant told me, ‘oh get 
yourself a pair of leggings its miles better than feeling uncomfortable’.”

“ ...people said to me ‘don’t buy bigger sizes, buy maternity wear’ so, I think, 
I personally think that was good advice.”

That Linda acted upon both pieces of advice, assimilating this social knowledge into 
her consumption practice is significant. It highlights the credence given by women 
to knowledge circulated in this way and therefore its importance in structuring 
women’s practice. In particular it suggests that during pregnancy the social 
circulation of embodied sartorial knowledge between women is particularly 
significant given that prior to pregnancy most appear to possess almost no 
knowledge at all in relation to maternity wear and dressing the pregnant body. 
Sources of sartorial certitude during pregnant are therefore not restricted to ‘close 
friends and family who are trusted to give advice reflecting care and concern” as 
Clarke and Miller (2002, p.209) imply, but rather are extended to others who have 
embodied experience of such vestimentary negotiations:

“ ...it’s the kind of thing you don’t ... I think you have to mix with people 
that are pregnant or ... the kind of thing you don’t really know about until 
you suddenly find you’re pregnant” (Linda)

“But don’t you think that pregnancy is not something you think about until 
you are either know someone who’s pregnant or are pregnant or get to the age 
where you might think about being pregnant. Before that it’s like a 
completely undiscovered world, you don’t even think about it. I never even 
thought about maternity wear, I didn’t look at it in the shops, I didn’t, I’d 
never been into Mothercare until I was pregnant. I’d never been into 
Mothercare, I’d never had any reason to go into Mothercare, 1 knew it existed 
but only ... because I’d, I don’t know subconsciously maybe noticed it on the 
high street and you know I’d never actually been in. And its like such a 
funny thing, you don’t realise” (Ari mid-twenties, married, mother of 1, 
Bradford)
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Rather than valuing the detached observations of non-pregnant (and certainly never- 
pregnant) friends and family (who are thought to have little (credible) knowledge 
precisely because of their lack of embodied experience) practical, functional advice 
from other pregnant women appears to be the dominant form of social support 
received and internalised during pregnancy. Indeed, I would suggest that this 
support and reassurance often takes a material form in that it is expressed through the 
circulating of maternity wear wardrobes between women, something I shall examine 
in more depth in the following section. Further, I would argue that the 
destabilisation in normative forms of sartorial certitude points to another important 
role for the small independent retailer as one of the only places where women may 
obtain support and reassurance on a one-to-one basis (which reflects Clarke and 
Miller’s point about shopping with a trusted friend or family member) in relation to 
clothing aesthetic as well as function. Here women who are perceived to possess 
institutional, credible knowledge about maternity wear style (purely because of their 
position as retailers) consistently provide reassurance to customers, helping them to 
make purchasing decisions by supporting and reassuring them (or not!) in their 
choices. Such advice is not available at the point of sale in most other retail contexts, 
certainly on the high street, either on a personal basis or otherwise (though see 
Clarke and Miller’s discussion about catalogues). Indeed, in Mothercare in particular 
the absence of all but saving promoting graphics provides little sartorial certitude 
beyond reaffirming the right way to consume as being self-sacrificial and thrift 
driven. Given the overwhelming lack of support and reassurance in relation to the 
aesthetics of clothing the pregnant body from traditional sources and indeed the 
substitution of functional advice over style in many respects I would argue that it is 
hardly surprising that women’s clothing consumption during pregnancy tends to take 
the form of a series of coping strategies punctuated by increased fashion anxiety.

6.3.3 Cultural Competencies

Such knowledge vacuums and associated destabilisations of shopping 
geographies lead to destabilisations of cultural competencies in relation to 
composing one’s body as socially acceptable, both with respect to personal identity 
and more general clothing regimes associated with the pregnant body. It is surely the 
case that shopping geographies of maternity wear are far more limited than those of 
womenswear more generally, as Linda commented, there would indeed appear to be 
a finite amount of knowledge to be had with respect to where to buy maternity wear 
and particularly that which facilitates certain identity performances. However, I 
would suggest that many women do not possess anything approaching the full 
picture, and even those who do, remain troubled by the profound lack of knowledge 
and therefore resources they have with which to clothe their pregnant bodies. This 
clearly becomes a particular problem for those who defer any thought of maternity 
wear consumption until the last possible moment, being faced with a pressing 
material need for clothing to fit their rapidly changing body and a profound 
destabilisation of existing sartorial consumption practice and knowledge whilst 
lacking the resources with which to replace these. Though the destabilisation of 
personal shopping geographies is clearly differentially felt by individual women, 
being contingent for example on the level of identity investment in fashion generally, 
particular brands, personalised regimes of style and so on, I would suggest that it is 
felt in some way by the vast majority of women and is mapped through consumption 
itself, resulting in a lack of certitude and erosion of cultural competences.
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For example Jo, one of my interviewees, a 36 year old nursery teacher from 
Bradford, experienced maternity wear consumption almost as a process of profound 
deskilling. A pre-pregnancy size 18 plus she found it inordinately difficult to find 
firstly, any maternity wear in her size at all50 51 and secondly, and very importantly to 
her, any such clothes which corresponded to her well defined personalised sense of 
style:

“ ...at Two Plus One [John Lewis] everything was all in really weird, it was all in 
like very pale, very like pale green and ... but 1, but I can’t wear that you know. 
And you see the other thing is because I’ve been coloured and 1 know what my 
colours are that 1 try and wear those colours and ... it just hasn’t been as easy to 
do that with um you know the whole lack of clothes thing. 1 mean 1 think after 
I’d been to the White Rose I was actually starting to get quite like [in a 
panicky/tearful voice]‘what am I going to wear’ you know a bit like that because 
you just didn’t think I could get anything. And when you know that your girth’s 
increasing daily virtually you know that you just think ‘where’s it all going to 
stop ?’ ... And I know I’ve got a long, long way to go yet ... bump wise” (Jo, 
mid-thirties, married, first pregnancy, Bradford)

Jo is clearly a high investor in her clothing and has highly honed consumption 
knowledges in this respect. She has acquired specific knowledges and geographies 
in relation to her clothing for example by being ‘coloured’5 , finding out what 
colours suit her skin tone and so on best. Also in relation to where to find clothes to 
fit in with this. However as with others, in pregnancy these carefully assembled 
knowledges are no longer relevant to a large extent and despite significant efforts to 
acquire specialist maternity wear geographies, mapping far more widely than most, 
Jo found it almost impossible to find satisfactory items to wear:

“ ...I was starting to get a bit desperate really because when you’ve only got 
like 2 pairs of trousers that fit you and then this limited amount of tops. And 
because I’m a nursery teacher my clothes like literally last one day and then 
they’ve got to go into the wash so you’re having to like a really quick turn 
around time to get things up and out again. I did think I’d maybe get one of 
the Mum’s to make me a shalwa chemise [quiet laugh] but I don’t really want 
to have to go and do that!”

Though feelings of desperation at the very real prospect of literally having nothing to 
wear were clearly significant in Jo’s maternity wear consumption these were almost 
surpassed by the concern that she would not be able to obtain clothes that would fit 
in with her personalised regime of style:

“ ...I suppose I’m quite used to buying clothes for myself now and finding 
what I want and not having to just wear something really weird you know but 
I suppose I, I feel like I’ve come up against another brick wall really you

50 There does appear to indeed be very little specialist maternity wear in this size bracket.
51 See Clarke and Miller (2002) for a discussion o f institutions such as ‘Colour Me Beautiful’ as 
sources o f  fashion certitude. The fact that Jo was unable to consume according to the specific advice 
given by those who had ‘coloured’ her I would suggest is particularly significant in her feelings of 
being deskilled, the debasement o f her ability to dress well and her obviously heightened anxiety in 
relation to this.
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know... And we are as I you know famously say, we are 47 % of the 
population, I’m not unusual being a over size 16 person you know”

What Jo is describing is more than a profound destabilising of her consumption 
knowledge and practice and more a process of deskilling. From her discussion it is 
clear that this is not the first time she has struggled to find adequate clothing to fit her 
body. However she has previously managed to develop consumption knowledges 
and practices to allow her to compose an acceptable body. As a result she no longer 
had to make do and wear ‘something really weird’ and yet her specific corporeal 
sartorial needs during pregnancy rendered her knowledges (and specifically those 
which provided a degree of assurance such as the colour knowledge) useless and 
reverted her to a deskilled and anxious position.

Destabilisation of existing sartorial knowledge and difficulties in obtaining 
pregnancy specific knowledges can therefore lead to a tangible lack of certitude for 
women. The cultural competences acquired and applied to non-pregnant bodies do 
not correspond to pregnant corporealities. Used to composing vestimentary regimes 
informed by personalised knowledges women may inevitably loose confidence in 
their sartorial abilities as a result. Their maternity wear consumption and 
consumption of dress during pregnancy more widely (since not everything worn 
during pregnancy will be specialist maternity wear in the majority of cases) is 
therefore punctuated by anxieties, stemming from an acute awareness of their lack of 
vestimentary competences and the absence of sources of support and reassurance. 
As Tina describes.

“I think .. I feel .. I’ve not .. I haven’t been wearing clothes that 1 would 
normally wear and that makes me feel uncomfortable because I think .. I 
always like to feel comfortable in my clothes cos otherwise I don’t feel very 
confident d’you know what I mean I think everybody’s like that. You like to 
feel comfortable and you like to look in the mirror and think you know this 
looks nice, this looks O.K. because otherwise you know you, you feel self 
conscious. And because like the stuff I’ve been wearing I wouldn’t normally 
wear ... or I wouldn’t maybe wear some of the combinations together you 
know cos I’ve got I mean I bought this big baggy elasticated waist trousers 
but I never normally wear those and I feel a b i t .. I don t know funny in them, 
they don’t, they’re not what I would normally wear...” (Tina, mid-twenties, 
married, first pregnancy, Coventry)

Ironically although women lack practical and material consumption 
knowledges, resulting in diminished competences and a lack of certitude in relation 
to dressing their pregnant bodies they are simultaneously aware of certain codes of 
dress relating to the monolithic pregnant body (mother-to-be) which delineates the 
appropriate social pregnant body. The importance of these are expressed within 
discussions in interviews surrounding media images of pregnant celebrities for 
example which not only delineate the perfect pregnant body but also are interpreted 
in relation to what are considered un/acceptable performances of mother. Whatever 
the particular reading of individual images, these are as an increasing number enter 
the public arena important communicators of these codes since as I have discussed 
images of the pregnant body in relation to clothing are largely absent in other 
respects. As Bordo suggests images are vastly important in relation to defining the 
production of appropriate femininity:
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“With the advent of movies and television, the rules of femininity have 
become culturally transmitted more and more through standardised visual 
images. As a result, femininity itself has become to be largely a matter of 
constructing, in the manner described by Erving Goffman, the appropriate 
surface presentation of the self. We are no longer given verbal descriptions 
or exemplars of what a lady is or what femininity consists. Rather we learn 
the rules directly through bodily discourse: through images that tell us what 
clothes, body shape, facial expression, movements and behaviour are 
required” (Bordo, 1993, p. 169-170)

Though largely absent from the visual media in respect to techniques of dress and 
disparate performances of pregnancy save for the celebrity images I have mentioned, 
mother figures are highly prevalent. Discourses of motherhood are ever present in 
the media, from newspapers to novels, cinema to TV and so on. Such discourses can 
be seen to inform and underlie ideas about an acceptable and appropriate social 
maternal body (and it is in this sense that the pregnant body is socially acceptable). 
Therefore whilst women’s sartorial consumption practices, knowledges and sources 
of certitude are debased during pregnancy they must simultaneously negotiate clear 
boundaries of acceptability with respect to composing appropriate social bodies 
through their clothing consumption. 1 would therefore argue that this is a form of 
consumption fraught with anxiety perhaps to a greater extent than suggested by 
Clarke and Miller (2002) since there is a great deal of scope for getting it wrong. 
Where under normal circumstances ‘getting it wrong’ sartorially would provoke 
perhaps a raised eye brow, the label of eccentricity or perhaps the stares of others, 
getting it wrong in pregnancy can provoke much more definitive responses. The 
codes of dress appear to be stronger for pregnant women and the ideological tenets of 
this stronger still, making the inappropriately dressed pregnant woman not only ‘a 
sight’ but also a ‘bad mother’. Fashion anxiety with respect to maternity wear 
therefore is not restricted to concerns about aesthetics and style but also includes 
concerns about composing one’s pregnant body appropriately in a social sense 
(which is currently prescribed as ‘mother-to-be). An integral part of this goes 
beyond the ‘surface presentation of the self and as Bordo notes includes behaviour 
and therefore specifically I would argue not just what but also how one consumes. 1 
would argue that the image of the appropriate social pregnant body as ‘mother-to-be’ 
structures many women’s clothing consumption practices during pregnancy because 
of the lack of alternatives made available to them through traditional sources of 
certitude. The knowledge and support typically encountered (outside of small 
independent retailers) either through institutional or social sources tends to reinforce 
functional, thrift driven, self-sacrificial consumption. As has been discussed credible 
alternatives are either absent or the knowledge needed to construct them is withheld, 
the bottom-line being that women lack the knowledge and therefore certitude to 
construct them. Therefore, given this context it is hardly surprising to find that 
women’s clothing consumption during pregnancy tends to reflect this specific 
discourse of appropriate consumption and also resembles a series of coping strategies 
as women seek to negotiate destabilised practices, knowledges and heightened 
anxiety.
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6.4 Maternity Wear Consumption As A Distinct Form: Responses 
Made By Women

As a result of the destabilisation of practices, knowledges and certitude 
maternity wear consumption can be conceptualised as a distinct form of consumption 
quite different from the ways many women consume more mainstream fashion. I 
suggest here that maternity wear consumption can be seen as a series of coping 
strategies, which women employ in order to negotiate their knowledge and certitude 
deficits, as well as their pregnant corporealities and indeed discourses of 
consumption as they relate to these bodies32. I identify a series of strategies that 
were evident within the consumption practices described by my research. These 
strategies include firstly, personal mechanisms. These are clearly highly individual, 
relating as they do to individual women’s established practices of sartorial 
consumption, but they commonly include utilising larger sizes of ordinary 
womenswear and in some cases cannibalising it in order to make it tit the pregnant 
body. Secondly, as a means of negotiating deficits in certitude, some women employ 
what might be described as a ‘uniform strategy’, buying into ‘safe’ styles readily 
identifiable as maternity wear. A specific example discussed here is the sustained 
appeal of denim dungarees. Thirdly, ‘sharing strategies’ are particularly common, 
with many women sharing items and indeed entire ‘wardrobes’ of maternity clothing 
within social networks. Such strategies can be seen to exemplify a perceived need 
for thrift and also a lack of certitude, clothes previously worn by other pregnant 
women as well as costing nothing are coded as sartorially ‘safe’.

6.4.1 Personal Strategies

Personal strategies clearly are developed in relation to women’s personalised 
practices and knowledges of sartorial consumption and are employed as a means of 
coping with the destabilisation of these experienced during pregnancy. However, 
despite being tailored to individual consumption practices there are broad trends 
which can be identified: as I discuss here, many women avoid specialist maternity 
wear for a variety of reasons and make do with larger sizes of ordinary womenswear 
(or even perhaps their own clothes) through a variety of means. In addition, women 
often describe a newly pragmatic approach to clothing consumption, for example as 
Ari did due to tensions surrounding fashion.

During her first pregnancy Ari found herself having to significantly 
compromise her clothing aesthetic, wearing many items she ordinarily wouldn’t 
because at the time they were the best she could find within her parameters of 
acceptable style and cost. As she suggests, her consumption became far more 
pragmatic:

“ I think you have a different urn ... plum line when you’re pregnant, it 
changes. So what you’d consider ‘nice’ is nice in comparison to other 
maternity things or other things you’d wear when you’re pregnant rather than 
what you... you actually completely disregard the whole thing about what you 
would normally wear.” (Ari mid-twenties, married, mother of 1, Bradford) 52

52 Which are hinged upon thrift and maternal sacrifice.
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This approach was borne out by her reactions when we were looking through a bag 
of her maternity clothing (from her first pregnancy), which had been returned to her 
that day by her friend Jane:

“Oh this dress [a grey dress with brown printed flower design]. Look at this 
dress I mean this is just unbelievably hideous. I can’t believe I ever wore 
this; this was like my best dress. Sarah’s worn this. I mean look at this, can 
you see me wearing this?”

Ari reached the conclusion that her usual style was unattainable during pregnancy 
and as such adopted a much more pragmatic approach to her clothing. Rather than 
being a true reflection of her identity it became rather more functional, and to be 
negotiated in terms of ‘making do’ with the most reasonable clothing she could find. 
This negotiation involved, during her first pregnancy in particular, an avoidance of 
maternity wear to a large extent (though this was also for reasons of cost), buying 
larger sizes of ordinary clothes and radically altering them in order that they might 
‘fit’ her pregnant body:

A: [Discussing a photograph of herself during her first pregnancy] Now
those trousers aren’t maternity wear, those brown ones [laugh]. Urn but those 
had, I wore those under [my bump] with lots of cuts in the waistband. That 
top is maternity but I would never have worn that before.
V: Why not?
A: Because I don’t like it, I don’t like the colours, I don’t like the pattern.
But at the time it was as fashionable as it was going to get and it went with 
those trousers [laugh],

‘Making do’ with larger sizes of ordinary clothes is a relatively common 
strategy adopted for varying reasons but almost always involving some element of 
pragmatism. Clothing aesthetic is a considerable motivating factor for women to 
‘make do’ with larger sizes of ordinary clothes, as it was for Ari, but with this comes 
a significant compromise in fit. Tolerating such poor fit however 1 would suggest is 
related to a prioritisation of both clothing aesthetic and also thrift (the kind of style 
women seek may be available in specialist maternity wear but at an unacceptable 
cost). ‘Making do’ with ordinary clothes is perceived as better value for money as 
women tend to assume they can be adapted for wear after pregnancy whereas 
maternity wear cannot53. Further it is by far the easiest method of clothing 
consumption during pregnancy, as it involves no prerequisite of specialist 
consumption skills and knowledge (providing of course the size required is within 
the normative high street provision, i.e, nothing above a 16). Meryl’s experience 
illustrates these discourses nicely as they sit along side one another within her 
consumption:

“... well I’ve, I’ve hardly looked at any maternity wear because the things that 
I have seen I’ve not been that impressed with. I looked in um ... Mothercare 
just to be, have a look and be interested and was put off by designs but also 
by the price as well. ... [I’ve just bought] just very much like things that are 
the normal sort of fashions that are in the sort of normal shops so. I’m afraid

53 Although clearly this would not have been the case for Ari who cannibalised her clothes, cutting 
into and removing waistbands for example. These items were put beyond use by her ‘alterations’.
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I’ve been quite lazy really and carried on getting things that 1 know that I 
could then perhaps adapt for afterwards as well.” (Meryl, early-thirties, 
married, first pregnancy, Manchester)

I suspect a large part of Meryl’s decision to wear ordinary clothes throughout her 
pregnancy was based on her lack of knowledge regarding specialist maternity wear. 
Having found the clothes in Mothercare to be “pretty repulsive to be honest” she 
apparently lacked any further ideas about where else to buy it and describes herself 
as having been lazy in just continuing to buy from ordinary shops. This suggests to 
me not only ambivalence towards specialist maternity wear in general as a result of 
what she saw in Mothercare but also a fundamental lack of knowledge about it. She 
assumed this would be the standard against all other maternity wear could be judged 
and therefore not only lacked the knowledge of where else to find any but also the 
motivation to look. It was easier for her to buy what she knew, clothes that 
aesthetically were close to if not exactly what she would ordinarily have bought, 
from shops she knew.

Natalie’s comments also reflect how much easier it was for her to buy 
ordinary clothes than maternity wear and it appears she only bought maternity wear 
literally as a last resort:

V: ... can you just clarify for me when exactly and what it was that made
you decide to buy maternity wear. What point in your pregnancy was that?
N: It was that last sort of couple of, last sort of couple of months from
about say six, seven months.
V: And was that because you wanted something specific to wear that you
bought maternity wear?
N: I just found it more difficult to get the sizes that 1 wanted. The shops
are very limited in the sizes, there are only certain shops that do certain sizes, 
there’s not enough variety of larger sizes. And if you go like to Manchester 
or somewhere where you get the bigger variety the prices sort of zoom up, 
they’re not sort of in a budgetable price range. (Natalie, early-twenties, 
mother of 1, Manchester)

N: ...it would probably have been more worthwhile in the long run to
sort of buy it from the beginning but they are quite expensive so I just tended 
to buy them later on when I got too big for normal clothes.

Natalie literally only bought maternity wear as a last resort, when making do with 
larger sizes became no longer an option, largely because of the restricted range of 
sizes available on the high street and also because the fit became unsatisfactory. Her 
reasons for avoiding maternity wear so long were both to do with ease and cost but 
also because of a desire for continuity with her pre-pregnant clothed identity which 
she, like so many others, did not see reflected in the maternity wear available:

V: Did you look at maternity wear right at the beginning and then decide
not to buy any?
N: I went down and looked at it and the things that I saw sort of I didn’t
really like, they weren’t the sort of things that I’d normally wear and I was 
looking for more, things that were things like I would normally wear. But at 
the time they weren’t they were like ... just like flowery dresses ...
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This desire for continuity in clothed identity and more specifically to avoid the kind 
of ‘flowery dress’ maternity wear available is not at all unusual. As I have discussed, 
clothing aesthetic is an important negotiation which women must make during their 
pregnancy. Pragmatic consumption often results because of the unavailability of 
maternity wear that reliably recreates the desired clothing aesthetic. However 1 
would suggest that where women characterise maternity wear per se as being all 
‘flowery dresses’, ‘sailor collars’ and the like, as Natalie does, this avoidance can be 
seen to point to something of a sense of denial. It is clear that there are stereotypical 
views of what maternity wear is and that within this, indeed even within maternity 
wear that transcends these assumptions, there are clear investments of a certain 
maternal identity which women can be seen to be avoiding by wearing larger sizes of 
ordinary clothes. I would suggest that this coping strategy could therefore be seen 
also as a denial of the identity of ‘mother’ perceived to be associated with maternity 
wear. At this time, the change in Natalie’s identity to being a mother was an 
enormous change. I am not suggesting that she was consciously or even 
unconsciously regretting the pregnancy, rather that through her clothing consumption 
she was enacting a subtle resistance to the enormous identity and life changes that 
were happening to her. Resisting the mother identity perceived to be associated with 
maternity wear can be seen therefore as resistance. A kind of putting the brakes on 
something that is uncontrollable in almost all other respects. For Tracey, a teenager 
(like Natalie) during her first pregnancy, I would suggest that this was more denial 
than resistance. She wore no maternity wear at all during this pregnancy, preferring 
to wear larger dresses instead and refusing to wear the Mothercare dress her mother 
bought for her, and indeed refusing to even venture into that shop herself. Meg also 
hints at resisting a maternal identity seen to be imbued in maternity wear during her 
first pregnancy:

M: In my first pregnancy it was um much more important to me to look
the same as I’d always looked, um and to find clothes that were reasonably 
comfortable but made me look, not as though I wasn’t pregnant but as though 
1 hadn’t altered my style at all...
S: Yeah, 1 mean I didn’t bother that much, in my first .[to Meg] I’ve
never heard you say anything like that about this before, but I was the same in 
my first pregnancy, it was much more ... just wearing what I’d always worn, 
things th a t... just making do 
M: Using bits of string! [Laugh]
S: Yeah and you know not doing up the zip and just wearing a belt. (Meg
(forth pregnancy, mother of 2) and Sharen (third pregnancy, mother of 2), 
both mid-late thirties, married and from Bradford)

Rather than engage with and take on the identity of Mother by wearing maternity 
clothing that reflected this, Meg during her first pregnancy at least wished to 
maintain this sense of herself and so pushed her own clothes to the limit in order to 
do so. Using bits of string extended the life of her own clothes and allowed her to do 
this in a way that required little financial outlay or shopping knowledge. This 
strategy therefore allowed her to negotiate and cope with not just a devaluation of 
this corporeality and a related desire to spend as little as possible, but also the 
difficulty of obtaining maternity clothing to not only fit her pregnant body but reflect 
her normal sense of style with diminished consumption knowledges. This excerpt is
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also interesting as it reveals her friend Sharen’s equal desire to extend the life of her 
clothing and postpone the need for new clothing consumption. For Sharen this form 
of making do was much more thrift driven and about wearing her own clothes for as 
long as possible in order to avoid spending money on maternity wear. Such a 
strategy of pushing ones own clothing to the limit is also employed by others, for 
example many women postpone shopping for maternity wear until they have literally 
grown out of their ordinary clothes, a practice which can be seen to both feed into 
and from the idea of the pregnant body not being allowed to consume. ‘Making do’ 
with ones ordinary clothes until the last possible moment almost proves the 
assumption that maternity clothing is poor value for money because of its short, 
finite period of use value. This practice however is widespread since the socially 
acceptable form of maternity clothing consumption is punitive in the extreme, 
sanctioning only need fulfilling, frugal spending. For example Carolyn talks about 
how, even at work, where her clothed identity was crucial and required careful 
construction, she made do up even until the point where she felt she was ‘pushing it’:

“You can, I got away with sort of loose blouses and elasticated skirts until 
about what 4 even 5 months and I thought I was pushing that with [2nd child] 
but um I did get a way with it. Urn and then I need obviously something um 
a bit bigger round the waist. Um really and truly 1 was also I didn’t want to 
buy something that I knew I was only going to use for a few months” 
(Carolyn, early forties, married, mother of 2, Manchester).

Despite feeling that she was literally only just ‘getting away’ with wearing these 
clothes until the fifth month of pregnancy Carolyn persisted with it, avoiding having 
to spend money on maternity wear for as long as possible. Judging by the 
importance of her work place identity -  something l will explore in more detail later 
-  I find it hard to believe that she would push the acceptability of her clothes to such 
limits in any other circumstances (other than pregnancy).

‘Making do’54 with larger sizes of ordinary clothes and indeed pushing ones 
own wardrobe to (and perhaps beyond) the limit can be seen to go beyond a 
pragmatic approach to consumption itself and be seen to be a means of coping with 
not only the destabilisation of knowledge and practice but also the shifts in identity 
that pregnancy involves. Flowever, as with the majority of these coping strategies it 
is also driven by a concern about cost, as one small independent retailer suggested:

“Women want several things from their maternity wear but by far the most 
important is value for money ... Style comes a long way down the list of 
priorities. Women don’t think about looking stylish and beautiful in this 
country ... All the women who come to her say they feel fat and unattractive. 
In Europe however it is different, they think they look beautiful and feminine. 
They think about pregnancy differently, they think it is a wonderful time to 
be enjoyed and savoured whereas in Britain we think of it as something to be 
endured and gone through in order to have a baby. This has a big influence 
on how different women think about maternity wear to the extent that in this 
country the price is always more important than what it looks like.” (Room 4 
2, telephone interview notes, emphasis added)

54 1 refer to it as a means o f making do because it does involve significant compromises in fit.
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From my research l would concur wholeheartedly with this comment. Although 
there are undoubtedly a handful of women for whom clothing aesthetic and more 
particularly the maintenance of a certain style is of great significance within their 
clothing consumption during pregnancy, I would suggest that still for many of these 
women cost is a parallel concern. For example, both Ari and Maria’s clothing 
consumption though undeniably punctuated by aesthetic concerns, remained 
curtailed and moulded by cost. For others, as the above quote suggests style is a 
concern completely eclipsed by the need for thrift. Wearing clothes incompatible 
with ones clothing aesthetic is a common strategy for ensuring acceptable 
consumption. For example, Linda, who bought most of her clothes in a Mothercare 
sale commented that these were mainly items she would never have paid full price 
for but bought them purely because they were cheap. Jane too comments that she 
had to severely compromise how she looked in order to save money:

V: Did you find it hard to get things that you specifically wanted?
J. Well yes ... they were around but the price range was difficult when 
you’re wanting to save as much as you can and you don’t really want to 
spend a load on things that urn you know you’re only going to wear for 6 
months so. So there were things around but just not in my price range, so I 
ended up just wearing stuff that I could afford. (Jane, mid-twenties, married, 
mother of 1, Bradford.)

Indeed, Tracey Fland who established Budget Bumps online, a web shop which sells 
second hand maternity wear at low prices, was motivated by frustrating experiences 
during her own pregnancy where she made do in the extreme with less than ideal 
clothing in order to keep her spending to a minimum:

“She had next to nothing when she was pregnant, two dresses and some 
borrowed stuff. She says she wore summer dresses in the winter because she 
had bought them in a sale and that was what she had, so by and large she just 
made do. She said she begrudged spending money on maternity wear.” 
(Telephone interview notes)

What could be described as a culture of thrift therefore appears to be pervasive in 
relation to the way women shop for and consume maternity clothing. Indeed I would 
argue that it is absolutely fundamental, an ever-present consideration regardless of 
the precise nature of coping mechanism employed. In line with the discourses of 
appropriate consumption represented in retail spaces, magazines and so on it would 
appear that normatively:

“Women are very conscious and don’t want to spend anything really but it’s a 
necessity, they have to” (Room 4 2, telephone interview notes)

Although women have to spend on some things it would seem that many of them are 
disciplined to the extent that they spend very little, many going without various 
things rather than increase their outlay. On the surface this would seem to involve 
high levels of consumption knowledges in order to put together specialist wardrobes 
for the least amount of money possible. However what in reality is going on is that 
women literally make do. They wear ill fitting, butchered clothing that does not
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satisfy their clothing aesthetic refusing to pay the perceived extortionate prices 
charged by retailers:

C: ... I refused to spend a huge amount of money cos you’re not going to wear 
them for that long. ... Its disgusting the amount that Next charge you.
V: Is it more expensive than their normal clothes or is it normal Next
prices?
C: Normal Next prices but you don’t want to spend the same sort of
money on clothes that you’re only going to wear for a few months. (Clare 
early-thirties, married, mother of 1, Northampton, emphasis in original 
speech)

Despite the fact that their maternity wear was in the same price range as their 
ordinary clothing Clare clearly felt that it this was not acceptable. Specifically 
because of its short life span, only a matter of months (despite the fact she has put it 
in her wardrobe to be brought out again next time she is pregnant) she feels it does 
not have the same value as ordinary clothing and therefore should not be priced as 
such.

It is important therefore to note at this point that a key similarity between all 
my interviewee’s personal practices of consumption was a concern with cost 
minimisation. However, rather than help women cope better with the destabilisations 
caused by pregnancy it in fact places more pressure on consumption -  is itself 
something to be coped with -  and therefore is significant in moulding the ways in 
which women clothe their pregnant bodies. I shall discuss this culture of thrift in 
more detail later but mark it as significant here since it is evident throughout the 
personalised strategies discussed and forms part of the overall context for the 
development of coping strategies.

6.4.2 ‘Uniform’ Strategies

What I have termed ‘uniform’ strategies may not overtly be seen to be 
informed by an underlying concern about thrift. However, based as they are on a 
negotiation of a lack of certitude and associated fears of ‘getting it wrong’, it is 
clearly part of the picture, as one small independent retailer observed:

“..because women are going to wear their maternity wear to death, they have 
to love it to death. It needs to be able to do so many things, cater for so many 
different occasions. Women have to be clever with their maternity wear 
purchases because of this. You can’t put it away in your wardrobe and hope 
to get it out next year if you decide you've made a mistake.” (Manager, 
Bumpsadaisy, Worcester, telephone interview notes, p.2, emphasis added)

Entering into ‘safe’ consumption, of garments readily identifiable as maternity wear 
may be seen as a way of saving oneself from costly mistakes. The otherwise baffling 
popularity of denim dungarees among pregnant women can perhaps be explained in 
this context and can be considered in much the same way as the uniform Pamela 
Church Gibson (2000) identifies amongst older women:

“ ...the majority of women in their sixties and upwards seem to be following 
their own sartorial rules. During the day there is in the summer, a profusion
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of floral and other prints, usually man-made fabrics. Over the frocks or 
skirts and blouses -  there is a white cardigan or, if colder, a beige blouson 
jacket (also worn by men of a similar age). In winter there are pleated skirts, 
cardigans again, pull-on trousers or a very unfashionable, non-designer, non- 
sporty tracksuit, possibly made of velour and pastel coloured. Shoes are 
usually beige and bear little relation to current styles. There is a 
preponderance of neutral colours, a seeming desire for camouflage and 
anonymity... If you observe and take notes over a sustained period of time, 
as 1 did, one thing is interesting, you see these women and their friends 
wearing virtually identical outfits, give or take the details, just as teenage 
girls still finding their fashion feet tend to do... Have they consciously 
adopted this regimented appearance or has it been forced upon them by an 
unsympathetic industry? Have they given up on fashion, perhaps through 
self-consciousness, and opted for the security of peer group style -  or anti­
style?” (Church Gibson, 2000, p.8I)

I would suggest that these questions are just as valid with respect to the persistent 
demand for denim dungarees amongst pregnant women. These are garments which 
also bear little resemblance or reference to current fashions and yet have remained 
something of a constant feature in maternity wear ranges, for example in Mothercare 
and JoJo, and are begrudgingly stocked by several small independents due to 
demand:

“ ...she swore she would never stock denim dungarees but they are a really 
good seller. She said you would be surprised how many people come in 
asking for them! Husbands in particular she said seem to have a ‘fetish’ (her 
word) for dungarees.” (Owner, Mothers To Be, Burnley, telephone interview 
notes)

“[Tracey says she] can’t get enough denim dungarees, particularly in a size 
14. She said she was shocked about this as it is the typical pregnant lady 
thing and she thought it would be the last thing people would want, but she is 
inundated with requests and sells them as fast as she can get them in.” 
(Owner, Budget Bumps website, telephone interview notes)

1 would further suggest that whilst it is true that as for older women there is a 
fundamental lack of maternity wear available on the high street, it is more a lack of 
certitude (stemming in part from the destabilisation of shopping, consumption 
knowledges and in particular sources of certitude) that influences women to make 
such specific sartorial choices which differ so radically from the everyday selections 
made pre-pregnancy. Although the fashion industry can indeed be seen to be 
unsympathetic in respect to specialist maternity wear (indeed the pregnant body full 
stop), I would suggest it is more the case that women, lacking the knowledges and 
certitude to buy into, or construct for themselves, different ways of wearing the 
pregnant body fall in with something perceived as safe, purely because they have 
seen others wearing them. A lack of certitude can therefore be seen to lead to certain 
docility in appearance.

“ ...many people ring up and ask for denim dungarees. I asked her why she 
thought that was and she says it’s the way people’s minds work. They think
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that’s what pregnant people wear. She said they were all right in the 70s 
when they were in fashion, they were comfortable and all the rest but they 
just look dreadful, and are completely unflattering” (Room 4 2, telephone 
interview notes)

Despite the women behind Room 4 2 refusing to make up denim dungarees many 
small retailers do relent and carry them, often purely because as one woman 
commented she realised that she was literally “cutting off her nose to spite her face” 
by not doing so. This is by no means a positive endorsement therefore but rather a 
reaction to market forces. Most of these retailers have to respond to constant 
requests; they literally cannot afford to ignore them since they take such little money 
relatively speaking. Denim dungarees do not correspond at all with the images 
constructed by those at Mums & Co or Belly Bumpers, although both have sold them 
at various times. Ari described them as ‘gold dust’ not long after they opened since 
they were hard to get hold of. Maria too continues to stock them. Indeed an entry 
from my Belly Bumpers research diary illustrates nicely the way in which these 
garments have become associated with the (socially appropriate) pregnant body and 
thus established within the accepted code of dress for pregnant women.

“R ig h t from/ the* b ta rt i t  way obviouy th a t  ¿he* had/ her h e a r t bet o n  
the/ d u n g a re e y ... M aria/ an d /1  were/ h o n est a b o u t the/ fa c t th a t  we/ 
b o th  th o u g h t the/ jea n y  looked/ better and/ th a t  we/ th o u g h t they  
would/ la b t better th a n / the/ d u n g a reey  m ig h t (to- ay b o th  they  
looked/ t ig h t enough/ a lrea d y  w hereay the/ je a n y  had/ more/ give). I t  
w ay a lm o st a y  i f  bhe/ w ay d e a f to- o u r positive en d o rsem en t o f the/ 
je a n y  though/. I  d o n ’t  th in k / bhe/ to o k  i n  a t  a l t  w h a t we/ were/ trying- 
to-bay to-her. I t  a l t  became/ c lear why this- way where bhe/ relayed/ to  
uy a/ d iscussion  bhe/ had/ had/ w ith  h er husband/ a b o u t dungarees, 
bhe/ h a d  to ld  him / th a t  bhe/ d id n ’t  care/ w h a t he/ th o u g h t a b o u t 
them / the/ w a n te d  a/ p a ir  o f d u n g a reey  white/ bhe/ way p re g n a n t 
becaube/if ¡he/didn/’t  w ear them / now when/ w o u ld  bhe g e t a/ chance/ 
to-, thebe/ w ere obviously bom ething/ bhe h a d  im a g in e d  herbelf 
w earing/ from/ th e  outbet, som ething- bhe/ a sso cia ted  w ith  
pregnancy, a n d  i t  w ay a lm o yt a y  if, i f  bhe d id n J t h a v e  borne ¡¡held 
mibbed o u t on/ borne pregnancy experience in/ borne way. 'Being- 
p re g n a n t bomehow g a ve  her a  licen se  to  w ear dungareey; i t  iy 
bom ething/ p re g n a n t women/ do, bom ething/ ¿he w a n ted  to  do- a y  a/ 
p re g n a n t wom an/ a n d  n o t o rd in a rily . Her purchase m eany they  
h a ve  n o  denim / d u n g a reey  left! So  obviously ¡he iy n o t a lone!” 
(B elly Bum pery research d ia ry , Tuesday April/ 5th 2001)

This particular woman bought a pair of dungarees not because of the way they 
looked so much and neither were they a particularly practical buy since in 
comparison to the jeans had far less space for growth and so on. Yet she felt her 
body fitted the dungarees in a different respect, symbolically, culturally, and in a way 
in which her non-pregnant body never would. That this was a socially acceptable 
code of dress allowing the composition of a correspondingly acceptable pregnant 
body was clearly strongly enmeshed in her consumption knowledge, so much so that 
she ignored the advice of two women normally viewed as having some degree of 
authority with regards maternity sartorial knowledge. For example as Ari noted
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during her second pregnancy when she was working in the shop until a few weeks 
before the birth:

“ ..she very often/ sells w h a t ¿he/ weary. She' says th a t  m oyt o f her 
clothey they tim e/ h a ve  com e from/ th e  ¿hop stock and/ yo i t  iy 
inevitable/ th a t  m ore often/ th a n  n o t ¿he wCCb be w earing/ 
som ething/ th a t  iy for sa le  in  th e  ¿hop o n  dayy w hen  ¿he iy  
working/. I n  fo o t w h ilst I  wav th ere  a/ custom er b o u g h t th e  
red/pink/ top she  wav wearing/! They now h a ve  n o n e  o f those le ft; 
th ey  h a v e  all/ b een  sold/ a lrea d y  - and/ th iy  iv new season  stockA ... 
[P jeople see A r i w earing/ item s and/ a re  in fluenced/ by this. They 
see her very possibly a s  know ledgeab le a b o u t fa sh io n  and/ such/ 
lik e  sin ce  ¿he iv th e  ow ner o f th is  ¿hop and/ therefore th in k / ¿he 
m u st b e  r ig h t a b o u t w h a t iy good/ to  wear. A lso they c a n  m a ke  a  
v a lu e  ju d g e m e n t o f w h a t th a t  ite m  looks lik e  o n  a/ heavily  
p re g n a n t body - does i t  look/ ‘r ig h t or n o t - iv i t  acceptable. 
A g a in  i f  i t  is  accep tab le for A r i to  w ear and/ in  her p la ce  o f work/ 
th e n  i t  m u st b e  OK for th em .” (M um s £r Co research  d iary, 
Thursday feb ru a ry  15th 2001)

It could be argued therefore that small independent retailers such as Mums & Co and 
Belly Bumpers have a tangible knowledge dissemination and ‘support and 
reassurance’ role to play in their customers consumption of maternity wear. Ari’s 
observation that what she wore on any given day very often sold that same day and 
the fact that they sold out of a spring/summer season item by mid-February as a 
result lends credence to the argument that a need for certitude leads women to opt for 
items safely associated with the pregnant body and therefore identified as acceptable 
maternity wear. Ari wearing shop stock demonstrated to women the garments 
legitimacy as maternity wear items. Seeing someone else, someone in the business 
of maternity wear itself, wear certain items appears to have given women the 
confidence to buy them, the certitude to wear them. This is something that others 
recognise, for example Maria and Dennis at Belly Bumpers, though lacking the 
advantage of being embodied as pregnant are acting to increase women’s levels of 
sartorial certitude and cultural competences in this respect. In their case they attempt 
this by utilising Dennis’s skills as a professional photographer and undertaking 
various photo shoots of their clothes which they post on their website and around the 
shop (as I noted in the previous chapter).

It can be strongly argued therefore that women’s lack of knowledge with 
respect to how to dress the pregnant body extends from knowing where to buy 
maternity wear to what to wear. An awareness of being so impoverished, something 
many women are not at all used to, causes their cultural competences and sartorial 
certitude to fall away and can be seen to structure their clothing consumption as they 
seek safe practices of consumption in order to negotiate increased anxiety. For 
example, as Leonie noted.

“I don’t know it people, if people wore tight things whilst they were pregnant 
then I’d do it but everyone just wears baggy stuff. So 1 found something 1 
liked baggy, so I just got them” (Leonie, mid-teens, first pregnancy, 
Bradford.)
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6.4.3 Sharing Strategies

One important consumption strategy which combines the need for thrift with 
a means of negotiating diminished sartorial knowledge and certitude is that of 
sharing, borrowing the clothes worn by others during their pregnancies, and this 
appears to be normative amongst those I have interviewed. Of all those with which 
in-depth interviews were carried out literally only one or two reported not having 
borrowed from or lent to other women at all. Those who did not borrow themselves 
often suggested that this was not an aversion to the practice but rather that this option 
wasn’t open to them for one reason or another, usually because they were the first in 
their friendship group to fall pregnant or as Linda describes missing out because of 
someone else’s concurrent pregnancy:

V: Did you borrow any from anybody?
L: I didn’t actually but that’s just because it was just the way it worked
out. [Inaudible], I was going to and then it just didn’t get round to it and then 
I had another friend, and someone else got pregnant just before I did so 1 just 
missed the boat sort of thing ... but I would have been quite happy to borrow 
things” (Linda, early-thirties, married, mother of 1, Bradford)

Despite her own inability to borrow from others, Linda’s own maternity clothing 
entered into a second cycle when she lent it to a friend -  Meg -  who was pregnant 
for the last time:

“I knew that with it being their last she wouldn’t want to buy stuff so 1 said if 
she wanted to have it”

This approach appears to be incredibly common. The very fact that Linda couldn’t 
borrow from one particular friend because someone else in the friendship network 
became pregnant just before her and presumably borrowed the clothes she would 
have had illustrates just how prevalent it is and how widely these clothes are 
circulated. Borrowing and its reciprocal, lending out ones own maternity wardrobe 
(either in between ones own pregnancies or following the completion of ones 
family), is a strategy positively endorsed by the vast majority of the women I 
interviewed. As I have suggested this is perhaps hardly surprising given the certitude 
invested in and attached to the items, which are circulated in this way. Having been 
worn by at least one other pregnant woman they are as such constituted as safe, 
legitimate maternity wear33 (that is safe for the pregnant body to wear -  sartorially 55

55 On a personal note I have experienced first hand the status of clothing passed on in this way as- 
having particular significance as m atern ity wear. During my own pregnancy an acquaintance from 
our church I would not call her a friend as such as l do not know her particularly well passed on 
her maternity wardrobe to me. Gill is considerably older than myself and does not dress in a style I 
aspire to. Nevertheless I accepted the offer, planning initially to leave the clothes in the Tesco ’s 
carrier bags they came in at the bottom of my wardrobe, or more likely the spare bedroom. However 
I in fact ‘cherry picked’ a number of the items / considered to be more acceptable such as a cream 
long sleeved top from Blooming Marvellous; an orange long sleeved t-shirt and a long sleeved white 
linen shirt both from Dorothy Perkins. These l have worn, even in front stage spaces. In addition 
there are a couple of other tops l have worn, though these 1 do reserve for back stages spaces only. 
What I have found interesting about my experience of this clothing is that whilst I may not particularly 
appreciate it stylistically it does have other tangible qualitie, which 1 do find attractive. It has potency 
as maternity wear and transfers legitimacy to my own pregnant identity (perhaps more so when my
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appropriate - rather than necessarily specialist maternity wear). In addition this form 
of consumption is perhaps the most prevalent strategy for coping with the demand 
for thrift, the hegemonic concern amongst pregnant women with respect to dressing 
the pregnant body. Indeed, for some women circulated wardrobes provide the 
mainstay of their maternity clothing consumption. For example for Carolyn 
borrowed items were absolutely central to her consumption to the extent that her own 
purchases could almost be described as peripheral:

C: ...my cousin um.. my younger cousin had been, she’d had her baby
nine months before [1st child] was born. She works in a bank so she had 
styles, which I could use um. My sister had also passed I think big, big blue 
skirt on to her which was you know she said ‘oh have this as well’ and that 
was ideal for me cos again my sister’s a pharmacist and she works in you 
know dealing with the public., and you could mix and match with, with those 
things.
V: So that was a big help?
C: Oh yes that was a big help, it saved me, 1 mean I., apart from the
pinafore and I think maybe two blouses [that she had bought herself] 1 don’t 
think I actually bought any more for my, for that maternity with [ 1st child] 
because 1 got some other stuff, two more blouses passed on to me by 
somebody at school um. I was just quite happy to use those, I felt that 1 
hadn’t put in an excessive amount of money beyond what I would normally 
buy in the course of the year um I hadn’t had to go out and buy a complete 
new wardrobe just because I was pregnant” (Carolyn, early-forties, married, 
mother of 2, Manchester.)

Natriece too made minimal purchases and relied heavily on a ‘wardrobe’, passed 
between her and her sisters, to which each woman’s purchases were subsequently 
added. Natriece commented that when she next falls pregnant she will have many 
more clothes to choose from since the wardrobe will have expanded in the mean 
time.

As the above examples suggest, maternity clothes, through their multiple 
cycles of consumption, have mappable biographies. Dant (1999) for example notes 
the biographical qualities of commodities, that they can at once be biographical -  
reminding the owner of certain events, emotions experienced in their own lives -  and 
also have their own biography. Maternity clothes can indeed be seen to be 
biographical, many women for example reporting that they never wanted to see their 
maternity clothes again following birth. In part this is related to its exhaustive use, in 
many cases being in almost continuous use due to the restrictive consumption 
women enter into. However, a significant portion of this feeling relates to the body, 
which was framed by the clothes themselves and the negative connotations 
frequently associated with the excessive, abject, uncontrollable pregnant body. For 
others of course positive associations and memories will make these clothes items of 
sentimental attachment -  my mother-in-law for example only recently threw out her 
maternity night dresses. However, here it is the biographies of the clothes 
themselves that I would like to briefly consider as I would suggest the elaborate 
biographies lend credence to the suggestion that making do with borrowed clothes to 
some degree at least is a major form of clothing consumption amongst pregnant

body was less obviously ‘pregnant) because 1 know it was worn by another women when she was 
pregnant, and more than that a woman who 1 identify as a mother.
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women. Dant draws on Kopy toffs (1986) concept of cultural biographies of things, 
using the particular example of a car as an ‘alien object’ in African culture to 
demonstrate these biographies:

“The biography of a car in Africa would reveal a wealth of cultural data: the 
way it was acquired, how and from whom the money was assembled to pay 
for it, the relationship of the seller to the buyer, the uses to which the car was 
regularly put, the identity of its most frequent passengers and of those who 
borrow it, the frequency of borrowing, the garages to which it is taken and the 
owners relation to the mechanics, the movement of the car from hand to hand 
over the years, and in the end, when the car collapses, the final disposition of 
its remains” (Kopytoff (1986) quoted in Dant, 1999, p. 143)

Although not exhaustively or in tremendous depth, within my small group of 
respondents it is possible to partially map something of these biographies of 
maternity wardrobes.

