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Abstract
This paper reports on a participatory ethnography conducted with undergraduate students. It examined the rituals and habits through
which they constructed their intoxication culture. Students used video recording devices such as smartphones to collect data about
aspects of their intoxication experiences. They were then interviewed about emerging analytical themes. In this paper we focus on one
aspect of intoxication culture, the place of pleasure in women's accounts. We build on previous research that showed that pleasure was
present but not always dominant in women's accounts of leisure focused drinking. They experienced the predominant, neo-liberal
concept of pleasure as a demand which had to be navigated alongside their own desires which could include a preference for a more
situated, intimate, sociability. Pre-drinking occasions were especially significant as places where bonds could be built up and body and�
self prepared to enter the public night-time economy. For many, this preparation became the main, enjoyable event in contrast to
sometimes fraught and demanding public drinking spaces, where women could find themselves subject to various critical judgements�
about their femininity. Their activities on these occasions focused on achieving a 'good drunk', a manageable state of group intoxication.
We use these findings to comment critically on the gendering of the night-time economy, the narrow framing of 'pleasure' in it, and the�
commodification of student experience in the UK.�
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Introduction
This paper examines the construction of pleasure in the drinking practices of students between the ages
of 18-22 at a British university, using visual ethnographic methods. British Universities sell their 'student
experience', in response to a concerted effort by current and past UK and devolved governments to encourage
students to think of themselves as consumers of a product, and as products themselves (Sabri 2013), of which
higher fees for English and Welsh students are a part. Pleasure is used to validate and legitimate culturally
privileged modes of alcohol consumption and sociability (O'Malley and Valverde 2004). Higher education is
integrated into the neo-liberal leisure economy, which places a positive value on competence in consumption
(Hobbs et al., 2005). The many activities in which people may engage in and identities they may construct
around alcohol are reduced to one, that of unbounded, unfettered sociability. Drinking is typically portrayed as
ungendered, or unproblematically gendered except in the context of extreme intoxication (Plant and Plant 2006).
However the context women drink in is one of unequal leisure, where their drinking may invoke negative
judgements, in response to which they create and inhabit fluid leisure spaces (�Green and Singleton 2006).

This paper considers women's drinking practices in terms of a number of challenges for them as they
engage with this drinking economy. It theorises their drinking-related activities as, in part, responses to some of
the problems the emphasis on unbounded sociability presents for them. It frames these as four practices of
pleasure: constructing autonomous spheres; generating anticipation; practicing drinking rituals; and reflecting on�
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events. We examine how they work in terms of friendship groups and boundaries, gendered drinking
comportment, the myth of unbounded sociability and the 'good drunk'. We understand them as creating identity in
a community of practice, the cohesive, collective ways of producing shared outcomes through action (Lyons and
Willott 2008).

The uses of pleasure in British drinking culture
The 'pleasure' valued British drinking culture is not necessarily the same as the pleasure in participants'
accounts. Pleasure is not a singular positive state of being (Miller 2008). Luik (1999) identified the problem of�
obtaining permission for pleasure in a society which divides work from leisure time. The challenge is often
presented as achieving pleasure within strict culturally located bounds (Gusfield 1987�). While that dichotomy
exists, we found the challenges to be ones of constructing identities, spaces and rituals which can embed
pleasure, while maintaining key group and personal boundaries. To adapt Measham (2002), doing drunk is a way
of doing gender, and also of having gender done to oneself. It can involve invoking unpleasurable activities such
as extreme, forced intoxication in the pursuit of pleasure, and finding pleasure in risk and transgression�
(Measham and Brain 2005).

Drinking time is leisure time, but leisure time is not free time (Rojek 1999). Leisure is governed. The
night-time economy is not the 'free space' often advertised, where identities may be created and pleasures
experienced without limit or cost (Waitt et al. 2011). Pleasure is a dominant framing of alcohol consumption by
both drinkers and the alcohol industry (Bergmark and Kuendig 2008). It is an aspect of social organisation subject
to social control and economic organisation (Bramham 2011). In the context of alcohol consumption, the rise of
the night-time economy in the UK has shaped many drinking spaces and practices (Plant and Plant 2006). New
products and sites of drinking such as alcopops and superpubs resulted from a push by industry and government
to regenerate city centres by appealing to young professionals as hedonistic consumers (Chatterton and Hollands
2003; Hollands and Chatterton 2003). They have been built around the demands of demonstrative pleasure in
alcohol consumption (O'Malley and Valverde 2004). Drinkers develop rituals and performances that can draw on
and encode dominant modes of pleasurable consumption, and also depart from them.

