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Exploring the confining nature of domesticity and vanity in contemporary society.





In my dissertation, I will explore the social conditioning that impacts women day-to-day and takes root in the cultural memory. Starting with Simone de Beauvoir’s seeking the roots of the conditioning of women in the upbringing of the girls, I will explore the confining nature of domesticity through the practices of Louise Bourgeois, Mona Hatoum, Michal Cole and Martha Rosler. I will analyze the notion of vanity and its effect on the woman’s life in the contemporary society. Through the practices of contemporary artists such as Gluklya and Tsaplya, Yang-May Ooi and Chiharu Shiota I will attempt to uncover the latent oppressive subjugation women face in everyday life. I will investigate into the controlling nature of the tradition and its influence on the woman’s well-being, with examples from the Bible and Ménagier de Paris, a Medieval guide for housekeeping and its after effects resulting in the psychological manifestations such as ‘mental load’ and topophobia; also investigating the notion of hysteria. Throughout the text, using examples of historical and contemporary manifestations of quotidian oppression in the domestic and private setting in woman’s life, I will examine how those influence woman’s behavior. 

“Woman is shut up in a kitchen or in a boudoir, and astonishment is expressed that her horizon is limited. Her wings are clipped, and it is found deplorable that she cannot fly. Let but the future be opened to her, and she will no longer be compelled to linger in the present.”
― Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex

Simone de Beauvoir in her interview (1975, Questionnaire) talked about the book “What is little girl made of” by an Italian author Elena Gianini Belotti that talked about the early conditioning of women. Berlotti says that  “A child has an inborn capacity to play, but the rules and objects are undoubtedly the product of culture.“ (Elena Gianini Belotti In Cvikova, 2003). Simone de Beauvoir in her essay The Second Sex used Barlotti’s findings of the conditioning of the young girls. An example of common cultural conditioning could be nursery rhymes. For example, in the nursery song What are little boys made of? that was published in 1820 boys are presented as living beings and girls like consumable inanimate object. For centuries this nursery rhyme song taught girls about their identity:
What are little boys made of?
What are little boys made of?
 Snips and snails
 And puppy-dogs' tails
That's what little boys are made of

What are little girls made of?
What are little girls made of?
 Sugar and spice
 And everything nice [or "all things nice"]
That's what little girls are made of
(Opie, P, 1997)

Louise Bourgeois was one of the first influential feminist artists. Stories that her art pieces tell are related to physicality, experience and a private life. Her works portray intimate personal elements that become public and political in the exhibition environment. Her main story plot is the shelter where woman simultaneously has a refuge and where she is in captivity. For example, in her early works Woman House female figures are dominated by the house figures.

[image: ]
Louise Bourgeois
Three examples from the Femme Maison series, (1946–47) 



There is certain tactility in her work, she uses traditionally female skills like sewing and stitching to create her fabric sculptures.
[image: ]
Louise Bourgeois
Arched Figure
Sculpture
1999


Dresses and spider web-like networks are echoed in various works of artists. Such as the wedding dress with black wool surrounding it in the work Traces of Life by Chiharu Latiot. The dress replaces or symbolizes a female figure. Romantic figure. This romantic notion is reinforced throughout a woman’s life: she hopes and dreams but nothing concrete, she is distracted by novels, books about love, romantic tv-series, romantic comedies.
[image: Ausstellungssituation]						
Chiharu Shiota, Traces of Life, 2008

The manipulative relationship is the norm in the contemporary world, spider nets represent this manipulative system. The position the woman is placed in is the constructed position. Traditionally, the woman is expected to support the man in every situation- with the kind word, serve all his needs… Example of this tradition can be traced back for centuries. Verses from the King James Bible say:

Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee. (Genesis 3:16 King James Version)

For this is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves, by submitting to their own husbands,	1 Peter 3:5 	
(Berean Study Bible, 2016)

 For Adam was formed first, then Eve; 1 Timothy 2:13-15
(The Holy Bible, ESV, 2016)

The woman plays the role of the link between inside and outside world. The woman is seen as the world’s ‘servant’. Woman’s responsibilities are written inside the ‘social codex of life’. There is a certain fundamental imbalance within social roles. In the constructed domestic reality women are expected to behave in a certain way and ‘punished’ if they do not follow the rules. The work of Russian contemporary artists Gluklya and Tsaplya in the film explores the burden of being a mother and all the social critique that surrounds her. The film is staged in the style of the Greek Tragedy - the mother’s voice is counterpointed with the voices of the social and domestic critique in the role of stereotypical characters that the mother would usually internalize and experience through her life. In the play, three mothers with different destinies are speaking out against the burdens that they face in motherhood. For example, the first character is a single mother looking for a job. The choir representing social judgment internalized in the mother’s brain comments on the fact that the baby is still very small and she should concentrate on the child and not her career. Voices go on and on commenting from different perspectives on her situation sometimes contradicting each other. 
[image: ]Three Mothers and a Chorus
A film by Gluklya and Tsaplya (The Factory of Found Clothes), 2007


The domestic role of the woman is prostrating; it’s never exhaustive; it’s never enough. Living with the guilt that something is not done or is not finished or doing the wrong thing is a vicious circle. Fathers often might have the simple formula of raising kids such as pay for them, play with them and punish them. Mothers have the entire concoction of responsibilities methods and tips that they constantly keep in their heads. This dysfunctional notion, the French comic artist, Emma called ‘mental load’ in her comic titled "You Should've Asked" (Emma, 2017). She portrays the burden of the woman’s domestic management. When the woman is trying to do other things connected to work or education they still feel guilty or burdened by the domestic shores. The woman is feeling like she is the manager of the all domestic affairs and no one can cover her.

