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Foreword

Before her tragically early death from cancer in 2012, Jennifer Bullen
had begun the process of transforming her PhD thesis into a monograph
by submitting a book proposal to Palgrave. Sadly, she did not live to see
the extremely encouraging and positive anonymous readers’ reports on
her proposal and two sample chapters from her thesis. Both felt that
only a little more work was needed to turn the work into an exciting
contribution to the field, and as one of Jen’s PhD co-supervisors I know
this is a challenge she would have relished. It is clear that she was well
on the way to developing a distinctive ‘voice’ and she, no doubt, would
have further refined her critical understanding of footballers’ wives and
their girlfriends, and their place in contemporary British culture.

I often wonder what she would have made of the latest wag’s exploits,
such as Abbey Clancy’s success in Strictly Come Dancing, or the way
Wimbledon television cameras pan to wives and girlfriends practically
every time their partner hits a tennis ball – that in the case of Andy
Murray’s girlfriend, Kim Sears, is now beyond the obsessive. These are
just two examples from 2013, but they are indicative of how young
women in relationships with sports players are visually mediated in
particular ways. Jen’s research meticulously details how these women
are depicted across a range of media forms, while offering a theoretical
framework that can not only grasp the wag phenomenon in its own
right but as a springboard into key areas of contemporary debate in
media studies and social theory.

The major editorial intervention made in the book is removing the
chapter on ‘What the Wives Say’, which was originally in the thesis and
will be published as a separate journal article, as both reviewers felt it
had a different focus that sat uncomfortably with the overall approach
taken in the work. I was aware that the original intention was to have
a more extensive set of interviews with a wider range of wives and
girlfriends. But despite her best efforts, this plan did not come off –
not least since the more well known characters ignored Jen’s repeated
requests to be involved in the project. This was the only chapter in the
thesis that departed from what she had initially set out to achieve, so
I think she would have used this material in a separate piece, explor-
ing the methodological difficulties and situating her findings in a more
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x Foreword

‘realist’ discussion of the research. For me, and the reviewers, the real
strength of what follows in this book is the detailed examination of
how the figure of the wag is socially constructed across a range of media
forms, which have important material consequences. In doing so, it says
much about the changing cultural, political and ideological concerns
animating contemporary Britain.

Alongside this charting of the phenomenon the study also provides
a wide ranging survey of the literature that might help unravel the
peculiar fascination and popular currency of the figure. Celebrity cul-
ture, class, gender and postfeminism are among the dynamics explored
in the book, which often involves distinctive forms of symbolic vio-
lence that produce and sustain unequal social relations. Inviting both
envy and contempt the figure of the wag is a mobile signifier condens-
ing important struggles over the moral worth and cultural meanings of
these celebrities. The analysis here provides a finely grained study of
how celebrity culture is bound up with broader social processes of class
formation, operating unequally along gendered lines.

Given the breadth of the theoretical ambition in the thesis I have
only attempted a light copy edit of the material, as I have no way of
knowing how Jen would have developed her arguments in the transi-
tion from thesis to monograph. Jen also had the impressive ability to
write clearly and accessibly, even when discussing authors and concepts
that are inherently difficult. That these skills were already present at
this early, formative stage in her academic career, combined with her
warm but purposeful single-mindedness, suggests she would have fur-
ther honed her thinking in the writing of the book. Consequently, I am
extremely grateful to Felicity Plester, commissioning editor, at Palgrave
for enthusiastically supporting the book through from proposal to con-
tract, and to Chris Penfold for patiently seeing the manuscript through
to publication.

Eamonn Carrabine
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1
Introduction

Since the 2006 World Cup the figure of the ‘wag’ (wife and girlfriend)
has become a term used to describe all footballers’ wives. The following
quote demonstrates how the wag has become a symbol that represents
a caricatured and exaggerated female figure and has become a media
phenomenon:

A typical WAG is recognised by her fake tan, hair extensions, over-
sized sunglasses and the arm-breaking, oversized designer bag she is
carrying. Some Wags have managed to turn their status into a ‘job’.
Wayne Rooney’s bride-to-be Coleen has a reported £8 million for-
tune thanks to a perfume range, book, TV and fitness DVD deals and
a column in Closer magazine.

(Sheridan, 2008, Daily Mail [online])

The origin of the term ‘wag’ is difficult to pinpoint, as is its precise mean-
ing and connotations. According to the ‘Ephraim Hardcastle’ column in
the Daily Mail, it was first used by novelist Jilly Cooper in her book Polo
(2006:17). Another press report claims it was an acronym used by the
Football Association (FA) (France 2004 Observer) and one of my inter-
viewees was told that it came from the City where workers referred to
their wives and girlfriends as ‘wags’. Since David and Victoria Beckham
became a couple in 1997, football and celebrity have become heavily
entwined and footballers’ wives became part of the staple diet of the
celebrity press. Whatever its precise origins, the wag captured the pub-
lic’s imagination during the 2006 World Cup. Since then depictions in
newspapers and celebrity magazines have worked together to construct
a number of discourses about women married to footballers and those
who aspire to marry them. The wag provides a spectacular figure in the
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2 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

media and according to sports journalist and author of The Wags Diary
and A Wag Abroad Alison Kervin, the appeal of the wags is:

on a dull day we’ve got pictures of politicians going in and out of
parliament and pictures of rain soaked county halls and then you’ve
got this mad woman with heels like this and she’s staggering along
and she’s, you think who’s this?

(2008, personal interview)

Overall however, the term has become a shorthand representation for
a specific type of workingclass woman who is deemed hyper-feminine,
hyper-consumptive and a gold-digger.

The coverage of these women demonstrates how media representa-
tions of certain women can be seen as part of a postfeminist media
culture. According to Tasker and Negra (2005:107), ‘by the late 1990s
representational verisimilitude required an acknowledgement of femi-
nism as a feature of the cultural milieu’. They claim that in popular
culture certain kinds of female agency are packaged as commodities and
at the same time ideas of postfeminism assume that gender equality
has been achieved, while simultaneously associating such equality with
loss. McRobbie (2009) goes further and asserts that in a postfeminist
world it is seen as a high-risk strategy for women to place their finan-
cial security in marriage or a male partner. The treatment of footballers’
wives in the media suggests marriage is a means to achieve femininity
and this can be an active choice for women in an equal world, but
as working class women their dependence on men is seen as pre-
feminist and invokes criticism (Negra and Holmes, 2008). Marriage to
a footballer seems a precarious career choice – particularly in light of
the reporting of their sexual behaviour in the tabloid press, yet the
career of a wag has become a popular and aspirational one to many
women. This book will seek to explain why this particular symbol
of women is so popular and what it means in contemporary British
society.

Certainly the spectacle of these women has captured the media and
the public’s imagination in a range of ways. However, despite the popu-
larity and celebration of these women in some areas of the media, on a
closer look much of it appears to be negative and they are regularly den-
igrated on the basis of appearance, taste and intelligence. It seems that
the wags exemplify what Tyler and Bennett (2009/2010) have described
as a cynical turn in celebrity culture, where pleasure is found in con-
tempt and envy rather than through admiration and desire, and the
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research for this book also found such cynicism in the representations
of certain kinds of working class women.

Despite feminism providing women with opportunities to pursue
their own careers and alternative lifestyles these images depict a return
to a more traditional and conservative world, with women clearly placed
as adjuncts to their husbands upon whom they are dependent for their
income and status. The wives are shown to be conspicuous and glam-
orous consumers and discussed by some as if living in a fairy tale world.
This fairy tale has become inspiring to some young women and it is
symptomatic of a ‘wannabe’ culture where wags are prominent role
models. Through analogies with fairy tales, the wives provide a moral
education to young women about how to live their lives in contem-
porary Britain, providing cautionary tales about the ‘right’ types of
femininity and behaviour to adhere to.

Although the wags are portrayed in a domestic and marital setting,
they are rarely passive women and despite having symbolic capital in
the eyes of some young women, in much of the printed media they are
seen as a distasteful distraction to the important and masculine world
of football. According to one commentator,

the sports celebrity scandal is one of contemporary life’s most contra-
dictory morality plays, with media, sportspeople, fans and onlookers
representing an ensemble cast adopting multiple and sometimes
antagonistic roles.

(Rowe, 1997:206–7)

Although not always part of a scandal the wags are often viewed in a
similar way. Footballers’ wives now play a major role in celebrity and
football reporting. In discussing the 2006 World Cup England team
selection, White claimed that it ‘seemed driven by the requirements of
heat magazine’s picture desk’ and that the team was

supported by a preposterous gaggle of micro-skirted Marie
Antoinettes, they were living testament to the fact that unearned
fame is the most corrosive of sporting influences.

(2006:S7 Telegraph Sport)

According to Gitlin (1998:82), we ‘are not only enamoured of celebri-
ties, but fascinated by the means by which they become and remain
celebrated’. The wags prompt debates in the media around celebrity and
who deserves symbolic recognition and wealth. The wives’ ubiquitous
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coverage has provoked envy in many who question why women who
are dependent on their partners for an identity and money should
obtain celebrity. Their lack of productive work leads them to be deni-
grated as the undeserving rich.

Using a semiotic and discourse analysis, outlined in Chapter 3, this
research examines the symbol of the footballer’s wife and the dis-
courses surrounding it, across a range of media including magazines,
newspapers, television series and auto/biographies to unpack what the
stereotype of the wag entails and how and why it has been generated
and sustained. When this project began in 2006, it was unclear whether
the term ‘wag’ would still have any resonance in popular culture or if
anyone would know what it meant by the time the book was completed.
Rather than the ephemeral concept that it seemed likely to be, running
only for the duration of the World Cup, it has become an enduring and
pervasive categorisation of a certain type of woman. As Alison Kervin,
author and sports journalist, notes they are such a phenomenon that

people would probably be able to name more England wags than
England cricketers. It’s just ridiculous you know certainly more wives
than England female players, I could you know, because they are in
the papers day after day after day after day.

(2008, personal interview)

This book will set out how the media has helped to generate a career
path for a wag which women can follow. It looks at how some women
have exploited their position to create a niche career for themselves as
a celebrity ‘wife of’ – providing gossip and private details of the family
life of professional footballers – a glamorous but hitherto largely closed
world. This ‘wife of’ career provides untold opportunities for some wives
and the representation of these women involves creating conflicting
symbols for the audience and these will be analysed here. The book
will seek to understand the paradox of these women, who on the one
hand are seen as aspirational role models to young girls whilst simulta-
neously being denigrated as a grotesque figure invoking disgust. It will
also explain how this figure has emerged through the blurring of exag-
gerated fictional representations and media reporting of real life wives
and their lives.