For example, though not forming part of my group of recently pregnant 
women a relatively complete biography of my mother-in-law’s maternity nighties 
can be traced. Bought new during her first pregnancy in the early 70s they were 
worn by both her and her twin sister during all their pregnancies (they have six 
children between them). These night dresses along with complete maternity 
wardrobes were passed between the two over a period of at least 6 years and 7 
pregnancies. However their use value did not end with the completion of their 
families, rather their use changed. Having been returned to my mother-in-law she 
continued to wear them until very recently, until they were thin and worn out.

Within my group of respondents similar biographies can be traced, although 
for the most part their end points are unknown since the majority of the garments 
remain in circulation or lie in temporary states of ‘limbo’ (Dant, 1999) between 
cycles of consumption, having been put away in wardrobes awaiting subsequent 
pregnancies -  either those of the ‘owner’ or someone else, several examples can be 
pieced together:

Linda constructed her maternity wardrobe through first cycle consumption, 
having bought almost all her maternity clothing in a sale at Mothercare in Leeds. 
Although Kopytoff in his consideration of the car example is interested in the 
acquisition of monies with which to purchase the object 1 would suggest here it is 
more pertinent to consider the (acquisition of) knowledge which leads to the 
particular decision making surrounding consumption choices. As previously 
discussed, Linda notes being advised to always buy specialist maternity wear by 
friends who have been pregnant. In addition, immersed in the culture of thrift she 
took advantage of a Mothercare sale to buy almost all her maternity clothes therefore 
consuming in a way supported by embodied advice (and therefore social assurance 
(Clarke and Miller, 2002)) and in a socially appropriate -  i.e. thrifty - way. 
Following the birth of her son, Linda passed her maternity clothing onto a friend for 
use during her final pregnancy. What is interesting to note here is not just the 
movement of this maternity wardrobe from hand to hand, but also the reasons for this 
movement. Linda assumed (rightly) that Meg would not wish to spend much at all 
on maternity clothes during her final pregnancy since they would have no 
foreseeable future biographical significance for her. However Linda, not planning to 
buy anything beyond a pair of leggings to replace a pair of bleach stained ones, does 
anticipate the future biography of this wardrobe as mapping onto her own and being
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used in subsequent pregnancies of her own. Therefore one would assume that this 
wardrobe would be returned to Linda following the birth of Meg’s baby. 
Interestingly there are items within this wardrobe that’s use will be altered during 
these subsequent cycles. Firstly, the bleached leggings I suspect will not be thrown 
out but will rather be reserved for backstage spaces only, whereas before they could 
be ‘dressed up or down’. Secondly, a particular dress judged to fit unsatisfactorily, 
since it exaggerated her body’s size because of its voluminous design, will I suspect 
be sidelined and used infrequently if at all.

Other biographies, such as those of Carolyn’s maternity wardrobe, are more 
detailed in the sense that they involve multiple changing of hands and cycles of 
consumption. This wardrobe contained many items in their second or third cycle of 
consumption passed to her through family and friendship networks. What I consider 
to be a particularly interesting facet of this biography is the uses to which these 
second and third cycle items were put. They were integral to Carolyn’s workplace 
identity performance; her most carefully constructed clothed identity (as I shall go on 
to discuss). Despite a common ambivalence towards second hand clothing, in this 
context, in dressing the pregnant body, they were acceptable, indeed even preferable 
for Carolyn even in her most crucial identity performance. What is also interesting 
about this particular ‘wardrobe’ is that it included items from a number of different 
women. It is almost a node for the convergence of different items, with distinct 
biographies in themselves, coming together within one woman’s wardrobe and 
subsequently, having been subsumed into this biography diverging once again to be 
returned to their original owners and then on who knows where. It would be 
interesting to investigate further the precise biographies of individual items as they 
pass through different women’s wardrobes, charting the social life of individual 
garments as they map social networks (it would appear that most of these circulations 
take place within familial and friendship networks56) and perhaps transcend them. 
These commodity circulations chart the movement of knowledge, certitude, codes of 
dress and so on as well as marking out these commodities as essentially social in 
themselves.

Although these detailed biographies of individual items cannot be mapped by 
the data I have, purely because they extend so widely in terms of time and consumers 
involved, what I can say with a great deal of certainty is that these circulations are 
based on a shared culture of and desire to practice thrift. A desire not only to 
minimise ones own expenditure and gain value for money from one’s own purchases 
but also to prevent someone else having to make wasteful outlays too. Whilst some 
pieces and indeed whole wardrobes of maternity clothing -  usually specialist 
maternity wear -  do make their way into renewed cycles of consumption through 
more formalised processes of exchange, for example through Mums & Co’s dress 
agency and Tracey Hand’s second hand maternity wear Internet enterprise Budget 
Bumps57. I would suggest that most of these circulatory biographies are mapped in

56 It may also be the case that these circulations o f  maternity clothing are retraced by movements o f  
children’s clothes and so on following birth Baby and young children’s clothes are worn for such 
short periods that they suffer little ‘wear’. As such they are judged to have high exchange value and 
are not viewed in the same way as adult second hand clothes. Mums & Co originally sold young 
children’s clothes at very low prices, which many women were more than happy to buy It appears 
that the gentle use, which has little material manifestation on the clothes themselves, legitimates them 
for further use
57 Indeed, it would be interesting to pursue research on the consumption o f  such garments particularly 
in relation to issues raised by Gregson et al (2000). Despite the fact that as with charity shop clothing 
the previous owner and wearer o f  the clothing is unknown, and also the cultural construction o f the
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these less formal ways, involving no exchange of money, through friendship and 
family networks. Maternity clothing therefore bears an overtly social characteristic, 
having biographical significance for several women as well as biographies involving 
several consumers.

What makes this coping strategy all the more significant, beyond the fact that 
so many people appear to employ it, is that it is a specific strategy for dressing 
pregnant bodies and not previously or subsequently pait of many women’s clothing 
consumption. For example, as Wendy describes, although she did borrow several 
items during her pregnancy from friends, this is something she ordinarily would not 
have done:

V: Is that something you would normally do or was that...
W: I suppose not, no not really with clothes. Its just because it’s a one off
thing that happens in your life I suppose and you don’t need the clothes 
forever so.. You sort of tend to you know work it out and in some people 
who are pregnant or just been pregnant and share ... but you wouldn’t no 1 
wouldn’t normally do that.” (Wendy, late-twenties, married, mother of 1, 
Bradford.)

It would seem therefore that borrowing and sharing are practiced and embraced as 
dominant -  or at the very least significant -  ways of coping with the need to consume 
clothing during pregnancy. That this is not practiced to the same extent outside of 
this corporeal context suggests to me a devaluing of this body, that it is literally not 
worthy of financial investment through formalised first cycle consumption, certainly 
not to the same extent as the non-pregnant body58. In relation to the culture of thrift 
there is an explicit devaluation of the body during pregnancy, the pregnant body is 
constituted as not being a legitimate site of consumption (as it is understood in terms 
of shopping and the inevitable expenditure of purchase). It is for this reason, I would 
suggest that different forms of consumption ordinarily dismissed, passed over or 
unimagined can be seen to be so prevalent. In entering into such forms of 
consumption women’s whole perception of, approach to and performance through 
clothing is altered. Natriece and her sister’s collective coping strategy perhaps 
provides the best example of this radical shift.

By and large Natriece made do with a handful of -  literally five -  bought 
items in addition to a small ‘wardrobe’ built up through minimal purchases made by 
her sisters during their pregnancies and passed on to her. This seems to be a 
relatively well thought out arrangement whereby the sisters (I think there are 3 of

pregnant body as potentially leaky, there appear to be few o f the anxieties surrounding the bodily 
associated with the consumption of second hand maternity wear at these sites. 1 would suggest there 
may be a number o f reasons for the apparent absence o f  such anxieties For example, the knowledge 
that such items have been given over to second cycle exchange following a finite period o f use, the 
end o f pregnancy having signalled the termination o f the clothing’s value for the previous owner is 
perhaps significant. These items are not polluted in the same way as charity shop clothes by the 
possibility o f  the others’ body having died or the clothing being disregarded for some other 
unpaletable reason. They are simply o f  no further value to their previous owner and in the context o f  
maternity wear value is normatively understood in relation to the practice o f  thrift. Second hand 
clothing, whether the other is known or not is normatively positively viewed as a means through 
which this can be practiced. This discourse I would suggest is the most prevalent with respect to 
second hand maternity wear rather than that o f  the bodily though there is much left unsaid here 
because o f time and space restrictions and the need for further research.
58 This is something that clearly has significant implications for the potential future growth o f the 
maternity wear market and indeed the long term fortunes o f  particularly small independent retailers
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them including Natriece) pool their maternity wear, each person adding a few items 
during their pregnancy and then handing them on to the next person:

“...my other sisters had been pregnant as well, they all had maternity wear 
anyway and we just passed it round the family. So as anyone else gets 
pregnant the wardrobe builds up!” (Natriece, early-twenties, mother of 1, 
Bradford.)

V: Um, so you borrowed a lot of stuff, or shared it around
N: Yeah 1 shared it with my family. Actually there wasn’t that much to
go around because my 2 sisters had been pregnant so they only buy the 
minimum stuff because you don’t want to spend the money. So now that 
we’ve - like my sister’s been pregnant again and I was pregnant - the 
wardrobes gone bigger and bigger and so we’ve got quite a good like sack59 
to pass around now really 
V: Mmmm so next time ...
N: So next time I’ll have quite a better choice. Because everyone buys
one or 2 new things don’t they so as they get better .... as you get like, as 
more people more times you get more to choose from”

This is an interesting use of the idea of having a ‘wardrobe’ of maternity wear to pass 
between sisters. Often a ‘wardrobe’ of clothes is thought of as a very individual, 
almost personal thing, a collection of garments chosen and collected together over 
time from a variety of sources largely by the individual who it belongs to. The idea 
that a ‘wardrobe’ of maternity wear can be passed round between three women with 
only minimal modification by each is interesting. For example it suggests a view of 
maternity wear as an impersonal commodity. Rather than being selected and worn to 
reflect particular personality traits or as integral to a performance or construction of a 
particular identity it is worn purely to fit and literally to clothe the body, nothing 
more. Again this is not in a personal sense, most people have certain sensitivities 
about specific parts of their body (feeling their thighs, b u st... etc are too big). But in 
this sense, where clothes bought by three individuals are shared the clothes are 
perceived to fu one body -  the pregnant body. This wardrobe idea therefore 
suggests to me a prioritising of a singular pregnant identity, at the very least a 
subordination of ones individual non-pregnant identity, a dressing of their pregnant 
bodies as primarily that rather than a pregnant version of their non-pregnant selves.

This homogenous way of dressing (as) the pregnant body is, as I have 
discussed, sartorially safe. However, making do with other people’s clothes (and 
often other people’s clothes that aren’t particularly to one’s taste) rather than 
spending money on, making personal investments in new ones is also indicative of 
the devaluation of the individual pregnant body as a legitimate site of consumption.

59 The fact that these clothes are passed around in a ‘sack’ 1 don’t think is insignificant. I would 
suggest that this is indicative o f the devaluation o f both the pregnant body itself and the clothes that 
adorn it. Tracey Hand also talks about how she obtains stock -  generally bin liners full o f  women’s 
maternity clothes -  their wardrobe. Whilst this may be normative with respect to second hand 
clothing it nevertheless speaks volumes for me about what women actually think about these clothes, 
how they are valued. 1 am reminded of the stark contrast with the care taken o f treasured items such 
as wedding dresses, or even winter coats and other items worn infrequently and stored between 
outings. Plastic coverings, mothballs, tissue paper and the like, are used to protect from dust and so 
on, yet these are all absent from maternity clothing storage as it is suggested by Natriece -  rather this 
is fit to be stored only in a sack.
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The readiness of women both to borrow, and perhaps more importantly to 
proactively offer their maternity wardrobes to others, can be seen to effectively 
reinforce this.

6.5: Conclusion: Making D o-T he Pursuit of Thrift

“These days women are happy just to slop around in a pair of leggings and a
baggy jumper and no make up” (Expectations owner, telephone interview
notes)

Among many of the small retailers I have spoken with there is a feeling that 
their market is being seriously curtailed by a strong, established and persistent 
culture of ‘making do’ amongst pregnant women. From my interview and 
participant observation data 1 would argue that this is indeed the case, that many 
women’s consumption of maternity wear (and indeed clothing during pregnancy 
more widely) can not only be conceptualised as a process of ‘making do’ but that 
further a variety of coping strategies can be identified which women employ in order 
to sartorially survive pregnancy. Since almost every woman 1 have spoken to in the 
course of this research has ‘bought into’, discursively at least, one or more of these 
coping strategies I would argue that this culture of ‘making do’ can be seen to be the 
most socially acceptable form of clothing consumption for pregnant women, based as 
it is on ideas of thrift, which can be seen to be of central importance to the 
performance of Mother-to-be whilst also being a means of negotiating the 
destabilisation of existing practices, knowledges and sources of certitude. These 
coping strategies mark out consumption of maternity wear to be quite unlike other 
forms of clothing consumption, and one in which there can be seen to be a 
hegemonic docility in relation to cost, denying the pregnant body’s sartorial 
consumption needs apart from in the most fundamental sense.

I have argued that running through all coping strategies outlined here is the 
pursuit of thrift. This principle appears to underlie almost every woman’s clothing 
consumption practice during pregnancy with respect to those involved in this 
research. This principle is strongly linked to the performance of Mother-to-be and 
reflects those maternal identities fixed around clothing for example by Mothercare as 
I have previously discussed. It is a highly significant impetus in clothing 
consumption during pregnancy since not only does it influence (and arguably 
structure) women’s consumption practices and indeed therefore practices of dress, 
but also the construction of the pregnant body as a legitimate site of consumption and 
therefore the market itself. For instance one particularly common attribute of the 
ways in which women consume clothing during pregnancy are the employment of 
strategies for ‘making do’ in order to minimise financial outlay. The prevalence of 
the practice of thrift is therefore highly significant since it reflects the interweaving 
of the production and consumption of clothing. As 1 have noted the discourse of 
appropriate consumption which defines the pregnant body as mother-to-be and 
therefore a legitimate sire of consumption only under self-effacing, need fulfilling 
conditions -  the antithesis of the narcissistic consumer constructed by for example 
discourses of fashion -  is inscribed as nonnative by spaces of representation such as 
high street retail sites and the women’s magazine media. The ways in which clothing 
is produced therefore has significant implications for the production of the pregnant 
body itself as a consumer. Indeed, as 1 have explicitly described in this chapter, in 
line with this discourse thrift can be seen to resonate through and indeed structure
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most women’s clothing consumption during pregnancy, in some cases even 
becoming almost an end in itself (see Miller, 1998). Given that the production of 
maternity wear on the high street in particular constructs pregnant women as a 
monolithic mother-to-be it is perhaps unsurprising to find the self-effacing, thrift 
driven consumption to be so prevalent. As Miller et a! (1998) have argued in 
relation to mother’s shopping practices:

“[The] distinction between ‘luxury’ goods and shopping for ‘necessities 
seems to be more to do with who the goods are for as simply a matter of 
price. Women can be seen to be defining themselves as mothers through the 
sacrifices they make to their families, particularly their children. ... Personal 
shopping for clothes or other ‘luxuries’ provoked as sense of guilt rather than 
pleasure as these mothers surrendered their sense of self to the needs and 
wishes of their families: T regard shopping for myself as a luxury’.” (Miller 
etui , 1998, p. 100)

it could be argued therefore that through practicing thrift women are actively 
constructing maternal identities for themselves. Indeed, at a time when existing and 
established practices of consumption and therefore means of establishing identity are 
so destabilised (and cast as inappropriate) it could be further argued that the way in 
which clothing is consumed as much as what one consumes becomes the normative 
means of identity construction through clothing. This clearly has implications for the 
market itself since the dominance of thrifty, self-sacrificial consumption imposes 
limits on the possibilities for growth.

As Campbell (1996) has noted many studies of fashion and clothing 
consumption have been somewhat preoccupied with the symbolic facets of clothing 
such that:

“ ...there is a natural tendency to focus on what can be seen, rather than what 
cannot, can to presume that these qualities influenced the decisions to buy 
and then to wear. However the self reports of consumers suggest that 
practical considerations play a very important part in purchasing decisions, 
frequently overriding taste-based preferences; whilst similar instrumental 
considerations frequently determine what will be worn on any particular 
occasion” (Campbell, 1996, p.100)

However, in respect to maternity wear I would suggest that for many women it is 
appropriate to concentrate on the instrumental, practical considerations informing 
and shaping their consumption practices in perhaps greater measure than symbolic 
decoding of their clothing. For many of the women 1 interviewed for example their 
underlying approach to maternity wear was indeed functional, the garments 
themselves perceived as such rather than fashion items, purchasing decisions were 
often made if not in panic or pragmatism out of desperation for something (anything) 
to wear, than perhaps informed by a desire for comfort, and the justification for 
consumption at all being material need. Many of them describe their maternity wear 
consumption therefore as a means of getting through, even ‘surviving’ pregnancy. 
This is not consumption for pleasure, nor is it primarily about identity performance 
in the first instance it is about meeting material corporeal needs by the most socially 
acceptable means.
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This is not to suggest that symbolic aspects of maternity wear are not 
important, far from it, they are highly significant in women’s maternity wear 
consumption, in their attempts to construct and compose socially acceptable pregnant 
bodies. However what I am suggesting here is that instrumental considerations are 
intricately interwoven with this. The socially acceptable pregnant body in white 
English culture as it exists today is not an ostentatious consumer. Clothing 
consumption during pregnancy can therefore be conceptualised as a series of coping 
strategies informed and shaped primarily by the pursuit of thrift. Women develop 
strategies in order to negotiate the destabilisation of their existing practices in a 
cultural context where the most prevalent sartorial knowledge and certitude available 
with respect to their pregnant body precluded clothing consumption in alignment 
with pre-pregnancy and defines the appropriate pregnant body as mother-to-be. 
Therefore in a context where women’s ability to forge individual identity through 
clothing consumption is debased, composing an appropriate social body with respect 
to how one acts as a consumer can become a more significant means of performing 
identity.
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Chapter 7: Embodied Sartorial Consumption

7.1 Introduction

Whilst the foregoing account of clothing consumption during pregnancy is 
significant there is a sense in which it only scratches the surface of this complex 
process. Whilst being concerned with the difficulties and negotiations women 
encounter in their clothing consumption it does not engage with the inherently 
embodied nature of such consumption. Indeed, this is an aspect of clothing 
consumption that has been consistently ignored throughout academic consideration 
of the sartorial. Although embodied consumption is not exclusive to pregnancy it is 
perhaps particularly acute due to the problematic nature of pregnant corporeality. 
Therefore, a consideration of maternity wear consumption demonstrates clearly the 
need for an embodied approach to the study of clothing. Four examples of ways in 
which clothing consumption during pregnancy is embodied are identified for 
discussion here. Firstly, I examine consequences for women’s consumption of the 
incompatibility between discourses of fashion and the pregnant body. Secondly, I 
discuss women’s embodied experiences of shopping, noting in particular the 
construction and experience of pregnant bodies as ’out of place’ in consumption 
spaces. This can be seen to be influenced by a variety of factors such as pregnancy 
consumption discourses defining pregnant bodies as legitimate sites of consumption 
only in a very specific sense and indeed the materiality of the pregnant body itself. 
Thirdly, my research has shown that clothing consumption practice and knowledges 
are destabilised and must be relearned. Sartorial knowledges and practices at the 
level of the body too must be renegotiated in terms of the physical, material practices 
of dressing pregnam bodies. Further, this is a process of constant renegotiation, 
since neither maternity wear nor pregnant corporeality are fixed. Finally, 1 examine 
ways in which women sartorially negotiate the surface appearance of their pregnant 
bodies. Drawing on the particular experiences of two of my respondents I explore 
ways in which women work to manage the surface appearance of their pregnant 
corporealities in order to negotiate its reading and interpretation by others.

7.2 Embodied Consumption: The Incompatibility Between Fashion 
and the Pregnant Body

In the previous chapter I noted that many women encounter significant 
problems in terms of dressing their pregnant bodies to reflect their personal identity'. 
Due largely to the narrow provision of maternity wear, particularly on the high street, 
many of my respondents found it virtually impossible to find clothing that they 
genuinely wanted to wear. This not only has consequences for the ways in which 
clothing is consumed -  for example I noted how Ari became much more pragmatic 
and also resorted to cannibalising ordinary womenswear in order to minimise the 
style deficit she experienced -  but also for the embodied experience of consumption. 
The incompatibility of the pregnant body with discourses of fashion demonstrates 
this clearly, indeed a consideration of the pregnant body in relation to fashion 
demonstrates the reciprocal relationship between bodies and clothes. For example, 
Ari’s experience illustrates this particularly well. Having particular identity 
investments in the fashionable way she dressed her pre-pregnant body and perceiving 
her bodily construction to be ‘trendy and slim’ she found her first pregnancy an
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especially difficult time sartorially and corporeally. Her inability to dress in the way 
she would normally have chosen radically undermined her ability to construct a 
bodily representation of her ‘self-identity’, to perform her individual identity through 
clothing. As a consequence Ari found herself for the mosi part devoid of confidence 
in the appearance of her pregnant corporealities:

“ ...you do loose your confidence but especially if your confidence is tied to 
your appearance before you’re pregnant. Which I didn’t really realise until 1 
was pregnant how much it did affect me. The fact that 1 could walk into a 
room and think ‘1 know 1 look O.K.’ and then suddenly think T don’t know if 
1 look O.K.” (Ari, mid-twenties, married, mother of 1, Bradford.)

Ari found her pregnant corporealities difficult to negotiate therefore and distanced 
from her embodied idea of self because she was no longer ‘trendy and slim’. This 
meant that she not only lost confidence in her appearance because she was unable to 
perform her own identity but she also lost the affirmation gained through the gaze, 
which fundamentally changed the way she felt about herself. This inability to 
represent herself well and make the necessary identity investments in and through 
clothing -  and in particular ‘fashion’ -  was on the face of it due to the lack of 
maternity wear which reflected current trends:

“I didn’t like not wearing fashionable clothes, 1 found that quite hard. I’m a 
bit of a fashion freak, I’m quite influenced by fashion ... I’m very much 
influenced by what’s in fashion and I think when 1 was pregnant last time it 
was a bit of a shock to suddenly realise that I couldn’t be at the cutting edge 
of fashion, I couldn’t wear really trendy clothes because they just weren’t 
around”

Ari therefore, like many others who were unable to obtain maternity clothing that 
corresponded with their own sense of style, was forced to reconstruct ‘self, by 
wearing clothes she would not ordinarily have chosen. Such a construction is never 
likely to be fully identified with or found to be satisfactory for this very reason. 
However Ari’s difficulties with her personal body image were not restricted to the 
availability of fashionable clothing. Her inability to construct a fashionable identity 
was related to more than consumption knowledges per se. Rather, key within this 
was her material embodiment and its position with respect to fashionable discourse 
and also her embodied experience of pregnant corporeality in relation to this. For 
example due to the fluidity of pregnant corporeality it appears that Ari struggled to 
imagine a body image she could identify as self:

A: ... your body changes so quickly really it does over a period of weeks
it doesn’t look like it did 4 weeks ago and you’ve always got a picture in your 
head of how you look ...
J: Yeah
A: ... And when you look in the mirror and that doesn’t look like how
you think you look in your head that’s quite difficult to ... Like ... I think that 
why I’ll be more prepared next time because I’ll know that I’m never going 
to look how my head thinks I should look but I’ll be happy [inaudible] if you 
know what I mean whereas I was never happy when I was pregnant last time 
cos 1 never looked thin basically ... or thin-ish. You know I never looked like
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how other people looked. Cos 1 tend to work very much on a, if 1 think see 
something on someone that I like 1 assume it’ll look like that on me and 
usually it probably does but, when you’re pregnant it doesn’t work like that.
... Cos the combat trouser, I was desperate for combat trousers because they 
were just in fashion when I was pregnant but I thought to myself what are 
people wearing with combat trousers and everywhere 1 looked everybody was 
wearing little vest tops and crop tops and I thought ‘can’t wear that, I’m not 
showing my belly, its massive’. And 1 couldn’t, there was nothing you could 
wear with combat trousers that looked nice, that I thought looked nice, 1 
could have worn a big T-shirt over it but I just didn’t think that looked nice 
because 1 would have worn a vest top and 1 wanted to wear a vest top.

The incessant fluidity of pregnant corporeality disrupted any body image Ari may 
have had, effectively preventing her from constructing a singular body with which to 
identify and upon which to build any kind of idea of self. Each time she looked in 
the mirror she was confronted with a body she did not recognise, and a clothed 
construction that did not look as she expected. Far from just being about fashion 
availability therefore it is as much about the mapping of clothing itself, and in 
particular of ‘fashion’ onto pregnant bodies that precludes her from not only 
constructing a singular pregnant body image but also a fashionable pregnant self 
which was what she originally expected to be able to achieve. The above excerpt 
reveals that Ari felt ‘fashion’ did not map neatly onto pregnant bodies. She reports 
finding that the key look for that particular season (as she saw it) was not available to 
her. Although not entirely satisfactory -  they were a bit ‘Marks and Spencer’s’ for 
her liking, not the correct fabric and so on for the look -  she had been able to find 
some combat trousers. However she felt unable to recreate the look itself because 
she ‘couldn’t’ wear the corresponding top, the style being judged to be too revealing 
and therefore inappropriate to be worn on her pregnant body. 1 would therefore 
suggest that the discourses of fashion and the body are so intricately and intimately 
interwoven that even if maternity wear reflecting current trends can be found it is 
unlikely that they will actually map onto pregnant bodies comfortably. For someone 
like Ari who’s personal body image is ‘slim’, a body onto which fashion maps 
perfectly -  precisely because it is slim and the discourse of fashion presumes such a 
body -  the look produced by wearing such clothing on a pregnant body will almost 
inevitably be unsatisfactory (even if unlike the vest top the style itself is deemed 
appropriate). It was therefore impossible for Ari to maintain personal identity of 
trendy and slim because the pregnant body is seen as neither. It is rather not slim and 
therefore fat and therefore the antithesis of fashion.

Ari is not alone in her difficulty of finding her pregnant body incongruent 
with ‘fashion’. For example she observed a customer in her own shop struggling 
with similar issues:

“Ari/ ... to ld / me/ a b o u t a/ wom an/ who- cam e/ Ore the/ o ther d a y  w ho  
w anted/ a  fashionable/ t ig h t top. She/ tried / one/ on/ b u t way 
unhappy a b o u t the/ way i t  looked/ on/ her p re g n a n t body - the/ ¿a id / 
i t  d id n ’t  look/ the/ way she/ w anted/ i t  to. She- aZ&o kep t (xnriplairunyp 
how fa t  ¿he- wa& ... Ari/ ¿aid/ ¿he/ w asn’t  fa t  a t  a ll, j u i t  pregnant. 
(M urm-tx Co. research  deary J a n u a ry  6th 2000)



This customer clearly had an image of what the ‘fashionable tight top” should look 
like, not just as a disembodied garment but also in relation with the body itself The 
style of garment was not the problem but rather that when embodied by her pregnant 
corporeality the desired image was disrupted. Her ‘fat’ pregnant body did not fit the 
ideal image and was incongruous with the fashion item. Thus I would suggest that 
such embodied encounters with fashionable clothing might solidify and confirm 
women’s constructions of their pregnant bodies as ‘fat’ because they so radically 
disrupt fashionable images. I would indeed argue that a significant part of the 
remarkably prevalent discourse defining the pregnant body as such is rooted in 
fashionable discourses, as they currently exist. Further that the almost absolute 
invisibility of maternity wear and pregnant bodies as consumers (certainly of 
fashion) on the high street for example is a result of, and at the same time reinforces, 
this. For the position of the pregnant body as the antithesis of fashion is internalised 
by many women as for example Natriece specifically articulates, pointing out that 
maternity wear retailers:

“...didn’t really cater for the fashionable, for the fashion that’s at the time. So 
1 just had to have the basics that people’d wear and just ... But then 1 think 
that’s because they cater for what people want, because l don’t think you’d 
go out and spend loads of money on fashionable clothes when your pregnant 
anyway because you don’t feel that fashionable.” (Natriece, early-twenties, 
mother of 1, Bradford.)

Despite the contemporary celebrity culture for publicly displaying pregnant bodies 
through tight fitting clothing and photographic images and the associated assumption 
that it has become fashionable to be pregnant, the pregnant body nevertheless, as 
Natriece attests, remains far from fashionable. Therefore on the high street where the 
dominant representation of female bodies corresponds entirely with those espoused 
by the discourses of fashion, the pregnant body is wholly out of place. Particularly 
for those retailers who specialise in normal women’s wear, providing a small 
maternity range as an add-on, the pregnant body could be seen as dangerously 
disruptive to their brand image. In this context tracing backwards through the 
fashion cycle, it is therefore not surprising to note the absence of maternity wear at 
womenswear and fashion trade fairs, (producers exhibiting instead at childrenswear 
events), and also the total vacuum at haute couture and designer show level.

Having noted this it is perhaps worth considering other possible mechanisms 
through which such ideas are institutionally perpetuated. Clearly the absence of the 
pregnant body from any ‘fashionable’ discourses, not least magazines such as Vogue, 
as well as other landscapes of fashion (retail) themselves is significant. However 1 
would suggest that the few sources of knowledge specifically relating to maternity 
wear and dressing the pregnant body available to women also in some ways 
reinscribe the idea that the pregnant body is the antithesis of fashion. For example 
pregnancy magazines often publish ‘fashion features’ (though as I have mentioned 
previously the amount of coverage received by maternity clothing in these 
publications is minimal at best) which at times can be read as explicitly reinforcing 
the radical incongruence between fashion and the pregnant body. Here I shall briefly 
draw on two examples. The first is a fashion shoot published in Pregnancy and Birth 
(October 2001, p.24-27, see figures 7.1 and 7.2), which was followed immediately 
(p.28-9, see figure 7.3) by a full double page advert for Mothercare featuring two 
models dressed in items from their maternity range. This layout in itself, given the



Figure 7.1: Fashion Shoot, Pregnancy and Birth, October 2001, p.24-25.
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Figure 7.2: Fashion Shoot, P regnancy an d  Birth, October 2001, p. 26-27.
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Figure 7.3: Mothercare advert, Pregnancy and Birth, October 2001, p.28-29.



tremendous discontinuity between the clothing worn by the models in the two items 
-  the feature being significantly more fashion led and flirting with the boundaries of 
acceptability, and the advert depicting much safer, casual styles -  could be seen to 
suggest one style as more appropriate than the other. Specifically since the fashion 
feature puts forward several unrealistic ideas that, based on my research, 1 would 
expect few women to find acceptable let alone adopt themselves. The feature 
includes m any items of ordinary clothing (rather than specialist maternity wear) and 
therefore inevitably displays the models naked bump in two of the images. Even the 
most fashion conscious of my respondents such as Ari for example who did discern 
the culture of display among celebrities to have forged some kind of idea of 
fashionability would not and did not adopt such a style. On some level this kind of 
display for most women remains at best problematic and at worst wholly 
unacceptable60. For me therefore the question inevitably arises why incorporate 
such a look into a fashion shoot that purports to give ideas to women about how to 
dress pregnant bodies stylishly:

“Put away that tracksuit now and hit the shops! The big-name stores are 
doing chic and stylish this season, and it looks great with your bump” (p.24- 
25)

Of course it could be seen as providing different possibilities for wearing the 
pregnant body and therefore as a positive intervention into fashionable discourses. 
Flowever I would also suggest that given the strength of prevailing ideas these 
images are likely to be read negatively and therefore strengthen (rather than weaken) 
the discourse situating the pregnant body firmly outside of fashion by showing 
graphically that it does not map comfortably onto pregnant bodies.

The second example I wish to draw on here is a fashion selection by Meg 
Matthews in Having a Baby (Jan/Feb 2000, p.50-56, see figures 7.4 and 7.5) for 
which she acted as a ‘guest editor’ and upon which Ari commented at the time of 
publication:

“They g u est ed ited / sec tio n  o f H aving/ A Baby m a g a z in e  ready  
m a d e  A ricrow , or a tle a s tth e / fa sh io n  shootdid/. .... A r i saUd th a t  
ha/jing/ Meg- M atthew ’y a y  a  g u est ed ito r (o r a n y  celebrity ed ito r  
for th a t  m a tter) way ca ready good/ id e a  a n d  i t  way a  fan tastic/ 
opportun ity  to  d o  som ething/ ready good, d iffe ren t a n d  
in teresting / b u t th a t  i t  h a d  been/ w asted  by the/ o u trageoay o u tfity  
she/ h a d  dressed  the/ m odels ire. She/ w asrvt im pressed a t  ad/ by the/ 
fashion/ photoy saying ' th in g s  Idee/', ‘does she/ ready esp ect th a t  
p eo p le /are/go ing 'to  w a n t to  w ear th is!’- H aving' said/ th a t  however 
she/ w ondered  w hether she/ w as try in g ' to  be/ like/ o rd in a ry  
m a g a zin e s like/ Vogue/ becaase in  th a t  type/ o f m agazine/ th ere  a re  
o fte n  fa sh io n  shoots fea tu rin g ' c lo thes no-one/ is  ever going/ to  
w a n t to  wear. ... A r i way even  less im pressed lyy the/ fa c t th a t  n o n e  
o f the/ c lo thes fe a tu re d  w ere m a tern ity  w ear a n d  th a t  som e  
(VKNY) on ly com e in  siges up to  14! She a lso  co m m en ted  th a t  th e

60 It is interesting to note in this context that Maria at Belly Bumpers, in 10 months o f trading 
estimated she had only seen two customers come into the shop wearing clothing, which revealed bare 
bumps.

182



00
U)

m e g 's  style
C /T

Flashes o f 
super-trendy 
fluorescent 
keep a 
pregnancy 
(and beyond) 
M oni outfit

RIGHT: Whitt» top. 
£55. bottoms.
£155. bo th Moni, 
( t i t t tH -U il  
w  020 7323 6824. 
ftccbok w h ite  
leather Births tone
trainers, Irom
IV4.OT. Bracelets, 
Meg's own.
L t n  flam e i l n h
strapless dress. 
£375. DKNY.
■B 020 7491 8DH1. 
■lack studded 
choker. £4.50. 
black studded 
cu ll. £3. both 
TopShop,
IT OHO 751 878 4 .»

Figure 7.4: Having A Baby Jan/Feb 2000.

NIGHT: long 
sheepskin coat 
£795. Jigsaw 
TS 070 MSI 44*4. 
Underwear 
from Agent 
Provocateur 
rt 020 7235 0221. 
Knots. M rgs. awn. 
Socks, f  10. Ad Hot. 
U  020 7287 0911. 
Yellow ru ff. £3. 
pink choker. £4 50 
both TopShop.

Keep your
Agent
Provocateur
underwear
and this
season's
Argyle socks
hidden (or not)
beneath a
massive
wraparound
sheepskin
coat



00

Creem k n it dress.

m e g 's  s t y l e  ■

fluro knits 
then add 
sequins

LEFT: f  uoreuent 
pink jumper, E195. 
DKNY.W 020 7499 
B089. TS Devgn 
pink/red sequlned 
skirt, £55, TopShop 
tr  0*00 731 W»4 ■

Get winter 
party-wear 
out o f that 
summer 
bikini, with 
peep-show 
knitweai, 
giving you 
room to 
groove.

i  *

'  »r f r
v  /A  i

M r l  
.

U d x .
I  I,’ ;< i r 'r :r V fr i | ,

d m : ;-m
V f r . - . y  ■

Figure 7.5: Having A Baby: Jan / Feb 2000



m o d el d id n t  lo o k  p re g n a n t rea lly e ith er.” (MumA £r Co research
d iary , J a n u a ry  13th 2000)

I would agree with Ari that the possibilities for such a feature were indeed very 
promising and the comparison she made with Vogue type shots showed that it 
succeeded in bringing brought the pregnant body into that particular fashion frame of 
reference if only fleetingly. However again 1 would suggest that this feature does 
more to reinscribe than to challenge the incongruence between the pregnant body and 
fashion for two of the reasons Ari mentions. Firstly the fact that the model doesn’t 
‘look pregnant really’ is significant as the images do not therefore represent fashion 
as it maps onto a visually discermbly pregnant body. When the model’s belly is 
revealed her pregnancy can be discerned since it is not the flat shape we would 
expect of a model under normal circumstances. However 1 would describe her as 
embodying an ‘in-between’ pregnant body as with clothing worn over her embryonic 
bump her shape appears much more ambiguous, her pregnancy barely visually 
discernible. The extent therefore to which this feature aligns ‘the pregnant body’ 
more closely with fashion is dubious. In addition the questions it raises in terms of 
why a model with a larger bump was not used serves to suggest that any alignment 
only applies to ‘in-between’ pregnant bodies (which can be made to look more like 
non-pregnant bodies) and not bigger, ‘fatter’ corporealities. Secondly, and in 
relation to this, the clothes featured are unlikely to fit many women’s bodies. For 
example DKNY in sizes up to 14 is an unrealistic proposition in terms of both size 
and cost (particularly as it is unlikely to fit for the entire pregnancy). The fact that 
the clothes are physically unlikely to fit many women -  certainly later in pregnancy -- 
defines their bodies as materially incongruent with such a (high fashion) style. And 
further the high cost of such clothing also constructs it as outside of pregnant 
women’s proper consumption therefore defining it in another sense as unsuitable 
attire for pregnant bodies. The representation of fashion here taps into the fashion as 
frivolity discourse which, set against the overwhelming importance of thrift in the 
hegemonic form of maternity wear consumption, points to another aspect of 
discontinuity and incongruence.

As a result of this well-established incongruence between fashion and the 
pregnant body some women find their normal identity performance unavailable to 
them. Ari and others talk about wearing basic items, ‘middle of the road’ styles, in 
the absence of what they see as credible alternatives. In response to this then some 
women, even some of those who usually make significant identity investments 
through clothing and specifically fashion, become ‘Mother’. Natriece for example, 
someone who on the occasion I met her for interview was wearing a Polo body 
warmer and Armani jeans, whose identity investments lay in designer fashion, not 
only changed her style during pregnancy but also her clothing consumption per se. 
Natriece felt the incongruence between her pregnant body and the fashionable 
discourse she would normally have bought into in the sense that her body became 
inappropriate for display in a way that would normally have been acceptable:

N: ... I did really change my style, because ... if I was going out now, the stuff 
that 1 wore when I was pregnant was a lot different to what I’d wear now but 
that’s because I wear quite tight things anyway.
V: So why wouldn’t you have worn that when you were pregnant?
N: Tight things? I don’t think it looks right but that’s my personal
opinion. Like I think if you buy maternity wear that is like supposed to be
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tight it doesn’t look too bad. But if you go out and buy like tops that meant to 
be like worn by everyday people it looks horrific ... but that’s just my 
personal opinion.
V: Is that because it doesn’t sit properly or ju s t ...
N: Well if I’m fat anyway I get a real thing about it anyway and I just
didn’t find myself wanting to ... I mean you could tell 1 was pregnant but 1 
still put on a lot of weight as well so I didn’t want to show off my fat really 
[laugh]! (Natriece, early-twenties, mother of 1, Bradford.)

Perceiving her pre-pregnant style to be unavailable to her specifically because of her 
embodiment Natriece took on a clothing regime and clothed identity more closely 
associated with ’Mother’ than fashion. For her it was better to opt out of fashion 
altogether than to risk looking ‘horrific’. In terms of the magazine feature discussed 
above she opted for the ‘safe’ items advertised by Mothercare, where she bought 
what little she did purchase, borrowing as well from a communal ‘wardrobe’ shared 
with her sisters. In so doing Natriece shifted not only her style but her form of 
clothing consumption from fashion to thrift, her pregnant body being unfit for both 
display and conspicuous consumption. Indeed there are also distinct undertones in 
her discussion to suggest she felt her pregnant body simply unworthy of investment 
in this sense. In both a financial and stylistic sense, her pregnant body was so 
unattractive that no amount of manipulation through clothing could improve its basic 
look; therefore there was no point. Whatever she did would produce a look 
unsatisfactory in relation to that of her non-pregnant body therefore it was not worth 
anything but the minimum investment.

The incompatibility between pregnant bodies and fashion discourses and 
garments can therefore be seen to have material consequences for the ways in which 
women consume clothing, and also wear and experience their bodies during 
pregnancy. The disruption of consumption practice, knowledge and certitude 
therefore in relation to fashion has deeper implications than merely having nothing 
preferable to wear. This is not just about a disruption of the identities women 
perform through clothing at a surface level; it is about who they materially are. 
Embodied experiences of retail spaces can also be seen to disrupt this with respect to 
women’s status as legitimate consumers.

7.3 The Consuming Pregnant Body: Embodied Experience Of 
Shopping

As noted in the previous chapter, consumption practice is disrupted for many 
women at the level of shopping not just because they are literally forced out of their 
usual destinations through lack of provision61 but also due to the radically different 
spaces they migrate to and the specific codings of these. High street maternity wear 
spaces of representation as 1 have noted tend to evoke singular pregnant bodies, 
which particularly in the case of Mothercare for example are explicitly maternal.

61 It m ay a lso  be that wom en f e e l  fo rc e d  ou t o f  these sp a ces because their b o d ies  no lo n g er f i t  here. I 
h a w  ex p erien ced  th is m yself. O nce em b o d ied  (is ob v io u sly  p reg n a n t I began  to  f e e l  HI a t ea se  in 
clo th in g  sh o p s l  w ou ld  o rd in a rily  con fiden tly  frequ en t. S pec ifica lly  I  f e e l  th a t because m y b ody  
d isco u n ts  m e from  b e in g  an  a c tiv e , con sp icuou s consum er in these sp a c es  1 am  som ehow  ou t o f  p lace . 
This is  a  f e e l in g  which is  co m p o u n d ed  b y  a  sen se  in  w hich  I  am  b e in g  c r itic a lly  su rve ye d  b y  o th ers  
(particu la r ly  s to re  staff) who w o u ld  ju d g e  an y in ten tion  to  w ea r the c lo th es on o ffer h ere a s  
in app ro p ria te  a s  they c lea r ly  w o u ld  n o t f i t ' m y  g ro w in g  b o d y  in  a  var ie ty  o f  ways.
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Women may therefore feel themselves to be ‘out of place’ in such spaces if their 
bodies do not map onto the dominant representation within them. Whilst clearly 
with respect to identity this may be problematic (as discussed with reference to 
Tina’s experience in the previous chapter) material embodiment may also construct 
women as ‘out of place’, as Natalie for example describes:

N: ... when you’re in a maternity store you’re automatically assumed to
have this great big bump in front of you and urn be about to have the baby 
and going round looking at maternity clothes and more baby clothes. They 
don’t think that people go round when they first get pregnant and buy them, 
its more towards the end that they, that they buy them.
V: So it did make you feel a b i t ...
N: I mean people, you still go in and if you, whenever 1 was in
Mothercare whether it was buying for Anthony or if it was buying maternity 
clothes you still have a look round to see if everyone is actually, everybody is 
actually got a bump and if they’re expecting and you sort of go ‘ohh’. 
(Natalie, early-twenties, mother of 1, Manchester.)

As Natalie suggests there is an expectation and surveillance among women 
themselves that those occupying these spaces will be embodied as obviously 
pregnant. It is perhaps therefore not surprising that women who are clinically 
pregnant but not showing (in very early pregnancy) or embodied as ‘in-between’ 
(when their bodies are neither normal due to an embryonic bump but nevertheless not 
obviously pregnant) might feel out of place in such spaces. Indeed it is a common 
occurrence in small independent shops for women to offer explanations for their 
presence as if not looking pregnant disqualifies them from legitimately occupying 
such spaces or participating in consumption within them. This would seem to imply 
that discourses about appropriate consumption are indeed embedded within retail 
spaces, discourses about who these clothes are intended for and how they should be 
consumed. Indeed it would appear that it is almost expected that this consumption 
will take place according to need. That legitimate maternity wear consumption 
should take place after a period o f ‘making do’. Having waited until the last possible 
moment, when literally clothes do not fit any more women should only then embark 
upon a brief and limited period of shopping in order to fulfil this material need. To 
the extent that the pregnant body is a legitimate site of consumption at all, high street 
retail spaces can be seen to reiterate the limitation and parameters of this 
acceptability. Not only is maternity wear a functional garment for the fulfilment of 
material need and therefore not for the ‘in-between pregnant body62, such bodies 
being experienced as out of place in these consumption spaces but also heavily 
pregnant bodies are also similarly coded and experienced as inappropriate 
consumers.

“ ...the last bit of pregnancy ... goes really, really slowly. And I think then it 
would have been really nice actually if I could have gone out and treated 
myself to something, because by that point you’re really missing going 
shopping as well. Unless you’ve got lots of money you just stay away from

62 This is reinforced by the fact that for the most part, high street maternity wear does not fit this ‘in- 
between’ pregnant body either, suggesting further that maternity wear is only for a certain -  
monolithic - pregnant body.
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shops when you’re pregnant because it’s too depressing. Cos everybody else 
is, especially cos everybody else is wandering round and they all look healthy 
and you just look /¿r/ [inaudible] and especially because you waddle as well! 
[laugh] So if I could have gone and treated myself to something that would 
have helped but (Sarah, mid-twenties, married, mother of 2, Bradford, 
emphasis in original speech)

Sarah talks here about the desire to buy something new in the last months and weeks 
of her pregnancy but there were a variety of reasons that stopped her, many of which 
arose from the anticipated embodied experience of being heavily pregnant in 
consumption space. Specifically it seems the she perceived her heavily pregnant 
body to be somewhat out of place in the shopping spaces. On a fundamental level 
Sarah’s clothing consumption during pregnancy was structured by a desire to 
minimise expenditure on herself -  the discourse of thrift identified in the previous 
chapter. Therefore whilst desiring to go shopping and buy something new in the 
latter stages of her pregnancy her self-imposed consumption practice itself defined 
her heavily pregnant corporeality as an inappropriate site of consumption. Any 
purchase of clothing would be grievously frivolous at this time since its use value 
would be short lived and further this would be consumption as leisure, for pleasure, 
rather than the fulfilment of material need. Therefore were she to have gone 
shopping Sarah would have occupied consumption space but not as a consumer per 
se. Her body in this sense barred her from full involvement in the space’s activities 
her presence could therefore have been construed as unjustified and indeed 
inappropriate. In addition, in relation to the dominant forms of embodiment both 
represented and physically present in these spaces the heavily pregnant body is again 
something of an anomaly, indeed an antithesis, indeed alluding to the comparative 
body image themes which come out in for example Rachel Colls work where women 
feel out of place in particular spaces depending on the degree of deviation between 
their body and that represented and idealised in that space by both the clothes on sale 
there and the other people in those spaces. Sarah felt her body to be ‘fat’ and 
physically abject in comparison to others present in shopping spaces. For her to 
occupy such spaces therefore would be a negative and ‘depressing’ experience, she 
would be out of place because of the look and materiality of her body.