The alcohol and leisure industries put a lot of effort into characterising alcohol as a sociable commodity
(European Centre for Monitoring Alcohol Marketing 2011). The drinker is surrounded by systems that support the
concept of pleasure as a state of self-made bliss or contentment, along with a plastic, self-making subjectivity
(Bunton 2001; Pitts-Taylor 2010). In this context, women are positioned as producers of, and adornments to,
others' pleasurable experiences and as consumers themselves. Young women are subject to a double standard
where they are expected to drink 'like a man' but at risk if they do (Peralta 2007). Disapproving public discourses
around binge drinking emphasise the responsible consumer threatened by an inability to control their own excess
(Reith 2004). At the same time, the image of the sociable party person is promoted as a validated way of being
for young people. In contrast to the image of the out of control binge drinker, young people engage in calculated
hedonism (Measham and Østergaard 2009; Szmigin et al. 2008). There is a micro-politics of pleasure and
resistance in dance and music, showing how women must position and present themselves in relation to the
expectations and actions of others in the scene (Gotfrit 1991; Gregory 2009; Skinner 2008), and we take our cue
from this. Women in our study have developed an array of situated, local practices that generate pleasure in
context, and guard against various threats to their own identities as pleasure-competent individuals. These
variously adapt, avoid and/or go beyond the pleasure-promoting discourses of the night-time economy. We take
an embodied approach which emphasises pleasure as a sociable affect that is created in a community of practice
through friendship practices and other pleasure-directed activities (Niland et al. 2013). Our methods were
designed to reflect this.�

Methodology
We recruited ten sociology students, nine female and one male, as both researchers and participants. All
these students were under 22 years of age, living away from home with other student friends in flats or halls of�
residences. Six were in first year and three were in third year. Two were British and seven were overseas�
students.

We conducted a participatory video ethnography. We sought to challenge the divisions and power
relationships between researchers and researched. The students took the role of video ethnographers, whereby
they were able to guide both the research focus and the interpretation of the video footage they shot, with our
research team facilitating and writing up the study. Students were asked to record naturally occurring drinking
occasions and their impressions of these events using their own camera-equipped phones. The project team
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were not present on any of these occasions. The resulting videos took the form of 'confessional' video diaries,
interviews, and naturalistic documentary footage. Observations were wide ranging, covering house parties, club
scenes, group smoking rituals, pre-drinking sessions, pubs and balls.

We sought to centre otherwise marginalised experiences, in this case, female students' experiences of
the night-time economy, private drinking spaces, and the construction of their shared intoxication culture (Mitchell
et al. 2012). Using this method we facilitated student researchers to tell their stories and negotiate the complex
ethics of filming private spaces and intoxication rituals. These participant-researchers were 'insiders', in that they�
had a 'significant degree of �initial proximity' (Hodkinson 2005: 134) to those participating in the study, namely,
they were their peers, friends and acquaintances. In addition, they engaged in autoethnographic self-reflection�
and self-observation during their fieldwork, using their insider experience but adding a level of critique and�
analysis (Chang 2008). Video material allowed us to engage 'all the senses' in viewing and reviewing the data
(Pink 2009).

The presence of someone video recording using a smartphone in many of these settings was not
unexpected, and not specifically remarked upon until the student told other participants what they were doing.�
Pre-drinking groups sometimes arranged for one member of the party to bring a camera and take group photos.
This was something that changed as drinking occasions become more settled and routine. In the words of Millie,
3  year, 'we used to take more photos when we were in first year just because it was exciting but now, not any�
more. Not really videos at all.' By asking our participant researchers to film, narrate their footage in video diaries,�
and then discuss both in an interview setting with members of the research team, we provided multiple
opportunities for reflexive discussion. The video diary entries and reflection in interviews evoked an��
autoethnographic aspect to the research, whereby students provided a self-narrative of their experiences
alongside accounts and analysis of their friends, acquaintances and others they encountered.

There were two group meetings between students and the research team to review material collected
and to identify and discuss emerging themes. Each student's video material was viewed by members of the team
to identify topics specific to the material they had collected. They were then interviewed individually. Interviews�
allowed us to contextualise and clarify events whose substance and meaning in the videos was unclear and to
confirm or disconfirm our own readings of them. Students expanded on who was involved and what activities they��
were engaged in. From this a joint reading of the videos was developed between the interviewer and student.