Celebrities are not intimate and spontaneous as suggested in the
media but are meticulously mediated constructions (Rojek, 2001). The
emergence of wags as a media sensation was not created by chance
reporting and is clearly bound up with a zeitgeist of a celebrity- and
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sport-obsessed media. It is likely they were invited to the 2006 World
Cup by the FA for the first time as a calculated decision to deflect atten-
tion away from the England team following concerns over the impact of
media pressure – a decision which spectacularly backfired as the wives
were subsequently blamed for the team’s poor performance and deemed
a distraction. It is argued that celebrity status makes it difficult for people
to maintain personal relationships due to the media invasion on their
private lives (Rojek, 2001). This is seen by the volume of media coverage
of celebrities’ affairs and relationship breakdowns. Although such stories
are regularly applied to footballers, footballers’ wives provide a paradox
to the difficulties of personal relationships and celebrity as their fame is
vicarious and often achieved through these very relationships.

The chapter now provides an overview of women’s historical role in
football – as a sport and as a cultural pursuit. It will then set out how
developments in football, the media and celebrity have combined to
sustain the contemporary celebrity milieu in which footballers and their
wives are such important players.

Women and football

According to Hargreaves (1994), there is a long history of male domi-
nation in modern sports. Although not sportswomen, footballers’ wives
are intrinsically linked to football and provide a glamorous and femi-
nine element to the sport without damaging its traditional patriarchal
order. Even female sports players are often defined in a familial rather
than sporting role. Removing the sports element relative to the woman
and attaching it to a sporting male serves to support traditional biologi-
cal assumptions of women in sport. Hargreaves argues that children are
primarily socialised into traditional gender roles through the family and
this is now underlined through media coverage of wags and footballers’
families.

Historically, women have been sidelined as peripheral to professional
football. In times of need, however, women have often been called upon
to boost the popularity of the game. During both World Wars a number
of women took up football as the men’s leagues declined due to a lack of
male players, but these were quickly marginalised once the male leagues
resumed (Williams and Woodhouse, 1991). In the 1950s the Chairman
of the National Federation of Football Supporters Clubs issued the state-
ment that the ‘Federation [needs] “showmanship” . . . and one of the
ideas put forward was the running of a National Football Queen Com-
petition’ (National Federation AGM Minutes, 1954:9 cited in Taylor,
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1992:144). This led to beauty queen pageants being set up around the
country to raise the profile of clubs and the Federation. Despite the reser-
vations of some female fans, the contests continued and as late as 1984
there was a ‘Miss Football Supporter’ event (Taylor, 1992:147,155). This
highlights a thread throughout football history where women have been
used to improve the profile and heighten the glamour of the game.

Today, women’s football is taken very seriously by many as a compet-
itive sport yet women are still used to glamorise and titillate the men’s
game. Some clubs still have short-skirted cheerleaders before games and
popular soccer programmes parade female fans, demonstrated by Sky’s
Soccer AM programme which has a ‘soccerette’ section parading female
fans along a catwalk to the strains of Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Foxy Lady’. Until
recently the archive on the Sky website displayed pictures of the women,
including their vital statistics (football club, bust, waist and hip mea-
surements), serving to clearly delineate female football fans from more
serious male fans.1

The media construction of the footballer’s wife can be understood
as an extension of this use of women to expand audiences and raise
the profile of the sport, not only among the existing audience but
also to attract a new female spectator. Clayton and Harris (2004) claim
that media coverage of the off-field behaviour of footballers almost
exclusively sustains a male gaze, reinforcing traditional masculinities.
An image is created of beautiful and aesthetically feminine wives –
viewed by many players as ‘trophy wives’ (Morris, 1981; also in Clayton
and Harris, 2004:322).

The lives of footballers have become a ubiquitous part of the celebrity
media and therefore their wives are too. In 2008 a new virtual football
game FootballSuperStars.com was released and pays as much attention to
life off the pitch as it does to football itself. Not only does the game
involve playing football but also buying clothes and cars, drinking in
bars and according to the game’s makers ‘you could even get yourself
a Wag!’ (Booker in Steele, 2008:30). It is clear that women have always
been subordinated in football, except to add glamour, and footballers’
wives now appear to supplement this glamour while reinforcing the
patriarchal nature of the game. The following section sets out how devel-
opments in football and the media have led to this celebrification of the
game, which has enabled the media phenomenon of wags.

Football and the media

In Hare’s (1999) perceptive analysis football has become such an
attractive global marketing tool that it is able to export itself. It is
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not limited by linguistic barriers, does not have overly complex rules
and requires no expensive equipment. The simplistic nature of football
has contributed to its status as the most popular global sport and it is
consequently viewed as a marketing tool as much as sport. A number
of societal and communication changes have made football an inte-
gral part of popular culture, which will be discussed below, and have
helped transform football into the ‘ “cash cow” of the new media sport
economy’ (Boyle and Haynes, 2004:4).

The introduction of television cameras and eventually satellite broad-
casting at football matches saw the game being opened up to a wider
audience (Sandvoss, 2003). At this time clubs had commitments to
ground restructuring following the Taylor Report in 1989 and were
having to meet rising wage demands from players, so they saw the
income from broadcasting as essential both in terms of selling the rights
to show matches and to gain loyal audiences for marketing purposes
(Boyle and Haynes, 2004). The Premier League was formed in 1992 as
the larger English clubs wanted to realise and consolidate their mar-
keting potential. They brokered a massive deal for broadcasting rights
with BSkyB as they felt their popularity warranted a higher proportion
of broadcasting revenues than the lower leagues. This was one of the
first moves towards clubs becoming marketable brands and entertain-
ment products focusing on the importance of merchandising (Boyle and
Haynes, 2004). Although football has always been commercial with a
large male, working class audience it is only since the 1980s and early
1990s that it has achieved a broader more middle class and female
audience.

Satellite television opened up many new markets for football both
internationally and also to groups that were to some extent excluded
from football on the terraces, for example, ethnic minorities and women
(Walvin, 2001). However, according to some, the introduction of new
audiences has been at the expense of the traditional fan. The marketi-
sation of football introduced expensive football-related consumer goods
and the cost of attending games increased rapidly throughout the early
1990s. This prohibitive pricing alongside the introduction of club mem-
bership schemes served to exclude a number of traditional working class
supporters (King, 2002; Taylor, 1995). The changing atmosphere at the
grounds led to arguments that football has become ‘feminised’ through
safer grounds and corporatisation making it attractive to a wider, more
diverse and middle class audience. As King (2002) points out, a more
affluent audience will buy merchandise and products promoted by
the team and its players and has led to what Taylor (1995:10) terms
consumer-fans attending football rather than spectator-supporters.
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This flow of money and media attention helped create sporting per-
sonalities and transformed the earning potential of players, allowing
them to live celebrity lifestyles and gain fame beyond football. Celebrity
and endorsements in football have a long history – even in the 1930s
some players such as Dixie Dean (Everton) and Alex James (Arsenal) were
considered glamorous stars with a great deal of commercial potential
(Walvin, 2001). These stars however, were used to endorse a limited
range of products to a small audience – unlike today where David
Beckham, for example, endorses a wide range of products and is himself
a globally recognised brand. It is clear that in the twenty-first century
symbolic capital in football can be turned into economic value (Boyle
and Haynes, 2004:73).

In 2000, Luis Figo’s contract with Real Madrid included an image
rights clause licensing the club to capitalise on his commercial value –
particularly in the sale of replica shirts. This set a precedent, where many
player negotiations are now based as much on marketing potential as
footballing prowess (Boyle and Haynes, 2004). This is particularly true
of corporations such as Nike who select young and aspiring athletes for
marketing projects and determine their value on marketing potential
rather than competitive achievements. Such athletes become commodi-
ties and function as marketing vehicles (Cashmore, 2006). Taylor (1995)
notes that from the 1990s onwards football clubs placed more empha-
sis on the star qualities of players, and King (2002:195) argues that
since the early 1990s teenage girls have become an important part of
the footballing audience, with Manchester United in particular draw-
ing on the sexual attractiveness of their players in marketing to such
an audience. These conditions have led to football becoming a mar-
keting platform, which some women have exploited to create a career
for themselves as brands in themselves, providing stories and infor-
mation about their husbands’ private lives. This in turn has increased
the demand for sporting celebrity, a brief overview of which now
follows.

Celebrity and football

Following on from Boorstin’s (1961/1992) important work on pseudo-
events, developed in Rojek’s (2001) analysis, there are three his-
torical processes that have led to the emergence of celebrity as
we know it today – the democratisation of society, the decline
in religion and the commodification of everyday life. The decline
in ascribed forms of power and greater equality has helped create
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the celebrity, as people look elsewhere for inspiration. In contem-
porary society celebrity is much maligned, as many who have it
appear to have no discernible talent or skill. In the past celebrity
and stardom were assumed to be achieved through talent and
being gifted whereas now many celebrities are deemed pointless and
shallow.

In relation to sport stars, talented and gifted is something that still
persists, Andrews and Jackson (2001) claim that such stars are more
authentic as they are not fictional. If sport stardom is meritocratic
and based on achievement, celebrity should be attributed evenly both
within and across different sports but a quick look at the media cov-
erage of sport on any given day highlights that some stars and sports
are afforded more coverage than others. This may be explained in the
case of football in that it has adapted more quickly than other sports to
the demands of show business. A crossover between football and enter-
tainment in terms of the amount of media coverage of the game and
of celebrity partnerships intertwines it much more with popular culture
(Cashmore, 2004). The nature of celebrity is culturally and historically
specific which is perhaps key to understanding the immense iconic
power of David Beckham over many other footballers (see Cashmore,
2006).

Woolridge (2002:52–3) has already attempted to map stardom in foot-
ball and claims that historically, football stardom has two categories.
‘Stars’ are players known in special ways locally, regionally and some-
times nationally but only by followers of football. ‘Superstars’ are players
whose fame extends beyond followers of the game. Woolridge’s partic-
ular period of study ended in 1946, so this can be developed to include
players who are recognised globally and are brands in their own right,
such as David Beckham. There is another level in this star system cover-
ing those related to the game through media coverage but not directly
involved. This encompasses wives and girlfriends, football agents, sports
presenters, players’ friends and families. Clearly this is not a unified cat-
egory, but their ubiquitous media coverage means it is useful to view
them as part of a continuum of celebrity in relation to football. Again,
although not revered for their talent as footballers are, wives have been
able to tap into the celebrity world of the footballer and obtain vicarious
celebrity. In contrast to the idea of being talented and gifted however,
the wives are actually denigrated and invoke envy amongst their audi-
ence more of which will be discussed in the following chapter. The
contemporary celebrity scene is a result of historical developments in
the media which are now discussed.
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Media developments

In his influential work on pseudo-events Boorstin (1961/1992) claims
that the graphic revolution provided a means to fabricate well-
knownness and create celebrity. The ambiguous truths of pseudo-events
have created a situation where the ‘American citizen thus lives in a world
where fantasy is more real than reality, where the image has more dig-
nity than its original’ (Boorstin, 1961/1992:37). In the UK the printed
press has evolved from producing serious newspapers focusing on ‘mas-
culine’ news in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to the mass
market for entertainment news and celebrity stories currently featuring
prominently throughout the press (Holland, 1998). The possibility of
a national press in the 1880s and 1890s saw the introduction of more
lightweight and easy-to-read features. This ‘soft’ news was seen as more
domestic and personal and was an attempt to broaden appeal to a mass
audience – including women. This ‘feminisation’ came about because
the feminine has often been associated with the popular and accessible.