This said it would not be accurate to suggest that women - though finding 
their shopping geographies vastly diminished and destabilised in terms of the 
knowledges that sit behind them and the embodied experiences of the spaces 
themselves - similarly loose the desire to actively consume clothing. Although as 1 
have suggested thrift is an important part of this consumption process and some 
women like Meg, Sharen and Natriece could be described as apathetic at best with 
regards their maternity wear many others retain a desire to shop for clothes and 
indeed find buying new items or even outfits even towards the end of their pregnancy 
cathartic. Indeed even though Sarah did not enter into renewed sartorial 
consumption at this stage in her pregnancy she nevertheless desired to remain an 
active consumer and suggests it would have helped her to feel better about her 
heavily pregnant corporeality63. However even if women do continue to participate

63 Indeed, l  can  identify' with th is fee lin g . B u ying  new  c lo th es du rin g  la te  p re g n a n cy  co u ld  in d eed  he 
ex p erien ced  p o sitive ly , p e rh a p s  even  im provin g  h ow  a  w om an fee ls  ab o u t h er h ea v ily  p reg n a n t body. 
A n y garm en t bou ght a t th is tim e w o u ld  be v isu a lly  a n d  m a teria lly  a sso c ia te d  w ith  th is co rp o rea lity  
only, w h ereas c lo th in g  th at has been  w orn  o ve r  tim e du rin g  which sign ifican t ch an ges have o ccu rred  
to  the p reg n a n t b o d y  w ill in ev ita b ly  be a sso c ia te d  w ith m u ltip le  p re g n a n t co rporea lities . In re la tio n
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in consumption activities during late pregnancy the material realities of heavily 
pregnant corporealities can be made to feel out of place by the physical construction 
of shopping centres for example. This is something discussed in-depth by Longhurst 
(1994) in her study of a New Zealand shopping mall and indeed is reflected in my 
own research. For example, women reported that shopping can be experienced as 
tiring, the physical design of shopping space therefore being of heightened 
importance and indeed to a certain extent determining their ability to engage in 
shopping activities at all:

S: ...Its nice actually, if you can go ... if you can go shopping when
you’re pregnant and find something and buy it and feel nice in it that really 
cheers you up.
A: Like when 1 was pregnant I went to the White Rose centre a lot
because I could drive, I could park near the door, I could walk into the centre 
and there were escalators and lifts everywhere and its cool and its all on one 
level. So to me I, I went there almost right up to the birth you know I was 
there because I felt comfortable there. I wouldn’t have gone into Leeds cos 
you can’t find anywhere to park and if you do park you’ve got to walk miles 
before you can get to the shops. So indoor, indoor places are absolutely 
brilliant...(Ari mid-twenties, married, mother of 1 and Sarah, mid-twenties, 
married, first pregnancy, both from Bradford)

The materiality of the pregnant body therefore -  which is only experienced as ‘in 
place’ in even maternity wear retail spaces for a marginal period, when embodied in 
a very specific way - can be seen to influence women’s shopping geographies. For 
example they appear to contract during the latter stages of pregnancy due to the 
awkward materiality of the heavily pregnant body. However it could also be argued 
that the design and physicality of such spaces accentuate this construction of heavily 
pregnant embodiment. As Ari says, she frequented a certain shopping centre where 
she felt her specific corporeal requirements were met almost right up until her due 
date, whereas she avoided other places where they were not. Longhurst (1994) 
suggests in relation to various spaces it is not surprising to find the needs of pregnant 
bodies not considered in design since the underlying ideology informing construction 
takes for granted their exclusion. This is clearly more dramatic and deeply seated in 
spaces such as public houses and the like (see Longhurst, 1994), yet I have suggested 
that for the most part women experience their pregnant bodies as similarly out of 
place in mainstream consumption spaces, even maternity wear spaces when 
embodied in particular ways.

Women’s shopping practices can then be seen to be not only grossly 
destabilised by the sartorial needs of the pregnant body but also the embodied 
experience of new practices can be seen to be vastly different to what women are 
used to and also crucially change over time as their embodiment shifts. This is 
indeed also true of the knowledges required to dress pregnant bodies. These are not

w ith  these b o d ies  garm en ts  p ro d u ce  ra d ic a lly  d ifferen t lo o k s a n d  1 w ou ld  su g g est that p a r ticu la r ly  a s  
the b o d y  g ro w s  la rg e r  sa tisfac tion  w ith th is is  lik e ly  to  de teriora te . ( ' la th in g  th at lo o k ed  b e tter  on  a  
p reg n a n t b o d y  th a t is  su bsequ en tly  (in la te  p reg n a n cy)  ‘re p la c e d  ’ b y  a  larger, m ore a b je c t fo rm  is  
unlikely to  p ro vo k e  p o s it iv e  em b o d ied  experiences. Therefore en terin g  in to  re n e w ed  consum ption  o f  
new  g a rm en ts  m ay  h elp  w om en to  f e e l  m ore p o s it iv e  a b o u t their h eav ily  p reg n a n t b o d ie s  sin ce these  
item s w ill n o t have been  p a r t  o f  a  now  unob ta inab le  but m ore sa tis fa c to ry  look  o f  a  sm aller, n ea ter  
corporea lity .
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constant either, rather, they need to be fluid as is the corporeality itself. The 
embodied experience of clothing consumption, from the spatialities of consumption 
to the material encounters with clothing can be seen to be critically destabilised by 
pregnancy and necessarily renegotiated on a constant basis throughout its duration as 
a result of the pregnant body’s fluidity.

7.4 Sartorial Knowledges -  Practices of Dressing the Pregnant Body

Material practices associated with dressing the body can also be seen to be 
critically impeded by pregnancy. Though there is a deafening silence within the 
fashion and clothing literatures regarding consumers’ material encounters with 
clothing items themselves, I would argue that this is of central importance here. No 
consideration of maternity wear consumption could count itself credible without this. 
Indeed 1 would even question the validity of other accounts of fashion consumption, 
which do not consider that material relationship between clothing and body from the 
perspective of the consumer. Material encounters with clothing are critical since 
they betray levels of sartorial competence in relation to wearing particular bodies. 
Vestimentary competences extend beyond the construction of visually acceptable 
social bodies in terms of style and can be destabilised too by a lack of knowledge and 
confidence in literally how to wear the clothes themselves. Any difficulties with 
coming to terms with the sartorial techniques required can destabilise any certitude 
women may muster since for example ill-fitting clothes can disrupt the most 
carefully constructed image. Here then lies a further disruption to embodied sartorial 
consumption knowledge and practice since many women are used to having expert 
personalised knowledges tailored to their own bodies and identities. For example 
with respect to sizing, women are often knowledgeable in terms of what size clothes 
their body fits in relation to different retailers and different styles. Despite the fact 
that sizing is rarely experienced as a constant within these variables women are 
generally adept at negotiating these. However, pregnancy tends to disrupt even these 
sensibilities. Not only are women’s existing consumption knowledges destabilised 
whilst they simultaneously lack often even the most basic awareness of maternity 
wear on which to build new ones. At the same time their in-depth, expert 
knowledges of their bodies are also destabilised and neither do they throughout the 
duration of pregnancy (and arguably beyond) since the pregnant body is constantly 
changing. As these small independent retailers commented, women often require 
guidance at a fundamental level in relation to sizing:

“Especially when it is their first pregnancy women need a lot of advice. They 
don’t know what size to buy and so on, they will always tell you they are 
bigger than they are. For example if they are a size 10 normally they will tell 
you they need a size 12.“ (Partner, Precious Cargo, telephone interview 
notes)

“People are naive. Really have to tell them to wear pre pregnancy size. She 
used the example of a customer she had in yesterday who was usually a size 
10 and had assumed that by now she would need a size 16 in maternity wear. 
She said people don’t seem to realise that it is cut to fit you right through in 
your normal size.” (Manager, Mums 2 Be, Kew, telephone interview notes)
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“When it’s their first pregnancy people don’t know what’s available and 
although they think they do they don’t really know what’s going to happen to 
their bodies she says. Often she’s had customers come and try things on and 
say ‘this is enormous’ and she’s had to explain that if it fitted now it wouldn’t 
accommodate their bump at full term. She says women have no idea how big 
they’re going to get.” (Partner, Room 4 2, telephone interview notes)

Not only are practical consumption knowledges destabilised by the pregnant body as 
discussed in the previous chapter therefore but also material knowledges associated 
with physically dressing the body. Material encounters with clothing during 
pregnancy, particularly at the outset, and during the process of shopping for 
maternity wear can be seen to be structured by the clothes and indeed the pregnant 
body’s unfamiliarity. Even the clothes themselves disrupt existing vestimentary 
knowledges and consumption because they too are alien:

“I’ll tell you what I did find difficult is ... you don’t ... when you’re looking 
for things on the hanger ...it is a kind of different thing ish to what you would 
normally wear and you kind of try to take into account your body growing, its 
actually quite difficult to know what to buy or even what to take in to try on. 
And it was just shear pot luck that 1 took a few things in and ... Because 1 
really wanted a skirt and it was quite difficult to find nice skirts, and 1 found 
one, and on the hanger it didn’t look anything special but it turned out to be, 
to be all right.” (Linda, early-thirties, married, mother of 1, Bradford)

As Linda describes the unfamiliarity of the body and the clothing can contribute to 
making shopping for maternity wear quite a daunting task, particularly for women 
facing the need for, and engaging with it for the first time. It is not insignificant 1 
would suggest that two of the retailers quoted above stress the lack of embodied 
knowledge as a particular problem to women. In subsequent pregnancies women 
have greater sartorial knowledges precisely because they are more materially aware 
of their corporealities and are therefore more skilled in the techniques of dress 
through greater familiarity with both pregnant embodiment, maternity wear and 
specifically the way the two are mapped onto one another. However, when at first 
women venture into this ‘world of maternity wear’ as Ari describes it, the pouch 
inserts, the extra material, the button hole elastic can seem quite daunting and 
strange. As Linda describes the clothes are completely different to those she was 
used to buying, and lacking embodied knowledge to contextualise these apparent 
anomalies they seemed strange and unappealing. This is something noted by others, 
that ‘on the hanger’ the apparently voluminous garments, disembodied and slack 
appear ‘horrendous’ and yet when in place, contextualised and pulled taught by their 
pregnant bodies they are transformed to acceptability .

N: But I find with maternity wear that it looks better on you than it does
on the hanger. So like I was trying on the trousers and I was thinking ‘Oh 
God, these are going to look awful’ and I put them on and they didn’t look 
that bad, its just the actual, on the hanger because of the panel and they’re 
hanging down and they look horrendous
A. Yeah I always say that to customers, T know it looks awful but try it 
on, it really does look better’
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N: Yeah it does, it looks better on than on the hanger [laugh](Natriece,
early-twenties, mother of 1, Bradford and Ari)

It is certainly the case that maternity wear has little or no hanging appeal and that 
once mapped onto the pregnant body and the extra material smoothed out, pulled 
taught by its contours, (and as such hidden), these garments are viewed more 
positively64. Indeed retailers are conscious of this and encourage women to try items 
on as part of their selling strategies, as Ari hints in the above quote. However 
although it may be generally the case that maternity wear looks better on the hanger 
this of course assumes the wearer possess appropriate knowledges relating to the 
various techniques of fit built into the clothes themselves. That women possess these 
sartorial knowledges 1 would argue cannot be taken for granted however. For 
example the non-pregnant model Dennis and Maria have used in their photo shoots 
demonstrates this very clearly. Having never been pregnant herself and therefore 
presumably, as others have commented, never having considered maternity wear 
before, least of all how she might wear it, she found the clothing alien and had little 
idea how to wear it:

“(Due; thongs th a t  yhe/ clearly w asn’t  a t  a l l  u sed  to- - n o t 
surprisingly sin ce  she  h a y  never been/ p re g n a n t - iy w earing' 
m a tern ity  wear. S h e  had/ no- id e a  how to- w ear it. I  fir s t n o ticed  
th iy  o n  th e  very firy t ta k e  w hen  sh e  p u t o n  th e  Jo Jo  apple tu n ic  
a n d  C apri pants-. The crutch/ looked/ very low and/ i t  way obvious- 
why im m ed ia te ly , she’d  g o t them / a ro u n d  her w a ist n o t over her 
‘bum p’. A ll evening- w e h a d  to- keep asking- her to -p u ll things- r ig h t 
up over th e  bum p. I t  clearly seem ed com pletely u n n a tu ra l/ to- her 
to  h a ve  th e m  r ig h t up so  high/.” (B elly Bum pery research d iary, 
M onday April/ 2nd-, 2001)

Again this can be seen as a further respect in which maternity wear is alien to 
women, destabilising yet again the material experience of consumption, in particular, 
the material relationship between body and clothes. As Ari commented following 
the empty handed departure of a first time pregnant woman from M ums & Co:

“A ri w asn’t  a t  a l t  surprised th a t  h e  h a d n ’t  b o u g h t a n y th in g ' a n d  
s a id  a fte r  she’d  g o n e  th a t  sh e  was- probably surprised  by how m u ch  
Spare m a te r ia l th e re  w ay in  th e  trousery a n d  how p e c u lia r  i t  f e l t  
com pared  to  n o rm a l clothes. S h e  s a id  th a t  th e  fir s t tim e  yow  try  
o n  m a tern ity  w ear i t  is  a  b it  s tra n g e  because y o u ’ve  never 
th o u g h t a b o u t i t  th a t  m u ch  before, certa in ly  n o t th e  m echanics o f 
how y o u  w ear i t  (trousery etc. above yo u r bum p). W hen y o u ’re  
u sed  to  c lo thes fittin g 'y o w  properly i t  c a n  b e  a  b it o f a  shock/ a n d

64 However, particularly garments with pouch inserts do not fit all pregnant bodies perfectly. For 
example the ‘in-between’ pregnant body (that the majority o f  women embody when they first are 
forced to shop for maternity wear) does not fill the pouch at all which means the smooth mapping 
does not occur. This creates an unacceptable image since there are a whole set o f issues with respect 
to the degree to which the clothing frames the body, non-framing items blurring corporeal boundaries 
and so on. These shall be discussed later, suffice to say at this point that this can impact significantly 
on sartorial competences as women find this difficult to negotiate, limiting their ability to compose a 
socially acceptable body through dress. Also it is important to note that the transformation from 
hanger to body, unacceptable to acceptable is not always as smooth as it is expressed here
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i t  doesn’t  really fe e t righ t. (M um s & Co research  d iary, Thursday  
J a n u a ry  13^  2000)

Although this customer didn’t buy anything from Mums & Co on that particular 
occasion she at least left with the skills necessary to obtain optimum fit from 
whatever she did eventually buy, wherever she bought it from. Again this flags up a 
key role of these small independents, increasing their customer’s knowledges in so 
many ways. This 1 would argue is a particularly important role since these are skills 
women do not learn, certainly not in any formalised way, anywhere else. The one to 
one attention women receive in these retail spaces is quite unlike the virtual 
anonymity on the high street. I would suggest that excluding those who do receive 
advice from small independent staff (and perhaps to a small degree on the high street 
and elsewhere) many women are actually wearing their maternity wear wrongly, as 
for example Carolyn revealed during an interview:

“You don’t want it round your bump you want it hugging your hips if you can 
leaving you that bit sort of feeling comfortable” (Carolyn, early-forties, 
married, mother of 2, Manchester.)

“...i t  was- obvious- th a t  the/ wom an/ was- com pletely flu m m o xed  by 
the- m a tern ity  w ear itself. A ri- b a d  to- go- into- the/ c h a rg in g ' room  
a n d  help her. When/ she/ tr ie d  the/ Noppies- trousers- o n  she- c a lle d  
out, asking/ d id  they do- a ltera tions- because- ‘look/. I  d id n ’t  g o  
in to  the- ch ang ing / room/ to  look/ as- th a t  w o u ld  have- been/ wholly 
inappropriate/ b u t I  c o u ld  te ll  w h a t h a d  ha p p en ed  a n d  Ari- 
co n firm ed  th is afterwards- th a t  in d e e d  she/ h a d  them - o n  her w a ist 
a n d  consequently the/ c ru tch  was- somewhere/ approaching- her 
knees-. Ari/ th e n  e xp la in e d  a t  some/ le n g th  a b o u t how the- trousers 
work/, this- is- som ething/ she- h a s  to  d o  a- lot. ” (M um s £r Co research/ 
d ia ry , 14/15 M arch 2001)

And as Ari also noted in an interview more than a year before this incident the crux 
of this problem is that:

“ ...nobody tells you how to wear maternity clothes. I’m surprised the 
amount of women who come in and they look at me completely .... they try 
trousers on and they’re hanging like the crutch is down there somewhere 
[points to half way down thigh]... because they’ve got them where their waist 
is. And they’ll say ‘oh these aren’t right they’re too big’ and I’ll say ‘just pull 
them right up under your chest’ and they’ll look at me and I’ll say ‘well that’s 
where you’re supposed to wear them so they’ll pull them up and suddenly it 
all fits and then they tighten it up around there with the button - hole elastic 
and suddenly it looks fine and they all go ‘oh wow’. It’s just that nobody 
actually says to you ...(Ari, mid-twenties, married, mother of 1, Bradford.)

I am not suggesting that women spend the majority of their pregnancies with the 
crutch of their trousers around their knees. Rather 1 am arguing that this is the 
natural instinct of women when they first shop for and materially engage with 
maternity wear. The clothes are alien but they apply their existing sartorial 
knowledges to them. They don them as if they were comparable with the clothes
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they are used to wearing and their material knowledges are based on6'\ Without any 
prior knowledge of maternity wear and with these clothes destabilising virtually 
everything they do know about clothing in general, this can be a daunting experience 
and without the one to one attention of small independents trial and error would 
appear to be the dominant method of knowledge acquisition given the lack of 
anything else. It is also significant to note that material encounters with clothing are 
never stable during pregnancy. The nature of most styles (particularly of trousers 
and skirts) necessitates almost constant adjustment of drawstrings, buttonhole elastic 
and the like in order to achieve optimum comfort and fit. Even those items, such as 
bengalin trousers, which have no such mechanisms fit differently (and indeed feel 
different) as the boundaries of ones corporeality shifts65 66. And indeed it is wholly 
possible that satisfactory fit or comfort may never be achieved67 (or indeed only for a 
brief period) if clothes are bought in a certain size in anticipation of excessive growth 
that is never realised for example. Precisely because of the incessant fluidity and 
apparently limitless possibilities for corporeal growth and change material sartorial 
knowledges are disrupted and are rarely re-stabilised. 1 have argued here that the 
materiality of maternity wear garments and the lack of formalised knowledge 
dissemination (other than through small independent retailers for example) 
exacerbates this disruption that in turn influences the competency of women to 
compose appropriate social bodies through dress. This is a fundamental problem 
which can be seen to reinforce the culture of making do during pregnancy since 
achieving satisfactory fit can be experienced as a constant battle, a satisfactory 
silhouette never quite achievable, therefore undermining certitude at a basic level.

7.5 Sartorial Negotiation of the Pregnant Body

It is not just at the basic level described above that sartorial negotiation of the 
pregnant body takes place. I refer to it here as the pregnant body very deliberately 
because despite the constant negotiation of the fluid pregnant body through dress 
described above, with respect to the cultural signification of bodies coded as 
pregnant there is little distinction made between women’s multiple pregnant 
corporealities. Regardless of the constant detailed surveillance and negotiations that 
may be necessary at the bodily scale as a result of corporeal multiplicity, women may 
simultaneously find themselves negotiating a singular figure since the pregnant body 
is always read by others in the context of hegemonic cultural discourse. As such the 
management of bodily boundaries mapped through dress is more a method of 
composing the pregnant body to be the most appropriate it can be at a particular time

65 When discussing this with Maria at Belly Bumpers for the purpose o f  getting feedback from her she 
agreed wholeheartedly with me about the lack o f sartorial knowledge women have and commenting 
that this can have dire consequences for women. One customer o f theirs did not consult her about 
how she should wear the jeans she purchased and brought them in to be shortened (they offer an 
alterations service). However it transpired that she had measured the amount she wanted taking up 
when wearing them on her waist. Consequently as her pregnancy progressed they became unwearable 
because she could no longer wear them in this way. This customer because o f  her lack o f  knowledge 
effectively wasted about £50 in the end.
66 For example some women choose to fold down the ‘waist’ o f  these garments until their bump 
becomes large enough to require the full length.
67 /  p e rso n a lly  have a  p a ir  o f  b lack  linen  trou sers in m y m a tern ity  w ardrobe fo r  w hich  1 d o  n o t h o ld  up 
m uch h ope in th is respect. I  d o  n o t an tic ip a te  them  fittin g  sa tis fa c to r ily  o r  b e in g  com fortab le  a t a ll  
du rin g  m y p regnan cy, m ain ly  because I  bou ght the w ron g  size  1 sh o u ld  have bou gh t a  size  sm a ller  
but a lso  because o f  the cut.
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in relation to all encompassing discourses which conflate all pregnant corporealities 
into one figure and narrow possibilities for the way it is lived and performed. Though 
there may be degrees of how uncomfortable particular pregnant corporealities may 
make others feel, how unattractive they are considered to be, how out of place in a 
particular space and so on, the pregnant body as a monolithic figure inhabits almost 
all social discourses of pregnancy. Some women may therefore find managing their 
pregnant bodies through dress particularly demanding given the two levels on which 
they must negotiate them both in relation to the multiple corporealities they 
experience and also in relation to the monolithic figure they embody. Two examples 
are discussed here. Firstly one teenage mother’s sartorial negotiation of her pregnant 
body which she dressed in order to construct a ‘non-performance’ of pregnancy since 
she perceived cultural discourse to mark out her pregnancy as socially unacceptable. 
Secondly ‘the workplace’ is discussed as a particular spatial context where the 
pregnant body is considered largely inappropriate and out of place. 1 consider one 
woman’s particular experience in managing her bodily identity through dress in order 
to maintain an authoritative and professional workplace identity, which again 
demanded something of a ‘non-performance’ of pregnancy.

7.5.1 Managing An Inappropriate Pregnant Body

For those for whom a pregnancy is un-welcomed (even if the child is 
subsequently cherished) the negotiation of other’s readings of their bodies can be 
particularly difficult, as it was for one of my respondents who had her first child in 
her late teens. This pregnancy was unplanned and although the child was indeed 
subsequently cherished the pregnancy itself was difficult for Tracey in terms of the 
upheaval it wrought on her self-identity. Indeed she freely admits that for the most 
part, particularly at work she tried to hide her pregnancy as much as possible.

“I covered it up an awful lot last time...” (Tracey, mid-twenties, married, 
mother of 2, Northampton.)

“With [my first baby] it was um, cos I was working in an office and 1 had to 
be kind of like all right to wear so it was mainly like dresses cos it was 
summer. But they weren’t maternity because I couldn’t find any maternity 
dresses and I didn’t really want to look fat and frumpy but I did. Um and you 
really wanted to hide it as much as what you could.”

From the discursive regimes Tracey often slips into when discussing this first 
pregnancy, as here using the second person, it is clear that to a certain extent this was 
a pregnancy that happened to someone else. The impersonalisation in her speech 
suggests a distancing, that this body was somehow not entirely her own (as it 
disrupted her sense of self so radically) but also that she was not and could not 
entirely become what this body should be. It appears there are two main reasons for 
Tracey wanting to hide her pregnant body as much as possible during her first 
pregnancy and these are not unrelated. First, she was very conscious about her 
changing body shape and in particular about how big she felt and, secondly, she was 
very conscious of how others reacted to her pregnancy, feeling that people were 
‘judging’ her because of her age:
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V: Why did you cover it up more the first time? Or was just because you
had baggy dresses and that was what you had?
T: Because I weren’t that old I felt a bit everybody was looking at me.
And because 1 put on weight everywhere 1 felt like a bus. I was like, 
everything, anything 1 ate just went on everywhere. And like because 1 
wasn’t that old 1 felt like everybody was looking at me and judging me so you 
tended to cover it up more.” (original emphasis)

This quotation is also extremely revealing as to Tracey’s sartorial negotiation of her 
pregnant corporeality during her first pregnancy as well as how she experienced and 
lived it. In at least two respects her pregnant corporeality was radically disruptive of 
her pre-pregnant self-identity. Her rapidly changing body shape which contrasted in 
the extreme with her pre-pregnant ‘really nice figure’ and caused her to feel ‘like a 
bus’ as well as the pregnancy itself undermined her self-identity dramatically. She 
took on an entirely new clothing regime during this pregnancy that did not reflect 
her self-identity either - in order to negotiate this essentially alien corporeality. 
Largely chosen and bought by her mother on her behalf (it seems she could not even 
bring herself to shop for this body) Tracey wore large, baggy dresses, none of which 
were specialist maternity wear -  significantly she refused a Mothercare dress (which 
to this day has its labels still attached) -  in order to compose an appropriate body. 
For Tracey this meant (particularly at work) covering and attempting to conceal not 
just her increasing size but also the pregnancy itself. Concealment of her pregnancy 
was for Tracey the only means of composing an appropriate social body since she 
felt that her embodiment as pregnant (given her self-identity and specifically her life 
stage) was fundamentally inappropriate in the eyes of others. The fact that she 
refused to wear maternity wear at all, and especially Mothercare clothing is 
significant I would suggest, she was aware that the identity associated with such 
clothing was radically at odds with her own and to wear it would make her all the 
more visible and open to judgement.

Despite the radical disruption of not only her consumption knowledge, 
practice and certitude but also her embodied identity on a very basic level Tracey did 
not reconstruct her clothed identity in relation to ‘mother’ as others (for example 
Natriece) have done. This identity, imbued in specialist maternity wear, was also felt 
to produce an inappropriate clothed composition for her particular body. As a 
teenaged, unmarried, pregnant woman she felt the identity of mother did not map 
onto her body at all. In fact her corporeal identity contradicted the prevailing cultural 
expectations for how mother was to be embodied. Therefore in a culture where the 
readings of the pregnant body as the maternal body -  a mother-to-be -  are associated 
with equally narrow prescriptions for her behaviour and dress, indeed even down to 
her embodiment itself, Tracey felt she had little alternative but to conceal it as much 
as possible and to literally not be the pregnant body.

7.5.2 Managing An inappropriately Placed Pregnant Body

Whilst Tracey experienced her teenage pregnant body to be socially 
inappropriate in almost every sense it seems this feeling was heightened and the need 
for disguise deepened when she occupied public spaces, where she would fall under 
the judgmental gaze of others. Other women too report the need to manage the 
appearance of their pregnant bodies in particular socio-spatial contexts, for example 
it would appear that particularly significant example of a space where pregnant
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bodies must be carefully negotiated through dress is ‘the workplace’. Though clearly 
not the case to the same extent in all workplaces, at a fundamental level the pregnant 
body is defined as ‘out of place’ in such spaces by the social order and hegemonic 
gender roles, relations and identities which underpin it. Despite the advances of 
women into almost every conceivable part of the ‘workforce’, the pregnant body, 
perhaps the most definitive embodiment of femininity as it is dominantly perceived, 
remains problematic for a variety of reasons (see for example McDowell, 1995).

For some women, their workplace experiences are almost entirely positive. 
For example Tracey found her workplace encounters enhanced her experience of 
pregnancy the second time round. Though there were clearly other factors 
influencing her far more positive second experience of pregnancy (not least her 
marital status, her age and established identity as a mother), the validation she 
received from her colleagues as a result of their sustained interest and concern was 
clearly significant:

T: ...there’s so many, down Tesco’s there’s so many people that have
had children, so many people have been on maternity leave, so many people 
are pregnant. And you work with the same people on the same nights so you 
know them as individuals, you know what they like and they were like 
coming up and feeling the bump and touching it and ‘oh are you all right?’ 
and ‘how’s the bump?’ ‘How’s it going?’ ‘How do you feel?’ ‘How long 
have you got to go?’ And they were all interested and it made you feel nice. 
It made you feel really good because there was somebody else interested in 
how you were feeling. And they turn round when you go in shopping saying 
‘you look really well’, and you’d be feeling like shit but ... 1 did look well 
fair enough but it was like ‘oh thank you’, ‘how are you feeling?’
V: Yeah it makes you feel better at least.
T: Yeah. So I think the job had a lot to do with it and how I felt ... and
everything else. Plus I get on really well with like my team leader so if I was 
feeling tired I’d just go into the cash office and sit and sort the pods out, 
instead of having to deal with people. Because sometimes you start to feel ‘I 
don’t want to speak to you, go away’. So I’d go and shut myself in the office. 
(Tracey, mid-twenties, married, mother of 2, Northampton.)

In Tracey’s particular workplace context, her local Tesco’s supermarket, 
working evening shifts in the customer services department on the checkouts, her 
pregnant body was clearly not just tolerated but also valued by the personnel, 
certainly those she came into immediate contact with. This is not surprising, such 
shifts and departments are often dominated by mothers working in the evenings once 
their partners have returned from work to look after the children. It is perhaps 
unsurprising that Tracey should feel valued and comfortable in such an environment; 
she was explicitly in place here. In other predominantly female jobs and workplaces 
similar experiences may also be commonplace. Certainly those occupations with 
uniforms which provide maternity garments for their pregnant employees signal that 
if not openly valued above any other (as Tracey was in a social sense at least) the 
pregnant body’s presence is at least expected and tolerated, for example health 
service occupations such as nursing and physiotherapy (members of both being 
represented among my research group). However this has not always been the case 
as Linda’s mother, who was present during her interview, suggested:
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LM: 1 was nursing at the time and that was a nightmare because if you can 
remember this was sort of thirty plus years ago they had belts and you 
couldn’t go into anything different than the uniform.
L: Really could they not, even when you were pregnant [surprised]
LM: No, they didn’t then and it was really uncomfortable. Matthew was 
born 6 weeks early and I’d actually finished work on the Friday of one week 
and he was born the following Wednesday so I was like working on the 
wards right to then because 1 was training.

This suggests that only just over three decades ago, even in professions most closely 
associated with femininity such as nursing, the pregnant body was on some level at 
least unwelcome. Even today in similar workplaces uniform issues arise, which hint 
at continued uneasiness about the place of pregnant bodies in workspaces. Uniform 
issues that may preclude the efficient performance of pregnant bodies as for example 
Angela, a physiotherapist pregnant with her third child described:

A: Work was the worst because they don’t really um ... well they gave me a 
uniform and it’s a pregnancy one but it was a size 42...and I’m only a size 14 
normally, so like the shoulders [laugh] were off here [pointing to half way 
between her shoulder and elbow] and the cleavage was down here and then it 
had got a lovely tie apron at the back that you could tie up, it was awful. So in 
the end I just said ‘Oh I’m not wearing it; and put my foot down and just 
wore a T-shirt with navy trousers so [laugh]
V: Oh gosh, so was that the only one they had or something?
A: Yeah. I got away with it for a while just wearing, I wore the next size up 
for a while but then, for about the last ten weeks [that she was working] I just 
couldn’t fit into that at all, it was too small so I tried this top on and I must 
have worn it three times [laughing] And then I decided no, this is positively 
indecent, when I was bending down in front of everybody you know. 
(Angela, mid-thirties, married, third pregnancy -  mother of 2, Manchester.)

Angela at least had the confidence to assert herself and refuse to wear the provided 
uniform because of its inappropriate fit exacerbated by the demands of her job. Had 
she felt unable to do this the influence of what can be seen to be an essentially subtle 
assertion that her pregnant body itself was inappropriate to be filling such a role 
would have been more significant. However she did receive more direct suggestions 
of this from some of her patients:

“1 work with the elderly and a lot of them, once they know you’re pregnant, 
they don’t want you to do anything for them. ‘Oh you shouldn't be doing 
that, you shouldn’t be doing this!’ [laugh] ‘Get off your hands and knees!”’

Angela does not appear to have been greatly troubled by these occurrences but they 
were clearly significant enough for her to call them to mind during the interview 
when we were not initially discussing work related issues. Underlying both Angela’s 
described experiences is a tacit assumption that her pregnant body is out of place in 
this workplace, for example through its inability to perform tasks safely (in reference 
to the baby’s safety that is) as suggested by the elderly patients comments. For her 
the dress code in relation to dressing appropriately demurely was interestingly self- 
imposed, the provided uniform being judged to reveal too much cleavage to be
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‘decent’. Her official uniform represented her pregnant body in an inappropriate 
way. This could be read as the institutional statement of what the elderly patients 
verbally expressed, that a pregnant body should not be doing such a physical job.

In other women’s experience, dress codes in the work place, whilst not being 
dictated directly through company uniforms as such are just as central to carving out 
or maintaining a niche within the workplace. As Sarah notes there are many sources 
of discipline for bodies that break the codes of dress specific to these bodies:

“There was one woman at work who I didn’t realize at first cos she’d 
comment on what I was wearing ... and then 1 realized that she only 
commented when 1 was wearing something that sort of skimmed my bump 
and didn’t really hug it. But then she made, she slipped up one day and she 
made some comment about how ... oh that was it I was wearing a shirt, a 
maternity wear shirt and it just sort of fell over the top of my bump and hung 
down it didn’t [inaudible] and she, she made some comment about really 
liking what I was wearing and she liked the way I looked and she said 'oh 
yeah I don’t like these girls nowadays who wear really tight fitting things and 
show everything off and 1 just don’t think it looks right, 1 don’t think its nice 
and I think people should just cover up a little bit, I don’t think, I just think it 
looks ..’ I can’t remember the phrase she used and then she sort o f .. 1 don’t 
know. She didn’t even try to back track or anything. But I’d sort of after her 
saying that I sort of thought about it and realized that she’d never said I 
looked nice on the days when l wore tight things” (Sarah, mid-twenties, 
married, mother of 2, Bradford)

The comments made by Sarah’s colleague can be seen to assert that wearing tightly 
fitting clothing was not just unattractive in this particular person’s eyes but also 
inappropriate, ‘not right’. Framing the body boundaries in this unambiguous way, 
making the pregnant body visibly present in the office was not acceptable to this 
woman and her communication of this to Sarah can be seen as an attempt to 
discipline her into conforming. Others impose stringent regimes upon themselves in 
workspaces often in order to minimise the visibility of their pregnant bodies. For 
Carolyn for example, the head of modern languages in a large secondary school in 
Manchester, management of her workplace appearance with respect to the visibility 
of her pregnant body was central to her articulations about maternity wear. This was 
perhaps the most significant aspect of her embodied relationship with clothing during 
pregnancy since she felt that producing the right body for the workplace was crucial 
to her ability to continue doing her job unhindered by her pregnant body in terms of 
it impinging on and contaminating her identity. Carolyn felt that her pregnant body 
was dangerous to her authoritative identity and undermined her in the sense that it 
opened her up to certain comments and behaviour from both staff and pupils for 
example. As a result of these perceptions and fears she engaged in a particular 
negotiation of her pregnant corporealities through dress, selecting her clothing very 
carefully in order to diminish the impact on her workplace identity:

“ ...they were all into sort of like urn you know urn revealing your bump as 
much as possible at that time, certainly in 97 they were because it was the 
time of the you know the Spice Girls and that kind of pregnancy. Urn and 
really for a teaching situation that’s not acceptable you know. You, I wanted 
to basically get on with the fact that you know I’m a teacher I didn’t want to
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draw attention too much to the fact that I was pregnant you know.” (Carolyn, 
early-forties, married, mother of 2, Manchester.)

.. I tend to have stuff that 1 wear just for work and stuff that I wear at home 
because work is so much o f a formal situation and when l put on those clothes 
I ’m turning into ‘Miss' and l need you know there's a certain personality and 
things you know roles and common behaviour which go with that urn. 1 tend 
not to put those things on in the evening or when I’m going out to church...” 
(emphasis added)

Carolyn describes very specific identity performances related to her 
professional and non-professional lives and in particular it is her workplace identity 
that received most attention in terms of her maternity wear wardrobe construction. It 
is this she spent most money on and for which she had the most stringent (self 
imposed) requirements. This is perhaps not surprising given her explicit discussion 
of how she constructs and performs this identity cf ‘Miss’ through not only her 
behaviour but also her clothing. How she dresses her body is integral to the 
performance of this identity. During her pregnancies maintaining this identity 
required careful negotiation of her pregnant embodiment (and the discourses attached 
to it) through clothing, something she talks about at length. This is in complete 
contrast to her backstage identity at home. As the above quotations show she has 
clear ideas about a code of dress appropriate for work and also marks a clear 
distinction between this identity and her home performance of self. The way she 
dresses her pregnant body out of school is entirely different to when performing 
‘Miss’. The two identities are completely separate and as such require separate 
codes of dress.

Her work place clothing regime was all about managing the appearance of 
her pregnant body through dress in order to limit its impact on her work place 
identity. It seems that Carolyn felt her pregnant body was wholly out of place in this 
context and that it almost threatened her professional identity:

V: So can you put into words why it is that you didn’t want to, well that
you did want to conceal it at school? And was it specifically only at school 
or was that...?
C: Um ... I ... Yeah I think, I certainly didn’t want male members of staff
patronizing me um, the reactions seem to vary between um over concern and 
total neglect of the fact that you’re pregnant. Like the guy who did the cover 
who had me in July and seven and a half months pregnant um taking a 
register in the, because 1 was a year 11 tutor and I was therefore free so I was 
on register cover you see, he put me on the middle floor of a block where I 
had to walk all the way to the, it was about a five minute trek, all the way 
down from where I was up two flights of stairs register this class and walk all 
the way back again to take my afternoon classes. And in the end I actually 
said to him after two days of this and was beginning to feel absolutely 
shattered um ‘excuse me um is there nobody else who can do this because in 
actual fact you know 1 don’t like special consideration but if it could be 
shared  I’d be grateful. I do seem to be the only person who’s copping for 
this’ and ‘yes’ he said ‘that’s because you’ve got 11A so you’re first up on 
the register’ [laughing] and I thought ‘well thanks, thank you!’ Um ... And 
in general um ... I just felt th a t... 1 actually got one comment from an Asian
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lad when I was very heavily pregnant and he said ‘you should be at home not 
at school’ and I did him for that because 1 wasn’t having that from anybody 
urn. Children’s reactions to the fact that you’re pregnant 1 mean I was, 1 was 
a teacher doing a job ... I was taking home the money therefore in my opinion 
you’re not entitled to any special consideration. I think the point about the 
cover was that it was actually even if I hadn’t been pregnant I would have 
still been going to him and saying ‘excuse me why am 1 the one who’s doing 
this class every single time?’ The fact that it was adding to a problem you 
know that it was just making me absolutely exhausted was you know he 
hadn’t thought through the situation. But 1 honestly believe that I’m there to 
teach and you don’t want anything distracting from that um ... and in any case 
my own personal situation when I go into a classroom is., is secondary. I’m 
there, I’m there, I’m the teacher, I’m in control, what’s happening at home is 
totally separate. And that’s something that you just learn with the job you’ve 
got to be able to do that.

Carolyn certainly felt that her pregnant embodiment encroached on her professional 
identity of ‘Miss’. Her body was therefore out of place in the school space since it 
caused disruption, distracting the children from seeing her as the teacher in control 
and causing adverse reactions not only from them but also colleagues as well. The 
boy who made the comment about her proper place being at home spelt out for 
Carolyn just how out of place her body was, not because she shared his conviction, 
but because it disrupted her identity and undermined her authority. Her pregnant 
embodiment was not conducive with her identity as the teacher in control, the 
capable authority figure, and this particular situation confmned that to her. For these 
reasons she sought to cover it up at school, to wear baggy clothes and to attempt to 
keep her pregnant body hidden in order to minimise its impact on her identity.

The children were not the only problem in this respect. She was concerned 
that other staff members continued to see her as competent and was particularly 
unwelcoming of patronizing over concern. This again was part of her desire to 
maintain absolutely her identity of ‘Miss’, as a head of department she wanted to 
maintain, without question, her position of authority and she felt that any over 
concern or special treatment on account of her pregnancy would jeopardise this.

The careful management of her clothed appearance in terms of concealing her 
pregnant body as much as possible can therefore be seen as an attempt to keep this 
dangerously undermining body out of the workplace. She talks about it being a way 
of keeping home and workplace identity separate, her private and public identity 
performances mutually exclusive. It is perhaps therefore not surprising that she, (in 
direct contrast to for example Tracey), found a colleague’s uninvited touching of her 
bump ‘offensive’. This action effectively breached the boundaries she tried so hard 
to maintain, literally bringing her pregnant body into the very space she wanted to 
keep it out of:

V: So did you have problems with or did you find that people were very
often touching you and ...
C: One, one woman did at school and I was, I was quite offended at that I
didn’t think that was, that was on at all um. Its not a request I would make of 
any woman I was quite, I was quite shocked. Um the second time, the second 
time when I had Timmy I was more prepared for these bizarre reactions from
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people but when Sabrina was born it was the first time fd  had this. 1 was 
asking ‘what?’

It is a distinct limitation of my research that Carolyn is perhaps the most 
‘senior’ woman in a professional sense. She is certainly the person who amongst my 
interviewees marks out professional identity management as the most significant 
aspect of her embodied relationship with clothing during pregnancy. It would indeed 
be a worthwhile and interesting path for further research to pursue such questions 
with women in senior corporate positions for example. I would suggest this to be an 
interesting corollary to the wealth of recent work across the social sciences looking at 
the significance of body management through dress in such workspaces (see for 
example Davis, 1992; Entwistle, 2000, Green, 2001; McDowell, 1995, McDowell 
and Court, 1994) in addition to other embodied aspects of work such as the 
employment of signifiers of femininity, and therefore the bodies of female 
employees, as part of service provision (see for example Adkins, 1992; Kerfoot and 
Knight, 1994). I would argue that it is a significant oversight that none of these 
studies considers how pregnant bodies might be managed in such contexts or indeed 
how they might disrupt such institutional practices. Although my research cannot 
authoritatively make such an intervention it does enable me to make certain 
suggestions in this area. For example in workplaces where certain forms of 
masculinity are privileged and where women find it correspondingly necessary to 
manage their bodily expression of femininity, pregnant bodies may be seen as 
particularly problematic. As for Carolyn these bodies may be experienced by women 
as dangerously contaminating in their efforts to construct authoritative identities. 
Equally they may be used by colleagues to disrupt these identities, touching and 
commenting for example in ways, which bring pregnancy (and all this stands for) 
sharply into focus. They may also be institutionally unacceptable also. Those who 
embody the company itself by performing front stage roles, meeting clients and so 
on, may find these activities curtailed particularly as pregnancy progresses and 
becomes more difficult to conceal, (heavily) pregnant bodies embodying the wrong 
values in relation to the company profile for example.

It may be seen as encouraging that high profile figures - such as Cherie Booth 
who continued to work as a high profile judge and indeed was in court only days 
before giving birth to her fourth child - provide positive role models for many 
women, (Carolyn for example explicitly noted this). However I would be tempted to 
suggest that other women in similar professions might not find working whilst 
embodied as obviously pregnant quite so easy. Ms Booth’s almost celebrity status 
endorsed and almost compelled her continued presence in the workplace. Her 
identity is one of ‘professional working mother’ and to have conducted herself any 
other way during her pregnancy would have undermined this. Any melting into 
domestic oblivion would have done irreparable damage to her identity (just as 
wearing conventional maternity clothing would do to pop stars images for example) 
and perhaps projected an unwanted political message. Her high profile status and 
recognisable image as this breed of superwoman also accrues positive values to the 
image of those she represents in a work capacity. Certainly her sidelining would 
have caused more damage to them. And therefore, in much the same way as images 
of perfect celebrity pregnant bodies can be seen to set up an ideal against which other 
women’s bodies are measured, her example might inevitably be experienced as 
unattainable for those who lack the support structures of celebrity.
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Indeed despite positive images constructed by Cherie Booth and others (for 
example Nicola Horlick), I would suggest that experiences articulated by women 
who work, such as Carolyn’s in particular, point to the continued prevalence of 
gendered discourses that construct pregnant bodies as out of place in work settings 
and inconsistent with authoritative identities. As previously noted there is a 
considerable literature discerning the persistent discourses constructing female 
bodies as naturally unsuitable for such roles (see for example Alcoff, 1996; 
Entwistle, 2000; Green, 2001; McDowell, 1995), for example McDowell (1995) 
argues that:

"‘Women’s bodies are, by very definition (and in contrast to those of men) 
grotesque, incomplete, fertile and changing. Like nature, women too are 
natural, marked by sexuality, fecundity and growth and so apparently 
uncontrolled and uncontrollable. And while culture is appropriately found in 
the public or civic sphere, nature is located in, and should be confined to, the 
private or domestic arena. Thus, women’s sexed bodies are threatening in the 
workplace for the very reason that there are not meant to be there” 
(McDowell, 1995, p.80)

Such literature also commonly reports on the gender cultures of particular 
professional workplaces and strategies used by female employees to limit their 
femininity, manage their female bodies in relation to these. Yet it would seem that 
there is a significant silence in relation to the female body which is perhaps the most 
threatening and therefore problematic in these contexts -  the pregnant body68. 
However it would seem to be important to discuss pregnant embodiment in these 
contexts particularly when it is so blatantly excluded on perhaps the most 
fundamental level -  availability of appropriate clothing Maternity business wear is a 
rare commodity it would seem. Certainly none of the high street retailers carry 
suiting ranges (not that these kind of professional women would be likely to turn to 
the high street), some having pulled out of such lines altogether at the time of 
interview:

“The only thing that we’re not, that we don’t do any more which we still do 
get asked for but l don’t know whether they’re taking it up is suiting. We 
used to do a suiting range within um maternity but they’ve not done one for a 
good twelve months or so” (Dorothy Perkins visual merchandiser, 
Manchester City Centre branch, 9/10/00)

“..at the moment we’re tending to be very ... um not to go for very smart 
clothes. We did have, we did at one time actually have quite a lot of smart 
office wear which we haven’t done now for a couple of seasons. We do 
smart casual wear but not suiting” (Mothercare maternity wear manager, 
Manchester City Centre branch, 10/10/00).

Other retailers only carry limited suiting as a rule too. This can be seen to speak 
volumes about the mainstream expectations for pregnant body’s activities and 
corresponding sartorial needs, reflecting the traditional ideologies properly locating 
them in the domestic sphere of the home. That this lack of appropriate clothing is so

68 This may be because as such they are so almost entirely absent in such contexts o f  course.
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widespread suggests the hegemony of such ideologies and that culturally there is an 
inability to accept pregnant bodies as authoritative, competent professionals.

Clearly heavily pregnant corporealities are likely to be more problematic to 
women in terms of managing their appearance -  which in professional work 
environments tends to mean managing femininity and sexuality -  since the 
effectiveness of dress to smooth out this body’s exaggerated boundaries is greatly 
diminished. However it is not just this specific pregnant corporeality that is 
constructed as out of place (not just through taken for granted cultural ideologies but 
also actively through clients and colleagues comments and behaviour, touching 
giving advice and so on), rather the pregnant body, the monolithic figure is. Whilst 
specific forms of masculinity are prized over femininity, which is seen as a signifier 
of incompetence, whilst such gender cultures persist in any workplace the pregnant 
body will remain problematic since its sexuality is undeniable, yet its pregnancy 
defines it as unattainable- or at any rate sexually undesirable. And indeed its clear 
fertility and reproductive capacity defines it as irrational, natural and maternal which 
remains wholly irreconcilable with rational, cultural production at least in the current 
gender order. It is the conflation of this fundamental dualism, which makes this 
body so problematic and therefore ultimately from a feminist perspective excitingly 
challenging although on the level of individual lived embodiment tremendously 
difficult to negotiate.

