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Girls Claiming Discursive Space within the Dominant Discourse on 
Gender Performativity: A Case Study from a Compulsory School in 
Iceland
Bergljót Þrastardóttir a and Jón Ingvar Kjaran b

aFaculty of Education, University of Akureyri, Iceland; bFaculty of Diversity and Education, School of Education, 
University of Iceland, Reykjavik, Iceland

ABSTRACT
This article investigates how four teenage girls claim discursive space in 
a compulsory school in Iceland where the dominant discourse sustains 
traditional gender performances and (cis)heteronormativity. It also exam-
ines how the dominant discourse positions the girls and how they resist 
such positioning and position themselves. The analysis draws on an 
ethnographic study conducted in a compulsory school, consisting of 
observations in various spaces therein and interviews with 13–16-year- 
old students. The findings suggest that Iceland’s reputation as a gender- 
equality utopia, with a progressive, cutting-edge curriculum, has not 
fundamentally changed students’ or teachers’ day-to-day realities or 
lived experiences. That discrepancy manifested in hegemonic ideas in 
the discourse on gender performativity, which is deeply rooted and 
reinforced through ((cis)hetero) normative gender performances. The 
few female students who tried to find cracks in the (cis)heteronormative 
discourse in order to claim discursive space for alternative gender perfor-
mances were positioned as being difficult, wilful subjects—as feminist 
killjoys—for in addressing those cracks they dared to disturb the domi-
nant discourse on legitimate femininity.
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Introduction

As institutions, schools actively contribute to the construction of gender and its performativity, 
both as institutional agents of the construction processes involved and as the settings in which they 
occur. Research has shown that teenagers’ views on gender roles reflect a binary understanding of 
gender grounded in stereotypical assumptions (Kuurme & Kasemaa, 2015). Despite heightened 
awareness of non-binary gender identities, young people seem to remain more comfortable with the 
gender binary (see Allen et al., 2022; Bragg et al., 2018). Entrenched, binary, stereotypical ideas of 
intelligible gender performativity can play a vital role in reproducing gender differences, thereby 
resulting in gender-segregated choices and gender positions within what Butler (1990) terms the 
“heterosexual matrix”: a matrix within which bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized through 
the compulsory practice of heterosexuality.

Gender stereotypes in a given society, informed by the sociopolitical landscape, time, and 
context, can relentlessly enforce the pressure that children and teenagers experience to conform 
to gender norms. Girls receive and internalize messages from peers, parents, educators, and society, 
including various types of media, that they should perform gender in particular ways (Gill, 2007; 
McRobbie, 2004, 2008; Walkerdine et al., 2001). Research also suggest that boys are under pressure 
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regarding gender performativity, but in different ways, such as pressure to confirm to traditional 
and more restricted gender performativity than girls (see Halimi et al., 2021; Skipper & Fox, 2022). 
Girls navigate contradictory expectations regarding sexuality that sexualize girls in general while 
simultaneously requiring them to be modest, suppress negative feelings, and be obedient subjects 
(Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2004, 2008). McRobbie (2008) has criticized such pressure on girls, especially 
in neoliberal Western societies, where girls must balance the pressure of being powerful and 
successful and running their own lives all while being objectified and hypersexualised. Those 
contradictory messages not only affect girls’ construction of gender but can also limit their personal 
growth and thus call for resistance.

Research on girls’ resistance to pressure to conform to gender norms, sexism, and traditional 
feminine ideologies has suggested that such resistance is often an individual endeavour, given the 
difficulty of resisting the hegemonic or normative gender script in social groups (Hinshaw & Kranz,  
2009; McRobbie, 2008). Even so, examining the different approaches that students employ to 
challenge normative constructions of gender in school settings remains important. Research on 
resistance among trans and non-binary students 15–18 years old against (cis)heteronormativity in 
schools in South Africa suggests that individual resistance was performed by talking back, using 
banter when addressing opponents, using art to express their resistance, and educating cis- 
normative teachers about their positions and marginalization (see Francis & Kjaran, 2020). 
Research on students’ resistance to oppressive gender structures, including the study undergirding 
this article, is vital to understanding the persistence of those structures and the various means that 
students use to challenge them.

To date, little research has examined how girls perform gender and resist gendered expectations 
in Iceland, especially at the compulsory school level, or the positions of individuals who claim 
discursive space within school settings. Thus, for this article we aim to give answers to the following 
research questions:

(1) How do girls in compulsory schools position themselves in the dominant discourse on 
gender performativity?

(2) How do they claim a discursive and a material space for alternative or non-conforming 
gender performances by “work[ing] the cracks” of the dominant gender discourse?

Theoretical Framework

In Gender Trouble, Butler (1990) emphasizes that gender is an enforced cultural performance, 
impelled by compulsory heterosexuality, and as such, it is performative. The performance of gender 
does not express a pregiven identity but rather produces an illusion of a core or an essence. Gender 
becomes something that a subject does, not something that the subject is, through socially and 
culturally informed acts in line with discursive norms and practices. Normative gender perfor-
mances are legitimized and made intelligible in social relations and taken for granted, as they occur 
through conscious and unconscious patterns of stimulus and repetition of conventions. Gender 
performativity illustrates how subjects’ stylized repetitions of acts are regulated in keeping with “a 
cultural field of gender hierarchy and compulsory heterosexuality” (Butler, 1990, p. 139). These 
repetitive acts are vital for subjects to be considered intelligible, as it ensures inclusion and 
recognizability within a particular society such as the school. Butler, therefore, argues that (mis) 
recognition is a site of power operating through gendered norms or what they refer to as “cultural 
intelligibility” (1990, p. 17). It defines and determines who can be recognized as a legitimate subject 
and who may be seen as illegible (Butler, 1990). Intelligible subjects perform gender in line with 
societal expectations of gender performativity, but those who fail to perform gender in intelligible 
ways, that is by undoing gender and disrupting gender norms, are at risk of exclusion, misrecogni-
tion, and subordination (Butler, 2005).
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The pressure to conform to gender normativity has been reported in the ways that schools 
reproduce heterosexuality, cisnormativity, and (cis)heteronormative understandings of gender, 
reinforcing and sustaining gender categories (identities) that marginalize students who do not fit 
into the “heterosexual matrix” (see Kjaran, 2017; Paechter, 2010; Smith, 2007; Woolley, 2016). 
Schools are thus seen as regulative institutions in relation to the construction of gender and 
sexuality, often limiting subjects’ available practices of performing gender and/or sexuality. 
Performing gender and/or sexuality outside of the intelligible norms puts subjects at risk for 
unintelligibility, which can then reduce their expectations of having a “liveable” life (Butler,  
2009). In fact, as Butler has argued, intelligibility is connected to the concept of liveability, which 
is assigned to those who adopt dominant gender norms and pursue life within the frame of the 
heterosexual matrix (Butler, 1990).