In 1969 when Rupert Murdoch took over the Sun, the nature of the
popular changed again from its feminised form to a sexualised one.
It introduced a daily picture of semi-naked women prompting debates
over whether these images were liberating or degrading. This exacer-
bated a divide between tabloids providing more entertaining soft news
alongside the broadsheets which still traded in hard news – factual
reporting claiming truth, accuracy and universality (Holland, 1998).
Newspapers were also divided along class lines, with working class
tabloids seemingly reflecting the vulgar taste of their readers, while mid-
dle class papers remained masculine and serious. Sexualisation in the
tabloids was presented as liberating to women – inviting them to enjoy
themselves and lose their inhibitions. However, this pleasure for women
was mainly a pleasure for men and the male gaze (Holland, 1998).
At the same time, soft news and entertainment also created a space for
the famous and their families to display their lifestyles to readers, while
the attractive females amongst them provided images for the male gaze.

Marshall (2005) argues that it is difficult to identify the origins of
celebrity-inspired journalism as it has become so routinised in news-
papers. Even political or investigative reports often have information
about what the person is really like – a practice of celebrity jour-
nalism which has led to a further convergence with public relations
and promotion in order to glean such personal details. Contemporary
celebrity culture acknowledges the public’s power rather than traditional
hierarchy:
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The celebrity embodied that contradiction of being individually ele-
vated and thus relatively unique, but dependent on a new system
of ‘democratically inspired’ value that was derived from popular
audiences.

(Marshall, 2005:21)

Although on the surface, celebrity appears like a lottery and a possibility
for all, it is not as democratic as it appears and power is still concen-
trated in a few hands despite the fact that ‘ordinary’ people can obtain
it (Turner, 2006).

Connell (1992:64) argues that the ‘fantastical reportage’ printed by
the tabloid press is feared by those who still view entertainment as sep-
arate from information and debate. This reportage largely represents
sexual exploits and misdemeanours. It is criticised as it is seen as sala-
cious, but it is of interest to a wide audience, many of whom often
feel estranged from the state and politics. He claims that oppositional
readings of fantastic reportage are not resisting dominant structures
because the audience would probably like the rewards granted to those
exposed by the stories but oppose their exclusion from this good life
(Connell, 1992:66). In a tabloid media world driven by sexual exploits,
footballers, their wives and girlfriends provide stories for an audience
keen for details on their private lives. The desire for such stories has led
to fictional television series and novels to be produced, enabling even
more exaggerated stories about their lives.

These four sections have provided a brief background to women’s role
in football as well as developments in football, media and celebrity that
have all converged to create the celebrification of football in contem-
porary British society. Football is the most popular sport in the country,
with the most coverage and money, and this has led to players becoming
celebrities who are the subject of gossip and news, making them attrac-
tive to women and making their wives and girlfriends a source of much
media attention. For some women marriage to a footballer appears to
offer financial security, a glamorous life and an opportunity to gain
media coverage and celebrity status, something which if exploited cor-
rectly can be turned into a career in itself. It is against this backdrop that
the contemporary footballer’s wife will be explored in this book.

Structure of the book

This book will demonstrate how, in the early twenty-first century,
footballers’ wives have provided a paradoxical image for women in
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Britain. The wives are held up as aspirational and their career paths seen
as a means for self-transformation and social mobility. For others, the
women are treated with derision and turned into a grotesque caricature
of the pathological working class. These images will be analysed across
a range of media as well as how women married to footballers repre-
sent themselves. The next chapter sets out the theoretical framework
that underpins the analysis of this research. It pays particular attention
to Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) analysis in Distinction and his work on sym-
bolic violence. This helps explain how the wives are classified according
to their lack of cultural capital and taste poverty and why certain parts
of the media use forms of symbolic violence to denigrate the behaviour
and taste of such women. His thinking, along with Skeggs (2004a; 2005)
and Lawler (2004; 2005; 2008b), provides a cultural understanding of
class and how this has a moral dimension which is used in relation to
working class women (Sayer, 2005). In this way the wags are deployed
as moral educators for young women on how not to behave and dress.

This chapter then sets out how the media has come to deploy a
postfeminist perspective on the world. Certain areas of the media fre-
quently suggest that feminism has been successful and is no longer
necessary or relevant to contemporary women who have equality and
choice over their lives. This book analyses this postfeminist media cul-
ture, which is important as women’s identities are in part negotiated
through the popular media. It is also crucial in the representation of
female celebrities who are increasingly being depicted in class terms,
and in the case of working class women as pathological, with audiences
deriving pleasure from their problems and failings. Finally this chapter
will discuss the existing scholarship on footballers’ wives. Studies have
looked at these women in relation to the media, their depiction as
trophy wives and emphasising their husband’s masculinity. In their con-
temporary coverage, wags encompass many more meanings than solely
looking good for their husbands and this will be elaborated throughout
the book. It also includes US studies of sporting wives and the codes
they follow, as well as the impact of their husband’s work on their own
lives and identities.

The methodology chapter will outline the epistemological back-
ground to the research. It will describe how forms of representation
work to provide particular outlooks on the world and the ways these
ideologically operate, suggesting to women certain identities and ways
of living. This chapter will detail how particular groups are classi-
fied through popular culture and reduced to a stereotype. In this way,
the wags have been clearly positioned as working class and therefore
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different to middle class women. The wag has emerged as an exagger-
ated figure who appears across a range of media and serves as a symbol
of a grotesque working class woman. The semiotic and discourse analysis
used for this research will be outlined as well as how it has been applied
to the newspaper, magazine, television and autobiographical texts writ-
ten about footballers’ wives and their ideological functions. The sources
used will be explained in more detail here and how this method can be
applied to such diverse texts. In light of the use of such varied sources,
this chapter will look at the different explanations of intertextuality and
how they relate to this work.

Chapter 4 analyses the print media as a key area where different
discourses are created around footballers’ wives. It discusses how news-
papers and magazines have worked to create the figure of the wag and
a career path for her to follow. This chapter develops Goffman’s (1961)
concept of a career to analyse the wag and is separated into four sections
which focus on the four phases of this wag career. The first section
focuses on who wants to be a wag, looking at how celebrity magazines
create the footballer’s wife as an aspirational figure and living a fairy
tale life. This leads some young women to crave such a lifestyle as a
means of social transformation and access to unlimited wealth and hap-
piness. In contrast, newspapers have created the pathological figure of
the ‘wannabe wag’ who is a gold-digger stopping at nothing in her pur-
suit of a footballer. She is set out as a symbol of a society focusing on
shallow celebrity and shortcuts rather than getting an education and
working for success – marking the wannabe out as a failure of second
wave feminism. The section on signing the contract looks at the fasci-
nation with ‘wag weddings’ – events celebrity magazines are prepared to
pay millions to have the exclusive rights to.

The wedding has become a staple of the celebrity press helping to cre-
ate fairy tale images but elsewhere in the media it is used as a means to
denigrate the footballer and his wife. The wedding is often portrayed as
over-blown and gaudy with wives trying to outdo each other. Reporters
describe the weddings as grotesque and expensive, rather than akin to
royal weddings as they are displayed in Hello! and OK!, the newspapers
highlight the lack of taste of the ‘nouveau riche’ and the focus on one
day which overshadows the marriage that follows. The footballer’s wife
is described in terms of having a job and this job description is outlined
in the third section. It analyses how the media ascribes a range of roles
to these women and how some are able to exploit their wife of role to
obtain media or marketing jobs. It argues that the media has certain
expectations of footballers’ wives but at other points deems them as a
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distraction or unsupportive of their husbands. The final section exam-
ines how it may all end. An injury or move to a lower club for a player
could put paid to a career made out of being a football wife. The media
makes much of footballers’ affairs and divorces which serve as a moral
education to women wanting to tread the same path – the life is not
what it seems and money cannot buy happiness.

The Fact or Fiction chapter focuses on the fictional representations of
footballers’ wives largely through the ITV1 television series. This chapter
analyses the characters and story-lines to explain how they contribute to
the exaggerated caricature of the footballer’s wife. The story-lines inter-
twine with stories reported in the newspapers and the characters in the
series appear in celebrity magazines and mix with real celebrities and
footballers on the show which serves to blur fact and fiction, making
it difficult to discern which stories are real and which are fictional. The
series is a drama but encompasses many of the elements of soap opera
and provides pleasure and points of identification for viewers, although
in a more aspirational form than many British soap operas.

As a drama about women it also constitutes postfeminist program-
ming and as such the show offers a range of identities and choices
for women and depicts women pitting themselves against each other
in order to keep their man or their husband’s career for fear of losing
the money and status they have achieved as a footballer’s wife. This
chapter will also focus on how story-lines encompass specific themes in
relation to such women. It will examine how their lives are, in many
ways, depicted as analogous to a fairy tale but with an undercurrent
of class discomfort. The wives experience status incongruity with their
new-found wealth, others fear having to return to where they came from
and overall the visual representations of conspicuous consumption sug-
gests that their spending is excessive and tasteless – something that has
a strong resonance with the newspaper coverage of wags.

The Telling Tales chapter turns to consider how individual wives rep-
resent themselves and focuses specifically on their auto/biographies.
Auto/biography can be regarded as a means to create an alternate self
to that portrayed elsewhere and this section will analyse how feminist
autobiographical theory can be applied to contemporary books written
by footballers’ wives. Those writing the books appear to want to portray
an alternative view of either themselves, if they have a media persona
or of the life of a footballer’s wife. Some of these books tap into the
market for celebrity gossip. The wives are able to provide details on
their celebrity husband’s lives as well as gossip on what it is like to be
married to a celebrity and attend parties and events. In some cases the
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books work as a form of self-help manual to young women looking for
a fairy tale of transformation or providing confidence to those who lack
it, as well as lifestyle tips. This self-help theme is continued albeit in
a negative sense in books which seek to dispel the fairy tale myth by
pointing out the downsides and pitfalls of being married to a footballer.
The books highlight how difficult it is for women to assert their own
identities when they are often subsumed into the position of ‘wife of’.
This chapter also discusses how women write about the wannabe wag
and the competition between women for footballers whilst disputing
the idea that life is a fairy tale – again providing a moral education to
young women.

The final chapter will bring together all the arguments discussed
within the book. It considers the range of meanings attached to a seem-
ingly innocuous acronym and how this is used to both empower and
violate women and categorise them by class and taste. It will contextu-
alise this study historically and situate it in academic contexts, as well as
considering how research can be developed in future work in this area.