For example, one student presented us with a sequence of several videos showing: a group of people
waiting in a living room; herself talking in a mirror; two people lighting candles on a birthday cake; presenting a
birthday cake to the birthday boy; a bedroom ceiling with female voices talking. The sequence could be read as a
record of a successful surprise birthday party. After discussing it with her another reading emerged, which was of
a group of women meeting to pre-drink before attending a party. They were not looking forward to the event due
to the social mix. They developed ways of engaging with, and partly disengaging from, the occasion, including
pre-drinking and finding their own space in the bedroom. The student's account showed us the emotional texture�
of the occasion for them and how it differed from the public face of the party. This privileged access and rapport
shows the divergent and contradictory experiences and multiple truths existing within those being researched
(Letherby 2003), who adopt multiple positions as insiders, depending on context and audience alongside identity
factors. Along with other research it gives voice to women's perspective on the night-time economy and drinking
practices (Haydock 2009; Holloway et al. 2009; Palmer 2013; Waitt et al. 2011), which are often portrayed as
emulating, or attempting to emulate, men's drinking patterns and rituals (Young et al. 2005). Researchers and
those being researched are, 'embodied, emotional, interactive . . . striving for meaning in wider historical specific�
social worlds . . .' (Plummer 2000: 255), and we sought to draw on our embedding in the social world and utilise
the 'insider' status of ourselves and our participant researchers.

Expanded Reflexivity and Ethics�
Drawing on the ideas of expanded reflexivity (�Mauthner and Doucet 2003) and hidden ethnography
(Blackman 2007), we engaged in a discussion of ethical issues from the planning to the writing up stages. The
emotions and relationships that might be relegated to the hidden ethnography and not stated in the official write-�
up are important to acknowledge, particularly those that might be seen as 'controversial' such as romantic and/or
sexual relationships or engaging in drinking or other drug use with participants. These sorts of relationships,
alongside general emotional involvement between researchers and participants in research, may be viewed as
ethical quandaries, hence why they are often kept hidden. In using a participatory video method with insider
participant research, such relationships and practices were inevitable and essential to the research. Our

rd
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participant-researchers provided, 'a strong position both to empathise and to scrutinise' (Hodkinson 2005: 144),
as they had both personal experience and understanding to draw on and interpret alongside occupying a
researcher position that requires them to critically engage with their own and others' experiences. This provided
them a good position from which to negotiate ethical concerns, facilitated by the research team.

Whilst our participatory ethnography tried to reduce the imbalance of power between researchers and
participants, an unequal dynamic still exists. As Letherby (2003) highlights, those being researched may be
unwilling or unable to participate due to the linguistic, time, status, and expected knowledge barriers involved in
academic research. Our participatory aspects allowed students to guide the research direction and interpretation
though, ultimately, the research team writes up and controls the final output. However, our inductive and�
participatory interpretation of footage ensured that as far as possible participant-researchers were able to bridge
the gap in understanding between the research team and participants.

A key ethical point was the responsibility placed on the participant researchers to not abuse the
unfettered access they had to private spaces and conversational topics that a more traditional researcher might
not have had. One particular stipulation we had was that students should not film the identities of people�
engaging in illegal drug use or other illicit activity. Beyond this we had continuing discussions about reputational
damage to the participants if they were identifiable in footage, ensured consent as a continuous process, and had�
an option for participants to opt-out of the research or flag up particular sections of footage that they did not want�
included. The level and length of engagement did impact the type of material we received. We did not find many�
embarrassing or unpleasant incidents recorded, although these were part of their drinking occasions. Longer
engagement and discussion would perhaps have allowed them greater confidence to address these more�
negative aspects of their experiences and put them on video or in another form.

In addition, we did not find participants looking much outward from their own settings, for example, to�
reflect on the strikingly class segregated nature of pubs, bars and nightclubs in the city they were based in. This�
was not something we asked them to do. Another challenge is preserving the fluid identities and performances of�
participants' lives. We live in a very visual culture that takes visual images to stand for the truth, the master
record of events, whereas, as we found, there are multiple readings and meanings of any visual text. Videos can
therefore articulate participants' experiences powerfully, but can also stand apart from them, become reified and�
alienated, the video becoming the permanent record of their lives. A gap opens up between their rich, nuanced,
varied experiences and the snapshot that any video must end up being.

Findings
The paper explores four practices through which pleasure oriented activities were carried out. It
considers the effects of these in relation to the myth of unbounded sociability. It argues that many of these
activities are about doing the opposite. They maintain boundaries rather than transgress them. They solidify
group solidarity rather than anatomise it. We found that alcohol was not by itself 'passage to play' (Gusfield�
1987). The process required a lot of groundwork and identity work, a set of practices, plans, performances,
settings that frame agency and sociability. While alcohol is sold as purely a 'pleasure commodity' (Fry 2011) it is
used in a variety of ways and with a range of purposes, as transitional activity, support for intimacy, pathway to
excess, marker of group boundaries as well as 'pure pleasure' (Holloway et al. 2009).