Furthermore, not aligning with gender norms may also result in linguistic injuries and violence. 
In other words, subjects have linguistic agency to injure and harm others. Language also inter-
pellates subjects in ways in which they are defined, differentiated, and categorized. Naming, 
interpellation and active use of language brings forward its performative aspects and thus power 
dynamics in which “to name and to make” (Butler, 1993, p. 70) collide. This is particularly true 
when the interpellation of subjects is supported by authoritative bodies (Butler, 1997), such as state 
juridical institutions or as seen in this article, educational institutions. Within school spaces gender 
norms are sustained and reproduced through speech acts and discourse by which subjects are 
shaped and interpellated (Butler, 1997). However, as Butler has demonstrated, subjects have the 
capacity to reclaim identity labels and words. In that respect, Butler employs the term resignification 
to draw attention to the acts of linguistic (discursive) resistance with the aim of reclaiming hurtful 
and negative identity labels (Butler, 1993) through acquiring discursive agency (Butler, 1997). Thus, 
as will be argued further in this article in the context of schools and educational spaces, the 
Butlerian tool of discursive resistance through resignification can be understood as rupturing the 
norms. Collins (2012) has framed this as, “working the cracks” of the discourse, and it can be used 
both for claiming discursive spaces as well as repositioning the self.

Subjects are positioned through discourse and in interaction as using language to negotiate 
positions for themselves and others. This positioning applies to discursive processes through which 
people negotiate their own and others’ subjectivities (Butler, 1990; Davies & Harré, 1990). There are 
two kinds of positioning: interactive positioning, in which people position each other, and reflexive 
positioning, in which people position themselves. A position occupied by a subject makes particular 
narratives and concepts available and sets the limits on what is considered socially and logically 
possible regarding gender performativity (Butler, 1990; Davies & Harré, 1990; Van Houtte & 
Vantieghem, 2020).

Ahmed (2010) sees the limits of boys’ and girls’ gender performativity as gendered scripts, which 
she names as “happiness scripts” (p. 59). These provide instructions for what subjects must do to be 
happy or which objects, termed by Ahmed as “happy objects” will bring happiness. Thus, subjects 
must follow the gender script and stay within the heterosexual matrix in order to become happy. 
Feminist subjects who refrain from aligning with the gender script and criticize its norms may risk 
their social position. They are referred to as Ahmed (2014) has argued, as feminist killjoys and wilful 
subjects. Thus, being feminist and, therefore, wilful reflects the uncertain ground for collective 
politics translating subject’s emotions, dismay, or anger towards social injustices. As Ahmed has 
indicated, the position of the wilful subject is understood as a place of political tension as well as 
a place for political claims (Ahmed, 2010, 2014, 2017).

The Icelandic Context

In an effort to reduce gender-stereotypical attitudes and to promote gender equality, the Act on the 
Equal Status and Equal Rights of Women and Men came into force in 1976. The Act has been 
amended a few times, but its emphasis on schools as active transformative agents remains strong. 
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According to the Act (Article 15), schools are given a vital role regarding these aims, as all schools 
are obligated to teach about gender equality, gender-based choice of education and occupation and 
issues concerning people with disabilities or those who identify as LGBTIQ+. The Compulsory 
School Act of 2008 includes clauses on gender-equality education and the current National 
Curriculum Guide, first released in 2011, assigns all schools this role as well. Vowing to apply 
gender and queer studies in education, the National Curriculum is progressive in its emphasis on 
gender-equality education at all school levels (Kjaran, 2017).

The international community cites Iceland as a progressive society in regard to gender equality 
(World Economic Forum [WEF], 2022), proclaiming the nation to be “the most feminist place in 
the world” (Johnson, 2011) in international media. However, this recognition does not mean that 
gender equality has been achieved in all realms of Icelandic society. The labour market in Iceland 
remains highly gender-divided, and the findings do not include the persistence of gender-based 
violence or the low number of women in managerial positions. The paradoxes that emerge in the 
discourse have been contested by Icelandic feminist academics, who have emphasized the need to 
consider perplexities, even referring to an “aura” and how good ranking feeds into the politics of 
reputation and nation-branding (Einarsdóttir, 2020; Pétursdóttir, 2009).

The ranking for Iceland noted above, which is conducted annually by the WEF, and the legal 
obligations to teach gender and queer studies provide an interesting setting for an inquiry about 
students’ ideas of gender performativity and resistance. In the spring of 2015, the so-called #free-
thenipple revolution, which was a part of the Free the Nipple Campaign, took place in Iceland. 
Furthermore, women and teenaged girls were active participants. The first Slut Walk took place in 
Reykjavík, the capital, in the summer of 2011, and this was followed by annual Slut Walks in various 
municipalities in Iceland. These events and revolutions have had some success, especially in 
opening discursive spaces where stereotypical ideas on the female body and feminism can be 
expressed to interrupt and change the current discourse on what it means to be a woman/girl. 
Similar to other locations, these events raised awareness on gendered issues, such as harassment, 
sexual violence, and views of women’s bodies as sexual objects.

At the same time, gender equality is presumed to be existent, and feminism is thus represented as 
a “spent force” or an individual endeavour instead of collective actions (Tyler, 2005). Prior to the 
research presented in this article, the discourses on gender and gender equality in Icelandic society 
echoed these occurrences, especially in the public digital media (Rúdólfsdóttir & Jóhannsdóttir,  
2018). Some of the girls were, of course, constituted and cited for these latest discourses on 
feminism and femininity, as they narrated their claim for discursive space in a highly gender (cis) 
heteronormative school regime.