2
Framing the Wag

Since the 2006 World Cup, footballers’ wives have become a staple part
of the British press coverage and content. They are regularly featured
in the tabloid press, celebrity and lifestyle magazines and have fictional
television series and novels based on their lives. The amount of media
coverage this group of women receive and that the wives themselves
write demonstrates a shift to an interest in vicarious celebrity – fame
by association. This material provides a resource to analyse representa-
tions of women in the contemporary popular media and to unravel what
messages are conveyed to their audiences in relation to class, gender,
celebrity and football. Despite media saturation, the footballers’ wives
phenomenon has largely been overlooked in sociological study in the
UK. An analysis of media representations of footballers’ wives has been
undertaken by Clayton and Harris (2004) as part of a wider study of mas-
culinity, and as such its limited focus does not include the wider range
of gender and class discourses that surround these women. Roderick
(2006b) included a chapter on wives in his study of football as work,
but acknowledged that further analysis on the footballers’ wives was
required to fully make sense of the phenomenon and this book looks to
fill this sociological gap. There is some precedent for examining the role
of the sports wife in the USA, where studies have analysed the difficulties
of marriage to athletes in terms of lack of stability and discusses issues
around maintaining an individual identity (e.g. see Ortiz, 1997; 2006;
Thompson, 1999; McKenzie, 1999) and this book provides an account
of such women’s lives across a range of mediated representations in
the UK.

In order to understand how these women are represented, this book
will draw on a range of scholarship covering class, morality, gender and
celebrity. As outlined in the introduction the wives represent a paradox.

16
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They offer the aspiration of social mobility and transformation to some,
yet others denigrate them on the grounds of their dependence on a hus-
band, excessive consumerism and lack of taste. Pierre Bourdieu’s work
on capital, taste and symbolic violence provide an important framework
for understanding how and why footballers and their wives are deni-
grated through symbolic violence for their lack of cultural capital and
taste. This book develops a cultural understanding of class which will
be outlined in detail below (Lawler, 2004, 2005; 2008b; Skeggs, 2004a;
2005). It argues that culture, rather than traditional markers of class,
such as wealth and occupation, is now used to classify certain groups of
people. Footballers’ wives are very wealthy but defined as working class
through their cultural position, behaviour and lack of taste in relation
to the middle classes. This classification takes on a moral dimension
when analysing working class women in the media who are used to pro-
vide a form of moral education for women on how to act and behave
(Chouliaraki, 2008; Sayer, 2005). It is the intersection of class and gender
that is key to this book, which demonstrates how women are classified
both on the basis of their class and gender (McRobbie, 2004; Skeggs,
1997). This research demonstrates how elements of the media construct
a postfeminist characterisation of the world, where lip service is paid
to second wave feminism, which, however, is then described as a spent
force because equality is now achieved (Brunsdon, 2006; Coppock et al.,
1995; Gill, 2007; Hollows, 2006; Hollows and Moseley, 2006; McRobbie,
2004). Whilst some postfeminist representations emphasise women’s
choice to be dependent and revere the wags, elsewhere female celebrities
have increasingly become depicted through classed imagery with partic-
ular vitriol conferred on the working class celebrity who is undeserving
of her wealth and status, which often leads the audience to seek plea-
sure in her failings (Fairclough, 2008; Negra and Holmes, 2008; Tyler
and Bennett, 2009/2010). These theories on class and gender provide an
understanding of the wag – a stereotype of women who are married to
footballers and their lifestyles. This book builds on existing accounts of
footballing and other sports wives to penetrate beneath the dominant
representation of the wag as a grotesque, gold-digging working class
woman and reveals how the figure invites both envy and contempt.

Class, gender and morality

In an effort to grasp the class dynamics at work here, the book will draw
particularly on the sociology of Bourdieu (1986) and a cultural inter-
pretation of taste. In doing so, the contribution of Skeggs (1997; 2004a;
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2005) is also important to an understanding of the intersection of class
and gender and how women are positioned in class terms through their
representation in popular culture. Lawler’s (2004; 2008b) work is like-
wise helpful in demonstrating how Bourdieu’s approach can be devel-
oped to demonstrate how class can be understood through an embodied
history. Feminists have long critiqued objective measurements of class
in terms of the occupational status of the presumably male head of
household, as they overlook women’s own class status despite their cur-
rent prevalence in the labour market (see Lovell, 2004). Much of the
media representation of footballers’ wives is related to their class posi-
tion, which in objective measures would be determined by their hus-
band’s occupation. Roderick (2006b) argues that football is still heavily
made up of working class players and that the players engage in highly
skilled manual labour, meaning that despite their economic capital, in
the media footballers are generally classified as working class. Across the
vast number of women married to footballers their class position should
perhaps not be classified so, but generic representations of these women
inscribe them as working class. Bourdieu’s work allows for a less socio-
economic and more cultural analysis of class which is clearly appropriate
for this book. Savage (2000:106) insists that, rather than being culturally
reductionist, Bourdieu’s work postulates that culture is not a product of
class relations but is a field in itself within which class relations operate.
Furthermore, Skeggs argues that popular culture is crucial to how we
understand, interpret and position ourselves in terms of class and this
point will be developed in relation to footballers’ wives. She argues that
through using ‘historical processes of moral attribution, atavistic posi-
tioning and using the working class as constitutive limit’, it is possible to
see how these are reworked in popular culture, providing a way of inter-
preting how we come to know and understand class (Skeggs, 2005:46).

Distinction and taste

Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier. Social subjects classi-
fied by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions
they make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and
the vulgar, in which their position in the objective classifications is
expressed or betrayed.

(Bourdieu, 1986:6)

In this much cited passage Bourdieu emphasises how taste embodies
social distinctions and class positions, which he regards as involving
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four types of capital – economic, social, cultural and symbolic. Cultural
capital is linked to education and etiquette and those with a high cul-
tural capital have improved chances of success in education and beyond,
thus undermining any concept of a meritocracy and reproducing class
positions. This is crucial to ensuring that those who achieve almost
overnight fame and fortune through saturation in the media are seen
as beneath those who have ‘earned’ or ‘inherited’ their wealth as is
played out in the representations of footballers’ wives (1986:2). Sym-
bolic capital relates to status, prestige and recognition and Bourdieu
had a particular interest in struggles and competition over status and
recognition (Jenkins, 2002:129).

Bourdieu noted a close relationship between cultural practices, edu-
cational capital and social origin which work together to distinguish
between a sacred and separating high culture and low culture (1986:13).
In Bourdieu’s France, this created three levels – ‘legitimate taste’,
‘middle-brow taste’ and ‘popular taste’ which are inversely propor-
tional to educational capital (1986:16). He argued that the working
class expect everything to fulfil a function whereas legitimate art
needs to be appreciated ‘independently of its content’ – cultural cap-
ital can only be acquired if it is withdrawn from economic neces-
sity (1986:41,53). This may serve to exclude the ‘new rich’, such
as footballers, who have removed economic necessity but have not
been able to distance themselves from the necessary consumption of
their previous lives. It is particularly pertinent to those who realise
the precarious nature of certain careers, such as professional sports
or those based on media coverage which could be withdrawn at
any point.

Although as noted by many, French society is unique, some of
Bourdieu’s concepts such as cultural and symbolic capital, taste, dis-
tinction and symbolic violence can be developed to analyse the repre-
sentation of women in the UK. In contemporary media, a distinction
between legitimate and popular taste is evident where the tabloid
focus on celebrity and television is often derided by the broadsheets.
It would be too simplistic to suggest that this is inversely proportional
to educational levels as many read both tabloid and broadsheet papers.
As Warde (2008) argues, the omnivorousness condition now makes it
difficult to establish high levels of engagement which results in spe-
cific orientations to cultural activities becoming more fluid. Certainly in
football, increasing middle class interest has been seen as a sign of more
omnivorous tastes (King, 2002; Taylor, 1995). However, this engagement
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with a working class sport does not necessary reduce cultural
exclusion:

Just as racists may enjoy Indian food and despise those who produce
it, so middle class people may enjoy football but feel varying degrees
of contempt for working class supporters, footballers, and footballers’
wives.

(Sayer, 2005:174)

Although Warde (2008:327) states that studies show omnivorousness
is mainly found among the educated middle classes, it could repre-
sent a crumbling of class domination through cultural exclusion or a
‘benign, cosmopolitan, tolerant and non-judgemental approach to the
diversity of culture’. Consequently, the command of legitimate culture
or the exchange value of cultural capital cannot be assumed to be stable.
This book will demonstrate that, despite an increasing engagement with
football across classes, the players and their wives are framed as working
class and subjected to cultural exclusion on the grounds of taste – the
symbols used may not be stable and perhaps periodically change (e.g.
celebrity chav, footballer’s wife) but are persistent.

Social rank and specific power are assigned in relation to particular
fields and depend on the specific capital mobilised within that field.
In the field of sport, footballers have much cultural and symbolic capital
whereas their wives have little. Footballers’ wives, however, have much
symbolic capital in a society where money and fame can be achieved
through proliferation in the cultural media. The tabloid press in partic-
ular, which thrives on popular culture, has constructed these women as
a coherent and recognisable group worthy of much press attention, thus
allowing them to create their own media careers. However, this capital
is only legitimated by certain sections of the population. Some, who are
part of the established upper and middle classes, have utilised symbolic
violence to assert their tastes through the popular media by expressing
their distaste of these women (and this will be explored in more detail
in Chapter 4).

Through their classification as ‘wags’, footballers’ wives are imbued
with certain tastes and consumption choices which distinguish them
from other women depicted in the media. As Bourdieu (1986:56) argues,
taste is often justified by refusing other tastes, he insists that ‘tastes are
perhaps first and foremost distastes, disgust provoked by horror or vis-
ceral intolerance (“sick-making”) of the tastes of others’, while aversion
to the lifestyles of others are ‘one of the strongest barriers between the
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classes’. These dynamics are clearly played out in the media and will
be discussed throughout the book. Bourdieu maintains that ideological
strategies generated in class struggles, naturalise actual differences. This
is achieved by converting differences in how culture is acquired into
differences of nature. These distinctive lifestyles played out in symbolic
space are always defined objectively and subjectively in and through
mutual relationships. He argues an objective class is a set of agents in
similar conditions of existence who share common properties, which
may be legally guaranteed or embodied as class habitus. Lifestyles them-
selves become products of the habitus and these, in turn, become sign
systems and symbolic expressions of class positions.