7.6 Conclusion

Throughout this chapter I have sought to embody understanding of clothing 
consumption through identifying four examples from my research. I have argued 
that the disruption of consumption knowledges, practices and certitude during 
pregnancy is explicitly and inherently focused on pregnant corporeality itself and that 
central to understanding clothing consumption during pregnancy therefore is 
consideration of the material encounters between bodies and dress. Further it is 
crucial to acknowledge that women’s accounts of their embodied clothing 
consumption points to a process of constant renegotiation in these relationships, 
specifically as a result of material pregnant embodiment being experienced not as a 
fixed body but rather multiple corporealities. Therefore, whilst cultural discourse 
(and indeed the production of maternity wear in mainstream retail spaces of 
representation) may map onto a singular maternal figure, prescribing appropriate 
consumption and dress for example for the pregnant body, this body is fundamentally 
experienced as fluid and shifting. As a consequence clothing consumption during 
pregnancy, as it is understood here, is a process of constant renegotiation as a result 
of not only the disruption of existing consumption but also crucially, corporeality and 
dress themselves and their relationships with one another. Clothing consumption 
during pregnancy therefore involves constant negotiation of both a singular, 
monolithic body (as produced by discourse and retailers) and multiple fleshy 
corporealities.
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Chapter 8: Multiple Pregnant Corporealities

8.1 Introduction -  monolithic and multiple pregnant bodies

It would appear that there are very specific ways in which the pregnant body 
is expected to act in relation to socially sanctioned forms of (clothing) consumption, 
and I would suggest that it is through adherence to such socially sanctioned practices 
that appropriate identity performances are pieced together. What is worn and how it 
is consumed is important in this for example. There would appear to be a singular 
body at the core of this appropriate performance of "mother-to-be’, the pregnant body 
evoked as a monolithic figure, and anyone embodied as such being culturally 
conditioned to behave and dress for example according to the prevailing social 
discourse surrounding motherhood. The singular pregnant body onto which 
expectations about Mother are unquestioningly mapped is present in almost all 
cultural representations of discourses of pregnancy. Those who are seen to 
transgress this are condemned and disciplined as a result, for example the treatment 
of those who drink, smoke or continue drug use during pregnancy has been widely 
discussed both in terms of direct action in relation to extreme substance abuse (see 
for example Longhurst, 1999; Young, 1997) and more indirect measures taken in 
relation to less serious consumption. For example the physical construction and in 
particular seating arrangements in bars can be seen to exclude pregnant women from 
such spaces (see Longhurst, 1994). In my research I have also seen evidence of such 
disciplining for example, one of the small independent retailers placed leaflets giving 
advice about quitting smoking during pregnancy on their counter, alongside flyers 
advertising prams shops and local play facilities. This specific example suggests 
how pregnant women and mothers themselves act to reinforce the boundaries of 
acceptable behaviour for ‘the pregnant body’, expecting pregnant women to deny 
their own ‘needs’ and put their baby first. The idea that ‘being a good mum starts 
here’ (Pregnancy and Birth, October, 2001) is clearly informing such actions. 
Particular substance consumption during pregnancy can perhaps be seen to be a 
reasonable cause for conditioning discourse since there are significant grounds to 
suggest harm to the unborn child. There would appear to be a cause / effect 
relationship certainly with sustained and heavy use. However ideas about being a 
‘good mum’ extend far beyond nurturing in this sense, as has been discussed in the 
previous chapter, not least into ideas about consumption of clothing and dress codes 
themselves. These are perhaps most clearly demonstrated by noting the reactions of 
my group of women to images of Scary Spice (published in The Sunday Times 
Magazine, see figures 1.2, 1.3 and 1.5 for example) and Demi Moore (published in 
Vanity Fair, see figure 1.1) both scantily clad and heavily pregnant. Whilst the 
image on the front cover of Vanity Fair was by and large interpreted positively those 
of Melanie Gulzar (as she was then) were less well received mainly because of 
unacceptable sexual undertones perceived by many women and the associated 
perception of her as ‘un-motherly’. Almost no one had a positive word to say about 
these images (surprising then that there was little if any media response to them at 
the time of publication in comparison to the furore that accompanied the issue of 
Vanity hair). For example Sarah describes her dislike of the Mel G images in direct 
relation to the Demi Moore front cover:

“[Demi Moore is in] a protective position, she’s covering, she’s ... she’s looks 
as if she’s sort of protecting her baby and she’s because its not ‘look at me
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here i am’ full frontal urn ... and its not even to do with her being naked its 
not to do with her boobs its to do with the bump and how she’s portraying the 
bump. Whereas there she’s supporting it she’s sort of, its a loving thing she’s 
obviously, its like a nurturing thing whereas these are [Mel G images] ... she 
happens to be pregnant and have a bump but she’s being exactly the way she 
would be normally and .. its just 1 don’t know it doesn’t work.” (Sarah, mid­
twenties, married, mother of 2, Bradford, emphasis in original speech)

It would appear therefore that in most even/day cultural discourses of 
pregnancy a singular body is evoked and all bodies defined as such are expected to 
conduct themselves in equally tightly defined ways. This is not without consequence 
since these discourses and the resultant disciplining of bodies by individuals 
themselves (and each other) as well as society at large can be seen to be central to the 
maintenance of the prevailing social order through hegemonic constructions of 
female bodies and Mother for example.

However, despite the consistent cultural construction of a monolithic 
pregnant body (which serves to allow the maintenance of hegemonic discourses) the 
articulations of my group of women suggest that pregnant corporeality as it is lived is 
not constant and does not map onto a singular construction. Indeed women report 
experiencing what can only be described as multiple pregnant bodies in the course of 
singular pregnancies:

“When you’re first pregnant you actually really, really want to just get a little 
belly cos it makes you feel more pregnant and its sort of there and its sort of 
... you want people to have, you want to have something that makes you look 
pregnant rather than just looking a bit overweight. But urn ... And then when 
it actually happens its really nice because it makes you feel special, but then 
you get big and then you just feel, you feel like a whale then. But you go 
through; well I went through these stages of how 1 felt. Because when you 
first find out you’re pregnant its really hard because there’s nothing, you 
don’t feel pregnant at all, and then you grow out of your clothes and you feel 
frustrated because you can’t wear proper maternity clothes and you can’t 
wear your ordinary clothes. And then you get into maternity clothes and you 
feel nice for a couple of months, and then you get huge! (laugh) and you can’t 
roll over in bed and you can’t bend down...” (Sarah, mid-twenties, married, 
first pregnancy, Bradford, emphasis in original speech)

Although negotiating the socially constructed monolithic pregnant body in a variety 
of ways during and through clothing consumption, women simultaneously 
experience, and must negotiate, constantly shifting, fluid fleshy corporealities. By 
quoting Sarah in-depth here I do not mean to suggest that this is how these multiple 
corporealities are always experienced. Or even that women always experience these 
particular corporealities as Sarah describes them. But rather that the idea of a 
monolithic pregnant body is fragmented by embodied experience, that fluidity and 
multiple corporealities themselves must be negotiated, and that integral to these 
negotiations is dress.

Here for detailed discussion I shall mark out four specific pregnant 
corporealities commonly encountered by the participants. ‘In between pregnant 
bodies’; ‘satisfactorily pregnant bodies’; and ‘heavily pregnant (out of control) 
bodies’, in addition to ‘post partum’ bodies’ which counter the assumption that the

206



pregnant body is a discrete, temporary form of embodiment. These women’s 
experiences show the leaking of the pregnant body beyond pregnancy itself, which 
can have implications in both the short and long term future for the way women’s 
bodies are sartorially constructed and lived. Though identifying these different 
corporealities and singling them out for discussion is rather like drawing lines in the 
sand - the boundaries between them being blurred, tenuous and shifting, for each 
woman during different pregnancies and between women for example as well as over 
time - 1 would argue that this is an important distinction to make and that the shifting 
nature of pregnant embodiment as it is lived has consequences for and is reflected in 
consumption of maternity clothing.

Multiple pregnant bodies mean that women’s embodied relationship with 
clothing is by no means stable either during pregnancy or afterwards. The 
negotiations that take place involve managing the body through clothing as well as 
negotiating the clothing itself, and these are as fluid as the corporealities themselves. 
It would appear from the way women talk about their clothing during pregnancy that 
as pregnancy progresses the ‘look’ of clothing, for some, declines in significance. 
The heavily pregnant body appears to ‘take over’ and how one feels comes more to 
the fore of discussions. This said the look is never entirely redundant since how 
women talk about their different pregnant bodies hinges on the way their corporeality 
is visually perceived in the context of the gaze of others. This is significant in a 
particular way when embodying an ‘in-between pregnant body’ for example since 
many women feel the gaze will read their bodies as ‘fat’ rather than ‘pregnant’. Also 
in later pregnancy (and indeed afterwards) many women struggle with the perceived 
interpretation of the male heterosexual gaze, though this time that of a specific 
individual -  their partner -  since many feel sexually unattractive. These two aspects 
of the ‘look’ of the topography of the body at the opposite reaches of pregnancy 
illustrate nicely the shift in the power of clothing to mediate the production of a 
body. As I shall show, women attempt to use clothing during the time they embody 
an in-between pregnant body to negotiate the ambiguity of the frame and diminish 
the appearance of the body as ‘just fat’ for example. However, a heavily pregnant 
body cannot be ‘disguised’ and remade in the same way. Clothing has little power to 
mediate (and re-map) the topography of such bodies69. Further it demonstrates a 
shift in the negotiation of the relationship with the gaze. During the time they 
embody the ‘in-between pregnant body’ many women assert a desire for the gaze 
falling on their bodies to ascertain some visual signifier of their pregnancy, 
suggesting that to do so would not only absolve them from being ‘fat’ -  provide 
some justification for this -  but also gain social validation. However once past the 
point where their bodies are considered acceptable, once they become ‘too big’ social 
validation melts into horror, not least in the eyes of women themselves, particularly 
those more used to occupying corporealities more closely akin to the western 
idealised norm.

This chapter therefore takes apart the notion of a monolithic pregnant body 
by analysing the fluidity of pregnant embodiment through the specific corporealities

69 In addition the relationship between body and clothing may become more antagonistic as pregnancy 
progresses, particularly as women grow out o f  garments and find themselves with fewer and fewer 
clothes. This not only reinforces the corporealities as ‘too big’ and also ‘fat’ but also may provoke 
practical problems in terms o f a conflict between material need and the culture o f  thrift, particularly if  
women lack clothing for particular socio-spatial contexts. Shrinking life-worlds could conceivably be 
in part explained for some women by having ‘nothing (appropriate) to wear’ therefore
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most prevalent in my participant’s accounts. By discussing in detail the multiple 
pregnant bodies experienced and lived by specific pregnant women I hope to 
challenge the monolith of the pregnant body, upon which cultural ideologies 
underpinning patriarchy are maintained (such as motherhood for example). These 
multiple corporealities demonstrate the possibility of qualitatively different ways of 
constructing and living pregnant bodies whilst also recognising the influence of the 
culturally constructed monolith.

In the second part of the chapter I bring dress back into more explicit 
consideration. Though not discussing dress here primarily from a material culture 
perspective, it is necessary to note that it is significant in influencing the way 
pregnant bodies, particularly 'in-between pregnant bodies' are lived. Linda Layne 
(2000) for example talks about how material culture can be crucial to embodying lost 
babies, constructing them as having been 'real’ I would suggest that maternity wear 
might be of similar significance for women in the early stages of pregnancy. 
Wearing specialist maternity wear helps to reaffirm the pregnancy, define and 
construct the body as properly pregnant. If, as I shall discuss, specialist maternity 
wear is felt unsuitable and is not worn (either because of cost or issues relating to 
poor fit for example) such affirmation is unavailable. Conversely of course this can 
be seen as a motivation to avoid maternity wear for those women who resist 
identifying as mother or for whom pregnancy is undesirable, unwanted. Mere 
however 1 concentrate more on dress in an embodied sense, the relationships between 
bodies and clothing in relation to body topographies for example. I laving discussed 
multiple corporealities of pregnancy I suggest that women therefore experience 
shifting embodied relationships with clothing, using specific examples of the framing 
characteristic of clothing and the tensions surrounding its mapping of body 
boundaries for different pregnant bodies.

8.2 Multiple Pregnant Bodies

8.2.1 ‘In Between’ Pregnant Bodies

What 1 shall refer to as in 'between pregnant bodies’ are forms of 
embodiment, which provoke several sartorial and corporeal tensions for women 
immersed in western culture which values thinness most highly. Depending on a 
woman’s identification with the western idealised (some might say fetishised) female 
body shape these may be felt more or less keenly but the ambivalence of the 'in 
between’ pregnant body’s shape must be negotiated to some extent by most if not all. 
These bodies are literally 'in between’. They are materially ambivalent in terms of 
their surface appearance and the way they are lived. In neither respect do they 'feel 
properly pregnant’ (Tracey). They are literally 'in between' in their ambivalent 
surface form. What is mapped is neither definitively non-pregnant nor pregnant, 
since they depart from women’s pre-pregnant body shape yet are not visibly 
discernibly pregnant. As a result there is a tension in their appearance, hovering 
between looking fat rather than pregnant.

Though of course not by any means stable, many women report becoming 
this body early in the second trimester of pregnancy, (though for some it may be 
much earlier, as early as the eighth week), and being this corporeality until the shape
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becomes an obviously pregnant bump70, and more specifically for some, until their 
maternity wear fits them:

“1 remember going through a stage between 12 and 15, or 12 and 20 weeks 
where normal clothes didn’t fit me but I wasn’t big enough for maternity 
wear really and that was a bit strange” (Jane, mid-twenties, married, mother 
of 1, Bradford.)

Much of this in-betweenness 1 would suggest is defined by this body’s relationship 
with clothing and more specifically by women’s encounters with (maternity) 
clothing. This is a body, which fits neither women’s normal clothes nor specialist 
maternity wear properly This body is literally 'in between’. It fits neither one thing 
nor the other; it is neither non-pregnant (for which read ’normal) nor ’pregnant’. 
Being defined as neither normal nor pregnant by clothing can for example exacerbate 
both the feeling of being not properly pregnant and therefore being ‘out of place’ in 
maternity wear retail space. It can also cause tensions in the construction of this 
body through dress as socially appropriate. As Tina points out, who was 4 months 
pregnant with her first child and in the throes of negotiating her ‘in between’ 
pregnant body at the time of interview, she found it a struggle to compose this body 
as socially appropriate in any other context than the backstage, private space of her 
home:

’’...its really weird at the minute cos I’m too big for normal clothes but I’m 
not big enough for maternity wear... I, I bought a couple of pairs of maternity 
trousers and that but they are too big at the moment, I can wear them with 
long tops but they’re you know they’re really gathered a round the bump and 
the bum bits so urn. So it is difficult and my elasticated I’ve got some 
elasticated trousers but now they’re starting to be a bit too small so they’re 
slipping under the bump faugh] so it is a bit of a nightmare in the morning 
deciding what to wear .. especially to come and wear something smartish to 
school. You know at home I can just you know bum around in jogging 
bottoms or whatever but it’s a bit difficult.” (Tina, mid-twenties, married, 
first pregnancy, Coventry.)

There is therefore a tension between needing clothing to accommodate the 
embryonic bump and finding that much specialist maternity wear fits 
unsatisfactorily. Some styles of maternity wear clearly are designed better to 
accommodate the range of pregnant corporealities from this ‘in between’ form to

70 For some women these tensions might never go away. For example one customer I observed 
shopping in Mums & Co.

"... com m en ted  th a t  ih e  aUwayy carries-‘ayoundJ ra th er th a n '  o u t in  fro n t a n d  ih e  
ia yy  ih e  h ay  to- he/ carefuk w h a t ih e  weary became/ i f  ¡he/ choye the/ w rong thing' ih e  
ended/ up looking- fa t  ra ther th a n  pregnant. She* i a t d  i t  way funny became- you- 
have- th ly  id e a  in  yo u r head/ a b o u t w h a t you)re/ g o in g  to- look  like- w hen y o a  re- 
p reg n a n t b u t for her i t  h a d n ’t  turned/ o u t like- th a t. I g o t  the- i-mpreyyion ih e  way 
ra th er disappointed- a t  her la ck  o f  distinctive- p reg n a n t body ihope” (bium y £r Co- 
reiearch-d iary, Tuesday Ju ly 1 S ,K 2000)

For this woman the tension surrounding looking fat rather than pregnant as a result o f  the ambivalence 
o f her body shape is something she had to negotiate (through dress) for the duration o f her three 
pregnancies Unless visibly identifiable as ‘pregnant’ (which clearly denotes something very specific) 
the "body is read, labelled and experienced as fat (since it departs from the western idealised female 
form
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approaching full term. For example trousers and skirts made from bengalin fabrics 
by companies such as Valja and Noppies (and sold by several small independents) 
provide a much more acceptable fit than garments with ‘pouches’ or voluminous 
quantities of extra material. This is something, which women inevitably encounter 
when shopping for and more specifically trying on maternity wear. As 1 argued in 
the previous chapter the alien nature of the clothing in this respect is difficult for 
women to negotiate. The fact that the clothing itself is unfamiliar in design and in 
terms of how it is worn coupled with being embodied as not properly pregnant 
produces particular encounters with maternity wear. As 1 have also previously noted 
women, particularly if it is their first pregnancy are commonly very unsure about 
how big they are going to get -  their ‘in between’ pregnant body whilst being a 
material manifestation of their metamorphosis to come gives little indication of the 
extent of this. Whilst experiencing embodied need for different clothing women 
anticipate the enormous corporeal changes they will undergo. Simultaneously 
however buying clothing to fit their pregnant bodies is challenging since they know 
little of the body they will become. And whilst attempting to pre-empt this, making 
assumptions about whether or not a garment will or will not fit their full term 
pregnant body they must also negotiate the fact that it does not fit their current 
corporeal state.

The low quality of fit achieved when embodied as ‘in between’ is highly 
unsatisfactory. However, many women are more concerned that there is enough 
room to accommodate their full term pregnant body, a concern that is borne out of 
uncertainty about the material limits of their growth, literally not knowing how big 
they are going to get. This can at once have two outcomes for women. Whilst 
having lots of room in a garment -  leaving space for much potential growth- on the 
one hand can put women’s minds at rest that they will not grow out of it and 
therefore need to buy something else, this material space can also be quite 
shocking71. Trying on maternity wear when embodied as ‘in between’ can, through 
the encounter with the extra, as yet unfilled material and ‘room’, provide something 
of an encounter with the ghost of the corporealities to come, and in particular the full 
term pregnant body. This is what can be quite shocking and I would suggest that this 
is linked to Natriece’s comment about maternity wear looking dreadful on the 
hanger. It seems that part of the problem of it looking horrendous on the hanger is 
that it looks, and is, so enormous in comparison to the clothes women would 
normally buy (especially if used to wearing tighter fitting clothes for example as 
Natriece was). It is almost as if the maternity wear provides an embodied encounter 
with the (potential) size a woman’s pregnant body will become. Perhaps the first 
time women encounter maternity wear this can be particularly shocking because for 
the first time they can see mapped out before them the assumed upper limits of their 
growth (assuming they buy their own size) and although they will have been dimly 
aware of the possibilities before this may be the first time they gain a material frame 
of reference for this.

As I have previously noted one of the crucial ambiguities which women 
negotiate when embodying the ‘in between’ pregnant body early in pregnancy is the 
apparently fine line between looking ‘fat’ rather than ‘pregnant’. As I will go on to 
discuss the pregnant body in general is considered as abject, and looking pregnant

71 Particularly given that maternity wear sized in relation to ordinary dress sizes so that women buy 
their usual size. This means that the amount o f space allowed in a garment is measured according to 
manufacturers assumptions about how big a woman o f that size is going to get. Certainly they are not 
expected to get any bigger.
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therefore not thought of as particularly desirable, indeed even equated with being fat 
itself. However this is preferable to being assumed to be truly fat in the absence of 
an obvious bump, rather than just temporarily, or justifiably so because embodied as 
pregnant.

“1 keep thinking do I look pregnant or do 1 just look like I’ve got a fat belly at 
the moment ... I’m quite looking forward to being bigger so people can say 
‘oh yes she is pregnant not just got a beer belly [laugh] or something’” (Tina, 
mid-twenties, married, first pregnancy, Coventry.)

T: It is, it is weird and I, it doesn’t bother me, I’m not urn that over
worried about putting on weight and looking bigger because I know that’s 
going to happen and I’m quite looking forward to having a big bump but its 
when, its that in between stage when you, you know your face has got, I 
mean my face has got fatter, my bump has, I’ve got a bump coming but its 
not huge and its sort of you know just ‘is she pregnant is she [laugh] fat 
[laugh]
V: Mmm and the clothes issue adds to that doesn’t it
T: Yes it does
V: Adds to that feeling o f ...
T: Cos you’re having to wear stuff that you wouldn’t you know like what
I call fat clothes [laugh]. You know just that is larger or elasticated or baggy.

Clothing would indeed appear to be an integral part of women’s negotiation of this 
‘in between’ body. Sartorially speaking many women literally make do during this 
period, negotiating changing vestimentary needs by wearing ones own clothes and 
putting up with discomfort (or perhaps using bits of elastic and so on) before 
beginning to wear maternity clothes when the body is more suited to their tailoring 
for example. However other sartorial negotiations are carried out, ones, which are 
more to do with codes of dress and cultural aesthetics of the (pregnant) body. For 
example it would appear that the most significant aspect of the construction of this 
body is that it is not acceptable to reveal or display this ambiguously shaped body 
through dress since it could be read only as ‘fat’. It is neither one thing nor another 
in the sense that it is neither slim and toned, nor obviously pregnant -  neither ideal 
female form nor ideal pregnant body.

This would appear to be the major corporeal negotiation required and one, 
which women do attempt to manage sartorially. Though embodied as pregnant their 
appearance does not manifest this -  therefore leaving only one reading of their 
bodies open to others -  ‘fat’ (that is, not slim, flat stomached etc). The tension 
therefore becomes how to produce this body appropriately given that it is not 
acceptable to reveal it, to faithfully represent and frame it with clothing and, at the 
same time, wearing non-framing clothes runs the risk of exaggerating its boundaries 
(something I shall discuss in more detail later). This is something many women 
struggle with in relation to dressing this pregnant corporeality:

“..wearing certain things you thought this would make me just look fat. Or 
can 1 show it so 1 look pregnant” (Tracey, mid-twenties, married, mother of 2, 
Northampton.)
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By way of a specific example Ari, during her second pregnancy, negotiated her ‘in 
between’ pregnant body in a very carefully thought out way:

“..¡he iy  choosing  baggy clothe# a t' the* m o m en t [ a t e ig h t weeky 
p regnan t] th a t  h ide' her growing- bum p ¡yecau&e ¡he- doesn’t  look/ 
pregnan t... B u t a # y yo n a # h e y  Ly olrvioudy p re g n a n t [he-sayy he-] 
w ilt probably go- bach  in to  her ow n topy (because/ they wild be  
tig h te r  by th e n  a n d  wild ¡how o ff a/ d lscern lb leb u m p ) and- tig h te r  
m a tern ity  topy. W hilst her body ¡hope' iy am b ig u o u y a n d  c o u ld  
therefore  b e  re a d  by ytrangery a n d  tho&e w ho d o n ’t  know  a b o u t 
her pregnancy a y  ‘f a t  or ‘over w e ig h t or ju # t ‘n o t y lim  a n d  f la t  
stom ached’ ra th er th a n  ‘p re g n a n t ¡he w o u ld  ra th er cover i t  up 
ra th er th a n  ¡how i t  o ff a n d  r u n  th e  ridh o f th a t  b e in g  peopled  
im pression o f her ... A r t ¡¡ayy... th a t  her [tum m y ] vy n o t rea lly fa t  
b u t ity  ra th er lik e  a  tu m m y lik e  o lder w om en g e t, o ld er w om en  
w h d ve  h a d  ch ild ren , lik e  her m um .” (M um ytr Co research d iary, 
Septem ber AK 2000)

Ari chose to negotiate this ambiguous shape by wearing maternity wear items (none 
with pouches though) as early as eight weeks in order to disguise it. She utilised the 
relative bagginess of carefully chosen maternity wear to deal with this problematic 
corporeality. She preferred to cover up her bloated, no longer flat and therefore ‘fat’ 
stomach by wearing maternity wear. Though this negotiation is with respect to the 
gaze of others falling on her body I would suggest that this donning of maternity 
wear also had significance for her own experience and performance of this body. 
Wearing maternity wear defined, or at least confirmed her body as pregnant, and 
therefore not just ‘fat’. A similar experience was reported by Meryl in relation to 
buying larger sizes of ordinary clothes (than she would normally buy) when 
embodied as ‘in-between’. It is almost as if she felt that her purchases further 
confirmed the construction of her body as ‘fat’. Once her pregnancy was obvious 
this tension was significantly diminished.

M: To start off with it was a real mental thing that going into a different
size and 1, I’ve got, I’m still a pair of trousers that I’ve stretched and stretched 
and stretched. So there’s that psychological thing there is like ‘well I’m still 
wearing those so 1 haven’t grown!’ But I know I have grown. But it was 
like; it was sort of ‘gosh you know am I ever going to get back into a normal 
size?’ So it was a bit of a mental thing yeah, I, I found it quite sort o f ... And 
also going into urn...this probably sounds really stupid but going to pay for 
things and like thinking ‘I’m not really this size’ [laugh]
V. I know what you mean yeah
M: Yeah but then as I’ve got bigger and then its been very much that
people have obviously realised that you are pregnant that its sort of actually 
seen that well you know there’s a reason and that its sort of the fact that 
you’re growing is a good sign as well. (Meryl, early-thirties, married, first 
pregnancy, Manchester.)

The discursive construction of the ‘in between’ pregnant body therefore largely 
centres on it ‘being' (which equates in the main to looking) ‘fat’ rather than pregnant.
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Further, as Tracey suggests part of the ‘in between-ness’ of this body is the 
fact that embodied as such women may not feel properly pregnant:

“..probably from about like 3 or 4 months onwards when the bump starts 
growing and then from about 6 months it’s a proper bump. And then you 
think ‘oh I just look fat and everyone’s going to think I’m fat! [Inaudible] So 
its finding clothes that cos you can’t wear your normal clothes that have got 
buttons cos you can’t do them up but you don’t want to wear anything 
maternity because you don't feel properly pregnant” (Tracey, mid-twenties, 
married, mother of 2, Northampton, emphasis added)

This is perhaps not surprising, particularly as Wendy appreciates the embryonic 
bump is not the manifestation of the baby itself but rather the engorged uterus:

“I started getting a bit of a tummy from about 8 weeks actually and cos most 
of my clothes are quite tight fitting urn I just, they just didn’t fit me from 
about 8 weeks and that was to do with like your womb expands even before 
the baby’s getting bigger. So I found I felt I wasn’t getting into my clothes 
... like but still not being obviously pregnant” (Wendy, late-twenties, 
married, mother of 1, Bradford.)

Women are largely aware therefore that the growth at this stage is not so much to do 
with the baby itself but is more a manifestation of their reproductive organs. At this 
early stage women can neither see evidence of their growing child etched onto their 
bodies, nor feel them moving inside them. Neither can they gain affirmation of their 
pregnancy, being embodied as pregnant from the validation of others if they choose 
to conceal the news during this time. It is perhaps not surprising then that many 
report not feeling pregnant when embodied ‘in between’ since this body is not 
constructed externally, produced or performed as such. A body’s status as pregnant 
would seem to hinge on its visual appearance2 and others reaction to it as such, 
something Longhurst also notes in her 1994 paper:

“In some shops in Centreplace, such as Pumpkin Patch Toys and Kidswear ... 
Extra Elegance and Kooky Garments (the last 2 shops mentioned stock and 
sell clothing for ‘larger’ and pregnant women) a number of the pregnant 
women I interviewed, reported feeling initiated and welcomed into new 
worlds. This was particularly the case for those women who were visibly 
pregnant for the first time. For pregnant women, in the aforementioned 
shops, their new body shape made them feel like welcome members of 
‘humanity’ and that they were somehow approved of and accepted ... They 
were met with affirmation. Their reproductive capacity was accorded social 
significance and value” (Longhurst, 1994, p.218, emphasis added)

Even this kind of affirmation and validation is withheld from women embodied as ‘in 
between’ because of their bodily anonymity. Indeed as I have previously discussed 
women are more likely -  particularly if pregnant for the first time -  to feel out of 
place in such spaces because they are not embodied as ‘visibly’, ‘properly’

‘ A lthough  fro m  m y own experience I  m ust a lso  a d d  th at fe e lin g  the b a b y  m ove w as a lso  a  sign ifican t 
f a c to r  in f e e lin g  p ro p e r ly  pregnan t.
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p r e g n a n t73. I w o u ld  a r g u e  th a t th is  o u t o f  p la c e n e s s  is  e x a c e r b a te d  b y  th e  fa c t  th at so  
m u c h  m a tern ity  w e a r  f it s  an d  fr a m e s  th is  b o d y  s o  p o o r ly , f a ls e ly  m a p p in g  its  l im its ,  
b lu rr in g  th e  b o d ie s  b o u n d a r ie s  a n d  s o  on . T h u s  c o n s tr u c t in g  it a s  o n ly  s u ita b le  an d  
a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  v is ib ly ,  p ro p er ly  p reg n a n t b o d ie s  an d  th e r e fo r e  th o s e  b o d ie s  th at are  
‘in  b e t w e e n ’ a s  in d e e d  o u t o f  p la c e  in  m a te r n ity  w e a r  reta il s p a c e s . M u ch  o f  th is  
b o d y ’s ‘in  b e t w e e n - n e s s ’ c a n  in d e e d  th e r e fo r e  b e  s e e n  to  b e  re la te d  to  c lo th in g . Y e t  
it is  a ls o  in h e r e n tly  l in k e d  to  th e  id e a s  w o m e n  h a v e  a b o u t w h a t is  to  c o m e ,  a b o u t  
w h a t a ‘p r o p e r ly ’ p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  a n d  a g a in s t  w h ic h  th is  b lo a te d , a m b ig u o u s , (n o t  
s l im  a n d  th e r e fo r e )  ‘f a t ’ b o d y  is  ju d g e d .

8.2.2 ‘Properly Pregnant’ -  Satisfactorily Pregnant Bodies

“ . . . l o t s  o f  p r e g n a n t w o m e n , an d  m e  in c lu d e d  ju s t  yearn fo r  a b u m p , b e c a u s e  
... b e c a u s e  it, because it ta k e s  s o  lo n g  an d  b e c a u s e ,  e s p e c ia l ly  w h e n  p e o p le  
k n o w , w h e n  y o u  start t e l l in g  p e o p le  y o u ’re p reg n a n t, y o u  w a n t to  look 
p reg n a n t a s  w e ll .  B e c a u s e  its  e x c it in g  at th at s ta g e  an d  y o u  w a n t s o m e th in g  
v is ib le  a n d  it ju s t  s e e m s  to  ta k e  so lo n g  an d  y o u  w a n t so rt o f  s o m e th in g  to  g o  
a lo n g  w ith  th e  w o r d s  a s  w e l l .” (S a r a h , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rr ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , 
B r a d fo r d .)

V : S o  d id  y o u  lo o k  fo r w a rd  to  g e t t in g  a b u m p ?
W : I d id  a c tu a lly  y e a h  I d id  b e c a u s e  ... 1 m e a n  its  s o  e x c it in g  b e in g
p reg n a n t fo r  th e  fir st t im e  a n d  y o u ’v e  so rt o f  b e e n  lo o k in g  fo r w a r d  to  h a v in g  
a b a b y  a n d  y o u  a lm o s t  so r t o f  c a n ’t w a it  fo r  th in g s  to  h a p p en  so . I so rt o f  
k e p t lo o k in g  at m y  s to m a c h  a n d  y o u  k n o w  th in k in g  w h e n  is  th is  b u m p  g o in g  
to  c o m e  [ la u g h ] . S o  y e a h . A n d  1 d id  e n jo y  it, it w a s  n ic e  w h e n  y o u  k n o w  
p e o p le  sta rted  to  n o t ic e  a n d  s a y  o h  y o u  k n o w  ... u m  a n d  k n e w  th at 1 w a s  
p reg n a n t a n d  n o t .. n o t ju s t  fat [q u ie t  la u g h ], (W e n d y , la te - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rried , 
m o th e r  o f  1, B r a d fo r d .)

F o r  th e s e  w o m e n  h a v in g  a  sm a ll b u m p  w a s  a  m u c h  a n tic ip a te d  a n d  e n jo y a b le  fo r m  o f  
e m b o d im e n t . In h a b itin g  a  c o r p o r e a lity  th a t w a s  c le a r ly  id e n t if ia b le  a s  ‘p r e g n a n t’ b y  
o th e r s  (a s  w e ll  a s  th e m s e lv e s )  v a lid a te d  b o th  th e ir  id e n tity  a s  ‘p r e g n a n t’ a n d  a ls o ,  in  
s o m e  k in d  o f  ju s t if ic a to r y  s e n s e ,  th e ir  in c r e a s in g  s iz e .  A lth o u g h  it  is  s ig n if ic a n t  to  
n o te  th a t, a s  W e n d y  s u g g e s t s  in  h er c o m m e n t  th a t s h e  w a s  n o t ‘just fa t ’ , b u t rather fat 
b e c a u s e  s h e  w a s  p reg n a n t.

T h is  m u c h  a n tic ip a te d  b o d y  is  ta lk e d  a b o u t b y  m a n y  in  w a y s ,  w h ic h  in d ic a te  
th a t th is  is  th e  m o s t  sa t is fa c to r y  p reg n a n t b o d y  ( to  th e  e x te n t  th at it ca n  b e  c o n s id e r e d  
‘a c c e p ta b le ’ -  in  a n  a e s th e t ic  s e n s e  -  a t a ll) . In d e ed  fo r  s o m e  w o m e n  th is  
c o r p o r e a lity  is  e x p e r ie n c e d  in c r e d ib ly  p o s it iv e ly ,  in  w a y s ,  w h ic h  tr a n sc e n d  
h e g e m o n ic  id e a s  a b o u t th e  p reg n a n t b o d y , a n d  in  p a rticu la r  its  d ir ec t a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  
M o th e r , a  th o r o u g h ly  d e s e x u a l is e d  f ig u r e . A s  S arah  fo r  e x a m p le  d e s c r ib e s  th e

73 Indeed I can empathise with this to a certain extent having struggled with my own feelings o f  
insecurity and o f being a fraud even in the simple act o f buying pregnancy magazines in the early 
stages o f  this research. 1 felt as if  I was deceiving people by buying them and that more importantly 
the fact that I wasn’t pregnant, nor planning to be, somehow disqualified me from buying the. I felt as 
if  I were pregnant 1 would somehow have greater rights to buy these publications and as it was I was 
buying them under false pretences. I suspect this is something o f what these women may be 
describing. That they worried others might look upon them as having less ‘right’, certainly less call to 
be in these spaces than ‘properly’ pregnant women
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c o n tr o lle d  y e t  s ig n if ic a n t  c h a n g e s  s h e  o b se r v e d  h er  b o d y  g o  th ro u g h , d u r in g  th e  
‘s e c o n d  tr im e s te r ’ (3 - 6  m o n th s ) , a s  a l lo w in g  h er  to  f e e l  ‘ s e x y ’ an d  ‘n ic e ’ . T h is  
c o r p o r e a lity  fo r  h er , w h ils t  b e in g  o b v io u s ly  p reg n a n t a ls o  c o n fo r m e d  to  fr a g m e n ts  o f  
th e  id e a l is e d  h e te r o se x u a l f e m a le  b o d y . It is  th e  c o n fo r m ity  o f  th is  b o d y  to  ce r ta in , 
s p e c i f ic  id e a l is e d  co r p o r ea l n o r m s th a t a l lo w e d  S arah  to  b e  c o m fo r ta b le  w ith  th is  
b o d y :

“ M y  fa v o u r ite  t im e  I th in k  w a s  w h e n  1 c o u ld  s till  w e a r  m y  n o rm a l c lo th e s .  
A n d  b e c a u s e  J d e c id e d  th a t 1 w a n te d  to  w e a r  q u ite  tig h t f itt in g  th in g s  c o s  
w h e n  I w a s  p reg n a n t 1 l ik e d  th e  sh a p e  o f  m y  b u m p  a n d  th in g s , a n d  b e c a u s e  1 
d id n ’t r e a lly  p u t w e ig h t  o n , o n  m y  le g s  a n d  m y  b u m  s o  le g s  s t il l  lo o k e d , m y  
le g s  lo o k e d  e v e n  - I q u ite  l ik e  m y  le g s  - s o  m y  le g s  lo o k e d  fa n ta s t ic  
u n d er n e a th  th is  b u m p , th e y  ju s t  lo o k e d  r e a lly  lo n g  a n d  th in  [ la u g h in g ]  an d  
th e y  w e r e  fab ! S o  u m  m y  fa v o u r ite  s ta g e  w a s  w h e n  1 c o u ld  s t il l  w e a r  m y  
n o r m a l c lo th e s  b u t ju s t  w e a r  th e m  tig h te r  a n d  I j u s t  h ad  th is  l it t le  b e l ly  
c o m in g  o u t, a n d  th a t w a s  r e a lly  n ic e . A n d  1 a c tu a lly  f e lt  q u ite  s e x y  c o s  y o u r  
b o o b s  g e t  massive b e fo r e  y o u r  b u m p  d o es! A n d  s o  y o u  h a v e  th is  t in y  b u m p  
w h ic h  is ,  y o u ’v e  g o t  b e y o n d  th e  s ta g e  o f  ju s t  g e t t in g  b ig g e r  a n d  f e e l in g  lik e  
y o u ’re ju s t  p u ttin g  o n  w e ig h t  a n d  g e t t in g  fa t a n d  y o u  n o w  fe e l  p reg n a n t  
b e c a u s e  y o u  h a v e  a  l i t t le  b u m p , b u t y o u  d o n ’t f e e l  l ik e  a  b ig  e le p h a n t c o s  y o u  
d o n ’t h a v e  a  massive b u m p . B u t y o u  h a v e  th e s e  a m a z in g  b o o b s  a n d  y o u  
h a v e n ’t sta r ted  p u ttin g  o n  w e ig h t  a n y w h e r e  e l s e  s o  y o u  a c tu a lly  f e e l  r e a lly  
s e x y !  [ la u g h in g ] , (S a r a h , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rr ied , m o th e r  o f  2 ,  B ra d fo rd .)

T h e  k e y  to  S a r a h ’s f e e l in g s  a b o u t a n d  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  th is  b o d y  w a s  its  s iz e ,  th e  la ck  
o f  e x tr a  w e ig h t  a n d  th e r e fo r e  its  c o r r e la tio n  w ith  th e  c u ltu r a lly  c o n c e iv e d  id e a  o f  th e  
‘id e a l p reg n a n t b o d y ’. T h is  ca n  b e  s e e n  to  b e  e m b o d ie d  b y  r e p r e se n ta t io n s  o f  v a r io u s  
c e le b r it ie s  s u c h  a s  D e m i M o o r e  p ic tu r e d  o n  th e  c o v e r  o f  Vanity Fair ( s e e  f ig u r e  1 .1 )  
to n e d  a n d  s l im , d if fe r in g  fr o m  th e  fe t is h is e d  f e m a le  fo r m  o n ly  th ro u g h  its  
a c c e s s o r is a t io n  w ith  a  t ig h t, n ea t, fo o tb a ll-e s q u e  b u m p . W ith  n o  e x tr a  w e ig h t  a n d  a  
c le a r ly  id e n t if ia b le  p reg n a n t b u m p  S arah  w a s  c o n f id e n t  e n o u g h  to  w e a r  c lo s e ly  
f it t in g  c lo th in g  th a t fr a m e d  h er b o d y , m a p p e d  its  b o u n d a r ie s  a c c u r a te ly  a n d  th e r e fo r e  
fa ith fu lly  r e p r e se n te d  h er  c o r p o r e a lity  to  o th e r s  -  e x p o s in g  it to  th e ir  g a z e 74.

74 I also have shared some aspects of Sarah's experience and as 1 write this footnote, inserted during 
editing, 1 embody a corporeality lived in a similar way. At 27 weeks pregnant I too was enjoying my 
corporeality, dressing deliberately and carefully to reveal its contours, which l was happy to display, 
perhaps more so than my pre-pregnant shape. This was a very positive time for me and J reflected 
this in my dress and the ways in which /  wore this body. Having said this, 1 must however note the 
fluidity within this. As l have previously stated identifying multiple pregnant bodies and putting 
names to examples is rather like drawing lines in the sand. Although I would categorise this 
particular corporeality as 'satisfactorily pregnant ' and suggest I embodied such a form for several 
weeks (probably from around 20-22 weeks when I fee! the bump became a discernible pregnant 
bump), this was by no means a consistent, unchanging, singular corporeality. Tor example some 
people within this time commented that l still didn t look obviously pregnant, having gained no extra 
weight, so for some of this time some ambiguity has remained, which disappointed me when it was 
expressed. Further l experienced some physical discomfort that for example led to difficulties 
sleeping and backache that impacted negatively on my experience, as did evenings out with slender, 
well-dressed, non-pregnant friends, in comparison to whom l began to feel maternal and 'dumpy ’. 
On a more distressing note a friend of mine commented that l looked like a beached whale! Therefore 
even within this ‘satisfactory ’ corporeality, which for the most part / relished being, there were 
fractures and contradictions.
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T h o u g h  tr a n sc e n d in g  to  s o m e  e x te n t  th e  h e g e m o n ic  an d  tra d itio n a l  
d e s e x u a lis a t io n  o f  th e  p reg n a n t b o d y  ( ir o n ic  g iv e n  its  m a n ife s t ly  s e x u a l id e n t ity )  a n d  
m o r e  p r e c is e ly  o f  ‘M o th e r ’ . S a r a h ’s e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  h er  a r t ic u la tio n  o f  th e m  d o  
r e c o n s t itu te  d o m in a n t d is c o u r s e s  su rro u n d in g  th e  p reg n a n t b o d y  a n d  m o th e r h o o d .  
H er d e l ig h t  at b e in g  p reg n a n t is  o b v io u s ,  in d e e d  m u c h  o f  h er  d isp la y  th ro u g h  d r e ss  
ca n  b e  s e e n  a s  ‘c e le b r a to r y ’, h er  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  h er  co r p o r ea l m e ta m o r p h o s is  to  a 
c e r ta in  e x te n t  r o m a n t ic is e d , u n s u ll ie d  b y  th e  m a te r ia lity  o f  p r e g n a n c y  w h ic h  c a n  in  
i t s e l f  p r e v e n t w o m e n  fr o m  f e e l in g  at a ll ce lebratory' ( e v e n  i f  th e y  fe e l  a s  j o y f u l  to  b e  
h a v in g  a  c h ild  a s  S arah  d id ). A s  C a r o ly n  fo r  e x a m p le  d e s c r ib e d , h er  s e c o n d  tr im este r  
p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lity  w a s  in d e e d  h er  m o s t  sa t is fa c to r y  fo rm  o f  p reg n a n t e m b o d im e n t  
b u t fo r  v e r y  d if fe r e n t  r e a so n s . In h a b itin g  th is  c o r p o r e a lity  s h e  r e c e iv e d  r e sp ite  from  
th e  p h y s ic a l  d if f ic u lt ie s  s h e  e x p e r ie n c e d  d u r in g  p reg n a n cy :

“ I’m  n o t  a  w o m a n  w h o  fo u n d  p r e g n a n c y  urn p a r ticu la r ly  d e lig h t fu l.  I m e a n  1 
k n o w  s o m e  w o m e n  a b s o lu te ly  lo v e  it, I d id n ’t. U m  I l ik e  fo o d  to o  m u c h  um  
a n d  w in e  to  a p p r e c ia te  ... I m e a n  I ju s t  fo u n d  th a t I h a d  o n c e  1 g o t o v e r  th e  
m o r n in g  s ic k n e s s  I p r o b a b ly  fo u n d  I h ad  a b o u t tw o  m o n th s  in  w h ic h  I fe lt  
a b s o lu te ly  grea t y o u  k n o w  it w a s  a w o n d e r fu l p e r io d  ro u n d  a b o u t 4  or 5 
m o n th s  w h e n  y o u  f e e l  a b s o lu te ly  w o n d e r fu l a n d  th e n  th e  b a b y  starts ta k in g  
o v e r  s o  m u c h  o f  y o u r  s to m a c h  y o u ’v e  g o t  p e r m a n e n t in d ig e s t io n  a n d  th a t’s a  
h o r r ib le  f e e l in g  [ la u g h ] .” (C a r o ly n , e a r ly - fo r t ie s , m a rr ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , 
M a n c h e s te r )

S u c h  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  m o r e  im p o rta n tly  a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  th em  are s ig n if ic a n t  a s  th ey  
c u t a c r o s s  a n d  c h a lle n g e  th e  m o r e  c e le b r a to r y  d is c o u r s e s  w h ic h  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  
p e r m e a te  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  th is  sm a ll  p reg n a n t b o d y  a s  s a t is fa c to r y , a c c e p ta b le  and  
e v e n  e n jo y a b le . T h e r e  a p p e a rs  to  b e  lit t le  s p a c e  fo r  an  a p p r e c ia tio n  o f  th is  b o d y  as  
a n y th in g  o th e r  th an  m o th e r  s in c e  e v e n  u n d e r ly in g  S a r a h ’s f e e l in g s  o f  s e x in e s s  is  th is  
e x c it e m e n t  o f  th e  b a b y  (o r  in  S a r a h ’s c a s e  b a b ie s )  g r o w in g  a n d  th e  b u m p  a s  a  
m a n ife s ta t io n  o f  that. A lth o u g h  n o t in  a e s th e t ic  te rm s C a r o ly n ’s e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  
s a t is fa c to r y  p reg n a n t b o d y , f e e l in g  ‘a b s o lu te ly  w o n d e r fu l’ b e c a u s e  o f  th e  r e l i e f  from  
p h y s ic a l  a i lm e n ts , th e  a b s e n c e  o f  d is c o m fo r t  in  c o m p a r is o n  to  h er  o th e r  p reg n a n t  
b o d ie s  d o e s  at le a s t  c o u n te r  th e  c e le b r a to r y  d is c o u r s e . H er  e m b o d ie d  e x p e r ie n c e s  
c o n tr a d ic t  th e  n o t io n  th a t p r e g n a n c y  is  th e  n atu ra l s ta te  fo r  th e  f e m a le  b o d y  d u r in g  
w h ic h  w o m e n  b lo o m  a n d  s o  forth . F or C a r o ly n , rather th a n  d e lig h t  in  h er  o b v io u s ly  
p r e g n a n t sh a p e  h er  s a t is fa c t io n  w ith  th is  c o r p o r e a lity  w a s  h er r e l i e f  fro m  d isc o m fo r t .  
F o r  h er  th e  p h y s ic a l  a n d  v is u a l m a n ife s ta t io n  o f  h er  p r e g n a n c y  o n  h er  b o d y  w a s  m o r e  
p r o b le m a tic  a n d  s o m e th in g  s h e  s tr u g g le d  w ith , p a r ticu la r ly  in  h er  w o rk  p la c e , a s  I 
h a v e  d is c u s s e d .

P re g n a n t b o d ie s  w ith  sm a ll ,  n ea t b u m p s  th en  m a y  b e  th e  m o s t  a c c e p ta b le  o f  
a ll p reg n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  in  b o th  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  th e  p h y s ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  l iv in g  
th e m . T h e y  are th e  le a s t  a w k w a r d  m a te r ia lly  in  te r m s  o f  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  co m fo r t.  
H o w e v e r  s a t is fa c t io n  a n d  p le a su r e  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e s e  b o d ie s  a s  1 h a v e  s u g g e s te d  is  
u n d e n ia b ly  in d iv id u a l a n d  d e p e n d e n t  o n  th e  w o m a n ’s u n d e r ly in g  f e e l in g s  a b o u t th e  
p r e g n a n c y . It is  c le a r  fo r  e x a m p le  th at th o s e  w h o  d o  a p p e a r  to  r e v e l in  th is  
e m b o d im e n t  are th o s e  e a g e r ly  a n tic ip a t in g  th e  b a b y  a n d  th e  tr a n s it io n  to  m o th e r h o o d .  
A s  is  c le a r  fr o m  J a n e ’s c o m m e n t  fo r  e x a m p le  f e e l in g  v a lid a te d  a n d  c o n f id e n t  w ith  
o n e ’s id e n t ity  a s  p r e g n a n t a n d  ‘m o th e r ’ is  in teg ra l to  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  th is  
c o r p o r e a lity  a s  s a t is fa c to r y , a c c e p ta b le  a n d , p erh a p s, e n jo y a b le :
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“ I th in k  at th is  s ta g e  b e fo r e  [5  m o n th s ]  I w a s  r e a lly  c h u f fe d  b e c a u s e  1 re a lly  
l ik e  to  h a v e  a b u m p  a n d  1 w a n te d  p e o p le  to  s e e  that 1 w a s  p reg n a n t a n d  I w a s  
r e a lly  p ro u d  o f  it an d  1 w a s  e x c it e d  a b o u t th e  b a b y  c o m in g . . .” (J a n e , m id ­
tw e n t ie s ,  m arried , s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y  (m o th e r  o f  1), B rad ford . )

C le a r ly  th is  is  n o t  th e  s itu a t io n  fo r  a ll w o m e n , an d  a lth o u g h  th ro u g h  m y  litera ry  
c o n s tr u c t io n  h ere  1 h a v e  r e p r e se n te d  th e  s m a ll ,  n ea t b u m p e d  p reg n a n t b o d y  as  
sa t is fa c to r y , a c c e p ta b le  a n d , to  a  d e g r e e , e n jo y a b le  it is  c r it ic a l to  n o te  th at th is  is  a  
p artia l ren d er in g . T h e  sa t is fa c to r y  p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  a p a rticu la r  c la s s if ic a t io n , an  
arb itrary lin e  in  th e  san d . T h e  w a y  p r e g n a n t m a te r ia lity  is  e x p e r ie n c e d  is c le a r ly  
h ig h ly  c o n t in g e n t  a n d  d if fe r s  o v e r  t im e  a n d  b e tw e e n  w o m e n . It is  a lw a y s  s o c ia l ly  
in terp re ted  a n d  th e r e fo r e  in  p a rticu la r  th o s e  w h o  d e v ia te  fr o m  th e  cu ltu ra lly  
e s ta b lis h e d  n o r m s  m a y  n e v e r  f in d  th e ir  b o d ie s  to  b e  sa tis fa c to r y  ( e v e n  i f  to  
th e m s e lv e s  th en  p erh a p s n o t s o c ia l ly ) .  For e x a m p le  T r a c e y , d u r in g  h er first  
p r e g n a n c y  w h e n  s h e  w a s  in  h er la te  te e n s , f e lt  s h e  w a s  v e r y  y o u n g  a n d  a n tic ip a tin g  
a d v e r se  r e a c t io n s  fr o m  o th er s  w o r k e d  to  c o n c e a l  h er p reg n a n t b o d y  fro m  th e ir  g a z e  
a s  I h a v e  d is c u s s e d . W h e th e r  o r  n o t  s h e  e v e r  e x p e r ie n c e d  h er  s h if t in g  c o r p o r e a lity  a s  
s a t is fa c to r y , s h e  k e e n ly  f e lt  th a t it w a s  n o t s o c ia l ly  a c c e p ta b le . H o w e v e r  d u r in g  h er  
s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y  5 y e a r s  la ter  s h e  e x p e r ie n c e d  h er  b o d y  v e r y  d if fe r e n t ly  th is  t im e  
f e e l in g  (a n d  r e c e iv in g )  v a lid a t io n  a n d  a c c e p ta n c e , e s ta b lis h e d  a s  s h e  w a s  in  h er  
id e n tity  a s  ‘m o th e r ’ .