Methods

This article is based on an ethnographic study conducted in a public compulsory school located in 
one of Iceland’s larger municipalities, herein referred to as Valley School. The compulsory schools 
in Iceland are run by the municipalities for students from the ages of 6 to 16 (1st−10th grade). The 
fieldwork was carried out over 14 weeks with students in the 8th, 9th and 10th grades and took the 
form of observations of the students and staff in a variety of school spaces, as well as during field 
trips (Nespor, 1994). To further understand the meanings of activities and discourses in the field, 
interviews were conducted.

Most interviews were conducted in groups, but four girls in 9th and 10th grade wished to be 
interviewed individually on different grounds, such as slut shaming, marginalization, or strong 
opinions on gender discourses. The interviews with these girls included semi-structured questions 
on sex and gender categories, school practices, popularity, interest in school subjects, hobbies, etc. 
Each interview lasted between 40 and 60 minutes and was transcribed by the first author. The data 
further comprised fieldnotes and a logbook. The field notes and logbook included reports about the 
daily interactions, discourses, and activities of students and staff.
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Prior to conducting the interviews, I [first author] observed students in various spaces. 
During lessons, recess and lunch, students mostly sat or moved about in gender-segregated 
groups. The most visible sign of the gender divide was a wall, which was situated in the 
middle of one of the classrooms positioning the boys and girls apart. The wall had been 
moved into the classroom by their teacher to separate the students, as it was thought that 
they would learn better, and the girls have some peace from the noisy boys (Þrastardóttir 
et al., 2021). This visible gender-divide in various settings and informal discussion with 
students about gender reflected ideas of gender as binary. Conducting interviews provided 
an opportunity to hear students’ ideas and experiences in connection to the observed 
gender regime.

Adhering to formal ethic procedures, I introduced and discussed the fieldwork and interviews 
with students and invited them to take part in the study while providing an opportunity for 
participants to opt out of the observations. Approval was received from the students and their 
parents to use their descriptions of their activities as data. The students were promised confidenti-
ality and informed that pseudonyms would be used rather than their names.

In line with research ethics when interviewing children and teenagers, I tried my best to ensure 
that the teenagers were comfortable during the interviews, and that they would not be harmed or 
feel insecure in my company. These measures were taken to promote and safeguard the dignity and 
the well-being of the teenagers taking part in the research (Punch, 2002).

Feminist ethics of care were also employed, as the girls who preferred to be and were interviewed 
alone found that they were not respected and even marginalized due to their views, thus putting 
them in a vulnerable position. Utilization of feminist ethics of care (see Gilligan, 1995) is vital when 
researching relations of power and ensuring the care of participants in marginalized position 
(Roffee & Waling, 2017). The interview context could, therefore, be seen as an opportunity to 
create a discursive-affective space to express the girls’ feelings on difficult issues affecting their lives. 
By providing an affective-discursive space within the interview settings it was acknowledged that 
participants´ positions and how they were constructed by the dominant power regimes might evoke 
affective responses, which can both constrain and enable their opportunities to act (Ǻhӓll, 2018). In 
addition, drawing on Ahmed’s (2021) method of “becoming a feminist ear”, I actively listened to the 
girls’ complaints/narratives and co-constructed with them a discursive-affective space in which they 
could freely express themselves. Thus, as Ahmed (2021) emphasized, by becoming a feminist ear, 
I not only received their complaints, but tried to “make use of the stories” (p. 313) they shared. This 
was accomplished, for example, by drawing attention to and focusing on the institutional barriers 
that stop complaints from being heard, thereby sustaining and reproducing harassment, exclusion, 
and violence.

Furthermore, as a feminist researcher, I found myself in a position of care and encouragement. 
I was aware that the girls’ narratives put them in a vulnerable position during the interviews; in 
addition, I remained cognizant of the power imbalance between them and me. However, by 
agreeing to participate in the interviews, the girls were claiming discursive space, a site to express 
their concerns and views on gender performativity at school as well as how they were viewed by 
their fellow students and the institutional regime. I was aware of my role as a researcher, and as 
a middle-class white woman, it would be likely that it would take time to gain the trust of my 
informants. In the days following the girls’ request to talk to me individually, I tried to remain 
visible and open to discussions in order to gain their trust. However, being aware of these power 
relations does not necessary remove them.

During the interviews, I was also aware of my position as a feminist who could relate to the girls’ 
narratives, which reflected othering and marginalization, even though they did not utilize such 
concepts. As the girls’ narratives touched on feminist issues, without uttering feminist concepts 
per se, I was careful to listen rather than apply these feminist concepts to their stories. This created 
a discursive-affective space within the interview in which they freely relayed how they experienced 
their school context.
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The interview transcripts were read several times. Notations were written, and texts were 
coded using an inductive approach. The first coding was open and focussed on getting to 
know the participants’ ideas and experiences. The codes were assembled to identify repeated 
patterns of meaning across the data (Braun & Clarke, 2013), but also students’ negotiations 
of meaning and contradictory views were noted on the attributes necessary to fit in or go 
against the preferred gender script. As observation took place in one school and there were 
only four individual interviews with girls in 9th and 10th grade, the girls’ narratives were 
continually compared to informal conversations with students written in the logbooks and 
the fieldnotes to attain conformation of their accounts and reduce possible limitations of the 
study in line with social construction of validity (Kvale, 1994).

Findings

Our analysis revealed three themes that emerged in interviews with Laufey, Eyrún, Lísa, and Elsa. 
All four participants preferred to be interviewed individually due to their needs to discuss the 
individual gender-related challenges faced in the school. Our analysis focused on their experiences 
at school, their attempts to make their voices heard, and how their environment responded to those 
attempts.

Performing Gender Flawlessly

The dominant discourse on gender in Valley School included binary terms describing girls’ 
and boys’ different attributes and behaviour. Girls were often characterized as being emo-
tionally difficult and with less self-esteem than boys (Thrastardóttir et al., 2021). Students’ 
notions of femininity referred to good looks and girls’ body parts, including large breasts 
and buttocks. Girls who played sports and received the most “likes” for their good looks and 
bodies on social media were identified as the most feminine and desirable. Conforming to 
dominant ideas about how to master desirable feminine looks reflected expectations outside 
the school environment, where young women have reported extreme pressure to look 
a certain way and accentuate sexy bodily features regarded to be desirable and feminine 
(Rúdólfsdóttir & Jóhannsdóttir, 2018). Such pressure to conform relates to Western con-
sumption and egalitarian culture as well as to postfeminist ideology (McRobbie, 2004, 2008), 
which characterizes girls as being powerful creators of their own futures while simulta-
neously facing pressure to align with current standards of flawless beauty (Gill, 2007; 
McRobbie, 2004, 2008; Ringrose, 2006). Not meeting such expectations and thus not per-
forming girl properly or resisting pressure to perform femininity in legitimate ways affect 
subjects’ positionality in the gender system, including in school (Brinkman et al., 2022; 
Youdell, 2006).

