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Little Bitches


Introduction


A couple of pictures of you in a cheap little outfit get into the papers and now you’re the new me? You reckon you’re the new Queen of Glamour because you were snapped falling out of a club with a couple of belts strapped round those saggy boobs. Not exactly pert are you?

Jordan to Jodie Marsh

They are not sagging, love – they’re real. Just because they don’t touch my chin and they’re not rock-hard, doesn’t mean they are saggy and horrible.

Jodie Marsh to Jordan
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Bitching can be the best fun ever. When girls get together for girltalk about life, love and other people, we couldn’t feel closer or laugh louder. It’s a particularly delicious female pleasure. Few things are more interesting than other people and their weird quirks or the human failings we’re all vulnerable to. We love to analyse other people’s motives and behaviour. We define what’s in or out style-wise and what’s morally acceptable or unacceptable by gossiping about how other people look or behave. We support each other through the maze of problems that we face as girls, with invaluable advice about school, friendship difficulties, periods, parents, boys and personal disappointments – but that’s almost impossible without talking about other people. All of us, however young or old, bitch to unwind and let off steam; it’s completely normal. ‘I’m sorry but there’s no way that no girl hasn’t bitched about anyone,’ says fifteen-year-old Anna from Durham. ‘Lads even bitch. You have to have a bitch because it gets everything off your chest.’ We bitch to complain for there is a great deal to understand as we grow up. ‘If you don’t bitch you just feel like you’re really tied up with not telling anyone anything,’ said another fifteen-year-old from London. Girls bitch about each other’s appearance, how much money they haven’t got, teachers and who does what with boys. ‘Anything can lead to bitching, even who has the nicest dining-room table,’ said one thirteen-year-old. Another fifteen-year-old from a different school points out the paradox. ‘The only way to have a conversation and not bitch is to keep your mouth shut.’

Bitching can be wonderfully positive and good for us. The Big Fat Bitch Book will explain why girls are particularly good at bitching and put you in touch with your inner bitch. For we all have one. But there is also a dark side to the intense intimacy of girlworld: the cruel put-downs made by the weak and insecure to make them seem more powerful and popular, the bitching which turns into a vicious and sustained form of bullying because adults fail to detect it. Often close friendship groups turn on one particular girl in their midst. They keep their target hanging on by a thread, including her in their plans just enough to make her believe she is a friend, but also excluding her or bitching about her the moment her back is turned. The occasional bitch, ‘isn’t bullying,’ says Adrienne Katz of the children’s charity Young Voice, ‘but the drip, drip effect intended to bring you to a desperate state definitely is.’

When bitching becomes bullying girls pursue campaigns of evil looks, blanking, rumour spreading and ritual humiliation that few teachers and parents recognise or believe possible. And without acknowledgement from adults that girls can be this cruel, or having your complaints dismissed with ‘ignore them, sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me’, it’s easy to believe as the victim that you are in fact to blame – if only I was thinner, prettier, more popular then maybe they’d stop picking on me. Bitch bullies whittle away your confidence and sense of self by continually making you feel as if you are to blame, and as lots of the girls who talk openly about bitching in this book will testify, it hurts – it really hurts.

The Big Fat Bitch Book will explain why we bitch and show you how to keep the cruelty within us all to a minimum. We bitch out of jealousy and envy of what others have. We bitch when we feel angry and powerless, competitive or bored. We bitch about others to focus the attention of our friends on their weaknesses so that they fail to notice our own failings. That’s human, normal, nothing to be ashamed of, provided we are honest about our motives and nobody finds out. ‘There’s a big difference between bitching about something or someone and being a bitch,’ says Lily, who is fifteen. ‘A bitch is someone who hurts people for the fun of it or to get her own way and leaves mangled bodies behind her. To bitch about someone because it’s fun or because they’re annoying you or everyone else is doing it too can be equally hurtful, but only if you find out about it – and it’s the bitches who make sure you do.’