Autonomy: Creation of drinking identities and drinking spaces
The night-time economy appears to have narrowed the public space for variable pleasures into the
hedonistic rapid vertical drinking space, while also creating new, supposedly female friendly drinking spaces
(Measham 2004). Drinkers have found ways of generating their own identities, sometimes through partly or
wholly withdrawing from the night-time economy (Shaw 2010) and creating or occupying alternative drinking
spaces. There are many drinking spaces outside the night-time world, and many ways of being in the drinking
economy that are not purely those of the rapid, socially promiscuous consumer (Roberts et al. 2012). However,
women were expected to be consumers of alcohol as part of being young and students:

I never actually played drinking games before university. We occasionally had pre-drinks but not really. We'd have a
glass of wine and then go to the pub. We'd get drinks there and maybe go out. So at university, pre-drinks is a much
bigger thing and so are drinking games. 
Alyssa, interview.

Pleasure was not always foregrounded as the sole or main aim of drinking. It might be for the purpose of
getting to know a friendship group, to get drunk, or as an expectation of peers at some points of the night and an
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option at others.

I think that it's generally quite accepted not to drink at parties when you're out. But I think it's more difficult during pre-�
drinks. Because when you're out drinking is just one of the things you do. You also have a good time with your
friends, and dance, whatever you do really. Whereas with pre-drinks, drinking is kind of the point. It's why you're
there. It becomes a lot more obvious if you don't drink at pre-drinks. And also, if there are drinking games involved
then it might be difficult to play if you're not actively consuming alcohol. You might feel like you are ruining it for your�
friends if you stay sober. Whereas if you're at a club it's not your fault if you're not drunk. 
Summer, video diary.

As highlighted by Summer, each drinking setting had its own interactional character and set of
competencies and rituals and was gendered in various ways, which students had more or less control over. A
desired characteristic of all the drinking settings they created was that they would be able to manage it in some
way, maintaining it as an autonomous zone (Roberts 2013). This is where pre-drinking came into play as a way
of managing the rest of the night. Alcohol had multiple uses and different types for the purpose. Pre-drinking was
one way of women entering into the night-time economy on terms suitable to them (Bancroft 2012). The high cost
of on-trade drinking was given in our interviews as part of the motivation for pre-drinking, but delving deeper it
was apparent that pre-drinking had many other desirable attributes (Barton 2013). The flat pre-party could be�
intimate, sociable, and less pressured:

That was a little pre-drinks thing we had before we went out and I was just saying how alcohol facilitates maybe
behaviour that you wouldn't otherwise be doing. After you've had a few drinks you might get up and dance. That was
quite interesting. Then I also . . . there was kind of a group that didn't get up and dance. There were people that are
very different when they've had a drink. Some people are quite performative and get up and are dancing round and
like being the centre of attention. Then other people you know are having a nice chat in the corner and doing that
kind of thing.
Alyssa, video diary.

Anticipation: Preparing and working on the gendered body
Pre-drinking sessions had a common structure. In preparation, supplies of alcohol are bought in.
Consumption of alcohol was highly structured and directed in these sessions, with one group member often
becoming the 'wrangler', who ensured that all members drank at the same high rate. An element of this stage for
women was working the body up, preparing the body for public display. Women met up with friends and flatmates�
at home. Makeup was applied, hair was styled, tans were topped up, photos were taken and uploaded to social
networking sites. Many spoke of this process in terms of conformity and fitting in, making themselves comfortable�
in the pub or club setting. However the practices directed towards fitting in also allowed them to preserve and�
validate their sense of self within these settings (Foster et al. 2009).

Working on the body could be taken to involve sexualisation and feminisation. These accounts fit with�
research on new female drinking performances and living the 'post-feminist feminine' (Eldridge and Roberts
2008). This was a crucial stage in preparing the group, and building group bonds.

Yeah, we . . . five girls who live together. Boyfriends are usually around. They do their own thing. Like go to the pub�
first. I don't think, getting ready, that process is a boy thing. It's quite a girl thing, taking the whole day to get ready�
and thinking about what you are going to wear and painting your nails. Like, it's a long process. I don't think it's like
that for boys at all so that's a big difference. 
Alyssa, interview.

Gender homosociality was important in this group. Alyssa describes interaction in couples, and does not
mention male-female friendships. Homosocial groups went to mainstream clubs more often, in some ways a
mimicry of the division in the clubs themselves and also as a risk management strategy (Hutton 2006). In
contrast, more mixed groups described by students might attend mainstream clubs less often or not conform to
their stipulations in terms of body prep. Accounts by women of illicit drug use at home and in less mainstream or
alternative clubs and music scenes did not have these aspects of preparation, reflecting the different practices of�
femininity involved in each setting. Millie describes this difference:

People who are more aware of problematic gender relations would steer away from some type of clubs because of
the image that club has. Everyone is doing rounds but the later it gets some of my male friends will want to buy drinks
for the women or will take on buying drinks. But not at the start. So that role comes into play more. 
Millie, interview.