According to Mimi Schippers (2007), women who position themselves as being critical 
and who reject, or challenge hegemonic norms of femininity are performing pariah femi-
ninity. Women who perform pariah femininity necessarily contaminate the relationship 
between femininity and masculinity and thus disrupt the heterosexual matrix (Butler,  
1990). As a consequence, they may experience exclusion as they could damage the legit-
imate femininity of other women. In Paechter’s (2010) study on how girls and boys learn, 
adopt, and construct masculine and feminine identities, the pressure to embody either 
feminine or masculine identities seemed to align with the expectations of their social groups 
in school. That pressure, manifesting in gender stereotypes that emphasize heterosexuality, 
becomes increasingly visible when children transition into puberty. The pressure to conform 
to gender norms has even been reported in kindergarteners who, reflecting Paechter’s 
theorization, make use of the cultural material assigned to their gender (Þórðardóttir, 2012).
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Laufey, a 10th grader, in describing the pressure to conform to gender norms, emphasized that 
the pressure to conform to “ideal” and “flawless” femininity was keenly felt among girls in her grade 
and that ones who failed to conform risked being ostracized:

Suddenly, I was cut off by the other girls once I told them about my depression. You have to be flawless, you 
know, and it is important to be with the “right” group of girls. You must look a certain way . . . have the newest 
iPhone and Nike Free and Adidas shoes. Everything has to be perfect. You cannot be a victim of sexual 
violence in the company of those girls. in fact, you must be that exact type.

Laufey added that girls have to perform girlhood flawlessly to be accepted by girls who had 
mastered feminine performativity. Before telling those girls about her depression and 
anxiety, she had identified as one of the popular girls. However, once Laufey revealed her 
depression, they turned their backs on her. She was not “flawless” anymore, and the girls 
positioned her as “sick” and as an unhappy subject. She began censoring herself and could 
not express herself in their company as freely as she desired. Her discursive—affective space 
was thus limited by exposing herself as not being flawless and as experiencing emotional 
and mental difficulties. She was viewed as not performing girl properly—that is, being in 
control emotionally and physically regarding beauty and fashion. For Laufey, negotiating 
the postfeminist pressure of being in control, enforced by neoliberal capitalism as reflected 
in the material necessities for performing legitimate femininity, and her vulnerability as 
a girl with mental health conditions was difficult. Those findings align with past results 
suggesting that girls who do not perform legitimate femininity as expected are likely at risk 
of mental health problems (see Landstedt et al., 2009; Odenbring, 2019).

Laufey also recalled a time when she stood up for students who had experienced violence and 
exclusion at school. When students were asked to prioritize what should be included in the school 
curricula, she emphasized the need for education about sexual violence, equality, and mental health 
and the seriousness of those issues. Disagreeing with other students, she explained to the class that 
prejudice could be eliminated with education about issues such as sexual violence and mental 
health. “That did not result in the desired education”, she explained, “but I was able to advance my 
opinion, and it felt good, and I did not care if they [former girlfriends] judged me”. On this 
occasion, Laufey claimed discursive space by highlighting what needs to change for students who 
are marginalized.

Eyrún, another 10th grade student, also spoke about the emphasis on beauty in performing 
legitimate femininity. Describing herself as “fed up with the beauty standards set by the boys”, she 
was prepared to confront them but only because she would be graduating soon:

Everything is about the same group of boys and their taste in women, which they get from porn. . . . I lost my 
voice some time ago; [I] was not one of the popular girls, but now, as I will leave the school soon, I am not 
afraid to use my voice and tell them [the boys] what I think about their standards about women.

Given her approaching graduation, Eyrún was willing to openly express herself about the 
policing of girls’ bodies and ideal femininity and thus confront the gender regime in her school. 
By the acknowledged perception of legitimate feminine bodies, she performed what has been 
termed pariah femininity. Her emphasis on the temporal aspect of her resistance, as a soon-to- 
be graduate, indicates the difficulty of casting doubt on norms and confronting the dominant 
discourse on femininity, sexual norms, and desirable bodies (Ringrose & Renold, 2012). During 
an observation in Eyrún’s class, the so-called sports guys openly and repeatedly discussed their 
preferences for girls and their ideas about legitimate femininity. Their discussion identified girls 
with athletic figures as having the most desirable female bodies, along with girls with curves in 
the right places according to them. Because their persistent discussion about their preferences 
was not interrogated or otherwise contested, their preferences were the only preferences uttered 
and upheld.
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The Feminist Killjoy

Iceland’s compulsory schools have not been recognized as spaces where girls advocate for feminism. 
At the international level, Lamb and Randazzo (2016) have stated that feminist inputs about 
sexuality and desire have been excluded from school settings such as lessons on sex and relation-
ships. According to their findings, feminism is rarely taught or nurtured as a critical lens. Likewise, 
the concept of feminism was not found in the sociology textbooks read by students during 
observations in Valley School and was rarely mentioned in the classroom.

Despite feminist activism on social media during the #FreetheNipple revolution and the slut 
walks, only two girls mentioned its effect on their ideas. Such knowledge was not provided in 
school, and the binary (cis)heteronormative gender discourse was hardly interrupted by taking 
a feminist stance. According to Ahmed (2010), by disrupting or questioning social norms about 
gender, sexuality, or race, subjects are often seen as feminist killjoys.

During the interview with Lísa, a 10th grade student, it became evident that most students did 
not express their opinions about issues concerning gender equality because it was less trouble to 
simply avoid the risk of being in the crossfire. Both Eyrún and Lísa explained that pervasive negative 
ideas about feminism and queer issues reflected in school were extremely difficult to alter. Both girls 
reported being, as Eyrún put it, “fed up with negative or traditional gender stereotypical attitudes”. 
They discussed how the #FreetheNipple revolution had affected their own thinking about gender 
inequality. Lísa described herself as feminist but added that some boys in the school had strongly 
negative opinions about feminism. She explained that even mentioning gender-related issues in 
class would spark loud arguments:

It is impossible to talk about gender issues in class. The same boys and usually one girl always start shouting at 
each other. . . . I was the only feminist, and I really tried to stand up for girls.