Growing up has never been easy but girls face far more contradictory pressures today than ever before. The emphasis on traditional feminine appearance, looking attractive, thin and ‘girly’ with short skirts and make-up is very strong within a highly charged sexual culture. You need money, a great deal of it, to achieve the aspired look and most of us just don’t have it, particularly when we’re young. Girls grow up feeling sexy, and just as interested in sex and becoming sexual beings as the boys, yet the prevailing moral code at school is that ‘good’ girls don’t do sex and are bitched about as ‘slags’ if there is even a hint that they might do. Girls still grow up absorbing stereotypical notions of how girls should be – always kind not cruel, calm never angry, cooperative rather than selfish, supportive, caring and enabling of others rather than competitive. These are admirable characteristics, ones we should expect of everybody, but when girls feel they have to conform to these feminine stereotypes it’s much harder for them also to exhibit ambition, drive, competitive spirit, even ruthlessness, all essential attributes for success in the wider world of work. You want to excel and get straight A’s but you can’t say so, for that would be bragging. So you pretend not to have done any work at all, or not to be too interested in school so as not to appear disloyal to your group of friends or uncool. You want to succeed in a particular field, but if doing so is going to make a friend feel uncomfortable about not knowing what she wants to be when she grows up, you swallow that ambition and feel unable to talk openly about it.

All too often girls, and women, bitch about others because they are envious of what they possess or have achieved but don’t feel confident enough or sure of their ability to strive for those same goals. We bitch because we feel the things we really want seem scarce and beyond our grasp. We bitch because we feel vulnerable most of the time. We rarely feel entirely happy with the way we look, or the way we are treated and it is much easier to put down other women than to challenge the wider world that still sets different rules for boys and girls. We can’t escape bitching. It’s all around us now, in comedy programmes like Little Britain and Friends, reality shows such as Big Brother and even quizzes with Anne Robinson’s The Weakest Link. Magazines such as Heat and Sneak trash celebrities for their sweat lines and cellulite. It has become so acceptable to say publicly what we think, even if it’s rude, hurts or humiliates, that it can be hard for a girl to know where the lines of good etiquette and manners lie any more. With an understanding of bitching technique, you will begin to recognise whether your friends are bitching out of insecurity, sheer malice, or because they want to be firmer friends with you, and you will be able to give as good as you get.

There is a big difference between being the strong kind of successful, admired bitch who knows who she is and what she wants from life, able to challenge and show originality without caring (much) about what others think of her, and the weak bitch whom nobody much likes. The strong bitch feels enough self-confidence not to need to put others down; the weak kind of bitch excels at manipulating others, making them feel small so that she can feel more powerful. This book will show you how to be more of that first strong kind of bitch and genuinely popular. It will also show you how to limit the damage by shoring up your defences if you find yourself the target of a bitch bully campaign. For once trapped by this form of abuse, and it is abuse and should be labelled as such, a girl soon learns how to be the quiet accommodator, not wanting to say or do anything that could be laughed at or used against her. She loses self-respect when she learns to be loved on someone else’s terms and that’s a terrible model for adulthood. Real women, real bitches are better than that. Much better.




Anne Robinson’s Top Ten Intellectual Put-downs on The Weakest Link



•  ‘I don’t think you should be allowed to breed’

•  ‘Your mind will explode doing something it’s not used to doing – thinking’

•  ‘Who here is the dog muck under the leather sandal?’

•  ‘You would be out of your depth in a car park puddle’

•  ‘You seem to have delusions of adequacy’

•  ‘Which of you got into the gene pool when the lifeguard wasn’t watching?’

•  ‘Is there any beginning to your knowledge?’

•  ‘Perhaps the show should be called the missing link’

•  ‘You are not so much a has-been, but more like a definitely won’t be’

•  ‘Who’s broken out in a rash of ignorance?’


Girls and Boys Come Out to Play

You don’t have to be Einstein to work out that boys and girls often behave in very different ways when they play and relate. That’s where some of the roots of bitching lie. Boys like to charge around the playground in large amorphous groups kicking balls; girls play hopscotch, fantasy games, but mostly, from the age of eight or nine they like to sit in smaller, intimate huddles and gossip. Boys like playing competitive team games with clear rules and they tend to be much happier about being judged publicly with challenges and target setting – how many times can you kick that ball in the air without it touching the ground? Who can piss the furthest? Boys are also happy to acknowledge that there is a distinct hierarchy in their year group with a top dog who is likely to be sporty and tall or more mature than the others.