T r a c e y ’s e x p e r ie n c e s  s h o w  th at h o w e v e r  in d iv id u a l w o m e n  e x p e r ie n c e ,  
p er fo rm  a n d  c o n s tr u c t  th e ir  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  th e y  m u s t  n e g o t ia te  th e  w a y  th e y  
are  in  turn  c o n s tr u c te d  b y  o th e r s  o n  b o th  a  p e r so n a l le v e l  th ro u g h  th o s e  th ey  
p e r s o n a lly  in tera c t w ith  a n d  o n  a  w id e r  s c a le  in  p o p u la r  cu ltu re . A s  J a n e  n o te s , w h o  
a s  I h a v e  a lr e a d y  n o te d  fe lt  ‘c h u f f e d ’ an d  p ro u d  o f  h er  5 -m o n th  p reg n a n t b o d y ,  
d u r in g  h er  s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y  s h e  fo u n d  h e r s e l f  e v e n  at th is  p o in t f ie ld in g  n e g a t iv e  
c o m m e n ts  a b o u t  h er  s iz e  fr o m  o th ers. T h is  k in d  o f  in p u t fr o m  o th e r s  w a s  n o t  
u n fa m ilia r  to  h er, h a v in g  b e e n  p reg n a n t b e fo r e  a n d  r e c e iv in g  far  w o r s e  b a rra g es. 
H o w e v e r  sh e  a p p e a r e d  su rp r ised  (a n d  p erh a p s  a lit t le  d is a p p o in te d )  th a t h er  
sa t is fa c to r y  p r e g n a n t b o d y  s h o u ld  attract su c h  c o m m e n ts :

“ P e o p le  are d o in g  it e v e n  now, t e l l in g  m e  y o u  k n o w  ‘g o s h  y o u ’re r e a lly  b ig  
fo r  y o u r .. .’ y o u  k n o w  ‘h o w  far o n  are y o u ? ’ ‘G o sh  y o u ’re m a s s iv e ’ y o u  k n o w  
a n d  y o u  th in k  o h h h  y o u  k n o w .” (J a n e , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rr ied , s e c o n d  
p r e g n a n c y  (m o th e r  o f  1 ), B r a d fo r d .)

B e y o n d  w o m e n ’s in d iv id u a l a r t ic u la t io n s  w id e r  cu ltu ra l p e r c e p t io n s  o f  th e s e  
c o r p o r e a lit ie s  a p p e a r  to  b e  far  m o r e  n e g a tiv e . W o m e n  w h o  e x p e r ie n c e  th e s e  b o d ie s  
a s  s a t is fa c to r y  a n d  a c c e p ta b le  a p p e a r  to  b e  r e s is t in g  a n d  s u b v e r t in g  th e  g e n e r a l  
cu ltu ra l c o n s e n s u s  th a t e v e n  th e s e  b o d ie s  are  in f in ite ly  u n a ttr a c tiv e , g r o te sq u e ,  
in d e e d  a b jec t. F o r  e x a m p le  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  K a th y  L ette  -  in  h er  n o v e l  ‘F o eta l 
A ttr a c t io n ’ -  d e s c r ib e s  a n d  c o n s tr u c ts  h er  c h a r a c te r ’s s e c o n d  tr im e ste r  p reg n a n t b o d y  
is  m o r e  r e so n a n t a n d  r e p r e se n ta tiv e  o f  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  m y  r e sp o n d e n ts  ta lk  a b o u t  
th e ir  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t a n d  e v e n  fu ll  term  c o r p o r e a lit ie s :

“ B y  th e  s e c o n d  tr im e ste r , M a d d y ’s b o d y  a s  g o in g  th ro u g h  m o r e  m u ta tio n s  
th a n  J e k y ll a n d  H y d e . W a rn in g . D a n g e r o u s  M u tan t at L arge. S h e  w a s  
s e r io u s ly  c o n s id e r in g  j o in in g  th e  M o s c o w  S ta te  C irc u s . H er b e l ly  g a v e  th e  
im p r e s s io n  th at s o m e o n e  h a d  ta k e n  to  it w ith  a  b ic y c le  p u m p . H er  a n k le s
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w e r e  s o  s w o l le n  it lo o k e d  a s  th o u g h  s h e  w a s  w e a r in g  f le s h  c o lo u r e d  b e l l -  
b o tto m s . S ilv e r  s tr e tc h  m a rk s w e r e  su r fa c in g  a ll o v e r  h er b o d y  lik e  ru n s in  

s to c k in g s . H er d is t e n d e d  b r e a s ts , c a s e d  in  in d u str ia l s tr en g th , s t e e l - c a p p e d  
b ra, p u t h er  s e r io u s ly  o f f  b a la n c e . S h e  w a s  fo r e v e r  l i s t in g  in to  h er  la sa g n e . 
W h e n  p e o p le  a s k e d  w h y  s h e  o n ly  w o r e  b la c k  s h e  s a id  th a t sh e  w a s  in  
m o u r n in g  fo r  h er  b o d y ” ( 1 9 9 4 ,  p. 1 8 3 )

T h e s e  w id e r  cu ltu ra l c o n s tr u c t io n s , b o th  o n  in te r p e r so n a l l e v e l s  a n d  o n  larg er  s c a le s  
a p p e a r  to  h a v e  th e  a f f e c t  o f  b lu rr in g  th e  d is t in c t io n s  b e tw e e n  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  
as th e y  are  l iv e d  a n d  p e r fo r m e d  b y  in d iv id u a l w o m e n . In w e s te r n  cu ltu r e  it w o u ld  
s e e m  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  o n ly  r e p r e se n ta b le  a s  a  m o n o lith ic  c o r p o r e a lity , w h ic h  is  
a lw a y s  m e t  w ith  a  d is tu r b e d , u n c o m fo r ta b le  g a z e . T h e  d e g r e e  o f  h orror  w ith  w h ic h  it 
is  v ie w e d  m a y  b e  te m p e r e d  b y  its  r e la t iv e  s iz e  b u t th e  r e a d in g  is  c o n s is t e n t ly  o n e  o f  
a b je c t io n . In d e e d  th is  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e  o f  a b je c t io n  r e la t in g  to  th e  p reg n a n t b o d y  in  

g e n e r a l w o u ld  s e e m  to  b e  w id e ly  a n d  d e e p ly  e n g r a in e d  in w e s te r n  cu ltu re . F o r  
e x a m p le  L o n g h u r st  a ls o  n o te s  th a t o n e  o f  h er  r e s p o n d e n ts  fo u n d  th a t e v e n  fr ie n d s  fe lt  
it a c c e p ta b le  to  c o m m u n ic a te  th e ir  d is g u s t  a t h er  b o d ily  a p p e a ra n ce :

“ P a u la , a  p a r tic ip a n t in  h er  e a r ly  tw e n t ie s  . ..  r e c o u n ts  a  s to r y  o f  a  fr ie n d  
v is i t in g  h er  a t h o m e . S h e  e x p la in e d  th a t at a b o u t  2 2  w e e k s  p reg n a n t, a  fr ie n d  
w h o m  s h e  s a w  a b o u t o n c e  a  fo r tn ig h t c a m e  to  d in n er . A s  P a u la  o p e n e d  th e  
d o o r  h er  fr ie n d  e x c la im e d :  ‘G o sh  y o u  g e t  w o r s e  e v e r y  t im e  I s e e  y o u ’ P a u la  
e x p la in e d  th a t ‘g e t  w o r s e ’ w a s  e q u a te d  to  lo o k in g  larg er  a n d  le s s  a ttr a c t iv e .” 
(L o n g h u r s t , 2 0 0 0 ,  p .4 6 6 )

1 w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th a t th is  c o m m e n t  is  in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  h e g e m o n ic  w e s te r n  d is c o u r s e  
o f  th e  p reg n a n t b o d y , th a t it is  o n e  c o n tin u a l a n d  in e v ita b le  d e s c e n t  in to  a b je c tio n .  
W ith in  s u c h  a  c o n te x t  it is  h a rd ly  su r p r is in g  th a t w o m e n  w h o  m a y  id e n t ify  
th e m s e lv e s  a s  b e in g  e m b o d ie d  a s  a  s a t is fa c to r i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d y  m a y  y e t  r e c e iv e  
n e g a t iv e  in p u t fr o m  o th e r s . In th is  cu ltu r a l c o n te x t  th e  s a t is fa c to r i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  

a n  a n a th e m a , a n d  h ere  th e n  l ie s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e s e  a c c o u n ts ,  o f  w o m e n ’s 
p o s it iv e  a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  p r e g n a n t e m b o d im e n t . T h o u g h  m o s t  are  fo u n d e d  on  
e s t a b lis h e d  a n d  a c c e p te d  id e o lo g ie s  o f  m o th e r h o o d  a n d  m a y  th e r e fo r e  n o t b e  
c o n s id e r e d  d isr u p t iv e  in  th e  e x tr e m e , th e y  d o  u n s e tt le  th e  d is c u r s iv e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  
th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  a s  a lw a y s  a b je c t . T h e y  d o  s u g g e s t  d if fe r e n t  w a y s  o f  p e r fo r m in g  
a n d  l iv in g  th is  b o d y . T h e  p o s it iv e  e x p e r ie n c e s ,  p e r fo r m a n c e s  a n d  a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  
s o m e ,  n o te d  h e r e , a n d  o th e r s  s u c h  a s  im a g e s  o f  D e m i M o o r e  c a n  th e r e fo r e  b e  s e e n  to  
b e g in  su b v e r t  s o m e  o f  th e s e  c o n s tr u c t io n s  ( e v e n  th o u g h  r e in fo r c in g  o th e r s  s u c h  a s  
th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  a s  ‘ M o th e r ’ ). H o w e v e r  a s  th e  a r t ic u la t io n s  im m e d ia te ly  a b o v e  
s h o w  th e  p r e c e d e n t  is  w e ll  e s t a b lis h e d  a n d  th e r e fo r e  th e  p e r fo r m a n c e s  a s  s e x y ,  
a ttr a c tiv e  a n d  p le a s u r a b le  are  f le e t in g ,  a s  th e  cu ltu ra l c o n s tr u c t io n s  s e e m  to  b e c o m e  
f le s h  fo r  w o m e n  a s  th e y  e m b o d y  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t a n d  fu ll t e n n  c o r p o r e a lit ie s .  F or  
th o s e  w o m e n  1 h a v e  in te r v ie w e d  it w o u ld  s e e m  th a t e v e n  i f  th e y  d o  f in d  s p a c e  to  
e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  c o n s tr u c t  th e ir  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a s  s a t is fa c to r y  fo r  a  sh o r t t im e , m a n y  

d o  in d e e d  in e v ita b ly  f in d  t h e m s e lv e s  o n  th is  p a th  to  a b je c t io n .
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8.2.3 Heavily Pregnant -  Out of Control -  Bodies 
8.2.3(1) Material Presence -  Discursive Construction

J: . ..  its  a  lo t  o f  d is c o m fo r t  a s  w e ll  that g o e s  w ith  it to w a r d s  th e  e n d  an d
th at s e e m s  to  g e t  y o u  d o w n  a n d  urn, th e n  w h e n  y o u  g o  o v e r  y o u r  d a te s  y o u ’re  
ju s t  d e sp e r a te  to  g e t  b a c k  to  n o rm a l a n d  urn. Its n o t a ll a b o u t h o w  y o u  lo o k e d  
its  m o r e , a  lo t  o f  its  a b o u t h o w  y o u  fe e l  a s  w e ll .  I c a m e  o u t  in  a rash  an d  it 
w a s  itc h in g  l ik e  m a d  an d ...
A : S tre tch  m ark s!
J: S tre tch  m ark s! W h ic h  I w o u ld n ’t h a v e  had i f  s h e ’d  c o m e  o n  h er  d u e
d a te  ... th at is  s o  d e p r e s s in g !  U m  ... S o  a lth o u g h  s o m e  o f  it d e f in ite ly  w a s  
th at I fe lt  I lo o k e d  a w fu l um  ... y o u  k n o w  ... a  lo t  o f  it w a s  to  d o  w ith  m y  
f e e l in g s ,  y o u  k n o w  th a t I fe lt  u n c o m fo r ta b le  a s  w e ll  
V : Y e a h , y e a h
A : Its th a t w h o le  ... y o u  lo o s e  y o u r  ... y o u r  a b il ity  to  d o  r e a lly  s im p le
th in g s  l ik e  s le e p  a n d  g e t  o u t  o f  b e d  a n d  g e t  o f f  th e  s o fa  an d  g e t  o u t o f  th e  car  
a n d  e v e r y th in g  ta k e s  t w ic e  a s  lo n g , e v e r y th in g  is  r e a lly  u n c o m fo r ta b le .
J: Y e a h
A : A n d  y o u  d o n ’t f e e l  l ik e  y o u r  b o d y ’s y o u r  o w n  b e c a u s e  y o u  c a n ’t,
[a c c o m p a n y in g  e x p la n a t io n  w ith  m im e  o f  d o in g  th in g s  s h e  d e s c r ib e s ]  y o u  
k n o w  l ik e  y o u  c a n ’t ju s t  l ik e  q u ic k ly  ju m p  u p  a n d  q u ic k ly  g e t  th a t a n d  ju s t  s it  
d o w n  a g a in . Y o u  j u s t  l ik e  h a v e  to  h e a v e  y o u r s e l f  o f f  a n d  th en  y o u  s tu m b le  
a c r o s s  a n d  [ in a u d ib le  J a n e  a n d  A ri la u g h in g ] . A n d  y o u  ju s t  th in k  ( la u g h ) ,  I’m  
n o t a  h u m a n  b e in g  a n y  m o r e , m y  b o d y  d o e s n ’t w o rk
J: I th in k  a s  w e l l ,  I m e a n  I d o n ’t k n o w  a b o u t a n y  o th e r  g ir ls  b u t I y o u
k n o w , y o u  w a n t to  f e e l  th a t y o u ’re a ttr a c tiv e  to  y o u r  h u sb a n d  a n d  th er e  c o m e s  
a  p o in t  w h e r e  y o u  fe e l  th a t y o u ’re ju s t  n o t  a ttr a c tiv e  at a ll r e a lly  ( la u g h )  (A r i,  
m id -tw e n t ie s ,  m a rr ied , m o th e r  o f  1, B ra d fo rd  a n d  J a n e m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rried , 
s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y  (m o th e r  o f  1), B r a d fo r d .)

T h is  e x c e r p t  fr o m  a  d is c u s s io n  b e tw e e n  J a n e a n d  A ri a b o u t  th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  
h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  a l lu d e s  to  th e  o v e r w h e lm in g  n e g a t iv ity  a s s o c ia te d  
w ith  th e s e  b o d ie s .  W h a t is  c le a r  fro m  th e  e x c h a n g e  a b o v e  is  th e  sh a red  n atu re o f  th is  
n e g a t iv ity  a n d  th e  b rea d th  o f  r e a so n s  fo r  th is , w h ic h  c a n  b e  c a te g o r is e d  in  r e la t io n  to  
th e s e  b o d ie s  a w k w a r d  a n d  e x c e s s iv e  m a te r ia lity  a n d  a ls o  th e  cu ltu ra l a e s th e t ic  w h ic h  
b ra n d s  th e m  fu n d a m e n ta lly  u n a ttr a c tiv e , in d e e d  a b jec t. F u rth er , it  is  c le a r  th at 
c r u c ia l to  th e ir  d e f in it io n  a n d  c o n s t itu t io n  a s  su c h  are  n o t o n ly  th e  e m b o d ie d  
a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  w o m e n  b u t a ls o  th e  a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  h e g e m o n ic  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s  
th ro u g h  a  w h o le  h o s t  o f  s o u r c e s , fr o m  litera ry  r e p r e se n ta t io n s  to  r e a c t io n s  o f  th o s e  
c a s t in g  a  c r it ic a l g a z e  o v e r  th e  b o d y , to  h u sb a n d s  a n d  p a rtn ers r e a c t io n s  a n d  f e e l in g s  
r e g a r d in g  th e s e  b o d ie s .  In d e e d , it  c o u ld  b e  a r g u e d  th a t th e s e  w o m e n ’s a r t ic u la tio n s  
o f  th e ir  e m b o d ie d  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  h e a v ily  p reg n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  are  in te r n a lisa tio n s  
o f  th e s e  w id e r  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s . A s  L o n g h u r s t  su g g e s ts :

“ P re g n a n t b o d ie s  are ‘r e a l’ , w h i le  at th e  s a m e  t im e , th e y  are  s o c ia l ly  in sc r ib e d  
a n d  c o n str u c te d . ‘R e a l ’ m a ter ia l b o d ie s  d o  n o t  e x is t  o u ts id e  o f  th e  p o lit ic a l ,  
e c o n o m ic ,  cu ltu r a l a n d  s o c ia l  re a lm s. T h e y  d o  n o t  e x is t  o u ts id e  o f  d is c o u r s e ” 
(L o n g h u r s t , 1 9 9 7 b , p .3 4 )
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W h ils t  s o m e  w o m e n  f in d  s p a c e  fo r  r e s is ta n c e  (s u c h  a s  L iz z y  fo r  e x a m p le  
h a v in g  p h o to g r a p h s  o f  h e r s e l f  ta k e n  at th e  c u lm in a t io n  o f  s e v e r a l o f  h er  p r e g n a n c ie s  
fo r  th e  s o le  p u r p o se  o f  r e c o r d in g  h e r  c o r p o r e a lity  in  a lm o s t  a c e le b r a to r y  s e n s e 75) 
m o s t  w o m e n  I h a v e  sp o k e n  w ith  a r t ic u la te  th e ir  e m b o d ie d  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e se  
c o r p o r e a lit ie s  a s  h a v in g  b e e n  n e g a t iv e . T h o u g h  th e s e  w o m e n ’s d is c u s s io n s  are v er y  
p e r so n a l a n d  re la te  to  v e r y  p a r ticu la r  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  in d iv id u a l c o r p o r e a lit ie s  1 w o u ld  
a rg u e  th a t th e y  m a p  o n to  a n d  r e f le c t  w id e r  s o c ia l  d is c o u r s e s  a b o u t h e a v ily  p reg n a n t  
b o d ie s  in  p a r ticu la r  a n d  p reg n a n t b o d ie s  in  g e n e r a l. T h e s e  w o u ld  s e e m  to  in fo rm  th e  
w a y s  in  w h ic h  w o m e n  n o t o n ly  l iv e  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  b u t a ls o  c o n s t itu te  th e ir  b o d ie s  
th ro u g h  p e r so n a l a c t iv ity ,  b o d ily  c o m p o r tm e n t  a n d  c o m p o s u r e  ( in c lu d in g  d r e s s )  an d  
la n g u a g e . T h e  h e g e m o n y  o f  th e s e  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s  s u g g e s ts  th e y  c o n s t itu te  th e  
‘r ig h t w a y ’ in  w h ic h  to  in terp re t a n d  l iv e  th e s e  b o d ie s .

W h ils t  th e  m a ter ia l p r e s e n c e  o f  th e s e  b o d ie s  is  u n d e n ia b le  a n d  in d e e d  o n e  o f  
th e  m a in  w a y s  in  w h ic h  th is  b o d y  is  c o n s t itu te d  th r o u g h  w o m e n ’s s p e e c h  th is  to o  is 
n o t w ith o u t  cu ltu ra l in f lu e n c e . T h o u g h  a s  th e  a b o v e  e x c e r p t  s h o w s  m u c h  o f  th e  
n e g a t iv ity  su r r o u n d in g  h e a v i ly  p reg n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  b e  th e ir  
p h y s ic a l  a w k w a r d n e s s  a n d  d is c o m fo r t , b r o u g h t a b o u t p u r e ly  b y  its  b io lo g ic a l  
c o n s tr u c t io n . It is  a ls o  th e  c a s e  th a t th e s e  b io lo g ic a l  fu n c t io n s  are a lw a y s  c u ltu r a lly  
in terp re ted , a n d  g iv e n  m e a n in g  in  a  s p e c i f i c  cu ltu ra l c o n te x t ,  “b io lo g y  d o e s  n o t sta n d  
o u ts id e  c u ltu r e  b u t is  lo c a te d  w ith in  it” (E n tw is t le ,  2 0 0 0 ,p. 12). F or e x a m p le  q u o t in g  
a g a in  fr o m  K a th y  L e t te ’s n o v e l  F o e ta l A ttra c tio n :

“ W a d d lin g  d o w n  th e  sta irs , s h e  v o w e d  to  w r ite  to  W a tc h d o g  a n d  c o m p la in  
a b o u t th e  fa u lty  d e s ig n  o f  th e  p reg n a n t fe m a le . S h e  w o u ld  s e t  th e  T rad e  
P r a c t ic e s  p e o p le  o n  to  G o d  r ig h t a w a y ” (K a th y  L e tte , 1 9 9 4 , p .2 0 8 )

S u c h  id e a s  a b o u t  th e  p o o r  d e s ig n  a n d  p e r fo r m a n c e  o f  o n e s  b o d y  are  r e so n a n t in  s o m e  
w o m e n ’s d is c u s s io n . T h e r e  is  a  v e r y  rea l s e n s e  in  w h ic h  s o m e  w o m e n  ta lk  a b o u t  
th e ir  h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a s  b e in g  in  s o m e  w a y  fa u lty , u s in g  d is c u r s iv e  r e g im e s  

r e la t in g  to  in f ir m  o r  d is a b le d  b o d ie s . A s  A ri c o m m e n te d  (a s  q u o te d  a b o v e )  s h e  fo u n d  
h er  b o d y  lite r a lly  ‘d id n ’t w o r k ’ a n y  m o r e  a n d  C a r o ly n  fo r  e x a m p le  e x p l ic i t ly  
c o m p a r e d  h ers  to  e ld e r ly  a n d  d is a b le d  b o d ie s :

“ . . .  1 th in k  y o u  a c c e p t  th e  fa c t  th at y o u ’re g o in g  to  b e  p retty  b ig  a t th e  e n d  but 
I ’v e  n e v e r  m e t  a n y b o d y  w h o  a c tu a lly  e n jo y e d  b e in g  th a t b ig  at th e  e n d  y o u  
k n o w  [ la u g h ]  . . .  W e ll  y o u  s e e  w h e n  it g e t s ,  w h e n  y o u  g e t  to  th e  s ta g e  w h e r e  
its  d if f ic u lt  to  c u t y o u r  to e n a ils  y o u  start to  a p p r e c ia te  h o w  fr u str a tin g  p e o p le ,  
e ld e r ly  p e o p le  o r  p e o p le  w ith  s e v e r e  b a c k  p r o b le m s  w h o  c a n n o t  b e n d  d o w n , I 
m e a n  it d id  a c tu a lly  g iv e  m e  a n  in s ig h t  in to  w h a t  th at w a s  lik e . U m  y o u  h o w  
fru str a ted  th e y  m u s t  f e e l  b e c a u s e  its  j u s t  s o  u n c o m fo r ta b le  h a v in g  to  n e g o t ia te  
y o u r  w a y  a ro u n d  th is  b u m p . “ (C a r o ly n , e a r ly - fo r t ie s , m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , 
M a n c h e s te r .)

L o n g h u r s t  ( 1 9 9 7 b )  d is c u s s e s  th e  w ith d r a w a l m a n y  w o m e n  s e e m  to  m a k e  fr o m  p u b lic  
s p a c e s  p a r tic u la r ly  to w a r d s  th e  e n d  o f  th e ir  p r e g n a n c ie s . S h e  ta lk s  a b o u t  th e

75 Even those with bodies that adhere closely to the hegemonic ‘ideal female body’ can find space for 
such resistance. For example my sister-in-law, a professional and highly successful ballet dancer 
constructed an entire photograph album charting her pregnancy and changing body shape (including 
images o f her very much ‘in between’ corporeality), culminating in shots taken by a professional, just 
weeks before her due date.

2 2 0



sh r in k in g  l i f e w o r ld s  th a t m a n y  o f  h er  r e sp o n d e n ts  e x p la in e d  b y  m a k in g  r e fe r e n c e  to  
th e  m a te r ia lity  o f  th e ir  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s ,  w h ic h  c a u s e d  th e m  to  w ith d r a w  from  m a n y  

p u b lic  s p a c e s  a n d  d w e ll  m o r e  c o n s is te n t ly  in  ‘p r iv a te  r e a lm s ’ . W h ils t  c o n c e d in g  th e  
v e r y  rea l ‘d if f e r e n c e s ’ in  n o n -p r e g n a n t an d  p reg n a n t (p a r tic u la r ly  h e a v ily  p reg n a n t)  
c o r p o r e a lit ie s  L o n g h u r st  a r g u e s  th a t th e s e  m a ter ia l d if f e r e n c e s  c a n n o t  in  th eir  
e s s e n c e  e x p la in  th e s e  b e h a v io u r s:

“ It is  u n d e n ia b le  th a t th e  m a ter ia l b o d y  o f  th e  p r e g n a n t w o m a n  is  ‘d if fe r e n t ’ 
to  th e  m a ter ia l b o d y  o f  th e  n o n -p r e g n a n t w o m a n . T h e  p reg n a n t w o m a n  is  
l ik e ly  to  b e  9  to  13 .5  k ilo g r a m s  h e a v ie r , s h e  m a y  b e  r e ta in in g  s o m e  f lu id s ,  
fe e l  tire d , a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  s o m e  sh o r tn e ss  o f  b reath . S o m e  w o m e n  o n  th e  
o th e r  h a n d , rep o rt f e e l in g  e n e r g e t ic  a n d  h e a lth y  fo r  th e  d u r a tio n  o f  th e ir  
p r e g n a n c y . Y e t  th is  v e r y  ‘r e a l’ a n d  u n d e n ia b le  b o d y  is  n o t s im p ly  a 

b io lo g ic a l  b e d r o c k , w h ic h  c a n  s o le ly  e x p la in  p r e g n a n t w o m e n ’s w ith d r a w a l  
fr o m  p u b lic  sp a c e . T h e  ‘r e a l’ p reg n a n t b o d y  is a t th e  sa m e  t im e  c o n s tr u c te d  
a n d  in sc r ib e d  b y  th e  d is c o u r s e s  th a t su rro u n d  p r e g n a n c y . It is  th e s e  
d is c o u r s e s  th a t are to o  fr e q u e n t ly  ig n o r e d  in  u n d e r s ta n d in g  p r e g n a n c y ” 
(L o n g h u r s t , 1 9 9 7 b , p .3 5 )

L o n g h u r s t  g o e s  o n  to  e x a m in e  in  d e ta il  th e  m e d ic a l is e d  d is c o u r s e s  su rro u n d in g  
h o r m o n a l c h a n g e s ,  fo r g e t fu ln e s s ,  irra tio n a lity  a n d  s o  on . S h e  a r g u e s  th a t th e s e  are  
in s c r ib e d  o n to  w o m e n ’s b o d ie s  a n d  u se d  to  e x p la in  b e h a v io u r s  a n d  e p is o d e s  d u r in g  
p r e g n a n c y , w h ic h  r e in fo r c e  th e ir  ‘tr u th ’ a n d  c a u s e  w o m e n  to  l iv e  th e ir  b o d ie s  in  
p a rticu la r  w a y s . F or e x a m p le ,  s h e  s h o w s  th a t th e s e  ‘ in s t a b i l i t ie s ’ s e e m  to  ju s t ify  
w ith d r a w a l fr o m  p u b lic  s p a c e s . W h ils t  n o t fo c u s in g  o n  th e s e  s p e c i f ic  d is c o u r s e s  
m y s e lf ,  a lth o u g h  it is  im p o rta n t to  n o te  th a t m y  tr a n sc r ip ts  are litter ed  w ith  su c h  
r e fe r e n c e s ,  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th at th e  w id e  u se  o f  d is c u r s iv e  r e g im e s  l in k in g  th e  
h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d y  to  in f ir m , g e r ia tr ic  a n d  fa u lty  b o d ie s  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  
r e in s c r ib e  a  w id e r  m e d ic a l is e d  d is c o u r s e . T h e  p reg n a n t b o d y , c o n s tr u c te d  a n d  l iv e d  
in  th is  w a y , w o u ld  s e e m  to  c o n s t itu te  it (o r  at le a s t  re a ffirm  it) a s  b e in g  in  n e e d  o f  
m e d ic a l  s u p e r v is io n  an d  m a n a g e m e n t  in  w a y s  in  w h ic h  n o n -p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  are n o t, 
th u s  ju s t i f y in g  th e  d e g r e e  o f  m e d ic a l  in te r v e n t io n  a n d  s u p e r v is io n  o f  th e  p reg n a n t  
b o d y  c u r r e n tly  la u d e d  a n d  im p o s e d  in  th is  a n d  o th e r  w e s te r n  c u ltu r e s  ( s e e  th e  
e x p a n s iv e  m é d ic a l is a t io n  litera tu re  fo r  e x a m p le :  M a r tin , 1 9 8 4 ; O a k le y , 1 9 8 0 ; 1 9 8 4 ;  
Y o u n g , 1 9 8 4 , 1 9 9 0 ). F u rth er I w o u ld  a ls o  a rg u e  th a t th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  s o m e  w o m e n  
ta lk  a b o u t  th e s e  b o d ie s  ( fo r  e x a m p le  C a r o ly n  ta lk s  a b o u t  h a v in g  to  n e g o t ia te  h er  w a y  
a ro u n d  ‘th is  b u m p ’), e m p lo y in g  a  ty p e  o f  d is ta n c in g , n o n -p e r so n a l a r t ic u la tio n  
r e in fo r c e s  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lity  a s  ‘o u t o f  c o n tr o l’ .

W h ils t  d is c o m fo r t  a n d  a w k w a r d n e s s  d ir e c t ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  p h y s ic a lity  
o f  th e  b o d y  is  u n d e n ia b ly  rea l a n d  e x p e r ie n c e d  at th e  le v e l  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l b o d y  th e  
w a y  in  w h ic h  s u c h  e x p e r ie n c e s  are  g iv e n  m e a n in g  a n d  a r t ic u la te d  a n d  th e r e fo r e  to  a  
c e r ta in  e x te n t  m a te r ia lly  l iv e d  are in h e r e n tly  l in k e d  to  cu ltu ra l w a y s  o f  u n d e r sta n d in g  
th e s e  b o d ie s . T h e  p h y s ic a l  c a p a b il i t ie s  (a n d  d is a b i l it ie s )  o f  th e s e  b o d ie s  are  
d e te r m in e d  a s  m u c h  b y  e x te r n a l p h y s ic a l i t ie s  s u c h  a s  th e  b u ilt  e n v ir o n m e n t  ( s e e  
L o n g h u r s t  1 9 9 4  fo r  e  g .)  a n d  d is c o u r s e s  a s  b y  w o m e n ’s  p e r so n a l e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e ir  
m a te r ia lity . T h e  cu ltu ra l a lw a y s  p r o v id e s  th e  le n s  th r o u g h  w h ic h  th e s e  m a ter ia l 
e x p e r ie n c e s  are in terp re ted , a n d  at th e  p r e se n t m o m e n t  in  o u r  cu ltu r e  th e y  are a lm o s t  

w ith o u t  e x c e p t io n  in terp re ted  n e g a t iv e ly .
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8.2.3(2) Unattractive -  ‘Fat’

A  n o t in s ig n if ic a n t  a n d  u n c o n n e c te d  c o n s e q u e n c e  for  th e  l iv in g  o f  th e s e  
b o d ie s  a n d  th e  p h y s ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e s e  m a te r ia lit ie s  is  in  r e la t io n  to  th e ir  s iz e  
a n d  th e  w a y  th e y  are  d o m in a n t ly  d is c u r s iv e ly  c o n s tr u c te d . A s  h a s  a lr e a d y  b e e n  
n o te d , e v e n  w h e n  e m b o d ie d  a s  th e  m o s t  a c c e p ta b le  p r e g n a n t b o d y  w o m e n  are  n o t  
im m u n e  fr o m  th e  r e g u la to r y  g a z e  o f  o th er s . F or e x a m p le ,  J a n e  w a s  to ld  h o w  la rg e  
s h e  lo o k e d  in  h er  f if th  m o n th  o f  p r e g n a n c y , w h e n  sh e  w a s  at h er  h a p p ie s t  in  te r m s  o f  
h er  c o r p o r e a l a p p e a r a n c e . A g a in s t  su c h  a  b a c k g r o u n d  it is  n o t difficult to  im a g in e  
w h y  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  are e x p e r ie n c e d  a n d  d is c u r s iv e ly  c o n s t itu te d  a s  su ch  
m o n s tr o u s  fo r m s , w h y  in d e e d  w o m e n  th e m s e lv e s  in terp re t th e m  in  su c h  s p e c if ic  
w a y s , c o n s t itu t in g  th e m  th ro u g h  la n g u a g e  to  b e  e x c e s s iv e  to  th e  e x tr e m e , r id ic u lo u s ,  
in d e e d  a lm o s t  fr e a k ish  in s iz e . For e x a m p le ,  w o m e n  c o m m o n ly  c o m p a r e  th e ir  s iz e  to  

la r g e  o b je c ts  a n d  a n im a ls:

“ . . .b e c a u s e  I p u t o n  w e ig h t  e v e r y w h e r e  I f e lt  l ik e  a b u s. 1 w a s  l ik e ,  
e v e r y th in g , a n y th in g  I a te  ju s t  w e n t  o n  e v e r y w h e r e .” (T r a c e y , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 ,  N o r th a m p to n .)

V: E r r . . .  r ig h t s o  w h e n  y o u  g o t  to  a  c e r ta in  p o in t  th e n , a b o u t  6  m o n th s ,
w h a t  w a s  it th e n  th a t c h a n g e d ?  Y o u  f e lt  w o r s e  a b o u t h o w  y o u  lo o k e d  o r ...?
S: A  h u g e , I f e lt  l ik e  a  m a s s iv e  e le p h a n t  y e a h ! A n d  b e c a u s e  y o u  [c o u g h ]
b e c a u s e  y o u  s w e l l ,  I m e a n  n o t e v e r y b o d y  d o e s  b u t m y  fa c e  w a s  s w o l le n  a n d  
m y  h a n d s  w e r e  s w o l le n  a n d  m y  f e e t  a n d  m y  le g s  w e r e  s w o l le n ,  e v e r y th in g  
ju s t  f e l t ... it w a s  h o t a n d  I w a s  u n c o m fo r ta b le  a n d  ju s t .  A n d  th e n  y o u r  b u m p  
b e c o m e s ,  if ,  i f  y o u  c o u ld  b e  p r e g n a n t fo r  6  m o n th s  its  l ik e  th e  p e r fe c t  t im e  
b e c a u s e  fro m  ... y o u ’re j u s t  so r t o f  b e g in n in g  to  r e a lly  lo o k  fo r w a r d  ... 
[ in a u d ib le  - la u g h in g ]  y o u  ju s t  b e g in  to  r e a lly  lo o k  fo r w a r d  to  n o t h a v in g  th is  

b u m p  a n y  m o r e . I m e a n  e s p e c ia l ly  fr o m  l ik e  a b o u t ... o h  I d o n ’t k n o w  h o w  
lo n g , a b o u t  7  a n d  a  h a l f  m o n th s  o n  y o u  ju s t  b e g in  to  y e a r n , r e a lly  y e a r n in g  it 
s to p s  b e in g  a  n o v e lty  a n d  it s to p s  b e in g  e x c it in g  a n d  ju s t  b e c o m e s  
c u m b e r s o m e  a n d  a  p a in  a n d  y o u  ju s t  d o n ’t w a n t th is  b u m p  a n y  m o r e  y o u  
w a n t  to  b e  b a c k  to  n o rm a l. (S a r a h , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , 
B r a d fo r d .)

T h is  is  s o m e th in g  th a t L o n g h u r s t  a ls o  fo u n d  in  h er  s tu d y  in  N e w  Z e a la n d  s u g g e s t in g  
it  is  n o t r e s tr ic te d  e ith e r  to  m y  g r o u p  o f  r e s p o n d e n ts  o r  to  E n g lis h  c u ltu r e , a s  o n e  
p a r tic ip a n t c o m m e n te d  w h o  w a s  fo r ty  w e e k s  p r e g n a n t a t th e  t im e  o f  in te r v ie w :

“ M y  h u sb a n d  h e  la u g h s  at th e  w a y  1 g e t  o u t  o f  b e d  y o u  k n o w , ‘c a u s e  y o u ’v e  
g o t  to  ro ll to  th is  s id e  a n d  g e t  u p  a n d  y o u ’re l ik e  a  b e a c h e d  w h a le ” 
(L o n g h u r s t , 2 0 0 0 ,  p .4 6 2 )

T h e s e  k in d s  o f  d is c u r s iv e  r e g im e s  a llu d e  to  th e  in terp re ta tio n  o f  h e a v ily  p reg n a n t  
c o r p o r e a lit ie s  in  r e la t io n  to  th e ir  e x c e s s iv e  s iz e ;  in d e e d  th e y  s u g g e s t  th e y  are a lm o s t  
b e y o n d  d e s c r ip t io n  w ith in  th e  la n g u a g e  r e la t in g  to  h u m a n  b o d ie s .  H o w e v e r ,  rather  
th a n  r e la t in g  p u r e ly  to  th e ir  in fe r r e d  n o n -h u m a n  m a te r ia l d im e n s io n s ,  it is  a ls o  

p e r h a p s  th e  c a s e  th a t th e  a n im a l (a n d  m o r e  s p e c i f ic a l ly  m a m m a l)  a s s o c ia t io n s  m a k e  
r e fe r e n c e  to  th e  u n d e r ly in g  cu ltu r a l a s s o c ia t io n s  o f  p r e g n a n c y  a n d  m o th e r h o o d  w ith  
n atu re . F or e x a m p le ,  p r e g n a n c y  is  o f t e n  c o n s id e r e d  b y  m a n y  ( in c lu d in g  C la r e  w h o
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a r tic u la te s  th is  s p e c i f ic a l ly  a m o n g s t  m y  r e s p o n d e n ts )  to  b e  th e  n atural s ta te  fo r  th e  
f e m a le  b o d y . T h e s e  d is c u r s iv e  r e g im e s  ca n  th e r e fo r e  b e  s e e n  n o t  o n ly  to  re la te  to  th e  
s iz e  o f  th e s e  b o d ie s  b u t a ls o  th e ir  fu n c t io n , a s  b ir th in g  b o d ie s  f u lf i l l in g  an  e s s e n t ia l ly  
a n im a l r o le . T o  c o n s t itu te  th e m  a s  su c h  is far e a s ie r  (a n d  sa fe r )  to  c o n fr o n t  th an  th e  
m a s s iv e  d e s ta b il is a t io n  th a t th e s e  b o d ie s  p o s e  to  th e  h e g e m o n ic  w a y s  in  w h ic h  
h u m a n  b o d ie s  are c o n c e p t u a lis e d  in  w e s te r n  cu ltu r e  -  a s  s in g u la r , b o u n d e d  s e lv e s  
( s e e  fo r  e x a m p le  Y o u n g , 1 9 8 4 , 1 9 9 0 ) . T o  c o n s tr u c t  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a s  n o t  
h u m a n  b u t rather a s  a n im a l, (a n d  a s  o b je c ts  o f  r id ic u le )  in  th is  w a y  th e r e fo r e  
p r e s e r v e s  s o m e  o f  th e s e  s tr o n g ly  h e ld  a s s u m p t io n s  an d  c o r e  v a lu e s  a b o u t ‘th e  b o d y ’. 
T h e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  th e r e fo r e  c a s t  a s  ‘o th e r ’, n o t  o n ly  in  r e s p e c t  to  ‘th e  b o d y ’ w h ic h  
tr a d it io n a lly  h a s  b e e n  th o u g h t n e c e s s a r y  to  tr a n sc e n d  in  o rd er  to  th in k  a n d  act  
r a t io n a lly  -  th e  e x c e s s iv e  a n d  a w k w a r d  m a te r ia lity  o f  fu ll term  p r e g n a n c y  lite r a lly  
th o u g h t to  trap w o m e n  a n d  c a u s e  irra tion a l a n d  e m o tio n a l b e h a v io u r  in g rea ter  
m e a s u r e  th a n  e v e n  th e  n o n -p r e g n a n t fe m a le  b o d y  ( s e e  L o n g h u r st , 1 9 9 7 a ). B u t a ls o  

in  r e la t io n  to  th e  f e m a le  b o d y  its e lf .
D is c o u r s e s  o f  a n im a lity  are h ig h ly  s ig n if ic a n t  in  w o m e n ’s e v e r y d a y  

e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s ,  a n d  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  im p o r ta n t in  th e  
c o m m o n  d is c u r s iv e  r e g im e  th at d e f in e s  th e m  a s  ‘fa t ’ . In c o n tr a s t  to  ‘ in  b e t w e e n ’ 
b o d ie s  w h ic h  are d e f in e d  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  ‘fa t ’ b e c a u s e  o f  th e ir  d e v ia t io n  fr o m  th e  
id e a l is e d  f la t  s to m a c h e d  n o rm  rather th a n  th e ir  w e ig h t in e s s  a s  su c h , h e a v ily  p reg n a n t  
b o d ie s  are  d e s c r ib e d  a s  h e a v y  a n d  e x c e s s iv e .  W h e r e a s  ‘in  b e t w e e n ’ b o d ie s ,  I w o u ld  
a r g u e  are ‘fa t ’ in  th e  s e n s e  th at th e  cu ltu ra l fr a m e  o f  r e fe r e n c e  d e f in e s  a n y  im p e r fe c t  
c o r r e la t io n  to  th e  id e a l is e d  n o rm  a s  su c h  - i .e . ‘n o t s l im ’ s e e m s  la r g e ly  to  e q u a te  to  
‘f a t ’ -  a n d  w o m e n ’s a r t ic u la t io n s  a b o u t  th e s e  b o d ie s  r e f le c t  th e  cu ltu ra l c o n d it io n in g  
o f  d o c i le  b o d ie s ,  h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a re  ‘fa t ’ in  a  d if fe r e n t  s e n s e ,  in  a  m o r e  
m a te r ia l, f le s h y  s e n s e . N o t  o n ly  d o  su c h  b o d ie s  u n d e n ia b ly  fe e l  e x c e s s iv e  in  r e la t io n  
to  n o n -p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  th e r e  is  a ls o  n o  c o n c e a lin g  th is  b o d y  th ro u g h  d r e s s  a s  
th e r e  is  w ith  ‘ in  b e t w e e n ’ ‘fa t ’ b o d ie s ,  rather it is  e v e r -p r e s e n t , e v e r  v is ib le .  It is  

b e y o n d  a ll c o n tr o l b o th  p h y s ic a l ly  ( in  te r m s  o f  h o w  m u c h  it g r o w s )  a n d  sa r to r ia lly  
s in c e  its  b o u n d a r ie s  c a n n o t  b e  m a n ip u la te d  th ro u g h  d ress . It is  th e r e fo r e  in e sc a p a b ly  
o p e n  to  th e  c r it ic a l g a z e  th a t d e c o d e s  an d  a c t iv e ly  c o n s tr u c ts  it a s  g r o te s q u e , a b je c t  
a n d  a n im a l in  v e r y  s im ila r  w a y s  to  o v e r w e ig h t  b o d ie s  th e m s e lv e s  a re  c u ltu r a lly  
c o n s tr u c te d . F or e x a m p le ,  J a n e  d u r in g  h er  f ir s t  p r e g n a n c y  h a d  w h a t o n e  m ig h t  
a lm o s t  d e s c r ib e  a s  a  h u m ilia t in g  e x p e r ie n c e  at th e  h a n d s  o f  h er  a p p a ren t fr ien d s. 
T h e y  m a r k e d  h er  o u t a n d  th r o u g h  th e ir  a c t io n s  a n d  la n g u a g e  a c t iv e ly  a n d  d e lib e r a te ly  
c o n s tr u c te d  h er  a s  ‘ fa t ’ in  a n  a p p a r en t a tte m p t at h u m ou r:

J: . ..  to w a r d s  th e  e n d  u m , d o  y o u  g o  to  ch u rch ?  Y e a h , H a v e  y o u  b e e n  to
ou rs?
V : O n c e , a  lo n g  t im e  a g o !
J: W e ll  I u se d  to  s in g  in  th e  b a c k in g  v o c a ls  th e r e  a n d  I k n e w  q u ite  a  lo t
o f ,  m y  h u sb a n d  p la y s  th e  k e y b o a r d s  th e r e  s o  1 k n o w  m o s t  o f  th e  m u s ic  grou p . 
A n d  w h e n  1 w a s  n e a r ly  d u e  th e y  a n n o u n c e d  r ig h t a t th e  b e g in n in g  th a t I w a s  
a b o u t to  g iv e  b irth  th a t w e e k  a n d  u m  s o m e b o d y  w h o  e l s e  w a s  o n  b a c k in g  
v o c a ls  sta r ted  s in g in g  ‘w h o  a te  a ll th e  p ie s , w h o  a te  a ll th e  p ie s ,  y o u  f a t . . . . ! ’
V : [R e a lly  s h o c k e d ]  R e a lly !  T h a t ’s n o t v e r y  fr ie n d ly !
J: I k n o w  a n d  1 w a s  l ik e  ... it w a s  o n ly  a  j o k e  b u t [ la u g h ]
V : It’s  n o t w h a t  y o u  w a n t to  h ea r  th o u g h  is  it!
J: [L a u g h in g ]  N o !  I t’s n o t  a  p ie  i t ’s  a  b a b y  [b o th  la u g h ](J a n e , m id ­
tw e n t ie s ,  m a rr ied , m o th e r  o f  1, B r a d fo r d .)
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T h o u g h  s h e  la u g h e d  a b o u t it w h e n  r e la t in g  th e  s to r y  to  m e  it w a s  c le a r  th a t s h e  h ad  
fo u n d  th e  w h o le  s itu a tio n  th o r o u g h ly  u p s e tt in g  s in c e  sh e  h ad  fo u n d  h er  h e a v ily  
p r e g n a n t b o d y  v e r y  d if f ic u lt  to  n e g o t ia te  b o th  in te r m s  o f  p h y s ic a l  d is c o m fo r t  an d  
a ls o  p h y s ic a l  a p p e a r a n c e  e v e n  b e fo r e  th is  in c id e n t . T h is  k in d  o f  b a n ter  th e r e fo r e  
c o u ld  o n ly  h a v e  s e r v e d  to  h e ig h te n  h er  b o d y  c o n s c io u s n e s s  in  r e la t io n  to  its  d e v ia t io n  
fr o m  a c c e p te d  n o r m s  a n d  fu n d a m e n ta l u n a ttr a c tiv e n e ss , it  s a y s  s o m e th in g  o f  th e  
str en g th  o f  th e  s o c ia l  d is c o u r s e  a b o u t p r e g n a n t e m b o d im e n t  b e in g  fa t an d  
u n a ttr a c tiv e  th a t th is  e v e n t  o c c u r r e d  in  su c h  a  p u b lic  w a y  a n d  th a t it w a s  c o n s id e r e d  
b y  o th e r s  to  b e  n o t o n ly  a c c e p ta b le  b u t a ls o  fu n n y . N o t  o n ly  d o e s  it r e -e s ta b lish  th e  
h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d y  in  p a r ticu la r  a s  an o b je c t  o f  r id ic u le  b u t it a ls o  d e l in e a te s  it as  
fa t in  a  v e r y  e x p l ic i t  w a y , in  r e la t io n  w ith  o v e r -e a t in g  a n d  la c k  o f  s e l f  co n tr o l a n d  so  
o n  a n d  a ll th e  n e g a t iv e  c o n n o ta t io n s  th a t h o ld s  in  o u r  s o c ie ty . T h e r e fo r e  su ch  
a r t ic u la t io n s  s e r v e  to  r e in fo r c e  th e  d isp a r ity  o f  th is  b o d y  a n d  th e  id e a l is e d  fe m a le  

norm :

M : I m e a n  th e r e ’s n o  w a y  in  w h ic h  th e  whole o f  s o c ie t y ’s v i e w  o n  y o u
lo o k in g , it b e in g  g o o d  to  lo o k  s l im  is  su d d e n ly  altered in  a n y b o d y ’s m in d  ju s t  
b e c a u s e  y o u ’re , t h e y ’re p r eg n a n t, s o  th a t definitely is  p la y in g  its  part i s n ’t it 
A : O h  d e f in ite ly .  I th in k  th a t’s o n e  o f  th e  h a rd est th in g s  1 f e l t  w h e n  I w a s
p r e g n a n t w a s  s u d d e n ly  n o t b e in g  s l im  a n y  m o r e . B e c a u s e  I ’d  sp e n t  m y  e n tir e  
l i f e  b e fo r e ,  I w a s  2 5  w h e n  I g o t  p reg n a n t, 2 5  y e a r s  I ’d b e e n  s l im  a n d  th en  
s u d d e n ly  a lm o s t  o v e r  n ig h t  I w a s n ’t s l im  a n y  m o r e  a n d  its  amazing th e  e f f e c t  
it h a s  o n  y o u . ( M e g  m id -  to  la te -  th ir tie s , for th  p r e g n a n c y , m o th e r  o f  2 a n d  
A ri m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m o th e r  o f  1, b o th  m a rr ied  a n d  fr o m  B ra d fo rd )

A s  M e g  a n d  A r i d is c u s s  a b o v e  th e  d ep a rtu re  o f  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  fr o m  th e  c u ltu r a lly  
e s ta b lis h e d  n o t io n  th a t ‘to  b e  s l im  is  g o o d ’ is  s ig n if ic a n t  in  w o m e n ’s e x p e r ie n c e  o f  
th e ir  b o d ie s  a n d  a ls o  o th e r s  in terp re ta tio n s  o f  th e m . T h e  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  
g e n e r a lly  e x p e r ie n c e d  n e g a t iv e ly  n o t ju s t  b e c a u s e  o f  its  m a ter ia l p r e s e n c e  b u t 
b e c a u s e  o f  th e  w a y  th is  is  in terp re ted  an d  g iv e n  m e a n in g  w ith in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  
d o m in a n t  cu ltu ra l a e s th e t ic . S o  g re a t is  th e  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d y ’s d isr u p tio n  o f  th e  
d o m in a n t b o d ily  c o d e s  o f  a c c e p ta b il ity  th a t m e m b e r s  o f  s o c ie t y  at la r g e  f e e l  fr e e  to  
p a ss  c o m m e n t  o f  w o m e n ’s c o r p o r e a lity  in  w a y s  w h ic h  w o u ld  in  o th e r  c ir c u m s ta n c e s  
b e  d e e m e d  th o r o u g h ly  u n a c c e p ta b le . T h e  k in d  o f  b e h a v io u r  e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  J a n e  fo r  
e x a m p le  in  r e la t io n  to  h er  fu l l  term  p r e g n a n t b o d y  s e r v e s  to  e x p l ic i t ly  id e n t ify  a n d  
d e f in e  s u c h  b o d ie s  e x p l ic i t ly  a s  fat. H a v in g  su c h  a  k e e n  a w a r e n e s s  o f  h o w  th is  b o d y  
is  v ie w e d  c u ltu r a lly  d o e s  m a k e  th is  b o d y  in c r e d ib ly  d if f ic u lt  fo r  w o m e n  to  n e g o t ia te ,  
p a r tic u la r ly  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  a s  a c c o m p a n y in g  th is  a w a r e n e s s  o f  th e  c r it ic a l g a z e  is  a  
q u e s t io n in g  o f  w h a t o n e ’s (m a le )  p artn er m ig h t  a ls o  b e  th in k in g .