In the fieldnotes, there are several instances where conversations among 8th and 9th grade students 
also revealed negative views on feminism. The boys who uttered the most negative remarks often 
positioned femininity as being inferior to masculinity and thereby seemed to view them as 
competing categories. That stance positioned the few girls who spoke up for girls’ and women’s 
rights as argumentative, radical, and extreme. Moreover, because the girls typically faced such 
negative attitudes alone in front of others, they were in the minority. Lísa explained:

It is so difficult to shut them down or make them listen. They’re a team, and they know best. They see me as an 
opponent and try everything to convince me that feminism is bad. They always refer to X [a specific Icelandic 
feminist] as an “extreme feminist” . . . and they ask me if I want to be like her. I tried to explain what it means 
to be a feminist—that it is about equality for all—and asked if they disagreed with that and whether it was 
extreme. Some hesitated, but others were so agitated that they just did not listen.

During her interview, Lísa stated that she was interactively positioned (Davies & Harré, 1990) as 
being difficult—as being wilful—due to disagreeing with boys who position themselves against 
feminism. They labelled her as a feminist and asked her whether she wanted to be seen as being 
extreme and toxic. By this naming, she was positioned as being aggressive and even extreme; 
nevertheless, she used that interpellation as a means to enter the citational chain of discourse and 
claim discursive space by embracing the negative feminist labels given to her by the boys. In that 
way, by adopting the position of the extreme feminist, Lísa confronted them in a way intended to 
imbue that position with a new, more positive meaning as being common sense instead of extreme 
(Butler, 1993). In being subjectified, she acquired the “discursive agency” (Butler, 1997, p. 127) 
needed to resignify the names that others had applied to her (Butler, 1993). Meanwhile, the boys 
echoed a persistent discourse against feminism that has remained especially vigorous among some 
men. They referred to a certain Icelandic feminist as being extreme and as a “bad feminist”—that is, 
someone criticized for their writings about gender injustice, especially in relation to gender-based 
violence. Lísa’s position on the topic caused discomfort and sparked argument because she did not 
align with the dominant gender discourse. In response, the boys constituted her as being wilful and 
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as opposing the discourse and negative interpellation that she encountered. Interrupting that 
process, she interrogated her subjectivation by boys who were comfortable and content with their 
gender scripts and, in so doing, acted as a feminist killjoy who contaminated their citational chain of 
discourse and happiness (Ahmed, 2010; Butler, 1997; Schippers, 2007).

Slut Shaming and Sexuality

The performance of femininity in relation to sexuality can be quite precarious within postfeminist 
media culture. Girls’ social status and visibility are measured by their sexiness, which should not be 
too sexually “forward” (Gill 2007, p. 24), and in response to the hyper-sexualization of girls’ bodies, 
the revaluation of girls’ sexual innocence has been proposed. Girls who have experienced sexual 
violence have often been labelled as sluts (Ringrose & Renold, 2012), which according to Ahmed 
(2010) is a label that sticks a negative sign on girls’ bodies. Per Ahmed, “Bodies can get stuck 
depending on what feelings they are associated with” (p. 39). Naming girls “sluts” is an act of 
inducing shame that can negatively affect girls’ subjectivity, for they are left with the understanding 
that they do not perform legitimate femininity. The slut label is thus a strong regulatory feature that 
becomes a part of their subjectivity (Gill, 2007). The aim of the annual slut walk has therefore been 
to oppose the slut-shaming discourse in an attempt to resignify, or rework, the meaning of the 
injurious concept of slut, by celebrating it as a source of political unity, casting the shame back on 
the perpetrators, and questioning its normalization (Butler, 1993).

Young women’s participation in the #FreetheNipple revolution in Iceland in 2015 was also an 
endeavour of political activism. The young women posted photos of themselves bare-breasted with 
the hashtag #FreetheNipple to oppose the shaming of a bare-breasted girl on Twitter. That symbolic 
protest opened a discursive space for girls and young women who wanted to reclaim power over 
and define their own bodies and body parts (Rúdólfsdóttir & Jóhannsdóttir, 2018).

In another interview, Elsa, in 9th grade, emphasized her difficulty with airing opinions other 
than those legitimated by boys:

They know that I am often right about things, but I am not respected. I just do not agree that girls are only 
their bodies. The boys say I am a slut because I have an older boyfriend. . . . I am different from the other girls; 
they are reluctant to say what they think, but I just say what I think.

Elsa sounded frustrated with being named a slut due to her relationship with an older boy attending 
another school. Such slut shaming had projected a negative sign on her (Ahmed, 2010), and repeat 
mentions from boys and even friends had only reinforced it. Hanging out with or dating older boys 
was considered to indicate that Elsa was sexually active. Given that sexual objectification, she was 
perceived as a slut and as being too sexually forward (Gill, 2007) instead of a pure subject (Ringrose 
& Renold, 2016) failing to perform legitimate femininity. Her description of the slut label revealed 
that she considered it to be negative, undeserved, and damaging, as well as limiting of her character. 
The experience reflected how difficult and painful peer-group policing can be and how girls’ 
reputations are framed according to sexual (in)activity (Lamb & Randazzo, 2016).

In observations, Elsa was a vibrant girl who seemed confident in the various spaces of the school. 
She participated in lessons and frequently asked questions about the material being studied. She did 
not confront her fellow students about the slut label, and when asked about that, she stated:

It is so difficult to do that in front of the class, it is humiliating, but I have talked about how girls’ bodies are 
always what they talk about when they talk about girls; it is all about their body parts. Once when there was 
a guest teacher who taught us about gender equality, I mentioned the #FreetheNipple revolution and how girls 
want to change the emphasis on sexiness. . . . I did not talk about them calling me a slut but said that I knew 
about girls who were called sluts for no reason.

