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Few individuals, male or female, would argue that writing, like any other form of creation, is a process of giving birth. However, when we are discussing women as writers and artists, does it speak of feminitude to focus on this connection?  Feminitude is loosely defined as exalting femaleness.  According to writer Trinh T. Minh-Ha in her essay Un-writing/Inmost writing“, “Negritude, like ‘Feminitude,’ (or reactive feminism), ends up trapping itself in what remains primarily a defensive stance.”   This is not always true.


Tender Fictions, a documentary/narrative hybrid,  is an autobiographical video by writer Barbara Hammer. Hammer examines finding herself as a lesbian, her relationship with her mother, and her art‘s relationship to the community.  She even reads her mother’s diaries on camera.   Hammer’s mother tried to get her into “show business,” hoping that she would be the next Shirley Temple.  Hammer illustrates how she came to realize her love for women and remember that she had always had an obsession with her mother’s nudity.  Hammer’s stories about loving women do exalt femaleness, and according to Trinh T. Minh-Ha, this is an example of feminitude.  However, Tender Fictions does not present a defensive stance.


For example, Hammer even reveals an early marriage before she learned of the term “lesbian.”  During the marriage, she tried to get pregnant.  As her husband has a low sperm count, Hammer stands on her head to hold the sperm in.  She mocks herself, but in no way insinuates that her husband or men are inferior.  According to Hammer, her first film was even a little heterosexist. 


The Body Beautiful is an emotional autobiographical film by British director Ngozi Onwurah in which she examines her relationship with her mother.  Onwurah is a gorgeous, half-black fashion model, and her mother is a white woman with one breast, as the result of a mastectomy.  The film insists that the female body is at the center of a discourse on relationships, mother-daughter, black-white, male-female, beautiful-ugly.  In fact Onwurah and her mother play themselves in this sexually explicit docudrama which contains a great deal of nudity.  At the film’s end, Onwurah comes to the conclusion that her mother is beautiful anyway, not that physical beauty does not matter.


The Body Beautiful examines the source of a woman’s beauty without questioning the need of women to feel beautiful.  Onwurah learns to find beauty in her mother, and how that beauty reflects itself in her although they share no physical characteristics.  It is uncomfortable, yet powerful to take the journey with her.  Onwurah finds beauty in a female body that has been dismembered.  Men in this story are tangential--- the farway father they never see, her brother who is only mentioned in passing, the horny pool player whose only purpose is to make the mother feel beautiful again.  This perhaps does smack of feminitude, but it seems that after all the mother’s body has experienced, that she deserves to be exalted and the entire female form irregardless of imperfections along with her. 


Roland Barthes essay “Novels and Children” in Mythologies examines the relationship that Elle, a women’s magazine, draws between women as writers and women as mothers.  Barthes asserts that the article that sings the praises of seventy female writers creates a new mythology in its purpose by also pointing out how many of them are mothers.  In other words,  society via Elle feels that women do not have the potential to become legitimate writers, without having produced children.  
Barthes asserts that according to Elle, men cannot break thought the purity of femininity, yet they continue to place pressure and stress on it, and that writing novels for women is simply an "idle fancy." 


Elle and similar magazines do indeed create a stance of feminitude while reinforcing the gender status quo.  For every picture of women novelists is an article about pleasing or finding a man.  Thus, codes are strengthened and mythologies are reinforced.  It seems that women writers, whether writing novels or films, must indulge in a little healthy self-worship to counteract the masked “love yourself” messages that society provides.  However, they must continue their evolution to the next step, free, hopefully of any defensive stance.
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