The cosmetic ritual for women was frequently group-focused. It was confidence building and�
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strengthening of group and friendship bonds in preparation for a night out, and also constraining as it required
women to conform to a normative ideal of femininity. They were subject to the mutual surveillance and judgement
of men and particularly other women.

Fake tan was one common cosmetic practice. The popularity of fake tan could be linked to the rise of
the prepared 'beach body' which woman are encouraged to maintain throughout the year (Jordan 2007). It
requires a much longer preparation time than facial cosmetics and is applied over most or all of the body. If a
woman wants a smaller surface area covered such as the face and arms she can apply a gradual tan
moisturiser, which builds up colour over time. The use of fake tan demonstrates discipline. The male body was
not visible or experienced in these accounts as a sexualised or malleable entity in the way that the female body
was. In the alternative or underground clubs women and men used makeup in a more performative fashion. This
could be interpreted as drawing attention to femininity as literally 'made up' (Negrin 2000). However the accounts
given here indicated that both are performances with similar uses for the women engaging in them.

Makeup in the home and nightclub setting had a dual function as an aspect of a female community of
practice, but also of an amplified and sometimes policed femininity. There is something of a tension here between�
accounts of women working on their bodies to help them fit as above, in which doing this gives them a sense of�
confidence, while at the same time it was experienced as enforced uniformity and structured vulnerability�
(McRobbie 2007).

Drinking could also allow them and others to push bodily boundaries:

I usually make fun of my [male] friends if they get handsy, touching your face or saying soppy more emotional things
then you can make fun of them if you are less drunk. They might get a little offended but laugh it off. It depends on
the closeness. If it's friends of mine I'm not that close with I wouldn't like it . . . It's a lot easier to just be a little bit
more uninhibited with your body so you can lie on someone and say 'I'm so tired'. You can act more childishly, and
put the focus on yourself more with your body. The music is loud so you need to lean over someone. 
Millie, interview.

As Millie describes, this can be funny, unwelcome and unpleasant in the same instance, but is excused by the
drinking situation. She can also use it to her advantage and employ the 'childish feminine' trope to be more
physically close or intimate than is usually socially acceptable or characteristic.

Rituals and Performances
The pre-drinking session has established rhythms. When they were preparing for going to a nightclub
there was rapid drinking before leaving and shots for ensuring rapid intoxication.

The relationship with shots . . . not a good relationship at all. Basically shots are the last resort if you're not feeling
drunk enough or you've got a time frame. It's kind of like, we'll do shots. [grimaces]
That's mostly when we do them to be honest. I don't really know anyone who enjoys shots, it's kind of ... our 'go to'
when we need to speed up before we leave. 
Alyssa, video diary.

A function of pre-drinking was as a time-balancing act. The aim was to arrive at clubs or parties late
enough for the atmosphere to be in full swing, but not so late that students would miss it or not get in. The
group's drinking pace was timed to ensure peak intoxication on arrival at their destination. The countdown to taxis
arriving led to those 'not drunk enough' to take shots or down their drinks in order to 'catch-up' or ensure a level of
drunkenness before entering the club. Drinking leaders monitored participant's level of drunkenness to ensure
everyone is 'ready' and if, not prescribing them shots.

Alyssa is filming. We see a kitchen table in a flat. There are 5 or 6 women sitting at it, laughing.��
Alyssa: Silence!
(A woman picks up a bottle of flavoured vodka, speaks directly to camera)�
Woman: We're about to leave and we're about to be shot! (reading the label) Raspberry 
Absolut vodka. Woooo! (she dances around the table, arms in the air) 
The camera turns to Anna who is sitting down.
Alyssa: It's her birthday! It's her birthday!
The women (chanting): Anna! Anna!
Anna: I've been given some shots.
Alyssa: Are you going to do some shots before you leave?
Anna: I'm going to have to. I'm being forced into it.
Alyssa: It's the countdown. We have to do as many shots as we can.
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The women (chanting): [Unclear] shots! 
(The women continue their chant and applaud as the first woman takes two shots)�
Alyssa, video diary.

The same ritual could also be experienced as forced and needlessly rapid in the accounts of some.
At-home drinking was a practice that was distinct from the rapid consumption focused pre-drinking.
These at-home sessions could be defined by their very different rhythm, pace and style of interaction. People�
would signal their intentions through their choice of alcohol:

And drinking, you notice that people who don't want to get drunk they would opt for drinks like cider or like just a
bottle of beer or to beer which they can't get drunk from. But if someone brings a bottle of vodka then you'll think 'oh
yes, they do want to get drunk today'. Although sometimes when somebody isn't getting drunk there is some kind of
a pressure from other people to say 'oh come on' because you want them to be on the same level of embarrassment
as you are and have fun. There might be some pressure. But if you are strong enough you will know, resist. 
Misty, interview.