Elsa saw herself as having to negotiate competing discourses on womanhood, being a high- 
achieving student, and being attractive to boys but not being allowed to be too attractive (Gill,  
2007; Ringrose, 2006).
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Although Elsa was not willing to be exposed in front of the whole class as having been labelled 
a slut, she did claim discursive space when the topic of gender equality was discussed by the guest 
teacher. In doing so, she acquired what Butler (1997) has termed “discursive agency” insofar as she 
aimed to explain the label and thus influence her fellow students and the discursive terrain by 
working the cracks of the gender discourse (Collins, 2012). Moreover, she resisted the slut label used 
to shame and silence her. The opportunity presented itself as a teaching moment about gender 
equality, albeit one provided by a guest teacher, not the school staff. Her participation in the class 
discussion could be interpreted as her way of resurrecting her subjectivation by the boys in 
question.

Discussion

Claiming Discursive—Affective Space

In this article, we have examined how four girls—Laufey, Elsa, Eyrún, and Lísa—negotiate compet-
ing discourses on legitimate femininity in school—that is, how they position themselves and claim 
discursive—affective–material space for alternative, non-conforming gender performances by 
“work[ing] the cracks” (Collins, 2012) of the dominant gender discourse.

The data collected during interviews with the four girls suggest that they have generally 
experienced a lack of opportunities to address injustice and their emotions as subjects in classroom 
settings. Given that opposition to their criticality and their willingness to challenge normative ways 
of performing girl, Ahmed’s (2010) concepts of the feminist killjoy and being wilful became 
analytical tools, as did Butler’s conceptualization on how to perform gender in normative, accep-
table ways. The four girls who openly as well as privately resisted the dominant gender discourse 
were indeed perceived as being wilful subjects and were constituted as embodying toxic or pariah 
femininity (Schippers, 2007) due to questioning normative gender performances, which determine 
who can be recognized as a legitimate gendered subject (Butler, 1990). For the girls, claiming 
discursive—affective space in school was difficult, for they knew that they would be identified as 
being difficult or different and thus risk misrecognition or exclusion by not aligning with the 
school’s cultural intelligibility of femininity (Butler, 1997). Eyrún associated her claim for discursive 
—affective space with the fact that she would soon graduate and leave the school, which reflects her 
fearful prediction that her school environment would be constraining, if not unliveable, had she 
expressed her views earlier. Those findings align with past results characterizing high school as 
a hyper-regulatory space that enforces certain attributes and tastes and how leaving that space can 
free students from such regulations (Cann, 2018). The risk of social exclusion due to speaking 
openly or critically about legitimate gender performances was real, for the girls had indeed 
experienced a lack of support from staff and fellow students. Eyrún and Elsa reported a lack of 
support in opposing the hegemonic emphasis on girls’ beauty and sexualized bodies in society and 
on social media, which reflects the neoliberal commercial culture that aims to sell the idea of girls as 
sexual objects, either represented as spoilt or pure. Although girls are also supposed to create their 
own identities (Cann, 2018; Ringrose & Renold, 2016), when the girls in our study opposed those 
standards, they experienced critical tension and marginalization among their peers, which indicates 
the persistence of postfeminist gender discourse and how girls have adopted it.

Amid that lack of support, the four girls chose to participate in a private interview. In that 
discursive—affective space in which they could freely express themselves, they found support in 
claiming a distinct discursive space in their school and the support and resources needed to do so in 
the future. For example, Laufey, who repeatedly reported having “lost her voice” in her class and 
circle of friends, expressed gratitude for the opportunity to discuss her feelings and views during the 
interview. Her sentiment was confirmed by the other girls, who found themselves able to speak 
openly to a researcher with a “feminist ear” about their resistance and experiences (Ǻhӓll, 2018; 
Ahmed, 2021).
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Resignification: The Feminist Label and the Slut Label

Although Lísa indeed identified as a feminist, some of her classmates had sought to label her 
negatively as an extreme feminist when she expressed her views and sought to critically engage with 
her fellow students. She embodied the feminist label and tried to explain to other students what it 
means to be a feminist—that is, wanting a just society and equality for all. Embracing the feminist 
label deemed so negatively in her school, she proudly stating that she was indeed a feminist. She 
therefore partly used resignification to shift the discourse and gain discursive agency over her 
identity and views (Butler, 1993). Such acts involved, for example, questioning the dominant 
understanding of feminism and the label of “feminist”, even if as a form of damage control for 
her identity, made some other students hesitant to call her an extreme feminist. Elsa, who was 
interpellated a “slut”, also tried to resist the assignation by resignifying the label stuck to her but 
only in the context of a discussion about gender equality with a guest teacher. The opportunity 
opened up a discursive space for her to express her views about gender stereotypes, including the 
annual slut walks and slut shaming. She described the slut walks, how the slut label had been 
reclaimed from the oppressor and resignified, and how she felt inspired as a result. In that sense, 
Elsa sought to interrupt the hegemonic gender script in her school by drawing attention to how 
women and girls are often slut-shamed in order to oppress them within a patriarchal society.

Feminist Killjoy

The gender regime in Valley School was reflected in a binary understanding of gender and sexuality 
deeply rooted and made available through normative gender subject positions and both individually 
and institutionally sustained and produced. The few girls who questioned that gender discourse 
were interactively and reflexively positioned (Davies & Harré, 1990; Van Houtte & Vantieghem,  
2020) as feminist killjoys (Ahmed, 2014, 2017)—that is, as being difficult and different. By trying to 
address and question gender norms and traditions, the girls in our study were viewed as disturbing 
the school’s gender regime and ways of performing girl. Their struggle for discursive space suggests 
that the legitimate feminine performativity in school entailed being sexy, nice, and friendly and not 
disturbing the status quo. Those results align with the findings of McRobbie (2008) and Walkerdine 
et al. (2001), which reflect the same available gender positions for girls despite neoliberal discourses 
of powerful, successful girls, thereby leaving girls who try to change norms with few explanations 
for their lack of success other than their own personal shortcomings.