Bourdieu claims that struggles over the appropriation of economic
or cultural goods are simultaneously struggles to appropriate distinc-
tive signs. These signs are goods or practices which become classi-
fied or classifiers and represent the struggle to impose a legitimate
lifestyle – emblems of class and the legitimate manner of appropri-
ating them. Through conspicuous consumption and taste, footballers
are typically represented in the media as nouveau riche and vulgar.
Even if they acquire the appropriate cultural goods, their mode of
acquisition and the acquisition of their wealth marks them out as a dif-
ferent class to those who have different tastes or place themselves in a
different class:

Where the petite bourgeois or nouveau riche ‘overdoes it’, betray-
ing his own insecurity, bourgeois distinction signals its presence by a
sort of ostentatious discretion, sobriety and understatement, a refusal
of everything which is ‘showy’, ‘flashy’ and pretentious, and which
devalues itself by the very intention of distinction.

(Bourdieu, 1986:249)

He goes onto argue that the reality of the social world is in part
determined by struggles over the representations of these positions
in the social world (Bourdieu, 1986:253). This will be seen through-
out this book – although the wives have some control over their
media – this is not full control and leaves their representations in
the hands of those who wish to mark out their superior distance
from them. Women married to footballers but who do not appear
in the media struggle against this representation either by publishing
their ‘own’ story or through personal interaction in which they con-
struct themselves in negative relation to the media stereotypes. For
many the accumulation of symbolic capital is a means to acquiring a
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reputation and respectability; for those without control over their rep-
resentation it becomes a tool with which to denigrate them (Bourdieu,
1986:291).

For Lawler (2004), Bourdieu’s work enables an analysis of how class
distinctions and divisions are based on cultural and symbolic axes not
just economic ones, and this allows an analysis of class where it is
not called class – something she argues is especially important today,
as many have proclaimed the death of class. As demonstrated in the
discourse surrounding footballers’ wives, the media distinguishes indi-
viduals, or in this case groups, and either approves and normalises
them or disapproves of and pathologises them. She explains how the
concept of habitus is a way to analyse how social relations become
constituted within the self and how the self is constitutive of social
relations (2004:111). It is an embodied history, but often this his-
tory is forgotten and so dispositions become seen as ‘nature’ rather
than social training (Lawler, 2008b). The habitus is also relational –
relative to the context of the field it is in as well as relating to oth-
ers. Social relations in the habitus are hierarchical, so some are given
the authority to pass judgement whereas others are judged. In this way
Bourdieu’s work offers an important framework to interrogate how iden-
tities are discursively constructed through the media and conferred on
others. Moreover, analysing femininities can reveal how certain types of
femininity are classified as belonging to a particular class and are then
regarded as either desirable or pathological (Lawler, 2004; 2008b). In the
case of wags, representations are generally based on bodily appear-
ance, behaviour, consumption and lack of intellect. Class boundaries
are drawn through ideas of the ‘right ways of being and doing’ which
have been claimed by the middle classes and classified through man-
ners and etiquette (Lawler, 2008b:249). This book highlights a symbolic
struggle between the working classes and the middle classes, albeit an
unusual one, the celebrity working class are earning vast amounts of eco-
nomic capital and obtaining symbolic capital through the media which
threatens those factions in middle classes who are working to assert their
position as the arbiters of taste and distinguishing themselves and their
social position.

Skeggs (2004a) argues that classifications become forms of inscrip-
tion that are performative. They confirm the perspective of the classifier
and encapsulate the classified in discourse and this is demonstrated
through the classification of certain women as wags or wannabe wags.
She explains this in the following way:



Framing the Wag 23

Just as the middle-classes have changed their interests and per-
spectives from fixity to mobility (although remaining located to
become mobile), the working class have shifted historical locations
from once being the dangerously mobile, threatening to contam-
inate the respectable through their movement and proximity, to
now becoming firmly fixed in order to become identifiable and
governable.

(Skeggs, 2004a:50)

Understanding class as negotiated in relation to other groups through
representation rather than through objective classifications allows a cul-
tural interpretation which according to Clément (1995:149) means, ‘the
concept of class excludes neither the diversity of members nor the exis-
tence of internal conflicts’. In this way class is produced at the level of
the symbolic and social positioning is produced through discourse. Rep-
resentations are also attributed with moral value – this is clearly seen
through the tales of footballers’ wives, which read like fairy tales or
fables and will be discussed in more detail below. These classifications
and the struggle between the classes are often fought by means of sym-
bolic violence, which is frequently played out through representations
in the media and is also outlined below.

Symbolic violence

In Language and Symbolic Power, Bourdieu (1991) argues that it is crucial
to be able to discover power in places where it is least visible and where
it is misrecognised and then revealed:

For symbolic power is that invisible power which can be exercised
only with the complicity of those who do not want to know that
they are subject to it or even that they themselves exercise it.

(Bourdieu, 1991:164)

He argues that symbolic structures are instruments of knowledge and
communication and symbolic power offers the ability to construct real-
ity. Relations of communication are always inseparably power relations
which enable symbolic power to be accumulated. It is both a struc-
tured and structuring instrument of communication and knowledge,
which allows symbolic systems to fulfil a political function – as a means
to ensure one class dominates another. Classes and class fractions are
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engaged in a symbolic struggle aimed at imposing the definition of the
social world best suited to their interests (Bourdieu, 1991:167).

These symbolic struggles are not only between classes but also the
sexes. Bourdieu argues in Masculine Domination that this domination is
imposed and suffered through

symbolic violence, a gentle violence, imperceptible and invisible even
to its victims, exerted for the most part through the purely sym-
bolic channels of communication and cognition (more precisely,
misrecognition), recognition, or even feeling.

(Bourdieu, 2001:1–2)

This important concept demonstrates how domination can be exerted
through a symbolic principle which is recognised by both the domi-
nant and the dominated through such matters as language, lifestyle or a
distinctive property (Bourdieu, 2001). This recognition is actually a mis-
recognition that occurs when symbolic capital has been acquired and
legitimated, obscuring the social processes and structures that make its
existence possible. It is in this way that the social world and its arbitrary
divisions, such as the socially constructed division between the sexes,
become depicted as natural (see also Skeggs, 2004b:23).

Symbolic domination is not exerted in the knowing consciousness
but through perception, appreciation and action which constitute the
habitus. Symbolic force is the form of power exerted on bodies directly
working on dispositions. Symbolic power cannot be exercised without
the contribution of those who are subjected to it, as they only undergo it
because they construct it as such. It is the product of objective structures
which trigger dispositions that help to reproduce them. The dominated
often unwittingly contribute to their own domination by implicitly
accepting the limits imposed on them, which often take the form of
bodily emotions, such as shame, humiliation, anxiety, guilt or passions
and sentiments like love, admiration and respect (Bourdieu, 2001:38).
Footballers’ wives often appear complicit in their own domination by
putting themselves forward for media attention, which then denigrates
and positions them as a lower class.

A similar process can be seen in Sennett and Cobb’s (1972) work on
the hidden injuries of class, which analyses the discontent caused by
upward mobility. They argue it is because people of a higher class have
the power to judge others that those of a subaltern class feel compelled
to place themselves on a lower level in order to earn respect. However,
when gaining upward mobility people experience ‘status incongruity’.
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Despite their success, they feel like an intruder and undeserving of
respect, whilst simultaneously disrespecting the class they are moving
into. In this sense Sennett and Cobb argue that class constricts the weak,
allowing the strong to maintain their power. This can be seen clearly
in the case of footballers and their wives who have attained financial
success but still suffer from class judgements made about them.

Gender and class

Bourdieu’s work has been criticised by many feminists as androcen-
tric, claiming his focus on class has led to the omission of gender.
This is something he attempted to rectify in Masculine Domination
(2001) but much of his account here, Lovell (2004) maintains, was
premised upon women as objects and the basis of exchange in con-
trast to much feminist work which characterises women as subjects with
capital-accumulating strategies (discussed in Skeggs, 2004b:29). How-
ever many of his concepts have relevance for contemporary feminism.
Skeggs has argued that Bourdieu’s work has been crucial for returning
class to the feminist agenda, as well as being significant in three main
ways. First, it enables a link between objective structures and subjective
experience. Second, his model of social space, in which people embody
and carry volumes and compositions of capital, enables researchers to
think through different types of value and mobility. Finally, she argues
that his methodological insights situate reflexivity as a pre-requisite to
knowledge, enabling researchers to examine the position from which
they speak (2004b:21). Of most value to this research are his concepts
of taste, distinction, capital and symbolic violence and how incorporat-
ing a feminist perspective with these concepts allows an analysis of the
interaction of class and gender. The next section will outline the con-
cept of gender as performance and describe how this intersects with the
analysis of class in representations of footballers’ wives.

According to Butler, gender is not exclusively a cultural concept of
meaning following from biological concepts of sex, but is also a dis-
course deployed to naturalise ideas of a binary sex and gender on which
culture acts (1999:11). She argues gender identity is a combination of a
personal/cultural history of received meanings and imitative practices
which refer to other imitations – together these provide the illusion
of an interior gendered self or can work to parody the process of this
construction (1999:176). She explains:

acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or
substance, but produce this on the surface of the body, through the
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play of signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, the organ-
ising principle of identity as a cause. Such acts, gestures, enactments,
generally construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or
identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications man-
ufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive
means.

(Butler, 1999:173)

It is in this way that she can insist that parodic repetitions, such as drag,
can become troubling for hegemony. They reveal the constructed nature
of gender, whilst others become domesticated and recirculated as instru-
ments of hegemony. Gender is an act or performance that is intentional
and conscious but also performative which refers to the construction of
meaning through repetition. This is carried out in a regulatory frame-
work and those who fail in their performance of gender are regularly
punished (Butler, 1999: 176–7). The performance of gender undertaken
by the wags through their style and behaviour has been repeated across
the newspapers, magazines and television and is represented as excessive
and as such they are often punished through symbolic violence.

Skeggs combines the perspectives of Bourdieu and Butler to provide
a reading of femininity and class. Although she argues these theorists
have clear differences, they both centralise how certain performances
become legitimated and authorised either institutionally, discursively or
through practice (2001:297). She argues that femininity is very differ-
ent for different women, not least since it involves both appearance in
terms of the aesthetic labour of looking feminine as well as feminine
characteristics such as caring and passivity.