Girls like to be more cooperative when they play games. They like to give the impression that they are equals with their friends and competition undermines that, for someone invariably has to lose as well as win. So they take it in turns, like good girls are supposed to do, and then when they feel that competitive urge surface look for more underhand ways to win – rattling the skipping rope a girl is jumping over when they want a turn, queue-jumping or accusing others of being selfish/spoilt/too ‘up themselves’ or vain so that they can bring them back into line and therefore feel better about themselves, for girls who attempt to shine make others feel inadequate. Girls tend to compete less openly and honestly than boys over aspects of their personal appearance or social circumstances that are hard to change – clothes, material possessions, image, close friendships. They eye each other up, making a mental note about everything another girl says, wears or does in order to establish where she sits in an invisible social pecking order. ‘Girls spend a lot of time assessing other people’s activities, evaluating the social scene, who’s in and who’s out. They enjoy it,’ Marjorie Harness Goodwin, American anthropologist and author of The Hidden Life of Girls explained to me, ‘and bitching is a way of sanctioning girls who think they’re better than the others. It can be anything – the way she walks down the street, or having something new, or her mother allowing her to do something that the others aren’t allowed to do, which leads to jealousy.’

Girls also tend to form much more intimate and emotionally supportive relationships with each other than boys do, confiding secrets, fears and failings, discussing other mutual friends in their absence. This is valuable information in the wrong hands, when young people are still testing the boundaries of friendship and where true loyalty and betrayal lie. Once friends know each other’s weaknesses they often unwittingly find ways to undermine each other, subtly … ‘When you bitch to boys about girls it goes over their heads, they don’t understand it,’ says Juliet from Hastings, ‘but with girls if you tell them something it goes into their brains and they think How can I use this? Who can I tell?’

Girls use bitching as a means of underhand competition, to get ahead, to show others they are in the know because it’s an irresistible way to stir things up when they are bored or to forge friendships with others they would like to be closer to. They also use bitching as a weapon of aggression. Boys tend to lash out with their fists and get into fights when they get angry. The incident is more public, lanced by parents or teachers and usually quickly forgotten. Marjorie Harness Goodwin has studied the way that girls and boys play and believes there are marked differences in the way that each gender insults each other ritually. ‘Boys can be very bitchy too, but what they say to each other is usually not true, and it’s usually wind-ups about their mothers. Then they get competitive with each other about who can say the worst thing and it’s usually much more jocular. But with girls, insults are almost always founded in truth and can be much more upsetting.’ Girls know where to hit each other verbally so that it really hurts.

Girls rely that much more on their friendships for support and consequently really dislike doing anything that might mean risking losing a friendship for ever, like getting cross or irritated when friends are being annoying or inconsiderate. Even telling a friend that they have upset them can be difficult. They also don’t want to create opportunities for others to bitch about them by creating a scene. So girls bitch about each other behind their backs as a means of preserving the status quo and not offending others.

Politics enters friendship at an early age as girls begin to share secrets and bond in intimate clusters, buying friends with gifts and party invitations. ‘It used to be really peaceful at my primary school,’ says Hannah, ‘but then when we were ten and eleven the bullying started, like if you weren’t into sports you just got bullied. One of my friends and a couple of others started this hate club against this weirdo because no one liked her, and nobody wanted to stand up for her because they were too scared they’d be the next victim. They did really sneaky things so that if she went to the teacher they would think it was nothing.’

As children begin to grow up through adolescence they embark upon a slow and inexorable path, separating from the security that comes from their families and they rely on their friends that much more for support. Consequently the prospect of losing that support is terrifying. They don’t like to be the first to leave their gang of friends in case they get talked about, and saying anything negative about a mutual friend can be dangerous. ‘Sometimes you’re scared to say anything about anybody in case two people get together and talk about it, and if you do tell somebody something you never know whether or not they’re going to tell somebody else and then it carries on through the group,’ says Mandy from Newcastle. And if you do lose the support that comes from that group of friends, it can be hard to find it elsewhere because other groups have formed and nobody wants to be on their own. ‘It can be hard if you have this friend that you don’t really like,’ says Olivia who is thirteen, ‘because there are all these other groups and it isn’t very easy to join them. All these groups are so separate.’
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