Implications

Our findings suggest that students’ opportunities to critically examine gender performativity are 
not as progressive as the notion of Iceland’s being a feminist paradise suggests. Despite many 
feminist campaigns and movements on social media and the international stage, a gender gap 
remains. The myth of Iceland as a feminist paradise, set in competition with other countries, is 
exaggerated and often based on external surveys conducted by neoliberal institutions such as the 
World Economic Forum. The danger of that myth is that Icelanders infer that gender equality has 
indeed been established despite obvious inequalities in schools and other institutions. Eyrún, 
Laufey, Elsa, and Lísa have brought to light what it means to be excluded, labelled, and silenced 
due to their gender and critical feminist thinking. Even though the girls are only four, their stories 
suggest a skeleton in the closet in Iceland’s gender paradise. Moreover, despite extensive use of 
social media among youth in Iceland, the feminist revolutions and campaigns are not reflected in 
the dominant gender discourse in Valley School on legitimate gender performativity and feminism. 
Bringing those issues into classrooms, as is required of schools, would provide discursive—affective 
spaces for students to express themselves freely and critically on feminism, gender, and queer issues 
for a just, safe environment for all.

NORA—NORDIC JOURNAL OF FEMINIST AND GENDER RESEARCH 345



Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding

This work was funded by The University of Iceland Research Fund [grant number HI17120065]; NordForsk via the 
Nordic Centre of Excellence: Justice through Education in the Nordic Countries [grant number 57741].

Notes on contributors

Bergljót Þrastardóttir is a PhD student in the School of Education at the University of Iceland, also an Assistant 
Professor at the University of Akureyri. She teaches gender studies, democracy and education and inclusive school 
practices at the Faculty of Education at the University of Akureyri. Her research focus is on gender, sexuality, social 
justice through education, students’ voices, critical pedagogy and inclusion. email: bergljotth@unak.is

Jón Ingvar Kjaran is a Professor of anthropology/sociology of eduction at the University of Iceland, School of 
Education in Facutly of Diversity and Education currently leading two research projects on gender violence funded 
by the Icelandic Research Fund. Their research focus is on gender, sexuality, ethnicity, race, queer issues, and 
violence. email: jik@hi.is

ORCID

Bergljót Þrastardóttir http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3362-9572
Jón Ingvar Kjaran http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6221-6382

References

Ahmed, S. (2010). The promise of happiness. Duke University Press.
Ahmed, S. (2014). Willful subjects. Duke University Press.
Ahmed, S. (2017). Living a feminist life. Duke University Press.
Ahmed, S. (2021). Complaint! Duke University Press.
Ǻhӓll, L. (2018). Affect as methodology, feminism and the politics of emotion. International Political Sociology, 12(1), 

36–52. https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olx024 
Allen, K., Karen, C., Hall, J. J., Sally, H., & Elley, S. (2022). Trailblazing the gender revolution? Young people’s 

understandings of gender diversity through generation and social change. Journal of Youth Studies, 25(5), 
650–666. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2021.1923674 

Bragg, S., Renold, E., Ringrose, J., & Jackson, C. (2018). ‘More than boy, girl, male, female’: Exploring young people’s 
views on gender diversity within and beyond school contexts. Sex Education, 18(4), 420–434. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/14681811.2018.1439373 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2013). Successful qualitative research: A practical guide for beginners. Sage.
Brinkman, B. G., Brinkman, K., & Hamilton, D. (2022). Girls identities and experiences of oppression in schools – 

Resilience, resistance and transformation. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003111535 
Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble. Routledge.
Butler, J. (1993). Bodies that matter: On the discursive limits of sex. Routledge.
Butler, J. (1997). Excitable speech-A politics of the performative. Routledge.
Butler, J. (2005). Undoing gender. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203499627 
Butler, J. (2009). Performativity, precarity, sexual politics. AIBR Revista de Antropología Iberoamericana, 4(3), i–xiii. 

https://doi.org/10.11156/aibr.040303e 
Cann, V. (2018). Girls like this, boys like that – the reproduction of gender in contemporary youth cultures. I. B. Tauris.
Collins, P. H. (2012). On intellectual activism. Temple University Press.
Davies, B., & Harré, R. (1990). Positioning: The discursive production of selves. Journal for the Theory of Social 

Behaviour, 20(1), 43–63. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5914.1990.tb00174.x 
Einarsdóttir, Þ. (2020). All that glitters is not gold: Shrinking and bending gender equality in rankings and nation 

branding. NORA-Journal of Feminist and Gender Research, 28(2), 140–152. https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740. 
2020.1745884 

Francis, D., & Kjaran, J. I. (2020). Troubling the discourse of the victimization of queer youth in Icelandic and South 
African education. Feminism & Psychology, 30(4), 425–568. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353520912960 

346 B. ÞRASTARDÓTTIR AND J. I. KJARAN

https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olx024
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2021.1923674
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1439373
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1439373
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003111535
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203499627
https://doi.org/10.11156/aibr.040303e
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5914.1990.tb00174.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740.2020.1745884
https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740.2020.1745884
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353520912960


Gill, R. (2007). Postfeminist media culture-elements of a sensibility. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 10(2), 147– 
166. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549407075898 

Gilligan, C. (1995). Hearing the difference: Theorizing connection. Hypatia, 10(2), 120–127. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
j.1527-2001.1995.tb01373.x 

Halimi, M., Davis, S. N., & Consuegra, E. (2021). The power of peers? Early adolescent gender typicality, peer 
relations, and gender role attitudes in Belgium. Gender Issues, 38(2), 210–237. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12147-020- 
09262-3 

Hinshaw, S., & Kranz, R. (2009). The triple bind: Saving our teenage girls from today’s pressures. Ballantine Books.
Johnson, J. E. (2011). The most feminist place in the world. The Nation. https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/ 

most-feminist-place-world/ 
Kjaran, J. I. (2017). Constructing sexualities and gendered bodies in school spaces. Nordic insights on queer and 

transgender students. Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-53333-3 
Kuurme, T., & Kasemaa, G. (2015). Gender advantages and gender normality in the views of Estonian secondary 

school students. Discourse and Communication for Sustainable Education, 6(1), 72–85. https://doi.org/10.1515/ 
dcse-2015-0005 

Kvale, S. (1994). Validation as communication and action – on the social construction of validity [Paper presentation]. 
The annual meeting of the AERA in New-Orleans.

Lamb, S., & Randazzo, R. (2016). From I to we: Sex education as a form of civics education in a neoliberal context. 
Curriculum Inquiry, 46(2), 148–167. https://doi.org/10.1080/03626784.2016.1144465 

Landstedt, E., Asplund, K., & Katja, G. G. (2009). Understanding adolescent mental health: The influence of social 
processes, doing gender and gendered power relations. Sociology of Health & Illness, 31(7), 962–978. https://doi. 
org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2009.01170.x 

McRobbie, A. (2004). Post-feminism and popular culture. Feminist Media Studies, 4(3), 255–264. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/1468077042000309937 

McRobbie, A. (2008). The aftermath of feminism: Gender, culture and social change. Sage.
Nespor, J. (1994). Knowledge in motion–Space, time and curriculum in undergraduate physics and management. 