“ . . .  y o u  w a n t  to  f e e l  th a t y o u ’re a ttr a c tiv e  to  y o u r  h u sb a n d  a n d  th er e  c o m e s  a 
p o in t  w h e r e  y o u  f e e l  th a t y o u ’re ju s t  n o t  a ttr a c tiv e  at a ll r e a lly  ( la u g h )  
[In a u d ib le  -A r i a n d  J a y n e  ta lk in g  to g e th e r ] . Y o u  w a n t  th e m  to  s t ill  th in k  th a t  
y o u ’re a ttr a c t iv e  b u t in s id e  y o u  k n o w  th a t th e y  d o n ’t a n d  th a t ’s q u ite  hard  to  
c o m e  to  te rm s w ith  r e a lly  a n d  y o u  w o n d e r  i f  y o u ’re e v e r  g o in g  to  g e t  it  b a ck  
y o u  k n o w . .. a n d  urn s o  th a t’s q u ite  d if f ic u lt  rea lly . W e ll 1 fo u n d  th a t re a lly  
h a rd .” (J a n e , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a r r ied , s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y  (m o th e r  o f  1), 
B r a d fo r d .)
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“ W h ile  p r e g n a n c y  r e m a in s  an  o b je c t  o f  fa s c in a t io n , o u r  o w n  cu ltu r e  h a rsh ly  
se p a r a te s  p reg n a n t fr o m  se x u a lity . T h e  d o m in a n t cu ltu r e  d e f in e s  fe m in in e  
b e a u ty  a s  s l im  a n d  sh a p e ly . T h e  p reg n a n t w o m a n  is  o f te n  n o t  lo o k e d  u p o n  as  
s e x u a lly  a c t iv e  or d e s ir a b le , e v e n  th o u g h  h er  o w n  d e s ir e s  a n d  s e n s it iv ity  m a y  
h a v e  in c r e a se d . H er m a le  p artn er , i f  s h e  h a s  o n e , m a y  d e c l in e  to  sh a re  in  h er  
s e x u a lity ,  a n d  h er  p h y s ic ia n  m a y  a d v is e  h er  to  re str ic t h er  ‘s e x u a l  a c t iv i t y ’ . 
T o  th e  d e g r e e  th at a  w o m a n  d e r iv e s  a  s e n s e  o f  s e l f  w o r th  fr o m  lo o k in g  ‘ s e x y ’ 
in  th e  m a n n er  p r o m o te d  b y  d o m in a n t cu ltu ra l im a g e s ,  s h e  m a y  e x p e r ie n c e  her  
p r e g n a n t b o d y  a s  u g ly  a n d  a l ie n .” (Y o u n g , 1 9 8 4 , p .5 2 )

A s  Iris M a r io n  Y o u n g  s u g g e s t s  m e n  are o fte n  r e lu c ta n t to  ‘p a r tic ip a te  in  th e ir  
p a r tn e r ’s s e x u a l i ty ’ a n d  e n g a g e  in s e x u a l a c t iv ity  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y . M a n y  o f  m y  
p a r tic ip a n ts  ta lk e d  a b o u t th e ir  p a rtn er’s d if f ic u lty  in  n e g o t ia t in g  th e  p r o x im ity  o f  th e  
b a b y  a n d  s o  o n , a n d  w h ils t  s o m e  w o m e n  a ls o  fe lt  u n c o m fo r ta b le , p a rticu la r ly  i f  th e  
b a b y  m o v e d  d u r in g  o r g a sm  fo r  e x a m p le ,  th is  r e lu c ta n c e  o n  th e  m a le  p a r tn er ’s part 
c o u ld  b e  s e e n  to  c o n tr ib u te  to  w o m e n ’s f e e l in g s  o f  b e in g  u n s e x y . W o m e n ’s 
r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  th e ir  p artn ers to  a  la r g e  e x te n t  d e f in e  th e m  a s  s e x u a l b e in g s  a n d  i f  
th is  is  w ith d r a w n  th e s e  b o d ie s  are  n o t o n ly  d e s e x u a l is e d  (b e c a u s e  o f  th e ir  
e m b o d im e n t  a s  m o th e r )  b u t a ls o  d e f in e d  a s  u n -s e x y  -  a s  u n a ttra c tiv e  an d  e v e n  
p h y s ic a l ly  r e p u ls iv e . T h is  is  s o m e th in g  w o m e n  m a y  e v e n  f e e l  a b o u t th e ir  o w n  
b o d ie s ,  a s  J a n e  d e s c r ib e s  s h e  w a s  s h o c k e d  a n d  h o r r if ie d  w h e n  s h e  s a w  h er  fu ll  term  
p r e g n a n t b o d y  in  a  fu ll  le n g th  m irror  in  M o th e rca r e:

J: . . . I  r e m e m b e r  I c a m e  o u t  o f  M o th e r c a r e  a n d  I w a s  in  tea rs o n e  t im e
ju s t  b e c a u s e  I ’d  s e e n  m y s e l f  fu ll le n g th  in a  m irror at n ea r ly  fu ll term  
p r e g n a n t a n d  I c o u ld n ’t b e l ie v e  h o w  h id e o u s  I lo o k e d  [ la u g h ] , I c a m e  o u t  
n e a r ly  in  tea rs. I s a w  m y  fr ie n d  a n d  I j u s t  b u rst in to  te a rs  [ la u g h ] . S h e  sa id  

‘y o u ’re a ll r ig h t, y o u  lo o k  l o v e l y ’ a n d  I w e n t  ‘ I d o n ’t ’ [ la u g h ] , I ju s t  f e lt  s o  
g u tte d  b e c a u s e  I’d  s e e n  m y s e l f  fu ll  le n g th  b e c a u s e  1 d id n ’t h a v e  a  fu ll- le n g th  
m irror  at h o m e  a n d  1 ju s t  c o u ld n ’t b e l ie v e  w h a t a s ig h t  it w a s !  [ la u g h ]
V : W h y  y o u  k n o w  w h y  d id  y o u  th in k  y o u  lo o k e d  s o  g r o s s?
J: B e c a u s e  I ’d  p u t o n  a  lo t  o f  urn ... ex tra , l ik e  I p u t o n  f lu id  a n d  lik e  I
p u t o n  4  s to n e  in  to ta l a n d  lik e  it w a s  a ll so r t o f ,  I c o u ld n ’t w e a r  m y  r in g s  an d  
m y  le g s  w e r e  a  lo t  b ig g e r . I ’v e  o n ly  ju s t  g o t  b a c k  d o w n  a g a in  a n d  I ’v e  s t ill  
g o t  a b o u t h a l f  a  s to n e  to  lo s e  b u t I j u s t  c o u ld n ’t b e l ie v e  it. I h a d  s tr e tc h  m a rk s  
a n d  b ig g e r  b o o b s  an d ., [ in a u d ib le ]  (J a n e , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rr ied , m o th e r  o f  1, 
B r a d fo r d .)

S o  tr a u m a tic  w a s  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  e m b o d y in g  th is  m o n s tr o u s  fo r m  th a t Jan e  
d r e a d e d  b e c o m in g  it a g a in . T h e  fe a r  o f  lo o k in g  ‘h id e o u s ’ a g a in , o r  b e c o m in g  that 
g r o te s q u e  b o d y  c a u s e d  h er  to  f e e l  q u ite  n e g a t iv e 76 a b o u t  h er  a d v a n c in g  s e c o n d  
p r e g n a n c y .

76 Such articulations cause me not to be surprised to learn o f recent medical research discussed on 
BBC Breakfast news (3/8/01) that has apparently concluded that depression is more common in 
women during pregnancy rather than after birth as was previously thought. Interestingly the 
researcher interviewed espoused a medical and biological explanation for this depression (though this 
has still to be investigated fully) suggesting hormonal influences and anticipation o f birth itself. 
Whilst the mother interviewed who had herself experienced ‘ante natal depression’ mentioned the 
impact o f celebrity mothers such as Madonna who seem to sail through pregnancy wearing designer 
maternity wear and so on. 1 would suggest that the research that this team in Bristol carry out should
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“ I ’v e  lo o k e d  b a c k  o n  p h o to s  a n d  th o u g h t ‘o h h  y o u  lo o k e d  h id e o u s , I d o n ’t 
w a n t to  lo o k  l ik e  that a g a in ’ a n d  u m  I’m  a c tu a lly  m o r e  n e g a t iv e  a b o u t it th is  
t im e  b e c a u s e  I d o n ’t w a n t to  b e c o m e  lik e  I d id  b e fo r e  a n d  it to o k  m e  a  w h ile  
to  g e t  rid  o f  it a s  w e l l ,  w e ll  I d id n ’t fu lly  g e t  r id  o f  it but. S o  I’m  p r o b a b ly , I 
p r o b a b ly  f e e l  m o r e  n e g a t iv e  a n d  I’ll p r o b a b ly  w e a r  lo ts  o f  d if fe r e n t  c lo th e s  
b e c a u s e  1 w a n t to  lo o k  d if fe r e n t .” (J a n e , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rried , s e c o n d  
p r e g n a n c y  (m o th e r  o f  1), B r a d fo r d .)

8.2.3(3) Fear of never being normal again

I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th a t a  s ig n if ic a n t  fa c to r  in  th e  n e g a t iv e  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  
d is c o u r s e s  su r r o u n d in g  h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a n d  in  p a r ticu la r  th e  a n x ie ty  a ro u n d  
b e c o m in g  th e m  ( s u c h  a s  J a n e  d e s c r ib e s  a b o v e )  s te m s  fr o m  a fe a r  that w h a t  is  lo s t  a s  a 
r e su lt  o f  b e in g  th is  b o d y  m a y  n e v e r  b e  r e g a in e d .

“ O f  c o u r s e  th e r e  are p le n ty  o f  w o m e n  w h o  start b ig  a n d  r e m a in  b ig , p le n ty  
w h o  start s le n d e r  a n d  re m a in  so . B u t  th e  im a g e  o f  th e  w o m a n  sp r e a d in g  fr o m  
s le n d e r  te e n a g e r  to w a r d s  la rg er , m a tern a l m id d le  a g e  is  a p o w e r fu l o n e  in  
w e s te r n  s o c ie t y ” (A d a m , 2 0 0 1 ,  p .4 2 )

F o r  e x a m p le ,  part o f  C la r e ’s  a p p a r en t (a n d  h ig h ly  u n u su a l)  s a t is fa c t io n  e v e n  w ith  h er  
4 2  w e e k s  p reg n a n t b o d y  s te m m e d  fr o m  h er  f e e l in g  o f  c o r p o r e a l c o n tr o l a s  a  re su lt  o f  
h er  d a ily  e x e r c is e  r e g im e . U n lik e  m o s t  o f  m y  o th e r  p a r tic ip a n ts  s h e  d id  n o t  fea r  h er  
p o s t  p a rtu m  b o d y , d id  n o t  fe a r  s h e  w o u ld  n e v e r  return  to  h er  s le n d e r  p r e -p r eg n a n t  
b o d y . In d e ed  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th a t a  s ig n if ic a n t  a s p e c t  o f  th e  d is c o u r s e  o f  a b je c tio n  
in  r e la t io n  to  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t a n d  fu ll  term  b o d ie s  is  th e  fe a r  o f  w h a t th is  b o d y  w il l  
m e a n  fo r  th e  tru e  c o r p o r e a l s e l f  te m p o r a r ily  o b s c u r e d  (o r  p erh a p s  n o t s o  te m p o r a r ily )  

b y  p r e g n a n t e m b o d im e n t . T h e  fe a r  th a t th is  e m b o d im e n t  a c tu a lly  h e r a ld s  th e  
m e ta m o r p h o s is  to  ‘m a tern a l m id d le  a g e ’, th a t th is  u n c o n tr o lla b il ity  w i l l  sp ill  o u t o f  
p r e g n a n c y  a n d  a f f e c t  th e  p o s t  p artu m  b o d y  to o .

A s  A d a m  ( 2 0 0 1 )  s u g g e s t s  th e  im a g e  o f  ‘m a tern a l m id d le  a g e ’ is  in d e e d  a 
p o w e r fu l o n e  in  w e s te r n  s o c ie t y ,  s tr u c tu r in g  1 w o u ld  s u g g e s t  w o m e n ’s fe a r s  a b o u t  
a n d  r e s p o n s e s  to  th e ir  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s .  M a n y  w o m e n  are  a w a r e , e v e n  d u r in g  
p r e g n a n c y  th a t th e ir  b o d ie s  are  u n d e r g o in g  p e r m a n e n t c h a n g e s ,  th a t n o t a ll c o r p o r e a l  
c h a n g e s  are te m p o r a r y  a n d  th e r e fo r e  e v e n  a fte r w a r d s  th e y  w i l l  a lw a y s  b e  e m b o d ie d  
a s  ‘o n c e  p r e g n a n t’ , ‘m o th e r ’ . F o r  e x a m p le  a s  S arah  e x p la in e d  w h e n  8 m o n th s  
p r e g n a n t w ith  h er  tw in s:

“ . . . y o u  r e a lly  h a v e  to  c o m e  to  te r m s  w ith  it, its  s o m e th in g  th a t . ..  I d o n ’t 
k n o w , I th in k  y o u  h a v e  to  . . .  I m e a n  s o m e  w o m e n  w o u ld n ’t b e  b o th e r e d  at a ll 
b u t I, I fo u n d  a  p ic tu r e  o f  m y s e l f  in  a  b ik in i th e  o th e r  d ay  . . .  I n e v e r  lik e d  m y  
b o d y  b e fo r e  I g o t  p r eg n a n t, b u t a s  I w a s  lo o k in g  at th e s e  p h o to g r a p h s  I 
th o u g h  I w a s  j u s t  r e a lly  s tu p id  n o t l ik in g  it b e c a u s e  I a c tu a lly  h a d  q u ite  a  n ic e  
b o d y !  [L a u g h ] B u t its  ju s t ,  I k n o w  its  r u in e d  n o w , it ju s t  w il l  n e v e r  b e  th e  
s a m e , it w il l  n e v e r  b e  l ik e  that. I wish I ’d  a p p r e c ia te d  it m o re . A n d  y o u  d o  
h a v e  to , its  l ik e  y o u  h a v e  to  sa y  g o o d b y e  to  it re a lly  a n d  o b v io u s ly  I w a n t

not be restricted to medicalised or biological lines o f  enquiry and should include consideration o f such 
influences as body image which are clearly -  as Jane for example shows very clearly -  extremely 
important to women, particularly those embodying heavily and full term pregnant bodies.
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c h ild r e n , 1 w a n t a  fa m ily  a  lo t  m o r e  th an  I w a n t to  h a v e  a n ic e  [b o d y ] I’m  n o t  
v a in  e n o u g h  to  n o t d o  it, o r  to  b e  u p se t , or fe e l  r e se n tfu l to w a r d s  th e  c h ild  or  
w h a te v e r . B u t u m  y o u  h a v e  to  h a v e  a lit t le  sort o f  c e r e m o n y  to  sa y  g o o d b y e  
to  it” (S a r a h , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a rried , first p r e g n a n c y , B ra d fo rd .)

F o r  m a n y  w o m e n  th e r e  is  a  rea l fe a r  o f  a lw a y s  b e in g  g r o te s q u e , e m b o d y in g  th e  
m a te r n a l, b e in g  fa t a n d  u n a ttra c tiv e . In s o m e  w a y s  th e s e  fe a r s  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  
s tr u c tu re  a tt itu d e s  to w a r d s  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  - in  te r m s  o f  th e ir  d e f in it io n  as  
a b je c t  -  th at i f  th e y  b e c o m e  to o  e x c e s s iv e  a n d  d is to r te d  th e y  m a y  n e v e r  r e lin q u ish  
th e ir  h o ld  o v e r  n o n -p r e g n a n t f e m a le  b o d ie s . T h e  d e r is io n  ca n  b e  s e e n  to  r e f le c t  th e ir  
d a n g e r , th a t a c c e p ta b le  b o d y  n o r m s  m a y  b e  re n d e r e d  p e r m a n e n t ly  in a c c e s s ib le  b y  
th is  u n c o n tr o lla b le , a n im a l fo rm  a n d  th e  f e m a le  b o d y  th e r e fo r e  th e r e a fte r  rem a in  

g r o te sq u e . A n d  s in c e  im m e d ia te ly  a fte r  b irth  th e  b o d y  r e ta in s  m o r e  p reg n a n t  
c h a r a c te r is t ic s  th a n  n o t fo r  m a n y  w o m e n  th e  p o s t  p artu m  b o d y  is  e v e n  m o r e  d if f ic u lt  
to  n e g o t ia te  th an  th e  e x c e s s iv e  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d y .

8.2.4 Post Partum Bodies

T h e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  m a y  b e  c o n s tr u c te d  a s  a  te m p o r a r y  fo rm  o f  e m b o d im e n t  
e x is t in g  fo r  p e r h a p s  a  l it t le  o v e r  9  m o n th s  ( 4 0 - 4 2  w e e k s )  o r  at le a s t  th e  d u r a tio n  o f  
th e  p r e g n a n c y . H o w e v e r ,  it is  c le a r  fr o m  th e  a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  m y  p a r tic ip a n ts  th at 
th e s e  s e e m in g ly  re a l, m a te r ia l, in d isp u ta b le  b o u n d a r ie s  b e tw e e n  p reg n a n t a n d  n o n ­
p r e g n a n t (c a r r y in g  a  b a b y  a n d  n o t)  are  a ls o  th r e a te n e d  b y  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lity  as  
l iv e d . A lth o u g h  it is  b io lo g ic a l ly  th e  c a s e  th at p r e g n a n c y  b e g in s  at c o n c e p t io n  and  
e n d  a t b ir th , p reg n a n t e m b o d im e n t  d o e s  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  m a p  n e a t ly  o n to  th e s e  e v e n ts .  
P re g n a n t e m b o d im e n t  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  le a k  in to  th e  p o s t  p artu m  b o d y  c a u s in g  la s t in g  
c h a n g e s ,  w h ic h  id e n t ify  it a s  h a v in g  o n c e  b e e n  p r e g n a n t a n d  ‘m o th e r ’. T h e  
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  th is  le a k a g e  are  o f  c o u r s e  v a r ie d  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e d  v a r io u s ly  b y  

d if fe r e n t  w o m a n  at d if fe r e n t  t im e s ,  th e r e fo r e  w h a t  is  o u t l in e d  h e r e  are th e  v ery  
p a r tic u la r  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  a  sm a ll g r o u p  o f  w o m e n . H o w e v e r ,  c o n s id e r e d  to g e th e r  
th e y  d o  il lu s tr a te  g r a p h ic a lly  th e  p e r s is te n c e  o f  p reg n a n t e m b o d im e n t  b e y o n d  b irth  
a n d  th e  c o n tin u a l n e g o t ia t io n  w o m e n  m u st m a k e  b o th  in  th e  im m e d ia te  sh o r t term  
a fte r  b ir th  a n d  a ls o  in to  th e  fu tu re , p o s s ib ly  fo r  th e  rest o f  th e ir  l iv e s .

8.2.4(1) Immediate Post Partum Body

F o r m a n y , th is  b o d y  is  e a g e r ly  a n t ic ip a te d  d u e  to  th e  fr e e d o m  fro m  co r p o r e a l  
a w k w a r d n e s s , d is c o m fo r t  a n d  e x c e s s  it ca n  b r in g . In d e e d  fo r  C a r o ly n  fo r  e x a m p le ,  it 
h e r a ld e d  im m e d ia te  r e l i e f  fr o m  m o n th s  o f  c o n s ta n t  in d ig e s t io n :

“ I r e m e m b e r  s o m e o n e  sa id  to  m e  y o u ’ll ,  th e  r e l i e f  y o u  w il l  f e e l  th e  f ir s t  m e a l  
y o u  e a t  a fter  y o u ’v e  a c tu a lly  h a d  th e  b a b y  w i l l  b e  a m a z in g ’, a n d  I c a n  s t il l  
r e m e m b e r  it, it w a s  o n ly  h o s p ita l  fo o d , it w a s n ’t th a t g re a t b u t I k e p t th in k in g  
‘g rea t, n o  h eartb u rn ! F o r  th e  f ir s t  t im e  in m o n th s  n o  h ea rtb u rn !” (C a r o ly n ,  
e a r ly - fo r t ie s ,  m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , M a n c h e s te r .)

H o w e v e r ,  fo r  o th e r s  th is  c o r p o r e a lity , th o u g h  g iv in g  r e l i e f  fr o m  p r e s su r e s  a s s o c ia te d  
w ith  c a r r y in g  th e ir  u n b o rn  c h ild /r e n , it is  a c tu a lly  p e r c e iv e d  a s  m o r e  h o r r if ic  an d  
a b je c t  th an  th e ir  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s .  A s  N a ta l ie  fo r  e x a m p le  d e s c r ib e s ,  th e
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s o l id ity  o f  h er  p reg n a n t b u m p  w a s  lo s t  a fte r  b irth . T h is  is  s ig n if ic a n t  s in c e  th e  
s o l id i ty  o f  th e  p reg n a n t b u m p  is  a t le a s t  r e m o te ly  a c c e p ta b le  ( in  i t s e l f )  in  th e  cu ltu re  
o f  s le n d e r n e s s ,  w h ic h  d ic ta te s  that:

“ It is  p e r fe c t ly  a d m is s ib le  in  o u r  cu ltu re  ( e v e n  fo r  w o m e n )  to  h a v e  su b sta n tia l 
w e ig h t  a n d  b u lk  -  s o  lo n g  a s  it is  t ig h t ly  m a n a g e d . S im p ly  to  b e  s l im  is  n o t  
e n o u g h  -  th e  f le s h  m u st n o t ‘w i g g l e ’ .” (B o r d o , 1 9 9 3 , p. 1 9 1 )

F o l lo w in g  b ir th  h o w e v e r  th is  t ig h t, firm  n o n - w ig g ly  b u m p  c o l la p s e s  in to  a  w o b b ly ,  
j e l l y  l ik e  m a s s  o f  q u iv e r in g , u n m a n a g e d  f le s h , s o m e th in g  N a ta lie  fo u n d  u n se tt lin g  
a n d  u n p lea sa n t:

“ A fte r  I’d  h a d  h im  it w a s  l ik e  . ..  its  l ik e  s o l id  w h e n  y o u ’re c a r r y in g  h im  an d  
th e n  a fte r  y o u ’v e  h a d  h im  its , its  l ik e  I lo o k e d  a t m y  s to m a c h  a n d  it w a s  lik e ,  
it ju s t  lo o k e d  l ik e  j e l ly .  It lo o k e d  l ik e  th is  b ig  w o b b ly  th in g  o f  j e l ly .  It ju s t  
w a s  h o rr ib le . It w a s  a ll u m , it w a s  a ll l ik e  w r in k ly  w h e r e  m e  str e tch  m a rk s  

w e r e  a n d  it w a s  a ll ,  y o u  w e n t  to  to u c h  it a n d  it w a s  a ll so r t o f  ‘o h h ! ’ [in  
d is g u s t ]” (N a t a l ie ,  e a r ly - tw e n t ie s ,  m o th e r  o f  1, M a n c h e s te r . )

N a ta l ie  l ite r a lly  c o u ld  h a rd ly  b r in g  h e r s e l f  to  to u c h  h e r  s to m a c h  im m e d ia te ly  p o s t  
p a rtu m , th e  d is g u s t  s h e  fe lt  w a s  a lm o s t  u n sp e a k a b le  a s  s h e  tr ie d  to  e x p la in  h o w  th e  
p r o s p e c t  m a d e  h er  f e e l  o r  w h a t  it m ig h t  h a v e  f e lt  l ik e . R a th er  th a n  im m e d ia te ly  or  
e v e n  in  th e  sh o r t term  r e v e r t in g  b a c k  to  a  p r e -p r e g n a n t b o d y  sh a p e  th e r e fo r e  w o m e n  
m u st a g a in  n e g o t ia te  a n  a lm o s t  ‘in  b e t w e e n ’ b o d y . I m m e d ia te ly  p o s t  p artu m  th e  
b o d y  is  n e ith e r  p r e g n a n t n o r  s le n d e r , c o r r e s p o n d in g  to  n e ith e r  id e a l a n d  e m b o d y in g  
s o m e th in g  th a t a s  a  ru le  is  s o c ia l ly  u n sp e a k a b le  a n d  th e r e fo r e  la ten t. T h is  b o d y  is  
ra re ly  ta lk e d  a b o u t a n d  s e v e r a l o f  m y  r e s p o n d e n ts  m e n t io n e d  n o t o n ly  h o w  s h o c k in g  

th e y  fo u n d  it, b u t a ls o  h o w  d if f ic u lt  it w a s  to  n e g o t ia te  h a v in g  n o t  b e e n  to ld  a b o u t  it  
a n d  th e r e fo r e  a lm o s t  la c k in g  a  fr a m e  o f  r e fe r e n c e  w ith  w h ic h  to  in terp re t it.

“ ..to w a r d s  th e  e n d  y o u  so r t o f  g e t  a  b it  fe d  u p  ju s t  b e c a u s e  its  h ard er  to  m o v e  
a ro u n d  b u t y o u  k n o w  I d id n ’t m in d  lo o k in g  in  th e  m irror  a n d  b e in g  h u g e . I 
th in k  is  m o r e  a fte r w a r d s  th a t y o u  so rt o f  f e e l ,  so r t o f  th e  b a b y ’s g o n e  b u t it 
ta k e s  y o u  a  w h i le  to  lo o s e  y o u r  w e ig h t  a n d  I th in k  th a t’s th e  h ard er b it  
b e c a u s e  y o u ’re s t i l l  in  y o u r  m a te r n ity  c lo t h e s  fo r  a  f e w  w e e k s .  W h ic h  
n o b o d y  t e l ls  y o u  a b o u t [ la u g h ]  . . .  s o  i t ’s  a s h o c k ” (W e n d y , la te - tw e n t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, B r a d fo r d .)

T h e  c u ltu r a l s i le n c e  r e g a r d in g  th is  b o d y  a ls o  e x t e n d s  in to  th e  m e d ia . T h o u g h  th er e  
are  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  im a g e s  e n te r in g  th e  p u b lic  a re n a  o f  p reg n a n t c e le b r it ie s ,  
p a r tic u la r ly  in  th e  l i f e s t y le  m a g a z in e  p r e ss , th is  ‘ in  b e t w e e n ’, im m e d ia te  p o s t  partum  
b o d y  is  u n iv e r s a l ly  a b se n t. T h e r e  are c o m m o n ly  im a g e s  o f  p e n c il  s l im , t ig h t , to n e d ,  
m a tern a l b o d ie s  c o m p le t e  w ith  p o lis h e d , c le a n , s e r e n e  b a b ie s  (a n d  o c c a s io n a l ly  
h u sb a n d s  /  m a le  p a rtn ers). B u t  n e v e r  a  w o m a n  w ith  r a v a g e d  s to m a c h  m u s c le s  
h id d e n  b y  v ir tu a lly  w o r n  o u t , i l l  f it t in g  m a te r n ity  tr o u se r s  a n d  a  lo n g  b a g g y  a n d  
e q u a lly  w e ll  w o r n  to p , p e r c h e d  o n  to p  o f  a n  in f la ta b le  r in g  h o p in g  n o t to  la u g h  an d  

th e r e fo r e  b u rst h er  s t itc h e s . T h is  p a in fu l, a w k w a r d  ‘in  b e t w e e n ’ b o d y  is  d e n ie d  an d  
h id d e n  b y  th e  c e le b r ity  m e d ia  (a n d  a r g u a b ly  th e  s p e c ia l is t  p r e s s  to o ) . T h is  la te n c y  
a n d  d e n ia l c a n  a g a in  b e  in terp re ted  a s  part o f  th e  ty r a n n y  o f  s le n d e r n e s s  e n c o u r a g in g
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w o m e n  to  “ . . .k in d  o f  fe e l that y o u  w a n t to  lo o s e  it q u ic k ly ” (W e n d y , la te - tw e n t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, B ra d fo rd , e m p h a s is  a d d e d ).

8.2.4(2) Bodies marked as ‘once pregnant’

T h e  d o c i le  b o d ie s  o f  w o m e n  are w e ll  v e r s e d  in  th e  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s  o f  
c o r p o r e a l a c c e p ta b il ity  a n d  it is  c le a r  th a t m a n y  b e g in  to  p o l ic e  th e ir  b o d ie s  in  
r e la t io n  to  th e  n o n -p r e g n a n t id e a l a lm o s t  r ig h t a w a y . F or e x a m p le  m a n y  report 
a c t in g  th e m s e lv e s  to  k e e p  th e ir  ‘h o r r ib le ’ b o d ie s  h id d e n  fr o m  th e  g a z e  o f  o th e r s , e v e n  
th e ir  o w n  p artn ers a n d  in d e e d  th e m s e lv e s .  T h is  is  n o t r e s tr ic te d  to  th e  im m e d ia te  
p o s t  p artu m  b o d y  h o w e v e r . A s  S arah  d e s c r ib e s ,  ta lk in g  w h e n  h er  tw in s  w e r e  ju s t  
o v e r  s ix  m o n th s  o ld :

“ . .its  o n ly  r e c e n t ly  th a t I ’v e  s ta r ted  lo o k in g  in  th e  m irror  a g a in  a n d  e v e n  n o w  
I d o n ’t d o  it a n d  1 g e t  c h a n g e d  a s  q u ic k ly  a s  p o s s ib le  in fro n t o f  [m y  h u sb a n d ]  
a n d  th in g s  a n d , a n d  urn . . .  w h ic h  r e a lly  b u g s  h im , h e  d o e s n ’t u n d er sta n d  th at, 
h e  d o e s n ’t u n d e r sta n d  w h y . 1 m e a n  i f  1 h a d  m y  w a y  I ’d  g e t  c h a n g e d  in  th e  
b a th r o o m  e v e r y  n ig h t  w h ic h  I f ir s t  d id  w h e n  I’d h a d  th e  g ir ls  a n d  h e  to ld  m e  
o f f  . ..  B u t  I, I d o n ’t, it d o e s n ’t m a k e  a n y  d if fe r e n c e  w h e th e r  it m a tters  to  h im  
o r  n o t it m a tters  to  m e  a n d  I ’d  s t i l l  ra th er h id e  a w a y  o r  g o  u p  to  b e d  ea r lie r  
a n d  g e t  c h a n g e d  b e fo r e  h im ” (S a r a h , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 ,  
B r a d fo r d .)

S a r a h ’s in te r n a lisa t io n  o f  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s  r e g a r d in g  th e  u n s p e a k a b le n e s s  o f  h er  
b o d y  c r e a te d  su c h  d o c i l it y  a n d  b o d y  c o n s c io u s n e s s  in  h er  p e r f o n n a n c e s  o f  th is  b o d y  
th a t s h e  w ith d r e w  a n d  h id  b o th  fr o m  h e r s e l f  an d  h er  h u sb a n d  d e s p ite  h is  a tte m p ts  at 
r e a ssu r a n c e . H is  o p in io n , h is  in terp re ta tio n  o f  h er  b o d y , h is  h o p e  th a t s h e  w o u ld  fe e l  
c o m fo r ta b le  w ith  h im  w e r e  in s ig n if ic a n t  c o m p a r e d  to  th e  p o w e r  o f  d o c il ity .

P re g n a n t e m b o d im e n t  th e r e fo r e  fo r  m a n y  w o m e n  is  a  s o u r c e  o f  d a ily  s e l f ­
s u r v e i l la n c e ,  r e g u la t io n  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  lo n g  a fte r  b irth . In d e ed  p a r ticu la r  m a r k in g , 
sc a r r in g  a n d  o th e r  b o d ily  c h a n g e s  m a y  b e  p e r m a n e n t, n e e d in g  a tte n d a n c e  
in d e f in ite ly . S tr e tc h  m a rk s fo r  e x a m p le  are  p a r ticu la r ly  p r o b le m a tic , a s  I sh a ll  g o  o n  
to  d is c u s s ,  a n d  ren d er  c e r ta in  ite m s  o f  c lo th in g , w a y s  o f  d r e s s in g  a n d  w e a r in g  th e  
b o d y  (C r a ik , 1 9 9 4 )  in a p p ro p r ia te . In a d d it io n  v a r io u s  c h a n g e s  m a y  o c c u r  to  th e  
s h a p e  o f  th e  b o d y , w h e th e r  th is  b e  in  te rm s o f  fo r  e x a m p le  b r e a s ts  b e c o m in g  s a g g ie r ,  
h ip s  b ig g e r ,  o r  in  te r m s  o f  s to m a c h s  n o  lo n g e r  b e in g  f ia t , o r  p erh a p s a  g e n e r a l f e e l in g  
o f  b e in g  la rg er  a n d  ‘o v e r w e ig h t ’ c o m p a r e d  to  p r e v io u s ly . T h e  la tter  tw o  are  
p a r tic u la r ly  p r o b le m a tic  fo r  w o m e n  s in c e  th e s e  are a s p e c t s  th e y  fe e l  th e y  s h o u ld  b e  
a b le  to  c o n tr o l th e m s e lv e s ,  th e ir  fa ilu r e  to  d o  s o  b e in g  c o n s tr u e d  a s  th e ir  la c k  o f  w il l  
p o w e r  in  r e fe r e n c e  to  w h a t  th e y  e a t a n d  h o w  lit t le  e x e r c is e  th e y  d o .

C: M m m  i t ’s  m y  fa u lt [ la u g h ]
V : Its  n ot!
C: I e a t  to o  m u c h , d r in k  to o  m u c h , w e ll  n o  I w o u ld n ’t s a y  I d r in k  to o
m u c h  b u t I e a t  to o  m u c h , I e n jo y  a g la s s  o f  w in e  a n d  b a s ic a l ly  I d o n ’t e x e r c is e  
e n o u g h  a lth o u g h  I a m  o n  m y  f e e t  a ll d a y  lo n g .
V : W e ll  e x a c t ly . S o  y o u  o b v io u s ly  b e r a te  y o u r s e l f  a b o u t  th is?
C: Y e a h  urn i t ’s  w h e n  y o u ’v e  g o t  a  lo a d  o f  s iz e  t w e lv e  c lo t h e s  in  th ere
a n d  y o u ’re th in k in g .. .  U m  b u t it is ,  it  is  s o m e th in g  th a t ra n k le s  s l ig h t ly  b u t  
u m  1 d o n ’t r e g re t it c o s  w e ’v e  g o t  S a b b y  a n d  T im m y  a n d  I m e a n  I w o u ld n ’t
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urn y o u  k n o w  I ju s t  lo o k  at m e  a n d  sa y  w e ll  y o u  k n o w  y o u  c o u ld  d o  m o r e  
a b o u t it i f  y o u  w a n te d  b u t y o u  c o u ld  g o  to  a  g y m  o r  s o m e th in g  1 m e a n  y o u  
k n o w . (C a r o ly n , e a r ly - fo r t ie s , m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , M a n c h e s te r .)

G iv e n  C a r o ly n ’s c o n s c io u s n e s s  th a t h er  b o d y  h a s  c h a n g e d  fro m  th at s h e  e m b o d ie d  
b e fo r e  h er  p r e g n a n c ie s , b la m in g  h e r s e l f  fo r  th is  ra th er th an  th e  p r e g n a n c ie s  
t h e m s e lv e s ,  it is  p erh a p s  su r p r is in g  th a t s h e  h a d  la r g e ly  r e ta in e d  h er  p r e -p r e g n a n c y  
c lo th in g , w h ic h  la r g e ly  n o  lo n g e r  f its . T h o u g h  th is  is  n o t s o m e th in g  1 h a v e  
p a r tic u la r ly  p u r su e d  in m y  r e se a r c h  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th a t it m ig h t  b e  an  in te r e s tin g  
fu rth er  a v e n u e  fo r  fu tu re  w o r k  s in c e  su c h  p r a c t ic e s  m ig h t  in d ic a te  a fu rth er a s p e c t  o f  
w o m e n ’s e m b o d ie d  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e ir  c lo th in g . A s  B a n im  a n d  G u y  ( 2 0 0 1 )  h a v e  
d is c u s s e d  in  re la tio n  to  n o - lo n g e r -w o m  c lo th in g , d e s p ite  th e  fa c t  th a t th e y  are  
c u rr en tly  ‘in a c t iv e ’ su c h  g a r m e n ts  m a y  b e  o f  im p o r ta n c e  to  w o m e n ’s cu rren t b o d y  
im a g e  a n d  id e n tity . In th e  c a s e  o f  r e ta in in g  c lo t h e s  w h ic h , f o l lo w in g  p r e g n a n c y , are  
n o  lo n g e r  w o r n  d u e  to  c h a n g in g  b o d y  sh a p e  fo r  e x a m p le 77 w o m e n  m a y  b e  r e lu c ta n t  
to  r e m o v e  th e m  fr o m  th e ir  w a r d r o b e s  b e c a u s e  o f  th e ir  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  r e la t io n  to  a  
lo s t  b o d y  (a n d  e v e n  p e r h a p s  id e n t ity ) . T h e ir  c o n t in u e d  p r e s e n c e  a s  part o f  a c lo th in g  
s e t ’ (B a n im  a n d  G u y  2 0 0 1 )  e v e n  i f  n o t ‘a c t iv e ’ fa c il i ta te s  an  im p e r m a n e n t b o d y  
im a g e  in c o r p o r a tin g  th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  o n c e  a g a in  b e in g  a b le  to  w e a r  s u c h  ite m s  (a n d  
s iz e s )  a s  w e l l  a s  d e f in in g  th e  cu rr en tly  u n sa t is fa c to r y  b o d y  a s  o n c e  h a v in g  b e e n  th a t  
s iz e  a n d  sh a p e . A s  C a r o ly n ’s a r t ic u la t io n s  s u g g e s t  s h e  m a y  b e  r e ta in in g  h er  ‘lo a d  o f  
s iz e  12  c lo t h e s ’ fo r  s u c h  t im e  th a t s h e  c o u ld  d is c ip l in e  h er  b o d y  th r o u g h  th e  e x e r c is e  
s h e  ta lk s  o f  a n d  r e g a in  h er  lo s t  b o d y . W h e th e r  or n o t s h e  e v e r  w i l l ,  or c o u ld  reg a in  
h er  p r e -p r e g n a n c y  b o d y  sh a p e  is  a n  e n t ir e ly  d if fe r e n t  m atter .

In  th e  s a m e  v e in ,  th o u g h  a s  1 h a v e  m e n t io n e d  th is  is  n o t  s o m e th in g  I h a v e  
s p e c i f ic a l ly  a s k e d  w o m e n , I w o u ld  s u s p e c t  th at w h i ls t  p r a c t ic e s  su c h  a s  C a r o ly n ’s 
w o u ld  b e  c o m m o n  in  re la t io n  to  e v e r y d a y  c lo t h in g  ite m s  (a n d  o th e r s  fo r  e x a m p le  

w ith  s p e c ia l  s ig n if ic a n c e ) ,  th er e  w i l l  b e  s o m e  ite m s  w h ic h  are le s s  l ik e ly  to  b e  k e p t i f  
n o  lo n g e r  w o rn . B ik in i ’s fo r  e x a m p le  m ig h t  b e  d is c a r d e d  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  
im p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  e v e r  w e a r in g  th e m  a g a in . P o s t  p artu m  b o d ie s  sca r red  b y  C a e sa r e a n  
s e c t io n s ,  s tr e tc h  m a r k s a n d  s o  o n  are  la r g e ly  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  u n f it  to  b e  r e v e a le d  
d e f in in g  s u c h  ite m s  a s  b ik in is  fo r  e x a m p le  a s  u n -w e a r a b le . S arah  fo r  e x a m p le  ta lk s  
a b o u t h e r  fe a r s  a b o u t g o in g  o n  h o lid a y  w ith  a  g r o u p  o f  c lo s e  fr ie n d s  a n d  f a m ily  a n d  
w e a r in g  c lo th in g  th a t m ig h t  r e v e a l h er  s tr e tc h  m a r k s  (c r u c ia lly  n o n e  o f  th e  o th er  
w o m e n  g o in g  h a d  c h ild r e n ):

“ I th in k  d e f in it e ly  s tr e tch  m a rk s j u s t  m a k e  a  b o d y  lo o k  a w fu l a n d  th e y ’re ju s t  
h o r r ib le  th in g s  s tr e tch  m a r k s  are a n d  b e c a u s e  y o u  g e t  s tr e tch  m a rk s w h e n  
y o u ’re n o t  p r e g n a n t a n y w a y  s o c ie t ie s  v i e w  o f  s tr e tch  m a rk s is  th at t h e y ’re a 
te rr ib le  th in g  a n d  t h e y ’re s o m e th in g  to  b e  a s h a m e d  o f ,  s o m e th in g  to  b e  
h id d e n  a w a y  a n d  th a t ’s ju s t  w h a t  p e o p le  d o . A n d  I ’m  e x a c t ly  th e  s a m e  I 
m e a n  th a t’s w h y  I ’m  g o in g  to  f e e l  u n c o m fo r ta b le  o n  h o lid a y  b e c a u s e  I ’m  n o t  
g o in g  to  b e  a b le  to  h id e  a ll  m y  s tr e tc h  m a r k s l ik e  I d o  n o r m a lly . A n d  th e y  are  
t h e y ’re  h o r r ib le , th e y  lo o k  a w fu l a n d  m a y b e  w e  s h o u ld n ’t f e e l  l ik e  th at b u t  
m o s t  p e o p le  d o  s o  th e r e ’s  n e v e r  an  is s u e  to  c h a n g e  h o w  p e o p le ,  h o w  y o u  fe e l  
a b o u t th e m  a n d  h o w  p e o p le ’s p e r c e p tio n  o f  y o u  f e e l s ” (S a r a h , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , B r a d fo r d .)

77 Or perhaps also because o f  a perceived need to change ones clothed identity. Several o f  those 1 
spoke with mentioned a need to dress differently following pregnancy; of different expectations for 
the way mothers dress.

230



I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th e r e fo r e  th a t w ith  r e s p e c t  to  su c h  a s p e c t s  o f  b o d y  s u r fa c e s  w h ic h  
are  c o n s tr u c te d  a s  p er m a n e n t, ir r e v e r s ib le  a n d  a ls o  ‘a w f u l ’, 'h o r r ib le ’ a n d  s o  on , 
w o m e n  m a y  b e  m o r e  l ik e ly  to  th r o w  a w a y  ite m s  w h ic h  th e y  fe e l n o  lo n g e r  a b le  to  
w ea r .

S u c h  e x p e r ie n c e s  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  e lu d e  to  a c o r p o r e a lity , w h ic h  far fr o m  
b e in g  im p e r m a n e n t a n d  e p h e m e r a l is  p e r s is te n t , a n d  in  s o m e  w a y  le s s  f lu id  than  
p r e g n a n t e m b o d im e n t  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  i t s e l f  T h e  a r t ic u la t io n s  o f  m a n y  o f  m y  
p a r tic ip a n ts  s h o w  c o n s is t e n t ly  th at th e  b o u n d a r y  b e tw e e n  p reg n a n t a n d  n o n -p r e g n a n t  
e m b o d im e n t  is  b lu rred  -  th e  tw o  are  n o t m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  -  a n d  th at c r u c ia lly  
th e r e fo r e , th e  n e g a t iv e  d is c o u r s e s  o f  a b je c t io n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  p reg n a n t e m b o d im e n t  
h a v e  la s t in g  c o n s e q u e n c e s  fo r  w o m e n  e m b o d ie d  a s  ‘o n c e  p r e g n a n t’ . W h e th e r  th is  b e  
in  te r m s  o f  g u ilt  f e lt  a t n o t  h a v in g  lo s t  w e ig h t  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  p r e g n a n c y , o r  
n e g o t ia t in g  th e  r e p u ls iv e n e s s  o f  th e ir  im m e d ia te  p o stp a r tu m  c o r p o r e a lit ie s  or th e  
m o r e  p e r m a n e n t s c a r r in g  o f  s tre tch  m a rk s o r  c a e sa r e a n  sc a r s  th e  c o n t in u in g  p r e s e n c e  
o f  th e  a b je c t  p reg n a n t b o d y  in w o m e n ’s l iv e s  is  rea l a n d  h a s  ta n g ib le  e f f e c t s  fo r  th e  
w a y  th e ir  b o d ie s  are  l iv e d  a n d  w o rn .