[image: Image result for mental load]
You Should've Asked 2017
By Emma

‘Mental load’ is a recent term conceptualized by women for women. In past, severe anxiety and all its manifestations were associated with femininity and conceptualized by men in the pejorative and diminutive way. The most common diagnosis connected to this ‘condition’ was called Hysteria or Wandering womb was another name for the Hysteria associated this condition with its origination in the woman’s uterus (Simon M., 2014), almost comparing a woman to the bitch in heat. A woman is like a chihuahua in a bag she can be carried in hands or you can play with her, but when she is in heat she must be kept at a distance. Talking and expressing an anxiety about domestication was and still remains something that is a taboo. 
[image: ]
Louise Bourgeois
Arch of Hysteria, 1993


In Victorian-era common treatments of Hysteria were strange exercises such as putting woman between two chairs or mechanically masturbating her (Squarcina G., 2012).
[image: Spasms in hysterical patients | Source: Wellcome Images]
Hysteria treatment, image 1.
[image: ]
Hysteria treatment, image 2.

Domestic rules were written by men for women. An example can be made by Ménagier de Paris a Medieval guide for housekeeping.

Anne Digby in her article Victorian Values and Women in Public and Private looks into the Victorian ideological divide into the private and public, private and political, nature and culture, masculine and feminine (Digby, A.,‎1992, p.195). Nowadays this divide still persists if not as rigid but still as damaging. An old Russian colloquialism, for example, says: 
От хозяина чтоб пахло ветром, 
От хозяйки дымом.
(Даль В. И., 2008,p. 216)
The husband should smell of wind, 
The wife should smell of smoke.
(Dal V.I., 2008., p. 216) [author’s translation] 

This division of the domestic and external spheres is ingrained in the cultural memory of the humanity.

The romantic ideal of the housewife still is very actual in contemporary society. The housewife’s ideal is channeled through the television, social media, articles and advertisements to the women everywhere. 

Jennifer Craik in her book The Making of Mother: The Role of the Kitchen in the Home  talks about the kitchen being a panopticon, a command center of the house: 

It is the site and source of domestic power, and yet, like Bentham's prison, it is constrained by its very internalization and institutionalization. The kitchen has become the double-edged sword of domesticity, at once the metaphor for family life and the sign of domestic isolation.
(Craik, J., 1989, p.48).

The kitchen is often associated with the cozy place, a place for the family reunion and welcoming atmosphere.  This atmosphere is created by a woman day after day until this ritual becomes a burden until the pleasant place becomes a confinement. The place triggers the feelings of anxiety and fear that can be described by the term topophobia: 

 A neurotic dread of or related to a particular place or locality. [topo- + G. phobos, fear]
(Medical dictionary. 2011.)

One of the artists exploring the anxiety in the domestic space is Mona Hatoum. In her work Homebound, she presents the viewer with the oppressive domestic atmosphere represented by the kitchen utensils and other house objects linked together by the electric wire, that in the form of flashing bulbs and overwhelming sound creates the scene of domestic captivity (Weerasekera, 2016)


[image: Mona Hatoum Homebound 2000 Kitchen utensils, furniture, electrical wire, light bulbs, dimmer unit, amplifier and two speakers Dimensions variable Courtesy Rennie Collection, Vancouver © Mona Hatoum]
Mona Hatoum
Homebound, 2000
				 					 	

Another artist that explores dysfunctional domestic environment is Michal Cole. Her collaborative installation Objection was exhibited in the Venice Biennale in 2017 inside the cosy Venetian villa with the view on the Grand Canal populated by various subverted house objects such as a piece Domestic Godless in which kitchen pots that had videos of screaming women in them and video piece Neverland in the bathroom of the woman trying to mop the sea on the rowing boat (Cadwell, I., 2017). 

[image: ]
Michal Cole
Domestic Godless
2017

[image: ]
Michal Cole
Neverland
2017


In the video piece, Semiotics of the Kitchen artist Martha Rosler ironically analyses the subjective language of kitchen utensils.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
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Martha Rosler
Semiotics of the Kitchen -Short Film ‧ 6 mins
1975




Novelist and acclaimed performer Yang-May, in her performance, Bound Feet Blues – A Life Told in Shoes, based on her memoir book with the same name explores the journey of her ancestors and the tradition of foot-binding following with comment on contemporary beauty culture of ‘beauty is pain’.
[image: ]

Bound Feet Blues – A Life Told in Shoes, A memoir and solo story performance by writer/ performer Yang-May Ooi

In contemporary society, the notion of Vanity plays the role of an elixir that adds value to the objects of consumption and to the lifestyles. It is a buzzword that enters the majority of the woman’s everyday encounters. This notion intends to distract woman from her burdens by adding a new burden - Vanity.


This proposal touched upon the most relevant topics connecting to the confining nature of the domesticity and vanity in contemporary society. In the full dissertation, I will expand on the themes of the domesticity, vanity, topophobia, hysteria, and footbinding including more in-depth review of the contemporary artists looking into the latent oppressive subjugation women face in the everyday life.
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