Falmer Routledge.
Odenbring, Y. (2019). Strong boys and supergirls? School professionals’ perceptions of students’ mental health and 

gender in secondary school. Education Inquiry, 10(3), 258–272. https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2018.1558665 
Paechter, C. (2010). Tomboys and girly-girls: Embodied femininities in primary schools. Discourse: Studies in the 

Cultural Politics of Education, 31(2), 221–235. https://doi.org/10.1080/01596301003679743 
Pétursdóttir, G. M. (2009). Within the socially desirable aura of gender equality. Icelandic work cultures, gender 

relations and family responsibility. A holistic approach [Dissertation]. University of Iceland.
Punch, S. (2002). Research with Children: The same or different from research with adults? Childhood, 9(3), 321–341. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005 
Ringrose, J. (2006). A new universal mean girl: Examining the discursive construction and social regulation of a new 

feminine pathology. Feminism & Psychology, 16(4), 405–424. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353506068747 
Ringrose, J., & Renold, E. (2012). Slut-shaming, girl power and ‘sexualisation’: Thinking through the politics of the 

international slutwalks with teen girls. Gender and Education, 24(3), 333–343. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253. 
2011.645023 

Ringrose, J., & Renold, E. (2016). Teen feminist killjoys? Mapping girls’ affective encounters with femininity, 
sexuality, and feminism at school. In C. Mitchell & C. Rentschler (Eds.), Girlhood and the politics of place (pp. 
104–121). Berghahn Books.

Roffee, J. A., & Waling, A. (2017). Resolving ethical challenges when researching with minority and vulnerable 
populations: LGBTIQ victims of violence, harassment and bullying. Research Ethics, 13(1), 4–12. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/1747016116658693 

Rúdólfsdóttir, A. G., & Jóhannsdóttir, Á. (2018). Fuck patriarchy! An analysis of digital mainstream media discussion 
of the #freethenipple activities in Iceland in March 2015. Feminism & Psychology, 28(1), 133–151. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/0959353517715876 

Schippers, M. (2007). Recovering the feminine other: Masculinity, femininity, and gender hegemony. Theory and 
Society, 36(1), 85–102. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-007-9022-4 

Skipper, Y., & Fox, C. (2022). Boys will be boys: Young people’s perceptions and experiences of gender within 
education. Pastoral Care in Education, 40(4), 391–409. https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2021.1977986 

Smith, J. (2007). ‘Ye’ve got to ‘have balls to play this game sir!’ boys, peers and fears: The negative influence of school- 
based ‘cultural accomplices’ in constructing hegemonic masculinities. Gender and Education, 19(2), 179–198. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250601165995 

Thrastardóttir, B., Lárusdóttir, S. H., & Jóhannesson, I. Á. (2021). The discourse of drama – Regulating girls in an 
Icelandic school. Girlhood Studies, 14(3), 90–106. https://doi.org/10.3167/ghs.2021.140307 

Tyler, I. (2005). “Who put the ‘me’ in feminism?”: The sexual politics of narcissism. Feminist Theory, 6(1), 25–44. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700105050225 

NORA—NORDIC JOURNAL OF FEMINIST AND GENDER RESEARCH 347

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549407075898
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1527-2001.1995.tb01373.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1527-2001.1995.tb01373.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12147-020-09262-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12147-020-09262-3
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/most-feminist-place-world/
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/most-feminist-place-world/
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-53333-3
https://doi.org/10.1515/dcse-2015-0005
https://doi.org/10.1515/dcse-2015-0005
https://doi.org/10.1080/03626784.2016.1144465
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2009.01170.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2009.01170.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/1468077042000309937
https://doi.org/10.1080/1468077042000309937
https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2018.1558665
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596301003679743
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353506068747
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2011.645023
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2011.645023
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016116658693
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016116658693
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353517715876
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353517715876
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-007-9022-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2021.1977986
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250601165995
https://doi.org/10.3167/ghs.2021.140307
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700105050225


Van Houtte, M., & Vantieghem, W. (2020). Do girls make boys study? Gender composition, gender role culture and 
sense of futility in Flemish secondary schools. Youth & Society, 52(2), 229–250. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0044118X17740597 

Walkerdine, V., Lucey, H., & Melody, J. (2001). Growing up girl: Psychosocial explorations of gender and class. 
Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350392793 

Woolley, S. (2016). Contesting silence, claiming space: Gender and sexuality in the neo liberal public high school. 
Gender and Education, 29(1), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2016.1197384 

World Economic Forum. (2022). The global gender gap report. WEF
Youdell, D. (2006). Impossible bodies, impossible selves: Exclusions and student subjectivities. Springer.
Þórðardóttir, Þ. (2012). Að læra til telpu og drengs – Kynjaðir lærdómar í leikskóla [Learning to girlhood and 

boyhood: Gendered learning in preschools]. Netla-Web Journal on Pedagogy and Education. https://netla.hi.is/ 
serrit/2012/menntakvika2012/016.pdf 

Þrastardóttir, B., Jóhannesson, I. Á., & Lappalainen, S. (2021). Walls, seats, and the gymnasium: A social-material 
ethnography on gendered school space in an Icelandic compulsory school. Ethnography and Education, 16(1), 
1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/17457823.2019.1698306

348 B. ÞRASTARDÓTTIR AND J. I. KJARAN

https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X17740597
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X17740597
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350392793
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2016.1197384
https://netla.hi.is/serrit/2012/menntakvika2012/016.pdf
https://netla.hi.is/serrit/2012/menntakvika2012/016.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457823.2019.1698306

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Theoretical Framework
	The Icelandic Context
	Methods
	Findings
	Performing Gender Flawlessly
	The Feminist Killjoy
	Slut Shaming and Sexuality

	Discussion
	Claiming Discursive—Affective Space
	Resignification: The Feminist Label and the Slut Label
	Feminist Killjoy
	Implications

	Disclosure Statement
	Funding
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References