The rhythm of home dinking changed according to the occasion. In contrast to the rapid pre-drinking
session, special occasions were marked with higher quality drinks, such as sparkling wine, for celebrating and
preparing at a slower pace:

We kind of had something when we were celebrating. We normally have vodka because it's cheapest and I don't
really like the taste of alcohol that much to be honest. It's the quickest way of having a few drinks. We had Cava on a
friend's birthday and on Valentine's Day and it's just a way of creating a sense of occasion, it made it a bit more
special. As soon as, we'd start the evening that way. That's the opposite of how we would usually get ready for a
night. We usually get ready first and then have drinks, or maybe have one as we go. But that's how we started the�
evening, we had a bottle of Cava and that got things going. Then we went and got ready. It was nice, it made it more
special.
Alyssa, interview.

The pre-drinking session sometimes became the most enjoyable stage of the evening. It involved lots of
preparation, but the main 'event' which was being prepared for, going to a nightclub or party, was often not that
much fun. Pre-drinking for women is best seen as a period in itself with its own interactions and values rather
than purely preparation for further drunkenness. During the 'main event', the club or party, drinking would take on
a lesser role and consumption might drop.

Gendered Comportment in Public Drinking Places
Another point of contention in the night-time economy was its explicitly gendered interactional character.
Sexual divisions and sexual scripts were accepted by many as part of nightlife (Ronen 2010). Demands for
drunken comportment changed in the setting of the mainstream nightclub compared to pre-drinking. Door staff
had to be convinced that women were not too drunk, so drunken comportment had to be moderated. Students
reported that men tended to be more closely scrutinised for the effects of extreme alcohol intoxication or illicit
drugs. Door staff worked on ensuring that the venue was acceptably balanced between male and female, and
that females were sufficiently feminine in appearance. Some mainstream clubs would refuse women entry if they�
were not wearing makeup or had casual clothes rather than revealing 'party gear' and heels. There was formal
and informal surveillance and policing of feminine performance through means such as these.

A club night described by one student drew on the tropes of Mediterranean clubbing tourism. The club
made use of female bodies as part of the environment, in the form of both women customers and dancers
employed by the club. Students would be more or less critical of the kind of scene being presented, interpreting
settings with 'scantily clad dancers' as demeaning, or as pleasurable and holiday-like. There is a heteronormative
assumption behind that, which is that men are still the primary consumers to be 'attracted' by the female clientele
and atmosphere. This explained some of the attraction of pre-drinking and at-home drinking for many women,
where feminine performance could genuinely be 'for themselves'.

Mainstream nightclubs had the worst reputation among women students as 'jungle scenes' or 'meat
markets'. Sociable interaction was limited in these places. They were unable to talk due to the loud music, and
needed to look out for other women in their group. Pleasures of behavioural and sexual transgression are
promised but also thwarted (Brooks 2011). There was a double move by club organisers, consisting of the
infantilisation of those present combined with the insistent sexual objectification of women, that also reduced men�
to 'gazers'. So women in the night-time economy can 'become the product' but also view this critically and do
work that distances themselves from it. Alternative nightclubs told a very different story and participants often
dressed to undermine mainstream masculine and feminine styles, and participated in mixed gender groups.

http://www.socresonline.org.uk/19/3/20.html 7 22/08/2014



9.4

10.1

10.2

10.3

10.4

11.1

There was no direct reference in these women's accounts to risk of assault while drinking in public
places. This was not probed on, but accounts did show a strong sense of solidarity and being responsible for
each other, which referred to a generalised sense of risk.

If you have been pre-drinking though there is quite a group solidarity there. You spend the night checking where your
group are and that's quite a good thing, you have a group you are with and it's good to be together. But I anyway
have one person I stick with and we go to the loo together and we do everything together for the whole night.
Alyssa, interview

Friendship groups and boundaries
Young women form close friendships which have great value in supporting their own pleasure (Griffiths�
1995). The, often single-sex, pre-drinking sessions were focused on creating and maintaining coherent friendship
groups throughout the night. They could share experiences and look out for each other. Peer motivation was
significant in the accounts of women who engaged in pre-drinking:�

I think it is quite significant. I mean, not going, and being excluded from the things that happen on our nights out. You�
really realise it's quite important for the bonding of the group. You know, the next day, if you are not there, you can't
chat about the same things they are chatting about and you can't laugh about the same things they are laughing
about.
Alyssa, video diary.