8.3 Corporeo-Sartorial Construction: The Mapping Debate

“ O n e  c a n n o t  ta lk  b o d y  w ith o u t  ta lk in g  c lo t h e s ” ( T s e e lo n ,  2 0 0 1 ,  p. 1 0 5 )

T h e  m u lt ip le  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  d e s c r ib e d  b y  p r e g n a n t w o m e n  ca n  b e  
s e e n  to  d isr u p t a n d  d e s ta b il is e  th e  n o t io n  o f  a  s in g u la r  p r e g n a n t b o d y , w h ic h  is  
a lw a y s  a n d  e v e r y w h e r e  in  th is  c u ltu r e  c o n s id e r e d  a b jec t. T h e  m u lt ip lic ity  an d  
f lu id ity  o f  th e s e  c o r p o r e a lit ie s  w o u ld  s e e m  to  o p e n  u p  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  d if fe r e n t  
d is c u r s iv e  c o n s tr u c t io n s  a n d  p e r fo r m a n c e s  o f  p r e g n a n t e m b o d im e n t . A lth o u g h  e a c h  

in d iv id u a l tr a n sg r e s s io n  o f  a c c e p te d  d is c o u r s e s  is  s ig n if ic a n t  in  th a t th e y  d e m o n s tr a te  
th a t th e s e  cu ltu ra l w a y s  o f  k n o w in g , s e e in g  a n d  b e in g  b o d ie s  are  n o t f ix e d  (a n d  

c e r ta in ly  n o t im m u ta b le  o r  n a tu ra l) , a s  I h a v e  n o te d , w o m e n ’s l iv e d  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  
th e s e  b o d ie s  are la r g e ly  str u c tu r ed  b y  h e g e m o n ic  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s ,  w h ic h  te n d  to  
r e la te  to  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  a s  a  m o n o l i th ic  f ig u r e . T h e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  w ith in  th is  
c u ltu r e  is  o n e  w h ic h  s o c ie t y  at la r g e  f e e l s  j u s t i f ie d  in  p a s s in g  c o m m e n t  o n , to u c h in g  
a n d  in te r a c t in g  w ith  in  w a y s  q u ite  u n iq u e  fr o m  a n y  o th er . A s  s u c h , p e r h a p s  to  a 
g r e a te r  d e g r e e  th an  w h e n  e m b o d ie d  a s  n o t  p r eg n a n t, w o m e n  f in d  th e m s e lv e s  
c o n s tr u c te d  a s , a n d  r e d u c e d  to  a  b o d y  p e r c e iv e d  b y  o th e r s  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  
h e g e m o n ic  d is c o u r s e s  s in c e  th e s e  are m o r e  d ir e c t ly  a n d  c o n s is t e n t ly  im p o s e d  o n  
th e m  b y  o th er s . T h o u g h  a s  th is  th e s is  h a s  s h o w n  th e r e  are s p a c e s  fo r  r e s is ta n c e , an d  
th at c r u c ia lly  th e s e  are  c r e a te d  b y  th e  m u lt ip le  m a te r ia l r e a lit ie s  o f  p reg n a n t  
c o r p o r e a lity , th e s e  re m a in  v e r y  o f te n  at th e  s c a le  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l’s o w n  b o d y . F or  
e x a m p le  S arah  ta lk s  a b o u t f e e l in g  s e x y  b e fo r e  s h e  g r e w  ‘to o  la r g e ’ , h o w e v e r  it is  
q u e s t io n a b le  w h e th e r  b e y o n d  h er  o w n  b o d i ly  e x p e r ie n c e  -  a n d  p e r h a p s  th a t o f  h er  
h u sb a n d  -  h e r  b o d y  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  d is c u r s iv e ly  c o n s tr u c te d  o r  rea d  a s  su ch . 
In d e e d  J a n e  ta lk s  a b o u t b e in g  h a p p y  a n d  ‘c h u f f e d ’ w ith  h er  5 m o n th s  p r e g n a n t b o d y  

b u t a lr e a d y  b e in g  to ld  b y  o th e r s  h o w  b ig  ( fo r  w h ic h  rea d  u n a ttr a c tiv e )  s h e  w a s.
H o w e v e r  a s  T s e e lo n  ( 2 0 0 1 )  a m o n g  o th e r s  a r g u e s  it is  im p o s s ib le  to  ta lk  a b o u t  

b o d ie s  w ith o u t  a ls o  ta k in g  a c c o u n t  o f  c lo th in g  (a n d  th e  r e v e r se  is  a ls o  tru e). In d e e d ,  
a s  W a r w ic k  a n d  C a v a lla r o  ( 1 9 9 8 ,  p .3 )  a rg u e , th a t b o d y  -  in  p a r ticu la r  th e  u n c lo th e d  
b o d y  -  h a s  b e e n  “ tr a d itio n a lly  re g a r d e d  a s  la c k in g  a n d  u n f in is h e d ” , w ith  d r e ss  b e in g  
“ a s s ig n e d  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f  tr a n s fo r m in g  th e  in c o m p le te  b o d y  in to  a c o m p le t e
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cu ltu ra l p a c k a g e .” T h e r e fo r e  d r e ss  is  an  in teg ra l part o f  th e  b o d y ’s cu ltu ra l  
c o n s tr u c t io n  -  o n e  w h ic h  w e  c a n n o t  ig n o r e  -  in d e e d , in  m a n y  r e s p e c ts  it is  

im p o s s ib le  to  c o n c e p tu a lis e  a  b o d y  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  p r a c t ic e s  a n d  d is c o u r s e s  o f  d ress , 
a s  E n tw is t le  s u g g e s ts  in  h er  c o n c e p tu a lis a t io n  o f  d r e ss  a s  s itu a te d  p ra ctice:

“ . .b o d ie s  are  s o c ia l ly  c o n s t itu te d , a lw a y s  s itu a te d  in  c u ltu r e  a n d  th e  o u tc o m e  
o f  in d iv id u a l p r a c t ic e s  d ir e c te d  to w a r d s  th e  b o d y : in  o th e r  w o r d s , ‘d r e s s ’ is  
th e  r e su lt  o f  ‘d r e s s in g ’ o r  ‘g e t t in g  d r e s s e d ’ . . . .  B e c o m in g  a c o m p e te n t  
m e m b e r  in v o lv e s  a c q u ir in g  k n o w le d g e  o f  th e  cu ltu ra l n o r m s an d  e x p e c ta t io n s  
d e m a n d e d  o f  th e  b o d y  . ..  D r e s s in g  r e q u ir e s  o n e  to  a tten d  u n c o n s c io u s ly  or  
c o n s c io u s ly  to  th e s e  n o r m s  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s  w h e n  p rep a r in g  th e  b o d y  fo r  
p r e se n ta t io n  in  an y  p a r ticu la r  s o c ia l  s e t t in g ” (E n tw is t le ,  2 0 0 0 ,  p. 11 )

T h e  a c t  o f  ‘g e t t in g  d r e s s e d ’ is  fo r  E n tw is t le  at o n c e  b o th  an  in t im a te  o n e , an  
in d iv id u a l a tte n d in g  to  th e  p r e se n ta t io n  o f  th e ir  b o d y  a n d  a ls o  a  s o c ia l ly  s itu a te d  o n e  
s in c e  th e  p r a c t ic e  is  c o n s tr a in e d  b y  cu ltu ra l n o r m s  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s  w h ic h  c a n  b e  
s e e n  fo r  e x a m p le  to  b e  r e in fo r c e d  b y  th e  in te r a c t io n  o f  o th e r s  w ith  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s 78. 
T h e  a c t  o f  ‘g e t t in g  d r e s s e d ’ is  th e r e fo r e  o n e  o f  m a k in g  th e  b o d y  a c c e p ta b le  an d  
a p p r o p r ia te  fo r  its  s p e c i f ic  s o c ia l  c o n te x t  ( s e e  a ls o  fo r  e x a m p le  C ra ik , 1 9 9 4 ). It is  
im p o r ta n t to  n o te  th a t it is  n o t o n ly  th r o u g h  th e  a d o p t io n  o f  p a r ticu la r  s ty le s  o f  d ress  
th a t b o d ie s  are m a d e  in to  a c c e p ta b le  a n d  a p p r o p r ia te  cu ltu ra l p a c k a g e s  fo r  s p e c if ic  
s o c io - s p a t ia l  c o n te x ts .  P r a c t ic e s  o f  d r e ss , a s  I h a v e  s u g g e s te d ,  in v o lv e  c o r p o r e o -  
sa rto r ia l n e g o t ia t io n s  at an  in t im a te  le v e l  w h e r e b y  th e  m a ter ia l s p e c i f ic i t ie s  o f  
c o r p o r e a lity  are  n e g o t ia te d  in  r e la t io n  to  th e ir  cu ltu ra l r e p r e se n ta tio n  an d  
in terp re ta tio n . A s  W a r w ic k  a n d  C a v a lla r o  ( 1 9 9 8 , p .3 )  argu e:

“ In fr a m in g  th e  b o d y , h o w e v e r  p r e c a r io u s ly , d r e s s  c o n tr ib u te s  to  th e  s y m b o l ic  
tr a n s la t io n  o f  m a te r ia lity  in to  c u ltu ra l im a g e s  o r  s ig n if ie r s . A s  a m e d ia to r  
b e tw e e n  th e  ca rn a l d im e n s io n  o f  e x is t e n c e  a n d  th e  a b stra c t la w s  o f  th e  
s y m b o l ic  o rd er  o f  la n g u a g e  a n d  in s t itu t io n s , d r e s s  a id s  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  
s u b je c t iv ity  a s  représentai ion.'"

I w o u ld  a r g u e  th a t th e  n a tu re  o f  th is  fr a m in g , o r  a s  I c o n c e p t u a l is e  it h e r e  m a p p in g  o f  
b o d i ly  la n d s c a p e s ,  a ls o  c o n tr ib u te s  to  th e  material construction o f  c o r p o r e a lity  a n d  
th a t th is  to o  is  h ig h ly  s ig n if ic a n t  in  c o m p o s in g  b o d ie s  a s  s o c ia l ly  a p p r o p r ia te . I sh a ll  
d is c u s s  th is  h e r e  in  te r m s  o f  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  i l l-  o r  lo o s e -  f itt in g  c lo th in g  
m a te r ia lly  c o n s tr u c ts  b o d ie s  th r o u g h  th e ir  in a c c u r a te  m a p p in g  o f  b o d ily  la n d s c a p e s ,  
a n d  in  p a r ticu la r  th e  s o c ia l ly  p r o b le m a tic  n a tu re  o f  s u c h  c o n s tr u c t io n s . In a d d it io n , I 
c o n s id e r  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  c lo th in g  th a t b lu rs  b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  b e  
p r e fe r a b le  fo r  e x a m p le  e v e n  s o l id i f y in g ,  a n d  th e r e fo r e  p r o te c t in g , fr a g ile  b o u n d a r ie s  
fr o m  fr a ctu re  a n d  p o r o s ity  i f  o n ly  te m p o r a r ily . S p e c i f ic a l ly  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th a t th e  
t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  b e in g  a n d  h a v in g  a  b o d y  a n d  c lo t h e s  -  a n d  in  p a rticu la r  th e  
c o r p o r a te  c o n s tr u c t io n  in  w h ic h  e a c h  is  ‘r e m a d e ’ ( th e  m a te r ia lity  o f  e a c h  w o r k in g  o n  
th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  o th e r )  -  i s  s ig n if ic a n t .  Q u o t in g  a g a in  fr o m  W a r w ic k  a n d  
C a v a lla r o  ( 1 9 9 8 ,  p .4 ):

78 For example touching -  which is common place, invited and uninvited, by friends, family, 
colleagues and strangers - can be seen as reducing the woman to her identity as mother, reinforcing 
that she should conduct herself as mother. The negative and insulting reactions many pregnant 
women report also reinforce the abjectness o f  this body and therefore suggest certain norms expected 
o f this body.
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“ I f  it  is  d if f ic u lt  fo r  th e  s u b je c t  to  d e c id e  w h e th e r  th e  b o d y  is  s o m e th in g  it is 
or has, it is  e v e n  tr ic k ie r  fo r  it to  e s ta b lis h  w h e th e r  th e  c lo th e s  w ith  w h ic h  it is 
in t im a te ly  c o n n e c t e d  are  part o f  its  being o r  ra th er a n  item  in  th e  p a rce l o f  its  
h a v in g . T h e  s u b je c t  is  a b o d y  a n d  h a s  a  b o d y ; b u t it a ls o  is  a n d  h as, at o n e  
a n d  th e  s a m e  t im e , th e  c lo th e s  th a t it w e a r s .”

I a rg u e  h ere  th a t c lo th in g  a n d  th e  b o d y  are in  fa c t  m u tu a lly  c o n s t itu t iv e  an d  th e r e fo r e  
th e  e x a g g e r a t io n  o f  b o d ily  l im its  a n d  la n d s c a p e s  b y  i l l -  o r  lo o s e -  f it t in g  c lo th in g  ca n  
b e  p r o b le m a tic  b e c a u s e  it m e a n s  th a t th e  b o d y  (a n d  th e r e fo r e  th e  s u b je c t)  m a ter ia lly  
is th e  larg er  s iz e  s o  m a p p e d . F u rth er, th a t w h ils t  p erh a p s  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  th e  b o d y  
m a y  b e  e x p e r ie n c e d  m o r e  a s  s o m e th in g  o n e  h a s  -  g iv e n  th a t th e  p a c e  o f  r e le n t le s s  
c h a n g e  ca n  m a k e  it d if f ic u lt  fo r  w o m e n  to  c o n s tr u c t  a  s ta b le  b o d y  im a g e  a n d  that 
s u c h  c h a n g e  is  u n c o n tr o lla b le  -  c lo th in g  m a y  b e  s e e n  to  s o l id i f y  th is  f lu id ity  fo r  th e  
m o m e n t  o f  its  w e a r in g . E v e n  i l l-  or lo o s e -  f it t in g  c lo th in g  fo r m s  a  fr a m in g  b o u n d a ry  
-  is  s u g g e s t iv e  o f  a  b o d y  s h a p e  -  a s  it a d o rn s  a  p a r ticu la r  c o r p o r e a lity , a n d  th e r e fo r e  
d e f in e s  w h a t  th e  b o d y  is  a t th a t m o m e n t. In th is  s e n s e  c lo th in g  w h ic h  m a p s  b o d ily  
la n d s c a p e s  u n c e r ta in ly  m a y  b e  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  p r e fe r a b le  p a r ticu la r ly  in  r e la t io n  to  
h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s .  W ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e s e  c o r p o r e a lit ie s  b la ta n t ly  fr a m in g  
c lo t h in g  is  o f t e n  s e e n  a s  in a p p ro p r ia te  an d  th is  I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  m a y  b e  l in k e d  to  
a n x ie ty  a b o u t  su c h  t ig h t ly  d e f in e d  b o u n d a r ie s  fr a c tu r in g  (b o th  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  
s h o w in g  sk in  a n d  a ls o  lite r a lly  b r e a k in g  a n d  le a k in g ) . T h e  b lu rr in g  o f  b o u n d a r ie s  b y  
i l l -  or lo o s e -  f i t t in g  c lo th in g  m a y  th e r e fo r e  b e  s e e n  to  a c t  a s  a  ‘b u ffe r  z o n e ’ b e tw e e n  
s e l f  a n d  o th er , p r o te c t in g  o th e r  fr o m  p o te n tia l c o n ta m in a t io n  a n d  in s u la t in g  th e  
fr a g ile  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  p r e g n a n t s e lf .  A g a in , a  k e y  a s p e c t  o f  th is  a r g u m e n t is  that 
th e  n a tu re  o f  c o r p o r e o -sa r to r ia l n e g o t ia t io n  s h if t s  th r o u g h o u t p r e g n a n c y  w ith  th e  
n a tu re  o f  c o r p o r e a lity  i t s e l f  a n d  h e r e  I fo c u s  s p e c i f ic a l ly  o n  th e  ‘in  b e t w e e n ’ p reg n a n t  
b o d y  a n d  th e  h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d y  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  i l l -  a n d  lo o s e -  f it t in g  c lo th in g .

8.3.1 111- and Loose- Fitting Clothing Constructing Larger Bodies

A s  p r e v io u s ly  d is c u s s e d  th e  ‘in  b e tw e e n  p r e g n a n t b o d y ’ a n d  in  p a r ticu la r  its  
a m b iv a le n t  sh a p e  is  c o m m o n ly  in te r p r e te d  b y  th e  c r it ic a l g a z e  a s  ‘fa t ’ -  th at is ,  n o t  
s l im  - w h ic h  is  d if f ic u lt  to  n e g o t ia te  in  r e la t io n  to  c lo th in g . A s  I h a v e  s u g g e s te d ,  to  a  
la r g e  e x t e n t  th is  b o d y ’s ‘in  b e t w e e n - n e s s ’ is  d e f in e d  b y  its  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  c lo th in g  
-  t o o  b ig  fo r  w o m e n ’s n o rm a l c lo th e s  y e t  to o  sm a ll  fo r  m a te r n ity  w e a r . In d r e s s in g  
th is  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lity  th e r e  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  b e  tw o  m a in  t e n s io n s  w o m e n  m u st  
n e g o t ia te . F ir s tly , th e  d if f ic u lt ie s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  fa c t  th at th is  ‘fa t ’ b o d y  is  
h e g e m o n ic a l ly  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  in a p p r o p r ia te  fo r  d is p la y  th r o u g h  d r e s s , w o m e n  o fte n  
d o  n o t w is h  to  ad orn  it w ith  c lo th in g  th a t fa ith fu lly  m a p s  its  la n d s c a p e  s in c e  th is  
w o u ld  d r a w  a tte n tio n  to  th is  tr a n sg r e s s io n  o f  th e  n o r m a t iv e  s le n d e r  b o d y ’s f la t  
s to m a c h  in  p articu lar . S e c o n d ly  h o w e v e r  m a te r n ity  w e a r , p a r tic u la r ly  i l l - f i t t in g  

i t e m s  are  p e r c e iv e d  to  e x a g g e r a te  th e  s i z e  o f  th e  s to m a c h  in  an  e q u a lly  u n sa t is fa c to r y  
w a y . T h e  n a tu re  o f  m u c h  m a te r n ity  w e a r  a s  it in a c c u r a te ly  m a p s  o n to  ‘ in - b e t w e e n ’ 
c o r p o r e a lit ie s  o f t e n  c o n tr ib u te s  to  th e  te n s io n s  fe lt  in  th e  p e r fo r m a n c e  o f  th e se  
b o d ie s .  In p a r ticu la r , su c h  p r o b le m s  w ith  p o o r  f it  p r o d u c e  an  u n sa t is fa c to r y  fo r m , 
o n e  th a t a p p e a rs  ‘b ig g e r ’ ( fo r  w h ic h  re a d  ‘ fa t te r ’)  th a n  w o m e n ’s  ‘r e a l’ c o r p o r e a lity ,  
e x a g g e r a t in g  th e  l im its  o f  th e  b o d y . T h e  c lo th in g  p r o d u c e s  a  r e p r e se n ta tio n  o f  th e
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b o d y , w h ic h  is  n o t fa ith fu l to  th e  m a ter ia l re a lity  (w h ic h  is  h id d e n  a n d  th er e fo r e  
a b se n t)  a n d  is  e v e n  le s s  a c c e p ta b le  th a n  th is:

“ M a tern ity  w e a r  h a d  a  te n d e n c y  to  m a k e  y o u  f e e l . . .b ig g e r ,  a  lo t  b ig g e r  th an  
y o u  a c tu a lly  w e r e  b e c a u s e  y o u  h a d  th e  b ig  so rt o f  s e w n  o n  sort o f  p o u c h e s  
th a t e x te n d e d . I f  y o u  d id n ’t a c tu a lly  f i l l  th e m  p ro p er ly , y e t  y o u  w e r e  th e  s iz e  
o f  th e  th in g  th a t y o u ’d  b o u g h t  it m a d e  y o u  lo o k  b ig g e r  th an  y o u  a c tu a lly  
w e r e ” (N a ta l ie ,  e a r ly - tw e n t ie s ,  m o th e r  o f  1, M a n c h e s te r .)

“ . . . t h e  tr o u se r s  e v e n  th o u g h  t h e y ’re e la s t ic  y o u  h a v e  to  p u ll th e  e la s t ic  a n d  
th e n  y o u ’v e  g o t  th e  p o c k e t  k in d  o f  th in g . B u t it a ll p u c k e r s  a n d  lik e  y o u ’v e  
ju s t  g o t  l i t t le  s a g g y  m a te r ia l” (T r a c e y , m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 ,  
N o r th a m p to n .)

A s  N a ta l ie  a n d  T r a c e y  b o th  d e s c r ib e  g a r m e n ts  w ith  ‘p o u c h e s ’ -  in se r ts  o f  s tr e tch y  
e la s t ic a te d  m a te r ia l, in  tr o u se r s  a n d  sk ir ts  p r im a ry  m a d e  o f  fa b r ic  w ith  o th e r w is e  n o  
g iv e  -  c a u s e  p a r tic u la r  p r o b le m s  in  th is  r e sp e c t. A s  b o th  th e s e  r e s p o n d e n ts  n o te  th is  
te c h n iq u e  o f  f it  is  d e e p ly  f la w e d  a n d  d o e s  n o t  p r o v id e  th e  k in d  o f  f it  w o m e n  are u se d  
to  o r  d e s ir e , b o th  in  te r m s  o f  lo o k  a n d  th e  s e n s u a l e x p e r ie n c e  o f  a c tu a lly  w e a r in g  th e  
c lo th e s .  A s  L in d a  d e s c r ib e s  in  r e la t io n  to  h er  p a ir  o f  je a n s:

“ I fo u n d  th e  j e a n s  a  b it  o f  a  n u is a n c e  b e c a u s e  w h e n  y o u ’re a  b it  s m a lle r  th e y  
d o n ’t s ta y  u p  a n d  th e n  w h e n  I w a s  r e a lly  b ig  th e y  w e r e  u n c o m fo r ta b le .. .  I 
ju s t  fo u n d  th a t e v e n  i f  I d id  th a t [p u lle d  th e  b u tto n  h o le  e la s t ic  r ig h t in ] 1 ju s t  
fo u n d  th e m , I d o n ’t k n o w , fu n n y . S o  I u se d  to  w e a r  th e m  w ith  b r a c e s  b u t  
th e n  th a t’s a  n u is a n c e  w h e n  y o u ’v e  g o t  a  to p  o v e r  th e  to p  w h e n  y o u  g o  to  th e  
lo o  a n d  y o u  g o  to  th e  lo o  a  lo t  w h e n  y o u ’re p r e g n a n t.” (L in d a , e a r ly - th ir t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, B r a d fo r d )

P o u c h e s  a p p e a r  to  p r o v id e  a  c o m fo r ta b le , n e a t, a c c e p ta b le  f it  a n d  th e r e fo r e  s i lh o u e t te  
o n ly  w h e n  th e  b o d y  is  th e  c o r r e c t  s iz e  a n d  sh a p e  -  th e  a p p r o p r ia te  c o r p o r e a lity  -  to  
p u ll th e  in se r t a n d  th e  e x tr a  m a ter ia l ta u g h t79. T h e  lo o s e  sk in  o f  th e  p o u c h  e ith e r  
w h e n  u n e m b o d ie d , o n  a  c lo th e s  h a n g e r , o r  a d o r n in g  an  ‘in - b e t w e e n ’ p r e g n a n t b o d y  is  
e x tr e m e ly  p r o b le m a tic . A s  n o te d  in  th e  p r e v io u s  c h a p te r  N a tr ie c e  d e sc r ib e s  
m a te r n ity  w e a r  a s  ‘h o r r e n d o u s ’ w h e n  h u n g  u p , th e  p o u c h  h a n g in g  d o w n  lo o s e ly .  It is  
o n ly  w h e n  it is  s m o o th e d  o u t, p u lle d  t ig h t b y  th e  c o n to u r s  o f  th e  b o d y  th a t it is  
a c c e p ta b le . W h e n  a d o r n in g  a  p r e g n a n t b o d y  th a t f i l l s  th e  p o u c h  it  p r o d u c e s  a  m o r e  
a c c e p ta b le  s i lh o u e t te ,  in d e e d  it b e c o m e s  a  s e c o n d  s k in  a lm o s t ,  part o f  th e  p reg n a n t  
b o d y  it s e lf .  T h e  c lo th in g  a lm o s t  b e c o m e s  part o f  th e  b o d y  w h e n  th e  e x tr a  fab ric  is  
s m o o th e d  o u t  a n d  p u lle d  tig h t, e f f e c t iv e ly  h id in g , m a k in g  it in v is ib le .  W h e n  m a p p e d  
o n to  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y , w h ic h  f i l l s  th e  p o u c h , th e  in se r t  n o  lo n g e r  h a n g s  d o w n  lik e  
e x c e s s  r o l ls  o f  fa t , lo o s e  s k in , u n to n e d  a n d  r a v a g e d  s to m a c h  m u s c le s ,  or b u n c h e s  to

79 This particular problem o f  fit would seem to perpetuate the discourse that maternity wear is only 
suitable/appropriate/meant for discernibly pregnant bodies. For example, this is discerned by some 
women in relation to feeling out o f  place in maternity wear retail space whilst embodied as ‘in 
between’. In relation to this it can also be seen to contribute to feelings o f  not being properly pregnant 
when embodying this corporeality, the fact that it does not fit literally defined this body as ‘not 
pregnant’. Women may choose not to wear this poorly fitting, unflattering, falsifying clothing until 
embodied as more obviously ‘pregnant’ (as Linda did for example) because o f  the unacceptability o f  
the body it produces, when wearing it could affirm and validate their pregnancy, embodiment as 
pregnant (if only to themselves).
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e x a g g e r a te  th e  a m b ig u o u s  tu m m y  o f  th e  ‘in - b e t w e e n ’ p reg n a n t ( fo r  w h ic h  read  ‘fa t ’ ) 
b o d y .

In W a r w ic k  a n d  C a v a lla r o ’s ( 1 9 9 8 )  te rm s th is  i l l -  a n d  lo o s e -  f it t in g  c lo th in g  
w ith  ex tra , u n f il le d  m a ter ia l l ite r a lly  fabricates th e  b o d y , r e p r e se n tin g  it a s  la rg er  
th an  it ‘r e a lly ’ is  w h ic h  is  u lt im a te ly  u n a c c e p ta b le  g iv e n  th e  c u ltu ra l c o d e  
a b je c t ify in g  la r g e n e ss . T h e  b o u n d a r y  th e  c lo th in g  c o n s t itu te s  in  th is  c a s e  is  n o t a 
g e n u in e  o n e , d o e s  n o t fu n c tio n  a s  it s h o u ld  a s  a ‘n ea t l in e  b e tw e e n  s e l f  a n d  o th e r ’ 
(W a r w ic k  a n d  C a v a lla r o , 1 9 9 8 , p. x v i i) .  T h e  b o d y  it p r o d u c e s  i t s e l f  is  o th er , th e  g a p  
r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e  c lo th in g  n o t id e n t if ie d  w ith  a s  th e  w o m a n ’s o w n  b o d y , a s  it is  
la rg er  a n d  th e r e fo r e  le s s  a p p r o p r ia te  th an  th e ir  o w n  m a te r ia lly  ‘i s ’ . Far fr o m  th is  
c lo th in g  a l lo w in g  w o m e n  to  m a k e  th e ir  b o d ie s  c u ltu r a lly  a p p r o p r ia te , it a c tu a lly  
e x a g g e r a te s  th e ir  in a p p r o p r ia te n e ss .

T h o u g h  th is  p r o b le m a tic  c o n s tr u c t io n  d u e  to  c lo th in g  w h ic h  in a c c u r a te ly  

m a p s  b o d i ly  la n d s c a p e s  is  p a r ticu la r ly  p r o n o u n c e d  w h e n  e m b o d ie d  a s  ‘in - b e tw e e n ’ , 
it is  n o t an  e x p e r ie n c e  c o n f in e d  to  th is  p a r ticu la r  c o r p o r e a lity  an d  n e ith e r  is  th e  o n ly  
d if f ic u lty  r e la te d  to  th e  m a ter ia l c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  a  ‘fa t te r ’ b o d y . F or e x a m p le ,  w h e n  

e m b o d ie d  a s  ‘ in - b e t w e e n ’ a  p a r ticu la r  s e n s it iv ity  m a y  a r ise  i f  th e  b o d y  p r o d u c e d  is  
p e r c e iv e d  to  b e  ‘m o r e  p r e g n a n t’ s in c e  m a n y  c h o o s e  n o t  to  d is c lo s e  th e ir  p r e g n a n c y  to  
o th e r s  fo r  v a r io u s  r e a s o n s , fo r  e x a m p le  u n til th e  r isk  o f  m isc a r r ia g e  h a s  p a sse d . T h is  
w a s  a  p a r ticu la r  c o n c e r n  fo r  L in d a  w h e n  e m b o d ie d  a s  ‘ in  b e t w e e n ’ th o u g h  th e  
d is s a t is f a c t io n  w ith  th e  f it  o f  o n e  p a r ticu la r  v o lu m in o u s  g a r m e n t d id  n o t su b s id e :

“ ..th e  lit t le  p in a fo r e  I h a d , a n d  d u n g a r e e s , y o u  c a n  w e a r  th e m  w h e n  y o u ’re n o t  
p r e g n a n t b u t th e y  lo o k  e n o r m o u s  s o  y o u  p r o b a b ly  w o u ld n ’t w e a r  th e m  until 
y o u  g o t  a  b it  b ig g e r  b e c a u s e  th e y  m a k e  y o u  lo o k  m o r e  p r e g n a n t e a r ly  o n  
w h ic h  is  p r o b a b ly  n o t w h a t  y o u  w a n t e s p e c ia l ly  i f  y o u ’v e  n o t to ld  a n y o n e  y et. 
B u t y o u  k n o w  th e y  lo o k  l ik e  th e y  j u s t  h a n g  o f f  y o u . . . I h a d  a  d r e s s  w h ic h  I 
w o r e  to  w o r k  a n d  w h e n  I w o r e  th a t d r e s s  e v e r y o n e  c o m m e n te d  o n  h o w  b ig  1 
w a s , w h e r e a s  w h e n  1 w o r e  o th e r  th in g s , it ju s t  m a d e  m e  look m o r e  p reg n a n t  
w h ic h  I p r o b a b ly  d id n ’t p a r tic u la r ly  . . .  it m a d e  m e  lo o k  m o r e  e n o r m o u s  th an  

I w a s  .. . It w a s  n ic e  to  lo o k  p r e g n a n t b u t y o u  d id n ’t w a n t to  lo o k  a b s o lu te ly  
h u g e ” (L in d a , e a r ly - th ir t ie s , m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, B ra d fo rd , e m p h a s is  in  
o r ig in a l s p e e c h )

L ik e  g a r m e n ts  su c h  a s  L in d a ’s m a te r n ity  d r e s s , w h ic h  th ro u g h  its  v o lu m in o u s  
e x p a n s e  c o n s tr u c te d  h er  b o d y  a s  b e in g  m a te r ia lly  m o r e  e x c e s s iv e  th an  it w a s ,  larg er  
s iz e s  o f  o r d in a r y  c lo th e s  c a n  a ls o  a d d  w e ig h t  to  th e  fra m e. A lth o u g h  L in d a  in it ia lly  
r e s is t e d  lo o k in g  ’m o r e  p r e g n a n t’ ‘e a r ly  o n ’ b e c a u s e  o f  h er  d e s ir e  to  k e e p  her  
p r e g n a n c y  fr o m  o th e r s  at th a t t im e , a n d  a lth o u g h  s h e  f e lt  u n c o m fo r ta b le  lo o k in g  
'm o r e  e n o r m o u s  th a n  s h e  w a s ’ th e  d r e ss  a t le a s t  s t i l l  c o n s tr u c te d  h er  b o d y  a s  
p reg n a n t. H o w e v e r  la rg er  s iz e s  in  th e ir  in a c c u r a te  m a p p in g  d o  n o t. T h e y , e v e n  o n  
m o r e  o b v io u s ly ,  ‘p r o p e r ly  p r e g n a n t’ b o d ie s  c a n  b lu r  th e  b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s , b lu rr in g  its  
c o n s tr u c t io n  a s  ‘p r e g n a n t’ ra th er th a n  ju s t  ‘f a t ’ . In d e e d , in  th is  r e s p e c t  th e y  ca n  

a lm o s t  b e  s e e n  to  re v er t m o r e  o b v io u s ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  to  a  s ta te  o f  ' in  b e t w e e n ­
n e s s ’ :

“ I th in k  I m a d e  th e  m is ta k e  th e  first t im e  I w a s  p r e g n a n t l ik e  . . .  o f  ju s t  
w e a r in g , w e l l  I d id n ’t h a v e  a  c h o ic e ,  I j u s t  w o r e  n o r m a l c lo th e s .  A n d  m a y b e  
th a t ’s w h y  I d id n ’t f e e l  th a t I lo o k e d  n ic e  b e c a u s e  w h e n e v e r  I lo o k e d  at 
m y s e l f  in  th e  m irror e v e r y th in g  lo o k e d ,  m a s s e s  o f  m a ter ia l ro u n d  m y  le g s
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w h ic h  a c tu a lly  m a d e  m y  le g s  lo o k  w o r s e ” (A r i, m id - tw e n t ie s ,  m arried , 
m o th e r  o f  1, B r a d fo r d .)

“ Y o u  d o n ’t fe e l  y o u  lo o k  g o o d  . . .  1 d o n ’t f in d  b u t y o u  c a n  lo o k  n ic e r . 1 th in k  
y o u  d o  lo o k  n ic e r , 1 m e a n  y o u  d o  lo o k  nicer in  m a te r n ity  c lo th e s  th an  y o u  d o  
in  l ik e  n o rm a l c lo th e s  b e c a u s e ,  b e c a u s e  th e n  y o u ’v e  g o t  l ik e  th e  b a s ic s  o f  th e  
s a m e  s iz e  y o u  are  n o r m a lly  w h e r e a s  i f  y o u  ju s t  b u y  b ig g e r  s iz e d  c lo th e s  y o u  
ju s t  lo o k  fat ... b e c a u s e  its  n o t f it te d  to  th e  p ro p er  s iz e  o f  . . .  y o u  ju s t  lo o k  
fa t .” (N a tr ie c e , e a r ly - tw e n t ie s ,  m o th e r  o f  1, B ra d fo rd , e m p h a s is  in  o r ig in a l  
s p e e c h )

8.3.2 III- and Loose- Fitting Clothing As Socially Appropriate

T h o u g h  c e r ta in  n o n - fr a m in g  c lo th in g  ca n  b e  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  p r o b le m a tic  
w h e n  m a p p e d  o n to  th e  ‘in - b e t w e e n ’ p reg n a n t b o d y  in  p a r ticu la r  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  
in c r e a s in g  tr a n sg r e s s io n  o f  c u ltu r a lly  a c c e p ta b le  b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s  th e y  c a u s e ,  o th e r  
p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  are  e x p e c te d  to  a d o p t su c h  c lo th in g  p r a c t ic e s  b e c a u s e  th e y  are  
c o n s id e r e d  in a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  d isp la y  th ro u g h  c lo th in g  fo r  e x a m p le .  T h e  h e a v ily  
p r e g n a n t b o d y  fo r  e x a m p le  is  o f t e n  c o n s id e r e d  a s  lite r a lly  ‘to o  b i g ’ to  b e  
a p p r o p r ia te ly  d is p la y e d  th ro u g h  d ress . In th is  c a s e  th e  b lu rr in g  o f  b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s  is  
p r e fe r a b le  s in c e  it g o e s  s o m e w a y  to  d is g u is in g  th e  b o d y  i t s e l f  a n d  in  p a r ticu la r  its  
s o c ia l ly  p r o b le m a tic  m a r g in s  (w h ic h  m a y  b rea k  at a n y  m o m e n t) .

T h e r e  is  a  b o d y , w h ic h  is  c o n s id e r e d  to  b e  ‘to o  b ig ’ , an  id e n t if ia b le  
c o r p o r e a lity  w h ic h  is  a lm o s t  a lw a y s ,  a n d  b y  a lm o s t  e v e r y o n e ,  c o n s id e r e d  to  b e  
in a p p ro p r ia te  a n d  u n a c c e p ta b le . H o w e v e r  th is  is  n o t to  sa y  th a t a ll p r e g n a n t w o m e n  
e m b o d y  su c h  a  c o r p o r e a lity  in  th e  c o u r s e  o f  th e ir  p r e g n a n c ie s . A lth o u g h  th e  p o in t  
h a s b e e n  la b o u r e d  I fe e l  it is  s ig n if ic a n t  to  n o te  th at th e  c a te g o r is a t io n  o f  b o d ie s  I 
h a v e  c o n s tr u c te d  h e r e  is  b y  n o  m e a n s  e x h a u s t iv e  o r  u n iv e r sa l. N o t  a ll  w o m e n  
e x p e r ie n c e  th e ir  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a s  fa t, u n a ttr a c tiv e  a n d  s o  o n , in d e e d  n o t a ll 
w o m e n  e x p e r ie n c e  th e ir  p reg n a n t b o d ie s  a s  p a r tic u la r ly  heavily p reg n a n t. F or  
e x a m p le  d u r in g  an  in fo r m a l d is c u s s io n  w ith  a  fr ie n d  a s  part o f  an  in fo r m a l m e m b e r  
c h e c k in g  e x e r c is e  s h e  to ld  m e  th a t u n til tw o  w e e k s  b e fo r e  th e  b ir th  o f  h er  f ir s t  b a b y  
m a n y  p e o p le  h a d  n o  id e a  s h e  w a s  p reg n a n t. In te r e s tin g ly  th e r e  w a s  n o  d is g u is in g  h er  
p r id e  at h a v in g  n o t  e m b o d ie d  th is  g r o te s q u e  f ig u r e . S im ila r ly  w ith  S h a r en , o n e  o f  
m y  in t e r v ie w e e s  s h e  to o  p r o u d ly  r e la y e d  h o w  s h e  n e v e r  g o t  v e r y  b ig , s o m e th in g  
w h ic h  s h e  to o  w a s  p le a s e d  a b o u t. C la r e , w h o  w e n t  tw o  w e e k s  o v e r  h er  d u e  d a te  an d  
e v e n t u a lly  h a d  to  b e  in d u c e d  n e v e r  e x p e r ie n c e d  h er  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d y  as  
u n a ttr a c tiv e  a n d  fat. H er  d a ily  w o r k o u ts  a t th e  g y m , lite r a lly  u n til  th e  d a y  h er  so n  
w a s  b o rn  w e r e  in c r e d ib ly  s ig n if ic a n t  in  th is.

H o w e v e r  m a n y  o th e r s  d o  r e a c h  a  p o in t  w h e r e  th e ir  b o d ie s  are c o n s id e r e d  ‘to o  
b ig ’ in  a n  a e s th e t ic  s e n s e ,  s o m e th in g  w h ic h  is  a ls o  e x p r e s s e d  in  r e la t io n  to  
r e p r e se n ta t io n s  o f  o th er s . A s  M e r y l fo r  e x a m p le  s u g g e s t s  d u r in g  o u r  d is c u s s io n  o f  
th e  fo ld e r  o f  im a g e s ,  s h e  id e n t if ie d  C in d y  C r a w fo r d ’s to n e d  b o d y  w ith  a  s m a ll ,  n ea t  
b u m p  ( s e e  f ig u r e  1 .4 )  a s  in f in it e ly  m o r e  a ttr a c tiv e  a n d  a c c e p ta b le  th an  th a t o f  th e  
m o d e l  in  o n e  o f  th e  im a g e s  p u b lis h e d  in  th e  w o m e n ’s  m a g a z in e  Frank.

M : . . .  [tu r n in g  to  C in d y  C r a w fo r d  fr o n t p a g e ]  th a t o n e  I th in k  is  q u ite  w e ll
I m e a n  s h e ’s n o t a s  p r e g n a n t th e r e  is  sh e?
V : I th in k  s h e ’s a b o u t  6  m o n th s  p r e g n a n t th er e
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M : B u t th en  I th in k  th at is  q u ite  a n ic e  sh a p e . I th in k  that y o u  g o  from
b e in g  q u ite  a n ic e  c o m p a c t  s h a p e  to  th a t o n e , w h e r e  is  it  [F rank  c o r n f ie ld ]  th at 
w h ic h  I ju s t  th in k  is  h o rr ib le  a n d  i f  th a t’ s w h a t 1 lo o k e d  l ik e  th en  F d  b e  d o in g  
m y  v e r y  b e s t  to  c o v e r  up. (M e r y l, e a r ly - th ir t ie s , m a rr ied , first p r e g n a n c y ,  
M a n c h e s te r .)

F o r  M e r y l o n c e  th e  ‘n ic e  c o m p a c t  s h a p e ’ h a s  m o r p h e d  in to  a m u c h  m o r e  h e a v ily  
p r e g n a n t b o d y  its  a c c e p ta b il ity  d e c l in e s  e n o r m o u s ly . T h is  is  a b o d y , w h ic h  sh o u ld  b e  
c o v e r e d  u p , it is  in a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  d isp la y . T h is  to o  is  a  v i e w  N a tr ie c e  a s c r ib e s  to; 
in d e e d  s h e  d e f in e s  v e r y  s p e c i f ic a l ly  th e  b o d ie s  a c c e p ta b le  a n d  th o s e  u n a c c e p ta b le  fo r  
d isp la y . S h e  h e r s e l f  c h a n g e d  th e  w a y  s h e  d r e s se d  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y , w e a r in g  lo o s e r  
f i t t in g  c lo th e s  a s  o p p o s e d  to  th e  t ig h t, b o d y  h u g g in g  s t y le s  s h e  w a s  u s e d  to , in  o rd er  
to  c o n c e a l  h er  ‘fa t ’ . R a th er  th an  b e in g  h er  p r e g n a n t b o d y  per se th a t s h e  w a s  at p a in s  
to  d is g u is e  it w a s  th e  e x tra  w e ig h t  s h e  p u t o n , a l lu d in g  to  th e  id e a  o f  an  id ea l 
p r e g n a n t b o d y  e m b o d ie d  b y  c e le b r it ie s  s u c h  a s  th e  S p ic e  G ir ls  w h o  d id  fla u n t th e ir  
b o d ie s  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y . S h e  s u g g e s ts  th a t th is  w a s  o n ly  a c c e p ta b le  b e c a u s e  o f  th e ir  
la c k  o f  ex tr a  w e ig h t  -  th e ir  b o d ie s  b e in g  a c c e p ta b le  fo r  d is p la y  o n ly  b e c a u s e  o f  th e ir  
a d h e r e n c e  to  th is  b o d ily  id e a l. H o w e v e r  e v e n  w h e r e  th e s e  p e r fe c t  b o d ie s  are  
c o n c e r n e d  th e r e  is  s t il l  a v e r y  d e f in it e  l im it  to  th e ir  a c c e p ta b ility ;

V : S o  w h a t  d o  y o u  th in k  a b o u t p e o p le  l ik e  th e  S p ic e  G ir ls  th en ?
N : I th in k  it lo o k s  a ll  r ig h t i f  y o u  d o n ’t p u t w e ig h t  o n , a n d  th e y  o b v io u s ly
d id n ’t p u t w e ig h t  o n , th e y  ju s t  h a d  b u m p s. B u t 1 th in k  w h e n  y o u  g e t  p a s s e d  a 
c e r ta in , l ik e  3 2  w e e k s  so r t o f  th in g  a n d  y o u  are g e t t in g  a  b it  b ig  1 th in k  it d o e s  
lo o k  a  b it  s tu p id . L ik e  I s e e n  a  w o m a n  y e s te r d a y  w a lk in g  ro u n d  w ith  l ik e  a 
p a ir  o f  d r a w str in g  tr o u se r s  d o w n  to  h e r e  [ in d ic a t in g  th a t tr o u se r s  w e r e  b e lo w  
h er  b u m p ] a n d  a  c r o p  to p  ju s t  b e lo w  h er  b o o b s  a n d  it lo o k e d  h o r r if ic  

V : Y e ste r d a y ?  [T h in k in g  th a t m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  fr e e z in g  -  it  w a s  th e
b e g in n in g  o f  N o v e m b e r ! ]
N : Y e a h  y e s te r d a y  ... [ in a u d ib le ]  ... s h e  h a d  a  ja c k e t  o v e r  th e  to p  b u t
w h e n  s h e  to o k  h er  ja c k e t  o f f  it  lo o k e d  h o r r if ic  ... A n d  w h e n  s h e  w a s  p ic k in g ,  
w h e n  s h e  w a s  g o in g  to  p ic k  s t u f f  u p  y o u  c o u ld  s e e  h er  b o o b s . ... S o  s o m e  
p e o p le  d o  n e e d  a  b it  o f  s ty le  [ la u g h ]  i f  y o u  k n o w  w h a t I m e a n ! [ la u g h ]  
(N a tr ie c e ,  e a r ly - tw e n t ie s ,  m o th e r  o f  1, B r a d fo r d .)

T h e r e  is  a  d is c e r n ib le  d if fe r e n c e  in  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  w o m e n  ta lk s  a b o u t c e le b r it ie s  
a n d  th e  w a y s  th e y  d r e s s  in  p r e g n a n c y  in  c o m p a r is o n  to  th e m s e lv e s  a n d  o th ers . It 
w o u ld  a p p e a r  th a t th e r e  are  d is t in c t  c o d e s  o f  d r e s s , w h ic h  a p p ly  to  b o th  g r o u p s  -  
c e le b r it ie s  a n d  o th e r s  -  th o s e  r e la t in g  to  th e  fo r m e r  b e in g  far  m o r e  p e r m is s iv e .  
H o w e v e r  d e s p it e  th is  N a tr ie c e  s t il l  s u g g e s t s  th e r e  is  a  p o in t  w h e r e  e v e n  th e s e  b o d ie s  
b e c o m e  ‘a  b it  b ig ’ to  b e  a p p r o p r ia te  fo r  d isp la y . G iv e n  th e  d u a lis m  b e tw e e n  
c e le b r ity  a n d  o th e r  it is  n o t  su r p r is in g  th e  s h e  w o u ld  in terp re t th e  w o m a n  s h e  s a w  o n  
th e  s tr e e t  a s  lo o k in g  ‘h o r r if ic ’ . H o w e v e r  it is  in te r e s t in g  to  n o te  th a t m u c h  o f  th is  
h o rro r  is  in  r e la t io n  to  it b e in g  n o t j u s t  d is p la y e d  b u t r e v e a le d  th ro u g h  d r e s s  a n d  th e  
r isk  o f  it  b e in g  e x p o s e d  fu rth er  b y  h er  m o v e m e n t .  T h e s e  f e e l in g s  o f  h orror are  
c le a r ly  l in k e d  to  an  in te r p r e ta tio n  o f  th is  w o m a n ’s b o d y  a s  b e in g  a b je c t  a s  w e l l  as  
fu n d a m e n ta lly  u n a ttra c tiv e . In d e e d , th e  p o te n tia l b r e a k in g  o f  b o u n d a r ie s  to  r e v e a l  
m o r e  o f  th is  a b je c t  b o d y  are  a ls o  r e so n a n t in  th e  ‘h o rro r ’ p r o v o k e d  b y  th is  h e a v ily  
p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e o -sa r to r ia l c o n s tr u c t io n . T h e  b lu rr in g  o f  b o d i ly  b o u n d a r ie s  b y
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lo o s e - f i t t in g  c lo th in g  w o u ld  p erh a p s  h a v e  b e e n  le s s  h o r r if ic  s in c e  th e y  w o u ld  
c o n s t itu te  m o r e  s ta b le  b o u n d a r ie s , o n e s  le s s  l ik e ly  to  b rea k , s p lit  o r  leak .