According to Skeggs, the reading of appearance is historically situ-
ated, related to moral behaviour and discursively produced. In relation
to femininity, excessive attention to appearance can be seen ‘as a sign of
moral worthlessness, of vanity, of tastelessness’, a view which can clearly
be applied to the representations of footballers’ wives, as femininity ‘is
the process through which women are gendered and become specific
sorts of women’ (Skeggs, 1997:98). In this way femininity is a public per-
formance that is observed and requires validation by others. Respectable
femininity is discursively constructed around middle class domestic ide-
ologies relating to home and family values. Working class women are
observed and interpreted in relation to their sexuality, in opposition
to this domestic ideal (Skeggs, 1997). Furthermore, she insists that any
form of cultural capital has to be legitimated before it can have sym-
bolic power or be capitalised upon (Skeggs, 2001; 2004b). Gender is a
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form of cultural capital available to the working classes but only if it
is symbolically legitimated. It is through the media that working class
women occasionally attempt to deploy their femininity as a form of
capital to gain recognition, although this is often not legitimated but
denigrated through symbolic violence. This obscures the fact that there
are multiple forms of femininity rather than a coherent, stable version
(see also McNay, 2004). Footballers’ wives in the media are positioned
in a similar way to traditional representations of working class women,
who are often positioned as ‘other’ and defined as vulgar, sexual and
deviant as opposed to the norms of middle class elegance, refinement
and respectability. It is important to note that respectability is ‘organ-
ised around a complex set of practices and representations’, which in
turn shape ‘appropriate and acceptable modes of behaviour, language
and appearance’ and function ‘as both social rules and moral codes’
(Skeggs, 1997:46).

In reworking their negative positioning, working class women often
seek to create their own version of femininity and respectability in terms
of their own values. Some women see few prospects of achieving respect
through educational achievements, occupational success or other such
means, so they invest heavily in themselves to try and obtain corporeal
capital. This is frequently the case with footballers’ wives who are often
represented through a ‘barbie doll’ image. On the surface, representa-
tions in the media of certain women provide role models where fame
and fortune can be achieved merely by being glamorous or good look-
ing, such as glamour models, reality TV stars or those who have been
able to obtain a famous or talented partner. On closer inspection these
women are criticised for investing too heavily in their appearance –
femininity should appear effortless – and their sometimes inappropri-
ate conduct demonstrates that the constructed appearance cannot hide
a lack of etiquette and cultural capital (Skeggs, 1997; see also McNay,
2004).

McRobbie (2004) studied the phenomenon of television makeover
programmes which allow (mainly) women to transform themselves
with the help of ‘experts’ in the expectation of improving their life
chances and status, hoping this transformation will help them to accu-
mulate forms of social and cultural capital. She argues however, that
the programmes largely amount to public denigration of women of lit-
tle taste (with which they are complicit) by women with recognised
taste and thereby legitimating class antagonisms, sending a message that
poor women should emulate their social superiors. She argues that as
women have been set free from traditional roles this has led to ruthless
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competition amongst women. Such denigration against the poor and
disadvantaged is brushed off as ironic and ‘no harm intended’ – this pro-
vides an important counterpart to representations of footballers’ wives.
The fictional representations are clearly ironic and over the top which
serves to diffuse their powerful symbolism. In newspapers and maga-
zines the wags are not in any way depicted as poor and disadvantaged,
perhaps this gives the impression that they are fair game, justifying the
offensive attacks based on their poor taste and judgement.

As people are individualised they need to reinvent themselves con-
stantly and be flexible enough to adapt to new circumstances and an
evolving labour market. This further fragments the position of women
in society, and working class women become painfully aware of the
derisory judgements made against them by the middle classes, partic-
ularly in regard to their appearance and lack of respectability (Skeggs,
1997 in McRobbie, 2004:101):

Female individualisation is, then, a social process bringing into being
new social divisions through the denigration of low class or poor and
disadvantaged women by means of symbolic violence. What emerges
is a new regime of more sharply polarised class positions, shabby
failure or well-groomed success.

(McRobbie, 2004:101)

In this way class positions are polarised, and particularly for women are
projected onto the female body. She goes on to argue that these pro-
grammes and their equivalents in the tabloid press ‘construct a new,
feminised, social space which is defined in terms of status, affluence
and body image’ (McRobbie, 2004:104). In this new space footballers’
wives have emerged as a recognisable social type distinguished by their
taste and behaviour – their bodies display an incorporated history asso-
ciated with the working class and nouveau riche which is used against
them as a means of social control. In this space the footballers’ wives
provide a range of meanings. For some this social type is aspirational
and stylish. Yet others see these women as distasteful and seek to differ-
entiate them from the middle classes. As demonstrated in Tyler’s (2008)
account of ‘chav mums’, a figurative analysis highlights how social types
such as the ‘chav mum’ or wag become figures who represent wider
social anxieties and highlight class antagonisms.

Morality and class

This book analyses cultural interactions between the middle and the
working classes. Representations of the working class work to define
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the middle classes as those who are not and could not be like these
representations (Lawler, 2005). For a number of commentators the mid-
dle class is formed around ideas of culture, morality and modernity
which has solidified into an identity and occupies ‘normal’ ground – it
is the benchmark of normality against which other groups are measured
(Skeggs, 1997; Walkerdine and Lucey, 1989; Walkerdine et al., 2001 all
in Lawler, 2008b). Culture has a long discursive history and conceptual
links with morality so claims to cultural ownership can be translated
into claims to an ownership of morality. This point has been put in the
following way:

Defining class through culture dislocates it from the economic and
firmly locates it within the moral, in which representation and visu-
ality become central mechanisms for knowing and identifying the
working-class.

(Skeggs, 2004a:40)

This moral dimension of class is taken up by Sayer (2005:2) who
argues that morality is about what is deemed good and desirable, in
terms of a way of life, practices, objects, behaviours and character.
He insists that class fundamentally affects the kind and quality of life
we can lead. It becomes morally significant in daily lived experience
and how people view and treat each other. Sayer’s work is helpful in
this study as it incorporates the moral dimension of class and demon-
strates how class inequalities influence people’s valuation and pursuit of
goods, their ethical dispositions and treatment of others and how these
reproduce or transform inequalities. He claims that humans are evalu-
ative beings who continually monitor and assess their own behaviour
and that of others and this occurs in a context of inequality (Sayer,
2005:1).

Sayer argues that the moral dimensions of class are often suppressed
and, drawing on sociology and moral philosophy, analyses the lay nor-
mativity related to class, seeking to understand its internal force rather
than reducing it to positioning or discourse. This is a crucial distinc-
tion, for while his work is important in demonstrating that morality
is not merely a set of norms and rules producing a social order but
something that matters to people and is of great importance to them,
this book focuses on the discursive construction of morality surround-
ing these women’s lives. It seeks to understand how these women are
classified through the media as working class and lacking morality –
which simultaneously serves to construct middle class women as moral
beings.
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In terms of cultural difference footballers and their wives are clearly
marked out as separate from the middle classes in terms of their
lifestyles, sexual promiscuity and displays of wealth. They seem to strug-
gle for recognition in two different ways. Either through recognition
of their own lifestyle, taste and moral worth by selling their stories to
magazines, through auto/biographies and writing lifestyle columns or
by trying to imitate middle class culture to gain respectability (see Tyler
and Bennett, 2009/2010). However, it seems that elsewhere in the media
other groups see them as ‘less worthy of moral consideration than the
members of their own group’ (Sayer, 2005:58). Yet it is also important to
grasp how such justifications

of superior wealth on the basis of achievements worthy of condi-
tional recognition are always open to contestation. Up to a point,
conspicuous worth may (intentionally or unintentionally) produce
envy and even admiration, but others may discover or suspect that
the owner has not done anything to deserve the wealth.

(Sayer, 2005:66)

In this sense, it would appear that footballers and their wives are
unlikely to be respected as many deem footballers as overpaid for their
work and their wives as idle. They do become objects of envy and this is
represented through various media in moral terms, as their wealth being
excessive and undeserved. Elsewhere in the media ideas of environmen-
talism and anti-consumerism have been portrayed as a means to a more
moral lifestyle – one which footballers’ wives and their conspicuous
consumption fail to adhere to. Middle class ideals of moving to less con-
sumptive, simpler, self sufficient and affordable lifestyles are portrayed
in the media and legitimate a downshift to more traditional feminini-
ties through the morals of ecological sustainability (see Hollows, 2006).
Negra and Holmes (2008:para 11) note that female celebrity virtue can
also be obtained through social generosity and charity work but it seems
that in the case of footballers’ wives even this cannot alter pervasive
stereotypes.

Moral education

Many texts are popular because of their moral dimension, which allow
people to make sense of their lives. In the case of crime reporting,
Jack Katz argues that people read crime news for moral work by
‘re-creating daily their moral sensibilities through shock and impulses
of outrage . . . [it is a] process through which adults in contemporary
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society work out individual perspectives on moral questions of a quite
general yet eminently personal relevance’ (1987:67 cited in Carrabine,
2008:46–7). Moral stories around footballers’ wives are evident on a
close examination of their coverage, yet the moral element is easily
glossed over because of the glamorous, celebrity depictions of a wealthy
lifestyle on display. This gloss helps to make moral opinions of the wives
work subtly. The women are often viewed as immoral, not least because
their ‘dependence’ on husbands and lack of productive work contravene
ideas of equality and meritocracy. This section will discuss how these
stories work as a form of moral education through tropes of soap opera
(Geraghty, 1991; Hobson, 2003) and fairy tales (Bacchilega, 1997).

Chouliaraki argues that mediation can be seen as a moral education.
She looks at how media representations of distant suffering are not
merely voyeuristic and passive but can provide proposals of action to
relieve suffering. The media can cultivate ethical values and dispositions
through its repetition of stories of misfortune (2008:832). This moral
education does not take place through explicit instruction as to what
is right or wrong, rather through exemplary stories as to what matters
in a particular situation and how to act appropriately in it. Her work
follows Aristotle’s description of spectacles of public life as forms of
moral education and is about western reactions to distant suffering, but
this book argues that a moral education is at work in the spectacular
representations of footballers’ wives in the media, guiding the audi-
ence on how to behave and perform their femininity ‘correctly’. The
moral outrage over women shamelessly pursuing footballers purely for
the lifestyle and the money, alongside the focus on relationship break-
downs, serves as a warning to many that this is not a way to obtain
symbolic legitimation.

A key moral message played out through certain elements of the mid-
range and broadsheet newspapers and cheap celebrity magazines is that
the life of a footballer’s wife is ‘not what it appears’ and that money ‘can-
not buy taste or respect’. This type of reporting appears to be motivated
through a politics of envy levelled against footballers and their wives
predicated on their material possessions and their mode of acquisition.
Steedman (1986:6) describes her mother in Landscape for a Good Woman,
as always longing for material things that she lacked in order ‘to be what
she wasn’t’. She argues this framework enables fairy tales about making
good, but generally the exclusion of many from such an extravagant
lifestyle promotes envy and a sense of social injustice. Across the media
landscape footballers’ wives are often couched in fairy tale terms, incit-
ing envy – more often in the middle classes than the working classes;
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perceiving this group as vulgar and not working for their position and
the very definition of the undeserving rich.