Group identities and boundaries were constantly being examined, re-examined and revised.
Women who more often drank in mixed-sex settings or who attended alternative nightclubs and other
venues tended to describe their motivations in more individual terms, concerned with establishing their personal
identities:

There's a different kind of drunk you encounter. If it's a cocktail bar people tend to take it easier, though not if it's a
cocktail bar in [very wealthy area dominated by people in high status professional occupations]. I can't pinpoint why.
In metal and punk places people seem to be drunker, more crowded, people don't dance their heads off then. 
Millie, interview.

Group work could involve maintaining a friendship group in a perceived undesirable setting:

It was a party of friends I made last year and I don't keep in touch with them. I don't enjoy their company and I didn't
want to go. That's why before we went for a glass of wine at the pub. To try and settle my nerves, my anxiety about
going so I'd feel more comfortable. Once we got the party it was lots of different groups of people. We all sat round in
a circle. 
Cassie, interview.

Alcohol served the purpose of reducing anxiety and allowed them to make undesired social interactions
more pleasant. In contrast to the myths of the night-time economy, it could help them be more confident in �not
interacting. Cassie goes onto describe in her account of this drinking occasion how they maintained a polite
sociability with other groups but as they drunk more they felt able to slip back into socialising in their own
friendship groups. Friendship groups formed through pre-drinking could provide support through the night.

Reflection: Repair Work�
At a party, social experience is dependent on intimacy. Not only does intimacy create a comfortable
space, but that comfort is necessary for the intoxicating experience to be enjoyable. This is an account of one
spin-off group of women who converse in a bedroom during a party:

Woman1: I'm so sorry, like if I made things awkward though between like other people . . . it just came up. 'Ugh
Cassie! 'Oh, I know Cassie'. . .
(unidentifiable chatter and laughter. It is explained that Woman1 was discussing another Cassie) �
Cassie: That whole . . . what you put in my hair . . . it's not even real.
Woman1: It's fluffy.�
Cassie: It's not real.
Woman1: It is real. 
Woman2: Your hair is lovely.
Woman1: She does have lovely hair, doesn't she?
Woman2: She does.
Cassie: Really? . . .
Woman: You have lovely hair.
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(they complement each other on accessories)
Cassie, video diary.

It was in these often unremarked and impromptu intimate sessions that the work of repair, review and reflection�
took place.
As part of repair work, drinking occasions might be reflected on or reviewed on social media the next�
day as fun, embarrassing, disgusting, or worrisome. Social media were used in this 'playbour' (Kane 2005).
Memorialisations would be created around using photographs, Tweets, and statuses or messages on Instagram,
Facebook or other social networking sites. They mediated an ongoing performance of alcohol use and pleasure
that also included telling stories about the night out, reviewing pictures. This meant practices and plans are
constantly reviewed in order to strike the perfect balance. Social media brought the performance to a wider
friendship group. It provided references for others to 'work towards' what ended up being deemed a 'good night'
or a 'good drunk'. This was a practice common across all when accounting for previous drinking and pleasure
seeking experiences. They would provide reference for future experiences, where women would constantly
revise practices and try to recreate or relive the best nights through specific drinks, music, locations,�
conversations, jokes, and anecdotes.

The myth of unbounded sociability
In spite of the rhetoric of 'free time', the drinking settings were all places where pleasure was uneven,
rather than being singular zones of pleasure or danger (Jayne et al. 2010). There was variable intimacy and
friendship (Stepney 2013). As noted by our male respondent, Simon, social mingling did not happen where it was
meant to but occurred in places away from the main scene, in queues and groups of smokers. For some
individuals, the remoter, more individual or dyadic intimacy in some settings like nightclubs was more valued than
the intensive group intimacy of the pre-drinking session, with its severe obligations. Drinks also could give women
permission to be unsociable towards strangers and non-group members, in contrast to the image of constant
alcohol fuelled open sociability:

Everybody does split off into their groups. The bathroom is a strange one, and the kitchen. Small groups of people
just talking. You don't feel obliged to make an effort once you've had a drink or maybe several drinks (laughs).
Cassie, interview.

Despite the reputation of parties as occasions for social mixing, friendships tended to be formed in time
outs from the main scene:

There are little private spin off groups that form when for example going out for a cigarette when the interaction and
topic of conversation quickly changes to something more intimate. 
Cassie, interview.

In private parties students often found a jumble of legal, unlicensed and illicit drugs, an easy mingling of people,
or a splitting-off into smaller shared interest groups. Women created private spaces at parties and in nightclub
toilets. These have qualities akin to the often invisible bedroom cultures of younger women, where they create
semi-private, manageable zones (Lincoln 2004). These aspects of their drinking practices helped them to manage
the transition between the home and the night-time economy.

Achieving the 'good drunk'
Identity and comportment were encapsulated in the phrase 'a good drunk'. It was a state of being both
personable and sociable. It means everyone in the group is at the same level of drunkenness. Nobody is sober
and nobody is out of control. It also means that the individual feels themself to be talkative and comfortable.