T h e s e  in te r p r e ta tio n s  o f  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  a s  h o r r if ic  a n d  in  n e e d  o f  
c o n c e a lm e n t  a n d  d is g u is e  w o u ld  s e e m  to  b e  in te r n a lise d  b y  m a n y  w o m e n  b o th  in th e  
r e a d in g s  o f  o th e r s  b o d ie s  a n d  in  th e  p e r fo r m a n c e  o f  th e ir  o w n . A ri fo r  e x a m p le  h ad  
th o u g h t  s h e  m ig h t  h a v e  s o m e  p h o to g r a p h s  ta k e n  o f  h e r  d u r in g  h er  s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y ,  
m o d e l l in g  s o m e  o f  th e  c lo th e s  s to c k e d  in  M u m s  &  C o . H o w e v e r  fo r  s o m e  re a so n  
th is  h a d  n e v e r  tr a n sp ir e d  a n d  w h e n  w e  d is c u s s e d  it a m a tter  o f  6 /7  w e e k s  b e fo r e  th e  
b irth  o f  h er  so n  s h e  w a s  a lr e a d y  f e e l in g  th e  w in d o w  o f  o p p o r tu n ity  h ad  p a ssed :

Scwa}v w as very keen/ o n  the/ idea/ o f ta k in g  home/ p ictures o f A ri 
w earing ' som e o f th e ir  c lo thes a n d  displaying/ them / in  th e  shop, 
p a rticu la i'ly  g ive n  th e  success' o f lines' th a t  A r i wears' herself. They 
discussed  td k in g / them / a g a in s t a/ blank/ background , copying/ the/ 
fo rm a t o f th e  form es' ca ta logue, a n d  perhaps' ashing/ a  
professional to  ta k e  them / for them/. Ari/ wars quite/ keen  to o  ( i t  wavs 
her id e a  to  use/ th e  form es- cata logue/ a s  a  g u id e) b u t w as keen  to  
g e t i t  d o n e  so o n  as she feels she is- g e ttin g ' a  b it  to o  big/ a n d  i f  they  
d o n ’t  d o  i t  so o n  i t  wild be- to o  la te. A r i’s  feeling/ th a t  sh e  is  a lrea d y  
a  b it  big/ rea lly  is  i n  keeping/ w ith  th e  d o m in a n t discourse/ 
su rro u n d in g ' th e  p re g n a n t body’s  attractiveness', a n d  
a ccep tab ility  b e in g  tie d  to  its  safe/. I  re a d  in  th e  p r im a  Baby 
m a g a z in e  (o n e  M a ria  h a s  in  her shop) th e  o ther d a y  a b o u t a  
m o d el w ho  s a id  she’d  b een  very popu lar a n d  g o t lo ts  o f work/ 
d u r in g  her pregnancy because/ she h a d  h a d  such/ a  n e a t bump. 
A ri is  co n cern ed  th a t  sh o u ld  she  g e t much/ bigger she m ig h t n o t 
w a n t p ic tu res o f her ta ken , she m ig h t n o t w a n t to  m o d el th e  
clo thes because/ th e  escessdem ess o f her body w ill render her 
u n a ttra ctive / a n d  m ay therefore/ u n d e rm in e  w h a t they a re  tr y in g  
to  do. (M am slr Co research/diary, feb ru a ry  15^  2001)

A ri w a s  a c u te ly  a w a r e  o f  th e  fa c t  th a t h er  b o d y  w a s  n o  lo n g e r  a ttr a c tiv e  to  o th e r s  at 
th is  p o in t. T h a t a lth o u g h  she w a s  r e la t iv e ly  c o n f id e n t  in  h er  b o d y , s t il l  w e a r in g  

r e la t iv e ly  c lo s e  f i t t in g  c lo th e s  fo r  e x a m p le ,  th e  g a z e  o f  o th e r s  w o u ld  fa ll  c r it ic a lly  
a n d  u n e a s ily  o n  h er  c o r p o r e a lity . F or th is  r e a so n  s h e  fe lt  c o n s tr u c t in g  c o m m e r c ia l  
im a g e s  u s in g  th is  b o d y  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a  so u n d  m a r k e tin g  m o v e , f e e l in g  th a t h er  b o d y  
w o u ld  c r e a te  a n e g a t iv e  im p r e s s io n  o f  th e  c lo th e s  ra th er than  p r o m o tin g  th em  
b e c a u s e  it is  T o o  b ig ’ . T h is  e x a m p le  il lu s tr a te s  q u ite  n ic e ly  th e  a t o n c e  s o c ia l  an d  
in t im a te  n a tu re  o f  d r e s s in g . A r i, o n  a  p e r so n a l le v e l  w a s  r e la t iv e ly  c o m fo r ta b le  to  
w e a r  c lo s e  f it t in g  c lo t h in g  la te  in to  th is  p r e g n a n c y , h o w e v e r  s h e  w a s  a c u te ly  a w a r e  
th a t th e  cu ltu ra l le n s  th r o u g h  w h ic h  ‘o th e r s ’ w o u ld  g a z e  u p o n  th is  b o d y  w o u ld  n o t  
v ie w  it p o s it iv e ly  in  th e  m a in . S h e  a p p r e c ia te d  th a t cu ltu ra l n o r m s  d ic ta te d  th a t th is  

b o d y  s h o u ld  n o t b e  d is p la y e d  in  th e  w a y  s h e  p la n n ed .
T h e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  a p p r o p r ia te  s o c ia l  b o d ie s  th ro u g h  tr a in in g  a n d  n o n ­

fr a m in g  c lo th in g  d e m o n s tr a te s  c le a r ly  th e  m u tu a lly  c o n s t itu t iv e  n a tu re  o f  b o d ie s  an d  
d r e ss . P a r t ic u la r ly  w h e n  e m b o d ie d  a s  ‘in - b e tw e e n  w o m e n  rep ort f e e l in g  th a t ce r ta in  

g a r m e n ts  e x a g g e r a te  th e ir  b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s , l ite r a lly  remaking th e ir  b o d ie s ,  m a k in g  
th e m  lo o k  a n d  fe e l la rg er  th an  th e ir  m a ter ia l rea lity . In m a n y  r e s p e c ts  th is  w a s  
e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  th e s e  w o m e n  a s  u n a c c e p ta b le . In th is  e x a m p le  th e  c lo th in g  d ir e c t ly  

in f lu e n c e d  b o th  th e  m a ter ia l a n d  s y m b o l ic  c o n s tr u c t io n  o t  th e  b o d y .



C o n s tr u c t in g  a p p r o p r ia te  s o c ia l  b o d ie s  m a y  a ls o  in v o lv e  b lu rr in g  b o d y  
b o u n d a r ie s  to  a  c o n tr o lle d  d e g r e e . F or e x a m p le  ‘in - b e t w e e n ’ b o d ie s  are o fte n  
in terp re ted  a s  ‘f a t ’ , rather th an  ‘p r e g n a n t’, an d  th e r e fo r e  c o n c e a lm e n t  o f  o n e s  b lo a te d  
s to m a c h  is  w id e ly  p r a c t ic e d . Furth er h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  are  c o n s id e r e d  
p a r tic u la r ly  p r o b le m a tic  a n d  g e n e r a lly  c o n s id e r e d  u n fit  fo r  d is p la y  th ro u g h  c lo th in g  
in  e v e r y d a y  c o n te x ts . T o  fa ith fu lly  m a p  th e  la n d s c a p e  o f  su c h  b o d ie s  a n d  r e v ea l  
o n e ’s b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s  th ro u g h  d r e ss  is  w id e ly  c o n s id e r e d  to  b e  s o c ia l ly  
u n a c c e p ta b le . In d e e d  th er e  is  e v e n  a  s e n s e  in  w h ic h  th is  e m b o d im e n t  r e m a k e s  th e  
c lo th in g  w o rn . A s  A r i’s r e lu c ta n c e  to  m o d e l m e r c h a n d is e  fo r  a d v e r t is in g  m ater ia l 
(a n d  a rg u a b ly  th e  la c k  o f  h e a v ily  p r e g n a n t m o d e ls  u se d  e ls e w h e r e )  s h o w s  th e  
a b je c tn e s s  o f  th is  b o d y  is  f e lt  in  s o m e  w a y  to  in f lu e n c e  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  and  
a p p e a r a n c e  ( fo r  w h ic h  read  a t tr a c t iv e n e s s )  o f  th e  c lo th in g  it w e a r s . T h e  b o d y  
d isr u p ts  th e  p r o d u c tio n  o f  th e  c lo th in g  in  m u c h  th e  s a m e  w a y , a s  fa s h io n a b le  
g a r m e n ts  d o  n o t lo o k  ‘r ig h t’ o n  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y . C lo th in g  a n d  b o d ie s  are th e r e fo r e  
in  n o  s m a ll  m e a s u r e  m u tu a lly  c o n s t itu t iv e ,  e a c h  b e in g  c a p a b le  o f  r e m a k in g  th e  o th er .

8.4 Conclusion

T h r o u g h  th is  f in a l ch a p te r  o f  a n a ly s is  I h a v e  s o u g h t  to  ta k e  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  
e m b o d ie d  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  to  a n o th e r  le v e l  b y  e x p l ic i t ly  id e n t i fy in g  s e v e r a l o f  
th e  m u lt ip le  p reg n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  r e v e a le d  b y  w o m e n ’s a c c o u n ts  a n d  o u t lin in g  
s o m e th in g  o f  th e  c o r p o r e o -sa r to r ia l n e g o t ia t io n  th at g o e s  a lo n g  w ith  th em . 1 w o u ld  
a rg u e  th a t s u c h  a  d is c u s s io n  h a s  im p o rta n t th e o r e t ic a l im p lic a t io n s  fo r  b o th  th e  
c o n c e p tu a lis a t io n  o f  th e  p reg n a n t b o d y  i t s e l f  a n d  a ls o  th e  stu d y  o f  fa s h io n  a n d  d r e ss ,  
p a r tic u la r ly  th e ir  c o n su m p tio n .

A s  1 h a v e  a r g u e d  th r o u g h o u t th e  p r e v io u s  th r e e  c h a p te r s  th e  a c c o u n ts  
p r o d u c e d  b y  th is  r e se a r c h  s u g g e s t  th a t c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  ca n  
b e  u n d e r s to o d  a s  a s e r ie s  o f  c o p in g  s tr a te g ie s  d e v e lo p e d  b y  in d iv id u a l w o m e n  a s  a  
m e a n s  o f  n e g o t ia t in g  th e  ra d ica l d isr u p tio n  o f  e x is t in g  p r a c t ic e s , k n o w le d g e s  an d  
c e r titu d e . F u rth er th a t s tr u c tu r in g  th e s e  s tr a te g ie s  are  m o n o lith ic  d is c o u r s e s  w h ic h  
m a p  o n to  a  s in g u la r  p r e g n a n t b o d y , fo r  e x a m p le  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  a p p r o p r ia te  fo rm  
p e r s o n a lis e d  c o n s u m p tio n  s h o u ld  ta k e , d e f in e d  b y  m a tern a l s a c r if ic e  a n d  th rift; th e  
in c o m p a tib il ity  o f  fa s h io n  a n d  a ls o  p r o fe s s io n a l a n d  a u th o r ita tiv e  id e n t it ie s  w ith  th e  
p r e g n a n t b o d y  a n d  s o  on . H o w e v e r  far  fr o m  b e in g  a  s in g u la r  p r o c e s s  o f  n e g o t ia t io n  
th e  a c c o u n ts  o f  c o n s u m p tio n  p r o d u c e d  b y  th is  r e se a r c h  p o in t  to  c o n s ta n t  re- 
e v a lu a t io n  a n d  n e g o t ia t io n  s p e c i f ic a l ly  in  r e la t io n  to  m u lt ip le  f le s h y  p reg n a n t  
c o r p o r e a lit ie s .  T h e r e fo r e  w h i ls t  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p t io n  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  ca n  b e  
u n d e r s to o d  a s  a s e r ie s  o f  p e r s o n a lis e d  c o p in g  s tr a te g ie s  -  d e a l in g  at o n c e  w ith  th e  
d isr u p tio n  o f  in d iv id u a l^  e x is t in g  p r a c t ic e s  a n d  k n o w le d g e s ,  a n d  a ls o  s im u lta n e o u s ly  
w ith  m o n o l i th ic  a n d  m u lt ip le  p reg n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  -  th e  a c c o u n ts  g iv e n  h e r e  ca n  
a ls o  b e  s e e n  to  d isr u p t th e  m o n o l i th ic  d is c o u r s e s  th e m s e lv e s .  T h e  m o n o lith ic  
d is c o u r s e s  w h ic h  s tr u c tu re  s o  m u c h  o f  w o m e n ’s  e x p e r ie n c e  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  b e  

c h a l le n g e d  b y  w o m e n ’s a c c o u n ts  s in c e  th e  a r t ic u la t io n  o f  c o r p o r e a l m u lt ip lic ity  
m a k e s  s p a c e  fo r  a lte r n a t iv e  w a y s  o f  l iv in g , b e in g  a n d  in d e e d  w e a r in g  th e  p reg n a n t  
b o d y . P er h a p s  th e  m o s t  p o te n t  e x a m p le s  d is c u s s e d  h e r e  are  th e  ‘s a t is fa c to r ily  
p r e g n a n t’ b o d ie s .  W h ils t  fo r  m a n y  w o m e n  th e  e x is t e n c e  o f  su c h  a  b o d y  is  f le e t in g ,  
its  d is r u p t iv e  p o w e r  is  b y  n o  m e a n s  n e g a te d , p a rticu la r ly  a s  fo r  s o m e  w o m e n  e v e n  
h e a v i ly  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  are  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  su ch .

W ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  fa s h io n  a n d  d r e ss , p a r ticu la r ly  th e ir  c o n s u m p t io n ,  
th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  m u lt ip le  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lit ie s  a ls o  h a s  s p e c i f ic  im p lic a t io n s . 1
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w o u ld  a rg u e  th a t it h ig h lig h t s  th e  n e c e s s ity  fo r  e x p l ic i t ly  e m b o d y in g  sartor ia l th eory . 
In th e  l ig h t  o f  th is  r e se a r c h  b o d ie s  c a n  n o  lo n g e r  r e m a in  in v is ib le  in  su c h  w o rk , 
a s s u m e d  to  b e  in ert c lo th e s - h o r s e s ,  b la n k  c a n v a s s e s  u p o n  w h ic h  th e  s y m b o l ic  
m e a n in g  o f  d r e ss  is  u n p r o b le m a t ic a lly  p r o je c te d . C lo th in g  is  d e s ig n e d , m a d e ,  
m a r k e te d  a n d  r e ta ile d  fo r  p a r ticu la r  b o d ie s  a n d  its  c o n s u m p tio n  to o  is  a b o u t m o r e  
th a n  b u y in g  (o r  a c q u ir in g )  th e  g a r m e n ts  th e m s e lv e s .  A c q u ir in g  c lo th in g  is  n o t th e  
e n d  o f  th e  s to ry  a n d  w h ils t  m a n y  h a v e  a r g u e d  fo r  th e  n e e d  to  lo o k  b e y o n d  first c y c le  
c o n s u m p t io n  ( s e e  fo r  e x a m p le  e x t e n s iv e  w o r k  b y  G r e g so n  a n d  C r e w e  su c h  a s  1 9 9 4 ,  
1 9 9 8 )  I w o u ld  re itera te  th at it is  c r u c ia l to  c o n c e n tr a te  m o r e  o n  th e  l i f e  o f  g o o d s  
w ith in  th e s e  m u lt ip le  c y c le s ,  a n d  s p e c i f ic a l ly  th e  m a ter ia l e n c o u n te r s  b e tw e e n  b o d ie s  
a n d  c lo th e s . C lo th in g  p r o d u c tio n  a n d  c o n s u m p tio n  a s  h a s  b e e n  d e m o n s tr a te d  h ere  is  
a b o u t m o r e  th an  a  f lo w  o f  c o m m o d it ie s  o r  in d e e d  m a r k e tin g , s h o p p in g  for  a n d  
p e r fo r m in g  l i f e s t y le s  a n d  id e n t it ie s .  R a th e r  it is  a ls o  fu n d a m e n ta lly  a b o u t th e  
w e a r in g  o f  c lo th in g  o n  f le s h y , f lu id  b o d ie s ,  th e  e v e r y d a y  u se  o f  m a ter ia l o b je c ts  and  
c o r p o r e o -sa r to r ia l r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  n e g o t ia t io n s . I h a v e  e x p l ic i t ly  d e m o n s tr a te d  in  
th is  c h a p te r  th at b o d ie s  ca n  n o  lo n g e r  b e  ig n o r e d  in th e  stu d y  o f  c lo th in g  s in c e  th ey  
are  in te g r a l to  th e  lo o k  o f  c lo th in g  i t s e l f ,  a n d  in d e e d  c lo th in g  a ls o  h a s  th e  a b ility  to  
r e m a k e  b o d ie s  b y  e x a g g e r a t in g  b o d y  b o u n d a r ie s  fo r  e x a m p le .  T h e r e fo r e  c lo th in g  an d  
c o r p o r e a lity  are  c o n c e p t u a l is e d  a s  b e in g  m u tu a lly  c o n s t itu t iv e . F u rth er th e  e x is t e n c e  
o f  m u lt ip le  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s  s h o w s  th a t h o w e v e r  th e y  m a y  b e  c u ltu r a lly  c o n s tr u c te d  
a n d  u n d e r s to o d  th r o u g h  d is c o u r s e ,  f le s h y  c o r p o r e a lit ie s  are  n o t s in g u la r  a n d  f ix e d .  
A lth o u g h  p e r h a p s  e x a g g e r a te d  in  th is  s tu d y  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  e n o r m ity  o f  c h a n g e  th at 
o c c u r s  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y , b o d ie s  a s  th e y  are l iv e d  are n o t  f ix e d  d a y  to  d a y , th ro u g h  
th e  l i f e  c o u r s e  a n d  c e r ta in ly  n o t  b e tw e e n  in d iv id u a ls . T h e r e fo r e  in  o rd er  to  
u n d e r sta n d  th e  c o m p le x i t ie s  o f  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  fu lly  c o n s u m e r s  e m b o d ie d  
e x p e r ie n c e s  m u s t  b e  a d d r e sse d .
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Chapter 9: Conclusion

T o w a r d s  th e  e n d  o f  m y  w r it in g  up p e r io d  o n e  o f  th e  sm a ll in d e p e n d e n t  
r e ta ile r s  w ith  w h o m  I c a r r ied  o u t p a rtic ip a n t o b s e r v a t io n  c o n ta c te d  m e  to  let m e  
k n o w  th e y  w e r e  s e l l in g  th e ir  b u s in e s s . Ari a n d  S arah  o f  M u m s &  C o  h ad  c o m e  to  

th e  c o n c lu s io n  that th e  m a tern ity  w e a r  m a r k e t w a s  n o t a s  p r o fita b le  a s  th e y  h ad  
h o p e d  a n d  th a t th er e  w a s  lit t le  th e y  c o u ld  d o  to  im p r o v e  th e  p r o fita b ility  o f  th e ir  
b u s in e s s  e n o u g h  to  m a k e  it w o r th  th e ir  w h i le  c o n tin u in g . T h e y  th e r e fo r e  m a d e  th e  
d e c is io n  to  s e l l  to  th e  c o u p le  w h o  b o u g h t th e  m a jo r ity  o f  th e  B u m p sa d a isy  c h a in , an d  
w h ils t  th e y  c o n t in u e  to  m a n a g e  th e  sh o p , M u m s &  C o  a s  it w a s  n o  lo n g e r  e x is ts .

W h ils t  a  s o u r c e  o f  p e r so n a l sa d n e s s  fo r  m e , b o th  fo r  th e  w o m e n  in v o lv e d  an d  
a ls o  fro m  a  re sea rc h  p e r s p e c t iv e , th is  n e w s  is  n o t e n tir e ly  su rp r is in g . A s  1 h a v e  

d is c u s s e d  at le n g th  th e  p r o d u c tio n  an d  c o n s u m p tio n  o f  m a tern ity  w e a r  in 
c o n te m p o r a r y  E n g lis h  c u ltu r e  a s  s o  d e e p ly  in te r tw in e d  th at r e g a r d le ss  o f  an y  
r e ta ile r ’s (w h e th e r  th is  b e  h ig h  s tr e e t  o r  sm a ll in d e p e n d e n t)  e f fo r ts  to  p r o d u c e  it in  
w a y s  w h ic h  c h a l le n g e  th e  h e g e m o n ic  m o n o lith , th e  d o m in a n t d is c o u r s e s  an d  
p r a c t ic e s  o f  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  c o n t in u e  to  cu rta il th e  m arket. 
D u r in g  th e  t im e  c o v e r e d  b y  th is  r e se a r c h  th e  m a rk et h a s  d e m o n str a b ly  b e e n  in  a sta te  
o f  f lu x  w ith  d if fe r e n t  h ig h  s tr e e t  re ta iler s  d ip p in g  in to  a n d  re tre a tin g  fr o m  p r o v id in g  
ra n g es . M a rk s a n d  S p e n c e r  a n d  N e x t  in  p a r ticu la r  a p p e a r  to  h a v e  b ro u g h t th e ir  in ­
s to r e  e x p e r im e n ts  to  a c lo s e .  O n  th e  o n e  h a n d  th is  m ig h t  a p p e a r  to  b e  a  su r p r is in g  
d e c is io n  fo r  th e  fo r m e r , g iv e n  th e  c o n s id e r a b le  f in a n c ia l o u tla y  in  p ro d u c t  
d e v e lo p m e n t  th at m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  in v e s te d , h o w e v e r  it m ig h t  a ls o  p erh a p s fu rth er  
h ig h lig h t  th e  in h e r e n tly  p r o b le m a tic  a n d  lim ite d  n a tu re  o f  th e  m a tern ity  w e a r  m ark et. 
In d e e d , N e x t  a p p e a r  to  h a v e  a rr iv e d  at th e  c o n c lu s io n  th a t B lo o m in g  M a r v e llo u s  a ls o  
h o ld , a s  e x p r e s s e d  to  m e  b y  th e ir  m a r k e tin g  m a n a g e r , th a t m a tern ity  w e a r  “ is  n o t a  
h ig h  s tr e e t  p ro d u c t” ( in te r v ie w  n o te s ) ,  h a v in g  a p p a r e n tly  r e v e r te d  to  th e ir  fo r m er  
p o lic y  o f  c a r r y in g  th e ir  m a tern ity  r a n g e  th ro u g h  m a il o rd er  o n ly . I w o u ld  a rg u e  th at 
w h ils t  th e  stark  e c o n o m ic  r e a lit ie s  o f  its  p r o d u c tio n  m ig h t c o n tr ib u te  s ig n if ic a n t ly  to  
th is  p o s it io n  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  it is  c o n s u m e d  are a ls o  h ig h ly  im p o rta n t in  c u r ta ilin g  
m a r k e t g r o w th  a n d  l im it in g  p r o fita b ility .

A s  th is  th e s is  h a s  s h o w n , m a te r n ity  w e a r  is  c o n s u m e d  in  p a rticu la r  w a y s ,  
w h ic h  r e f le c t  h e g e m o n ic  d is c o u r s e s  o f  c o n s u m p tio n  a s  th e y  r e la te  to  p r e g n a n t b o d ie s .  
F o r  e x a m p le ,  1 h a v e  id e n t if ie d  d is c o u r s e s  o f  c o n s u m p t io n  e m b e d d e d  in retail 
r e p r e se n ta t io n s  o f  m a te r n ity  w e a r  a n d  r e f le c te d  in  w o m e n ’s c o n s u m p tio n  p r a c t ic e s  
w h ic h  d e f in e  th e  p reg n a n t c o n s u m e r  a s  m o th e r -to -b e  a n d  th e r e fo r e  a lig n  h er  p rop er  
c o n s u m p tio n  w ith  th is  id e n tity . M o th e r  is n o t  a p p r o p r ia te ly  a  c o n s p ic u o u s ,  
n a r c is s is t ic  c o n s u m e r  b u t rather is  c o n c e r n e d  p r im a r ily  w ith  th e  m a ter ia l n e e d s  o f  h er  
c h ild  a b o v e  h er  o w n . A c c e p ta b le  p e r s o n a lis e d  c o n s u m p tio n , p a r ticu la r ly  o f  d r e ss  
a p p a r en tly  ta k e s  p la c e  a fte r  a  p e r io d  o f  ‘m a k in g  d o ’ a n d  in v o lv e s  m in im a l  
in v e s tm e n t  a n d  f ir s t  c y c le  c o n s u m p tio n . S u c h  d is c o u r s e s  o f  th r ift are a p p a r en tly  so  
c lo s e ly  a l ig n e d  w ith  th e  p e r fo r m a n c e  o f  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  a s  m o th e r -to -b e  th a t e v e n  
in  s p a c e s  w h e r e  m a tern ity  w e a r  a n d  in d e e d  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  are  r e p r e se n te d  an d  
p r o d u c e d  d if fe r e n t ly  (su c h  a s  th e  sm a ll in d e p e n d e n t  re ta iler s  s tu d ie d  h e r e )  th e  
d o m in a n t w a y s  in  w h ic h  m a te r n ity  w e a r  is  c o n s u m e d  c o n t in u e  to  b e  r e f le c t iv e  o f  
th em .

It is  in te r e s t in g  to  n o te  th a t d is t in c t  p a r a lle ls  c a n  b e  d ra w n  b e tw e e n  d is c o u r s e s  
o f  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  id e n t if ie d  h ere  (a s  th e y  re la te  to  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y )  an d  
d is c o u r s e s  o f  a p p r o p r ia te  fo o d  c o n s u m p tio n  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  r e f le c te d  b y  fo r  
e x a m p le  N H S  a n d  o th e r  p r e g n a n c y  an d  b irth  literatu re. W a r w ic k  an d  C a v a lla r o
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( 1 9 9 8 )  p o in t  o u t th a t su c h  a lig n m e n ts  b e tw e e n  d is c o u r s e s  o f  fo o d  a n d  d ress  ca n  b e  
tr a c e d  h is to r ic a lly . F o r  e x a m p le ,  d u r in g  th e  R e n a is s a n c e  p e r io d  d ress  e x a g g e r a te d  
th e  s iz e  o f  th e  b o d y  th ro u g h  m u lt ip le  la y e r s  a n d  a p p lie d  d e c o r a tio n  at a t im e  w h e n  
e x c e s s iv e  e a t in g  w a s  “v ie w e d  a s  a  s ig n if ie r  o f  p o w e r ” (W a r w ic k  a n d  C a v a lla r o ,  
1 9 9 8 , p. 11). W ith  r e sp e c t  to  c o n te m p o r a r y  d is c o u r s e s  o f  fo o d  a n d  in d e e d  e a t in g  
d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  I w o u ld  a r g u e  th a t th e s e  m irror th o s e  o f  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  an d  
d r e ss . A t  th e  s a m e  t im e  a s  c o n s p ic u o u s  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p t io n  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  is  
c o n s tr u c te d  a s  u n s e e m ly  a n d  in a p p ro p r ia te  s o  to o  is  o v e r  in d u lg e n t  ea t in g . W o m e n  
are a d v is e d  to  r e g u la te  th e ir  fo o d  in ta k e  c a r e fu lly  in  o rd er  to  sa fe g u a r d  th e ir  unb orn  
c h ild  fro m  d a n g e r o u s  s u b s ta n c e s  fo u n d  in  s o m e  fo o d s  (s u c h  a s  u n p a s tu e r ise d  c h e e s e ,  
r a w  e g g s ,  s h e l l f i s h  a n d  s o  o n )  b u t a ls o  in  o rd er  to  co n tr o l w e ig h t  g a in . D is c o u r s e s  
su r r o u n d in g  str e tch  m a r k s s u g g e s t  th a t c r e a m s  a n d  o i l s  d o n ’t  h e lp ,  ra th er sk in  ty p e  

a n d  ra p id  w e ig h t  g a in  d ic ta te  w h e th e r  o r  n o t a  w o m a n  w il l  d e v e lo p  th em . N o r m a l  
l im its  are p u t o n  th e  a m o u n t o f  w e ig h t  w o m e n  are e x p e c te d  to  g a in  a n d  f o l lo w in g  
b e in g  w e ig h e d  at th e ir  f ir s t  a n ten a ta l a p p o in tm e n t th e ir  w e ig h t  m a y  b e  m o n ito r e d  at 
su b s e q u e n t  v is i t s  i f  th e s e  l im its  are  th o u g h t to  h a v e  b e e n  b r e a c h e d . W o m e n  are  
e n c o u r a g e d  to  e a t  a  h e a lth y  b a la n c e d  d ie t  w ith  p le n ty  o f  fr e sh  fru it a n d  v e g e ta b le s  
a n d  in  p a r ticu la r  to  a v o id  s w e e t  a n d  h ig h ly  r e f in e d  sta rch y  f o o d s  s in c e  th er e  are sa id  
to  c o n s t itu te  ‘e m p ty  c a lo r ie s ’ ( i .e .  th e y  h a v e  a  h ig h  c a lo r i f ic  c o n te n t  a n d  l it t le  or n o  
n u tr itio n a l v a lu e ) . D is c o u r s e s  o f  fo o d  c o n s u m p tio n  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  ca n  th e r e fo r e  
b e  s e e n  to  c e n tr e  o n  th e  a c q u is it io n  o f  a d e q u a te  n u tr itio n  to  su p p o rt th e  p r e g n a n c y  
a n d  a l lo w  th e  b a b y  to  d e v e lo p . E a t in g  fo r  p le a su r e , p e r so n a l s a t is fa c t io n  or  
in d u lg e n c e  is  d is c o u r a g e d , in d e e d  e v e n  d e f in e d  a s  in a p p ro p r ia te . S u c h  a p a ra lle l  
p e r h a p s  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  fu rth er r e in fo r c e  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y  a s  an  
i l le g it im a te  s ite  o f  c o n s p ic u o u s ,  p e r s o n a lis e d , n a r c is s is t ic  c o n s u m p t io n  fo r  p le a su r e . 
In d e e d , s in c e  th e  b o d y  is  d is c ip l in e d  in  m o r e  th an  o n e  a ren a  o f  c o n s u m p tio n  to  b e  
s e l f - e f f a c in g  a n d  p r im a r ily  o r ie n ta te d  to w a r d s  th e  n e e d s  o f  th e  g r o w in g  fo e tu s  in  h er  
p r a c t ic e , it is  p e r h a p s  h a rd ly  su r p r is in g  th a t in  r e la t io n  to  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p t io n  su c h  
a  d is c o u r s e  a p p e a rs  to  b e  p e r s is te n t  an d  d o m in a n t to  th e  p o in t  o f  b e in g  a lm o s t  

‘n a tu r a lis e d ’ .
M a te r n ity  w e a r  c o n s u m p tio n  is  th e r e fo r e  a b o u t far  m o r e  th an  c o m m o d ity  

c h a in s ,  a  tra d e  in  s ig n s  a n d  s y m b o ls ,  o r  e v e n  th e  d isr u p tio n  o f  p r e -p r e g n a n c y  
c o n s u m p t io n  p r a c t ic e s  b e c a u s e  o f  im p o v e r is h e d  p r o v is io n . R a th er  it is  a b o u t a  
cu ltu ra l e c o n o m y , w h ic h  c e n tr e s  o n  th e  p r e g n a n t b o d y . T h r o u g h o u t th e  c o n s u m p tio n  
p r o c e s s  w o m e n  w o r k  to  c o m p o s e  s o c ia l ly  a p p r o p r ia te  b o d ie s ,  b o th  th ro u g h  s h o p p in g  
a n d  a s s o c ia te d  c o n s u m p tio n  p r a c t ic e s  a s  I h a v e  d e s c r ib e d  a n d  a ls o  in  th e  e v e r y d a y  
n e g o t ia t io n s  th e y  m a k e  in  th e ir  r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  th e ir  c lo th e s . I h a v e  a r g u e d  th at 
c lo th in g  c o n s u m p t io n  m u s t  b e  u n d e r s to o d  a s  e x p l ic i t ly  e m b o d ie d , th a t th e  p r a c t ic e s  
o f  c o n s u m p t io n  th e m s e lv e s  a s  w e ll  a s  th e  s ig n if ic a t io n  o f  th e  c lo th in g  c o n s u m e d  is  
c r u c ia l to  th e  p r o d u c tio n  o f  s o c ia l ly  a p p r o p r ia te  b o d ie s .  It is  th e r e fo r e  e s s e n t ia l  to  
e n g a g e  at th e  le v e l  o f  th e  e m b o d ie d  c o n s u m e r  a n d  th e ir  e v e r y d a y  c o r p o r e o -sa r to r ia l  
n e g o t ia t io n . T h e  p r o d u c tio n  o f  s o c ia l ly  a p p r o p r ia te  b o d ie s  is  a  n e c e s s a r i ly  in c e s s a n t  
p r o c e s s  r e q u ir in g  c o n s ta n t  s e l f - s u r v e i l la n c e  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  c o r p o r e o -sa r to r ia l  
p r o d u c tio n s  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  m u lt ip l ic ity  a n d  f lu id ity  o f  c o r p o r e a lity  a n d  th e r e fo r e  
p r a c t ic e s  a n d  m e a n in g s  o f  d ress . T h e o r is ts  m u st th e r e fo r e  b e g in  to  e x p l ic i t ly  e n g a g e  
w ith  th e  b o d y  in  th is  c o n te x t  a n d  g e t  th e ir  h a n d s  d ir ty  in  th e ir  re sea rch .

I h a v e  a r g u e d  h e r e  th a t th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  c lo th in g  is  c o n s u m e d  ca n  b e  s e e n  
a s  h ig h ly  s ig n if ic a n t  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  e s ta b lis h in g  id e n t ity  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  a s  a re su lt  
o f  th e  d e s ta b ilis a t io n  o f  e s ta b lis h e d  p e r so n a l p r a c t ic e s  o f  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  
th ro u g h  w h ic h  th is  is  o r d in a r ily  a c h ie v e d  a n d  a ls o  b e c a u s e  th is  is  o n e  s o u r c e  o f

242



s ta b ility  in  a  p r o c e s s  o f  o th e r w is e  c o n s ta n t  r e n e g o t ia t io n  (in  re la tio n  to  th e  
m u lt ip lic ity  a n d  f lu id ity  o f  p r e g n a n t c o r p o r e a lity ) . C lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  d u r in g  
p r e g n a n c y  a s  it is  d o m in a n tly  p r a c t ic e d  b y  th o s e  in v o lv e d  in th is  re sea rc h  c o u ld  be  
th e r e fo r e  b e  c o n c e p tu a lis e d  a s  a  r e g u la to r y  p r a c t ic e  s h a p in g  th e ir  p reg n a n t b o d ie s  to  
c o n fo r m  w ith  h e g e m o n ic  cu ltu ra l d is c o u r s e s  a b o u t p r e g n a n c y  a n d  m o th e r h o o d .  
R u n n in g  th ro u g h  e v e r y  in t e r v ie w e e s  a c c o u n t  o f  th e ir  c lo th in g  c o n s u m p tio n  an d  
p r a c t ic e s  o f  d r e ss  d u r in g  p r e g n a n c y  is  th e  d is c o u r s e  o f  th r ift w h ic h  is  e x p lic it ly  
r e la te d  to  p r o v is io n  fo r  th e  u n b orn  c h ild  (a n d  th e  rest o f  th e  fa m ily ) .  W h a t th e s e  
w o m e n  rep ort th en  is  a  p a rticu la r  w a y  o f  d o in g  p r e g n a n c y  an d  o f  b e in g  m o th e r -to -b e  
w h ic h  is  e x p l ic i t ly  in  lin e  w ith  d o m in a n t s o c ie ta l  id e a s  a b o u t p r e g n a n c y  an d  
m o th e r h o o d . W h ils t  m e d ia  im a g e s  o f  p r e g n a n t c e le b r it ie s  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  o p e n  up  
n e w  w a y s  o f  b e in g  th e  p reg n a n t b o d y  an d  th e ir  in c r e a se d  p r e v a le n c e  w o r k  to w a r d s  a 
c h a n g e  in a tt itu d e s  it w o u ld  a p p e a r  th a t th e s e  h a v e  y e t  to  p e n e tr a te  in to  w o m e n ’s 
e v e r y d a y  e x p e r ie n c e .  S im ila r ly , n o d e s  o f  r e s is ta n c e  w ith in  th e  p r o d u c tio n  o f  
m a te r n ity  w e a r  su c h  a s  sm a ll in d e p e n d e n t  re ta ile r s , w h ils t  a l lo w in g  w o m e n  to  
c o n s u m e  d if fe r e n t ly  s tr u g g le  fo r  su r v iv a l in  a  m a r k e t w h ic h  is  te r m in a lly  re s tr ic te d  
a n d  c a p p e d  b y  th e  d is c o u r s e s  o f  a p p r o p r ia te  c o n s u m p tio n  it i t s e l f  p erp etu a tes .

H o w e v e r  th er e  m a y  b e  o n e  s a v in g  g r a c e  fo r  sm a ll in d e p e n d e n t  r e ta iler s , s in c e  
w ith in  a n y  r e g u la to r y  s y s te m  th er e  e x is t  d is c o n t in u it ie s  a n d  c o n f l ic t in g  p r a c t ic e s . In 
m a te r n ity  w e a r  c o n s u m p tio n  th is  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  b e  in  th e  rea lm  o f  o c c a s io n  w ear. 
W h ils t  it is  tru e th at w o m e n ’s  c o n s u m p tio n  p r a c t ic e  is  str u c tu r ed  b y  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f  
th r ift , its  d o g g e d  p u r su it is  o f t e n  s u s p e n d e d  w h e n  a  s p e c i f ic  (a n d  p a rticu la r ly  
sa r to r ia lly  p r o b le m a tic )  o c c a s io n  (s u c h  a s  w e d d in g s ,  c h r is te n in g s , c o m p a n y  d in n e r s  
a n d  s o  o n )  m u s t  b e  d r e s s e d  for. In d e e d , d u r in g  m y  p a r tic ip a n t o b s e r v a t io n  I h a v e  
w itn e s s e d  m a n y  w o m e n  s p e n d in g  a lm o s t  a s  m u c h  o n  o n e  o u tf it , fo r  a  s in g le  
o c c a s io n ,  a s  th e y  h a v e  o n  th e  rest o f  th e ir  m a te r n ity  w e a r  w a rd ro b e . I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  
th a t C la rk e  a n d  M il le r ’s ( 2 0 0 2 )  c o n c e p t  o f  a e s th e t ic  a n x ie ty  p la y s  a  s ig n if ic a n t  part in  
th is , th e  n e e d  to  b e  su re  o f  b e in g  a p p r o p r ia te ly  d r e s s e d  in  th is  c a s e  o u tw e ig h in g  th e  
n e e d  fo r  th rift. In a  c o n te x t  w h e r e  c r e d ib le  ‘su p p o rt a n d  r e a s s u r a n c e ’ is  o f f e r e d  o n  a  
o n e - t o - o n e  b a s is  w o m e n  d o  s p e n d  c o m p a r a t iv e ly  la r g e  q u a n t it ie s  o n  th e m s e lv e s  in  
o rd er  to  c o m p o s e  a p p r o p r ia te ly  s ty le d  s o c ia l  b o d ie s . T h is  m a y  b e  th e r e fo r e  a  m e a n s  
th ro u g h  w h ic h  sm a ll in d e p e n d e n ts  m ig h t  su r v iv e  th e  v a g a r ie s  o f  th is  m a r k e t an d  
p erh a p s  s tr e n g th e n  th e ir  p r e s e n c e  a n d  r e s is ta n c e  to  th e  n o r m a tiv e  in c a r n a tio n  o f  th e  

p reg n a n t b o d y .
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Appendix 1: List of in-depth interview participants

B e lo w  is  a lis t  o f  th o s e  w h o  p a r tic ip a ted  in th e  in -d e p th  in te r v ie w  p o rtio n  o f  m y  
re sea rc h . 1 p r o v id e  a  ‘d e s c r ip t io n ’ o f  th em  o n ly  to  p r o v id e  s o m e  c o n te x t  fo r  th e ir  
d is c u s s io n s .  T h e s e  are n o t m e a n t to  d e f in e  th e s e  w o m e n  in  a n y  p a r ticu la r  w a y  a n d  
a re  n o t in te n d e d  to  p r o v id e  an  e x p la n a t io n  fo r  th e ir  c o m m e n ts . N e ith e r  ca n  th e y  b e  
s e e n  to  b e  f ix e d  a n d  rather a p p ly  to  th e  w o m e n  at th e  t im e  o f  in te r v ie w  o n ly . T h is  is  
c o m p lic a te d  s o m e w h a t  b y  th e  fa c t  th a t m u lt ip le  in te r v ie w s  w e r e  ca r r ied  o u t w ith  
s e v e r a l o f  th e  w o m e n  o v e r  an  e x te n d e d  p e r io d  o f  t im e  a n d  th e r e fo r e  s ig n if ic a n t  
c h a n g e  m a y  h a v e  o c c u r r e d  w ith in  th is . F or e x a m p le  S arah  w a s  in te r v ie w e d  d u r in g  
h er  p r e g n a n c y  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t ly , th e r e fo r e  s o m e  d is c u s s io n  to o k  p la c e  d u r in g  her  
fir st p r e g n a n c y  a n d  o th er  w h e n  s h e  w a s  a  m o th e r  o f  tw o , th is  is  c le a r ly  s ig n if ic a n t  
fr o m  an  e m b o d ie d  p e r s p e c t iv e  a n d  h ig h lig h ts  th e  fa c t  th a t th e  k n o w le d g e  p r e se n te d  
h e r e  is  b y  n o  m e a n s  f ix e d  s in c e  it is  c o r p o r e a lly  s itu a te d  a n d  a r tic u la te d .

A g a in  1 w o u ld  l ik e  to  e x te n d  m y  th a n k s  to  a ll th e s e  w o m e n  w h o  ta lk e d  w ith  
m e  at le n g th  a b o u t th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s .  T h e ir  k n o w le d g e  p r o v id e s  th e  b a s is  fo r  th is  
th e s is  in  m a n y  r e sp e c ts .

N a m e B r ie f  d e sc r ip t io n B io g r a p h ic a l n o te s
S arah M id -tw e n t ie s ,  

m a r r ied , first  
p r e g n a n c y , B ra d fo rd .

S arah  is  th e  o th e r  h a l f  o f  th e  M u m s  &  C o  
p a rtn ersh ip . S h e  p r e v io u s ly  w o r k e d  in  te x t i le  
d e s ig n . S h e  g a v e  b ir th  to  h er  tw in s  n o t lo n g  a fter  
o u r  fir st in te r v ie w  a n d  w a s  in te r v ie w e d  t w ic e  
m o r e  su b se q u e n tly .

A ri M id - tw e n t ie s ,  
m a rried , m o th e r  o f  1, 
B rad ford .

A ri is  o n e  o f  th e  re ta iler s  w h o  o w n s  M u m s &  C o  
in  B ra d fo rd . S h e  w a s  p r e v io u s ly  a tea ch er . 
D u r in g  th e  c o u r s e  o f  m y  re se a r c h  h ad  a s e c o n d  

c h ild .
J a n e M id -tw e n t ie s ,  

m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, 
B rad ford .

J a n e  is  an  in te n s iv e  ca r e  n u rse . F o l lo w in g  ou r  
fir st in te r v ie w  s h e  fe ll  p reg n a n t fo r  a  s e c o n d  t im e  
a n d  d u r in g  o u r  s u b s e q u e n t  in te r v ie w s  s h e  w a s  5 
m o n th s  p reg n a n t fo r  th e  s e c o n d  t im e . S h e  h as  
s in c e  g iv e n  b irth  to  h er  s e c o n d  c h ild .

A n g e la M id -th ir t ie s , m a rr ied , 
th ird  p r e g n a n c y  -  
m o th e r  o f  2 ,  
M a n c h e s te r .

A n g e la  is  a  p h y s io th e r a p is t .

M e g M id -th ir t ie s , m a rr ied , 
for th  p r e g n a n c y  -  
m o th e r  o f  2 ,  
B ra d fo rd .

M e g  is  a  tra in ed  te a c h e r . S h e  h a d  a  s t ill-b ir th  a 
y e a r  b e fo r e  o u r  in te r v ie w . S h e  a n d  S h a r en  w e r e  
in te r v ie w e d  to g e th er .

S h a r en M id -th ir t ie s , m arried , 
th ird  p r e g n a n c y  -  
m o th e r  o f  2 , 
B ra d fo rd .

S h a r en  w a s  p r e v io u s ly  a  u n iv e r s ity  lec tu r e r  an d  
ju s t  p r ior  to  o u r  in te r v ie w  h a d  c e a s e d  to  w o r k  to  
b e  at h o m e  w ith  h er  ch ild r en .

L in d a E a r ly -th ir tie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, 
B ra d fo rd

L in d a  is  a  p h a r m a c is t.

N a tr ie c e E a r ly - tw e n t ie s ,  
m o th e r  o f  1,

N a tr ie c e  is  th e  p artn er o f  a  p r o fe s s io n a l fo o tb a lle r  
w h o , at th e  t im e  o f  in te r v ie w  p la y e d  fo r  th en
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B rad ford . P r e m ie r sh ip  s id e  B rad ford .
T r a c e y M id -tw e n t ie s ,  

m a rried , m o th e r  o f  2 , 
N o r th a m p to n .

T r a c e y  w o r k s  p art t im e  at a lo c a l  su p erm a rk et  
a n d  is  a  fu ll t im e  M u m . S h e  h ad  h er  first c h ild  
b e fo r e  s h e  w a s  m a rried , w h e n  s h e  w a s  19 s o  h er  
e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p r e g n a n c y  h a v e  b e e n  v er y  
d iffe r e n t.

L iz z y E a r ly -fo r t ie s , m o th e r  
o f  3 , M a n c h e s te r .

L iz z y  is  a  p r im a ry  s c h o o l  te a ch er . H er  ch ild r e n  
w e r e  r e a so n a b ly  s p a c e d  o u t in  a g e , a t th e  t im e  o f  
in te r v ie w  b e in g  a g e d , 15 , 9  a n d  15 m o n th s .

W e n d y L a te - tw e n t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, 
B rad ford .

W e n d y  is  a m o d e r n  la n g u a g e s  te a c h e r  at a  
B ra d fo rd  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l.

M e ry l E a r ly -th ir tie s , 
m a rried , first  
p r e g n a n c y ,  
M a n c h e s te r .

M e r y l is  a  p r im a ry  s c h o o l  tea ch er .

Jo M id -th ir t ie s , m a rried , 
fir st p r e g n a n c y ,  
B ra d fo rd .

Jo  is  a  n u rsery  te a c h e r . S h e  is  a  n o n -p r e g n a n t  
s iz e  18 p lu s .

L e o n ie M id - te e n s ,  first  
p r e g n a n c y , B rad ford .

L e o n ie  is  s t i l l  at s c h o o l  a n d  l iv e s  a t h o m e  w ith  
h er  m u m .

T in a M id -tw e n t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , first  
p r e g n a n c y , C o v e n tr y .

T in a  w a s  a  p r im a ry  s c h o o l  te a c h e r  at th e  t im e  o f  
in te r v ie w  b u t s in c e  h a v in g  h er  b a b y  h a s  b e c o m e  a 
fu ll  t im e  M u m .

C a r o ly n E a r ly -fo r t ie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  2 , 
M a n c h e ste r .

C a r o ly n  is  h ea d  o f  m o d e r n  la n g u a g e s  at a 
M a n c h e s te r  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l ,  h er  h u sb a n d  is  a 
‘h o u s e  h u s b a n d ’.

N a ta l ie E a r ly - tw e n t ie s ,  
m o th e r  o f  1, 
M a n c h e s te r .

N a ta l ie  h a d  h er  so n  w h e n  s h e  w a s  18. S h e  w o r k s  
p art t im e  at a lo c a l  la te  s to r e  an d  is  a fu ll t im e  
M u m .

M ic h e l le E a r ly -th ir tie s , 
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  3 , 
N o r th a m p to n .

M ic h e l le  is  a fu ll t im e  M u m .

C la ir e E a r ly -th ir tie s ,  
m a r r ied , m o th e r  o f  1, 
N o r th a m p to n

C la ir e  w o r k s  part t im e  fo r  a  la r g e  b u ild in g  
s o c ie ty .

M a r ia E a r ly -fo r t ie s , m o th e r  
o f  4 , N o r th a m p to n .

M a r ia  is  o n e  o f  th e  r e ta ile r s  w h o  o w n s  a n d  runs  
B e l ly  B u m p e rs .
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