Moral education is provided in a number of forms such as gossip,
media reporting or television, in particular, in soap operas. The lives
of footballers’ wives are played out as a soap opera in the media and
the theories of this much maligned genre are helpful in understand-
ing the moral dimension and pleasure that this real life and fictional
soap brings to its audience (Ang, 1985; Brunsdon, 1997; Geraghty, 1991;
Hobson, 2003; Modleski, 1979). Hobson’s early work on the British soap
opera Crossroads and her later work on soap opera generally, provide a
useful outline of soap opera theory for this book. She claims that the
soap opera is the perfect form for broadcasters as it generates and sus-
tains audiences, press coverage, controversy and advertising revenue, as
well as supporting the public service ethos. It is both powerful and cost
effective. The soap is a drama in serial form, with a core set of char-
acters and locations which is transmitted at least three times a week
with a narrative focusing on everyday personal and emotional lives
(Hobson, 2003). In this sense the media coverage of footballers’ wives
follows these generic forms – they generate and sustain audiences for
newspapers, magazines, books and television, there is a core set of char-
acters and locations and they are often depicted dramatically in terms
of their personal and emotional lives. Some may also find more reso-
nance between soap opera and tales of footballers’ wives as soaps are
often used as a term of denigration ‘implying over-dramatic, under-
rehearsed presentation of trivial dramas blown out of proportion to
their importance’ (Geraghty, 1991:1). Most importantly, Hobson argues
that soaps are one of the most moral of genres and through them, audi-
ences will learn that ultimately wrongdoing will always be punished – a
view cemented in the reporting of footballing relationships, on and off
the pitch.

It has been argued that soaps probably have their origins in oral
literature – folk tales and story telling, which later shaped the novel
and emerged in its current form initially on the radio and then tele-
vision (Hobson, 2003). In this sense, the lives of footballers’ wives are
depicted like a soap opera and also contain analogies to or elements
of fairy tales and cautionary tales. Contemporary scholarship on fairy
tales has examined their continuing popularity and their ideological
work, in this case particularly in relation to women (Bacchilega, 1997;
Harries, 2004; Lieberman, 1972; Zipes, 2007). Bacchilega’s (1997) anal-
ysis of postmodern fairy tales reveals how they function as gender and
narrative strategies in diverse ways. She demonstrates how the fairy tale
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works as a mirror with symbolic resonance – it shows our potential
for transformation and so refracts what we wish or fear to become
(Bacchilega, 1997:28).

In this sense the lives of footballers’ wives portray, to some, the
potential for transformation and an aspirational world, whereas for oth-
ers they show a fearful picture of young women’s immoral behaviour.
By turning the stories into cautionary tales, the fairy tales convey ideo-
logical expectations and norms about how women should behave. Fairy
tales are what Steedman calls ‘interpretive devices’ or stories to think
with – they do not necessarily determine selves but provide a way to
read and understand them (in Harries, 2004:101). The Footballers’ Wives
television series bills itself as a modern morality tale and this can be
seen in much of the press coverage whilst Coleen Rooney’s autobiog-
raphy describes her life as a fairy tale which is backed up by visual
images in the glossy magazines. Harries (2004) argues that in the most
popular fairy tales heroines were seen as passive, apparently dead or
sleepwalking and dependent on the arrival of a prince for entry into the
real world and for animation. In the media, footballers replace princes
as women become dependent on their husbands for their ‘job title’
and to give them life in the media and the lifestyle they have always
wanted. She also claims that the women in fairy tales are either beauti-
ful and passive or powerful and wicked – it could be said then that the
wives are beautiful and passive, but elsewhere in the newspapers and
the television series they are portrayed as calculating and having too
much media attention – perhaps not necessarily powerful but definitely
wicked.

Some of the auto/biographies have more in common with
postmodern fairy tales, by attempting to expose the ‘truths’ about
being married to a footballer and exposing the myth of the fairy tale.
Bacchilega (1997:35–6) suggests that postmodern tales attempt to ques-
tion the ideological nature of the tales themselves, while exposing the
‘lies’ and artifice that link the narrative to gender reproduction so that
‘natural truths can be questioned’. The treatment of footballers and their
wives is very much subjected to moral judgement of their lifestyles and
whether they deserve their wealth. This study will demonstrate how
soap opera discourses and fairy tale narratives are used in representa-
tions of footballers’ wives and function ideologically to position women
according to their class and gender. The range of discourses surround-
ing footballers’ wives in relation to class and morality are set against a
backdrop of postfeminism in the contemporary British media, and such
matters are now discussed.
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Postfeminism

Contemporary debates in feminism centre upon the aims and values of
feminism now and in the future and whether these either break with or
build upon the second wave feminist movement. Academics argue over
the consensus of meaning of the third wave or postfeminism and how
the feminist movement can go forward (see Gillis et al., 2007; Hollows,
2000; Orr, 1997). These debates not only take place in the academy
but increasingly through the popular media. This book contends that
feminism is still relevant and equality has yet to be achieved, but that
in the UK the media frequently portrays a postfeminist era, in which
feminism has seemingly achieved equality and is therefore no longer
relevant to a generation of women who are now liberated and solely
responsible for their own achievements. This is crucial to understand-
ing the varying representations of and reactions to footballers’ wives in
the contemporary media.

It is important to note that postfeminism is a heavily contested term:

In recent years, debates about everything from the history and exclu-
sions of feminism to the gender consciousness (or otherwise) of
young women and the ideological nature of contemporary media,
have crystallised in disagreements about postfeminism.

(Gill, 2007:147)

Arguments over postfeminism are not just concerned with transfor-
mations in feminisms and media culture but also address the mutual
relationships between the two. For Gill (2007:147–8) the term denotes
a theoretical position, a type of feminism following the second wave
and a regressive political stance. According to Coppock et al. (1995:3),
‘postfeminism’ became adopted as common sense in part because it
emerged at a time when the UK government was promoting the 1990s as
a decade of gender equality. The ‘common sense’ approach in the media
assumed that two decades of social policy and legal reform, informed
by equal opportunities initiatives had brought about social change and
institutional advancement. It therefore implied that gender equality had
been achieved but critiqued this as it had left men confused about their
identities and women struggled with the expectation that they could
achieve it all. In this way the media is able to credit feminism with
furthering women’s independence whilst dismissing it as irrelevant to
a new generation who do not need to be liberated from patriarchy
(Whelehan, 2000).
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The term postfeminism in the USA related to an era in which fem-
inism has become viewed as a form of discredited politics that under-
mined heterosexual relations (Coppock et al., 1995). Young women
were reportedly keen to reject second wave feminists as bitter and anti-
men, instead preferring to reinforce the institutionalised notions of
heterosexuality, marriage and family. In a postfeminist era, these insti-
tutions become represented as an active choice against a backdrop of
the assumption that women have the opportunity to achieve whatever
they want, unhindered by historical patriarchal structures; if they did
not achieve they only had themselves to blame. In light of this equal-
ity, notions of the ‘superwoman’, who can obtain both a career and a
family, alongside the ‘new man’ who understood feminism and shared
responsibility for domestic labour and childcare meant that feminism
had become passé or had gone too far rose to prominence (Coppock
et al., 1995:4–5).

In the USA, Faludi (1992) argued this was a backlash against
feminism – wherever it seems to be gaining ground repressive forces
are mobilised in response (in Coppock et al., 1995:6). In spite of sec-
ond wave feminism’s success in gaining political change, feminism as
a movement is represented in the popular media as negative and ret-
rograde. The media emphasis on family values suggested that equality
had been a success but had failed women by putting them under too
much pressure. This led to a rejection of feminism and popular media
representations becoming anti-feminist, providing critics with an expla-
nation for feminism’s lack of contemporary resonance (Hollows and
Moseley, 2006). The idea of a postfeminist era and backlash failed to
account for historical differences between second wave feminists and
their daughters. By refusing the label feminist, the new generation were
not necessarily anti-feminist but questioning its values and meanings.
Furthermore, the backlash explanation fails to account for how the pop-
ular operates as a site of struggle over the meaning of feminism (and
femininity) (Hollows and Moseley, 2006).

The backlash mantle has been taken up in relation to sport by Mariah
Burton Nelson in her (1994) book, The Stronger Women Get, the More
Men Love Football. She contends that as women have made gains in
economic, political and athletic strength, men in the USA have clung
to ‘manly’ sports such as (American) football as a symbol of ‘natural’
male domination. In her view, second wave feminists sought to reduce
sexual violence and empower women through employment, healthcare
and politics but paid little attention to sport. This misses the fact that
sports culture is a pervasive field, providing icons to many young people,
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sending out symbolic messages about the role of men, women, love,
sex and power which counter arguments of the achievement of equal-
ity. An analysis of these messages demonstrates how sport can actually
serve to naturalise violence and dominance over women in its repre-
sentations (Nelson, 1994:8; see also Benedict, 1997). In analysing the
representation of footballers’ wives, this book reveals how they are situ-
ated as part of a postfeminist era of choice and equality, but being placed
in a field such as sport they are symbolically dominated by men and are
seen as disposable sexual objects for footballers through the reporting
of their relationships. Certainly for critics looking to find evidence of
a postfeminist backlash in the media, the term ‘wag’ has been used to
denote a stereotypical woman whose emphasised femininity and depen-
dence on her husband stands in opposition to most representations of
the aspirations of second wave feminism.

Whilst the US ideas of postfeminism are couched negatively in terms
of a backlash, in the UK the term popular feminism was used by the new
generation of feminists who rejected the negativity but accepted the
need to mark the changes seen in popular understandings of femininity
and women’s place (Brunsdon, 1997 in Hollows and Moseley, 2006:8).
Second wave feminists tended to place themselves outside of the pop-
ular, claiming the media misrepresented women and socialised them
into false images of femininity presuming that audiences are passive
and that feminists can define ‘real women’. They challenged the mass
media by producing avant-garde cinema, but its effect was limited
to those who could understand it and it served to refuse the plea-
sures and meanings many women found in popular culture. It is this
notion of authority and of being outside the popular which also under-
pins intergenerational disagreements between second wave and third
wave/postfeminists, who problematise the whole idea that there is an
‘outside’ to representation (Hollows and Moseley, 2006). Postfeminism
as a concept encompasses a form of relationship between feminism
and popular culture – postfeminist identities are negotiated through the
popular.

For some, the press has co-opted certain elements of second wave
feminism because it ‘sells’ in consumer culture – offering liberation,
independence and freedom but by detaching them from their feminist
discourses they have lost their radical meaning. In this way popular fem-
inism becomes tamed and is situated with more traditional meanings
of femininity. The previously uneasy relationship between feminism
and popular culture is displaced as an opposition between feminism
and consumer culture (Hollows and Moseley, 2006). McRobbie (2009)
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suggests that on a cultural level feminism has been made unpalatable
to young women who are led to believe that the abandonment of femi-
nism provides the promise of freedom and independence. The capacity
to earn has a symbolic function marking respectability, citizenship and
entitlement. Although women are represented as individual and having
choices, she argues that within a lifestyle culture, choice is a form of
constraint as women are compelled to make the right choices. Under
New Labour the girl embodies values of a new meritocracy (individ-
ualism and competition). From being assumed to be headed towards
marriage, motherhood and limited economic participation, the girl is
now endowed with economic capacity (2009:58). In light of her argu-
ment that choices are constrained, it seems that images of footballers’
wives contradict the picture of equality under New Labour. On the one
hand they are seen as a beacon of social mobility and democracy in
celebrity, but other women are discouraged from following the same
path exemplified by the harsh public scrutiny of those wives in the press
and their depiction as undeserving – perhaps because of their limited
economic participation.