Rituals were oriented to ensuring a good drunk for the group, showing it as a group monitored and
measured state:

It's basically looking at people's behaviour. There's times I see people who are quite loud who've only had a couple of
drinks. It's about monitoring people's behaviour. So if someone is being loud. . . it's mostly the person who seems
sober. If you see someone who looks like they haven't had a drink or haven't had a go in the drinking game you are
playing or whatever you pick on them to make sure they have one. 
Alyssa, interview.

Drinking games were used to encourage consumption and ensure that participants were at a similar level
of intoxication:
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And then to be honest because I was recording I wasn't really paying attention to the rules. Then I ended up drinking
the most because I didn't know what was happening and when. But yeah so we all had fun with it. I guess it was just
very fast way of getting drunk. 
Misty, interview.

Group members could monitor one another's intoxication. In the pre-drinking stage they would cajole
each other into consuming more alcohol. In the nightclub this would be done with the opposite aim. Women
would look out for friends who were 'too drunk' and who might catch the eye of security staff and be ejected from
the premises, or who might be unable to look after themselves. This was part of maintaining 'the night':

To get, maybe not pissed, but to a certain level of comfortable drunkenness is definitely a goal, also to keep the night�
going. If you got throughout the night then stop then it's over. And you leave and go back to your flat, your night out�
has ended.
Millie, video diary.

Good drinking was partly about managing the effect on one's sense of balance and proprioception,
avoiding heels wobbling on cobblestones under the scrutiny of door staff. A bad drunk had features of losing self-
control, being separated from the group in public environments, and being at risk.

They put me off getting really drunk. I don't enjoy being really drunk. Bad things happen. You lost things, maybe had
an argument with someone. A bad experience in that way might put you off being drunk.
Alyssa, interview.

The meaning of a good drunk also changed over their university career. They changed depending on the
kind of pre-University drinking experiences they had and the orientation to pleasurable drinking they had
developed.

First year was a lot of house parties and we would also go to clubs more I think although we were in one of those first�
years who were partying in clubs every week or a few nights a week. But then it seriously declined.
Misty, interview.

Freshers' week and first year were times for binge drinking. For these students there was a rapid maturing out,�
and a view that extreme drinking practices were time and place bounded. When these happened after first year�
they were recounted as reminiscent of past 'mad times' and were rare.

Conclusion
In this paper we have portrayed a pleasure that contrasts with the supposed hedonism of the night-time
economy, even when it crosses paths with it and makes use of it.

The nature of the data collected has shaped our conclusions. These are young unattached students at
university and they appear to enjoy a 'free time' approach to drinking. They are part of the traditional student
market, relatively unfettered, away from home, able to consume and interact with pleasure and abandon in these
settings. A lot of the talk was of the perspective of alcohol as freeing, creating a space where one could perform,
demonstrate one's own identity. Even so, we could see how women had to deal with the dual role of 'feminine'
and 'pleasure-subject'. Pleasure was not unconstrained agency. Women would build up a variety of practices and
settings to create space for agency and identity, and to do that sometimes had to work against the norms of the
night-time economy. The ways in which they did engage in this sort of alcohol consumption was only a part of
their drinking experience and not necessarily the most pleasurable.

The research explodes some myths of the pleasure economy: that everyone wants to mix; that drinking
alcohol breaks down group barriers; that all present are interested in hedonism. Many of the practices our women
engaged in were about precisely not breaking down some of those barriers. Accounts recognised the different
pressures exerted on women in the night-time economy and its reduction of drinking practices to those of a
positive, extrovert sociability. Their practices were an adaption to this. Students certainly could be very positive
and extrovert, and find delight and fun in many different drinking settings. However these experiences were�
always situated in their own carefully calibrated drinking practices. The culture of these manageable, private
zones can be extended and embedded by social media. A lot of work was spent on prosumption (Ritzer and
Jurgenson 2010), with social media messages to plan pre-drinking, arranging to bring drink, sharing music and
nightclub fliers, and Facebook updates to dissect the night's events in the following days (�Fjær, 2012).

McRobbie (2009, 2007) argues that there has been a closing off of political space for autonomous
feminism through the colonisation of social space by various cultural and sexual freedoms for women. The 'Girl'
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becomes a fun loving subject. We argue that many of the practices we recount involved grappling with the
problems this subjectivity represents. They could be read as necessary preparation and personal psychological
management of these contradictions. However they indicate a more active and critical response is possible.
Certainly some respondents were aware and explicitly resisted the 'masquerade' in a way which could be seen
as a 'resistant promenade' (Blackman 1997). In either case the communities of practice they formed around
alcohol allowed them both to be, and to be more than, the pleasure-promoting subject.
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