Domesticity is part of ‘postfeminist’ life. Rather than challenge the
opposition between public and private that has structured theories of
modernity, feminists have frequently reproduced this opposition prefer-
ring to become one of the boys by identifying with the urban (Giles,
2004 in Hollows, 2006:100; Thornton, 1995 also in Hollows, 2006:100).
The home was seen by the second wave as dull and something to leave
behind but postfeminist representations, particularly those invoked by
the backlash theorists, demonstrate a return to domesticity and tradi-
tionalism, as a choice for women, invoked by Reagan’s emphasis on
family values. Stacey (1986) termed this a conservative pro-family fem-
inism rather than postfeminism (in Hollows 2006:103) and proposes a
structural/historical explanation arguing that the collective experience
of a group of feminists found the experience of being feminist and
mothering/relationships unfeasible.

This idea of choice and that women’s traditional destinations are still
an object of gratification is also played out in 1990s lifestyle program-
ming. Brunsdon (2006:41) argues Martha Stewart, a US media owner
famous for her lifestyle television show in which she portrays a ‘perfect
domesticity’, is portrayed as liberated and choosing domesticity – a
housewife who is not a housewife. In her media (she herself controls),
she exists in the domestic arena but this domestic is devoid of the bore-
dom, repetition and frustration characterised as the housewife’s lot by
1970s feminism. Martha Stewart represents the reversal of the 1970s
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feminist domestic labour debate in which discussions were had on the
extent to which women created value through labour in their home
to reproduce labourers and labour power. The division of labour meant
home was a site of leisure for men but of labour for women; however,
for Martha Stewart the activities performed were almost never those
essential to the production and reproduction of labour power, such as
rearing and feeding a family. It is one of virtuous feminine leisure –
perfecting the domestic mise en scène – similar to Veblen’s performance
of leisure.

The British press frequently draw on feminist discourses to present the
housewife as a problematic figure (Hollows, 2003 in Hollows, 2006:105).
Critics of Nigella Lawson frequently assumed a straightforward choice
between feminism and domestic femininity in which feminism could
be the only rational response. However, the ‘Domestic Goddess’ does
not suggest women can have it all but offers a fantasy experience of
what other ‘retro-femininities’ might feel like. It appears that feminism
is obsolete and there is no longer debate about whether women should
pursue a career or motherhood or both – it is about how they can best
combine whichever roles suit them (Ghazi and Jones, 2004 in Hollows,
2006:107). Debates on downshifting (reducing working hours or income
in return for a ‘better’ lifestyle) offered an opportunity to revisit debates
about the meanings of contemporary femininity that were constructed
through lifestyle choices. In the case of footballers’ wives it appears
that ideas of downshifting and domesticity are things that can only be
achieved by the middle classes. Class boundaries seem to be drawn in
certain areas of the press (and in fiction) whereby middle class women
are praised for returning to a more domestic femininity yet working class
women, such as the wags, are accused of gold-digging if they find them-
selves in a financial position to be able to remain in the domestic sphere
rather than engage in paid employment.

Gill (2007:148) insists that postfeminism should be ‘conceived of as
a sensibility’, where postfeminist media culture should be the critical
object that is studied and analysed rather than an analytic perspec-
tive. Her approach is informed by postmodernist and constructionist
perspectives and seeks to examine what is distinctive about contem-
porary articulations of gender in the media. She draws attention to
‘the contradictory nature of postfeminist discourses and the entangle-
ment of both feminist and anti-feminist themes within them’ (Gill,
2007:149). Despite these contradictions there are some stable features
of a postfeminist discourse. These include notions that femininity is a
bodily property, a shift to subjectification, emphasis on self-surveillance
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and discipline, focus on individualism, choice and empowerment,
the makeover paradigm, a resurgence of ideas of natural sex differ-
ence, the sexualisation of culture and emphasis on consumerism (Gill,
2007:149). A postfeminist sensibility also includes irony and know-
ingness, for example using sexist terminology but suggesting it is
not meant seriously. On this reckoning contemporary media culture
is postfeminist not pre- or anti-feminist because of its entanglement
of feminist and anti-feminist ideas – feminism is not ignored or
attacked but taken for granted and repudiated. Women are simulta-
neously hailed as ‘can-do’ whilst being sexually objectified; they are
seen as social subjects but with an unprecedented amount of scrutiny.
Postfeminism here correlates with neoliberalism, where individuals are
seen as entrepreneurs who are ‘rational, calculating and self-regulating’ –
the individual is responsible for their life whatever the constraints (Gill,
2007:163).

Debates continue over the future of feminism and its contemporary
relevance, this book still sees a need for feminism as it is clear that in
many areas equality has not been achieved, particularly in the field of
sport to which footballers’ wives are intrinsically linked. This work does
not contend that we are in a postfeminist era where feminism is passé
and unnecessary – the representations of women throughout this work
are testament to their symbolic oppression – but it does argue that there
is a postfeminist media culture in the UK which provides a range of
contradictory messages about the position of women in society. In rela-
tion to footballers’ wives, this work looks at the range of postfeminist
images and contradictions, as well as how these are cross-cut with rep-
resentations of class, across a range of texts. As Hollows (2000) argues it
is necessary to understand feminist identities as a product of specific
historical contexts and it appears that in a media-saturated twenty-
first century it needs to consider how ideas about feminism and female
identities are formed through media representations.

Representations of footballers’ wives

The media represents footballers’ wives in a range of ways and the ideo-
logical nature of these representations will be discussed in more detail in
the following chapter. This section looks at how working class women
are represented through celebrity. It will then look at how existing stud-
ies have analysed the role of footballers’ wives and girlfriends in the
media and how concepts that appear in the media, such as the career of
the ‘wag’, can be used to understand the work of footballers’ wives.
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Contemporary celebrity

Footballers’ wives have appeared as part of the emerging celebrity cul-
ture and as such the nature of contemporary celebrity, particularly in
relation to women, must be outlined as part of the framework for
this book. An introduction to the star system and celebrity culture
is provided, before turning to postfeminist critiques of the treatment
of female celebrities both in Britain and America. The star system
described by Dyer (1979) is an especially important starting point for
analysing celebrity – the system began in Hollywood when film stu-
dios decided to create stars through images in media texts. In this way
stars became products – vital to studios as capital and investments in
order to try and guarantee profits. The ground-breaking element of
Dyer’s study, and the most important here, is its intertextuality and
the way his semiotic approach linked film studies with cultural stud-
ies (Geraghty, 2000:183–4). In revisiting Dyer’s work, Holmes (2005b:8)
claims that his methodological tools are still important today and
they provide ‘a model for mining the cultural significance of a star
by examining the network of ideological discourses from which they
emerged’. This approach to analysing representation through a range
of interlocking media texts will be used to interrogate the mean-
ing behind the images of footballers’ wives. Such a method has also
been used by DeCordova (1991) who examined the intertextuality pro-
duced between the cinema and journalistic discourse around films and
their stars.

Traditionally, film stars are portrayed as both ordinary and extraor-
dinary creating both desire and unattainability (Ellis, 1992). Ellis
claims that the distance between the circulated image and the per-
former has been reduced through television, so personalities emerge
who are depicted as less paradoxical and easier to read than film
stars. A category of celebrities has now emerged whereby appear-
ances on reality TV shows or even association with famous peo-
ple can bring about fame, and it is here that the celebrity wag
appears. Rojek (2001) develops this idea of attributed celebrity through
media exposure rather than talent. The media sensationalises and
generates public interest in certain images as a response to the rou-
tine nature and predictability of everyday life – public attention
is then required to validate and sustain interest in the celebrity.
Celetoids (compressed and concentrated attributed celebrity) have
become accessories of cultures organised around mass communication
and staged authenticity.
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One argument suggests that stars have been supplemented by replace-
able celebrities who are fundamental to prime-time formats such as
reality TV and soap opera (Turner et al., 2000:12–3 in Turner, 2006:155).
Celetoids are an effective solution to the problem of satisfying the
ever-increasing demand for consuming celebrity, which effectively
means celebrity is no longer out of reach to most but has almost become
a reasonable expectation for people to achieve. Instead of merely report-
ing on celebrities from other fields, the media now invents, produces
and markets celebrities. This can be seen in the sense that the fictional
series Footballers’ Wives helped to create a market for the ‘real lives’ of
women married to footballers – once this became popular across the
media, they helped to foster specific stars through giving women news-
paper and magazine columns and reality programming such as Wags’
World, Wags’ Boutique and Coleen’s Real Women. However, whilst many
associated with footballers achieve celetoid celebrity, largely based on
their sexuality or sexual exploits, some wives have managed to enjoy
longevity in the media and create a celebrity persona of their own which
is distinct from their husbands’.

Although many celebrity texts work to create an illusion of intimacy,
Gamson (1994) insists that celebrity gossip is more of a game, and in
it the truth is largely irrelevant. It is much freer than acquaintance gos-
sip, as there are no repercussions or accountability – to speculate on
someone’s life that walks past in the street may cause offence whereas
speculation on celebrities’ lives harms no-one. As one of his respondents
claimed, celebrities are like neighbours that everyone knows (Gamson,
1994:176). In this realm, the celebrity arguably becomes unimportant –
it is the sport of celebrity watching, information gathering and meaning
making that is key:

Like many gossipers, artifice detectives read the celebrity text in a
code that subverts the text’s authority but are no less engaged by it,
using it for their own purposeful activity.

(Gamson, 1994:182)

Until the footballers’ wives appeared, the personal lives of players and
details on the closed and private world of football were scarce.

The increasing celebrification of football has brought players’ lives to
the fore and it is seems that the on- and off-pitch dramas relative to
the game have now been complemented by private lives, introducing
new characters and expanding the potential audience. The scholarship
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on gossip and soap opera, as outlined above, offers important insights
into understanding the media coverage of the footballing world today.
A point put in the following way:

The contemporary media, led by the popular press but with
commercial radio and satellite television in hot pursuit, have turned
sport into ‘male soap opera’.

(Holt and Mason, 2000:94)

Footballers’ wives have been able to generate coverage for themselves,
due to the access they have to the ‘A list’ parties and clubs frequented
by footballers. According to Geraghty (2000:187), access to ‘parties, pre-
miers and posh sporting events can generate celebrity status without
a contrasting site of performance’. Here women are more likely to be
viewed as celebrities with the media being interested in their personal
lives rather than their working lives. The proliferation of reality TV
and celebrity-based magazines and websites has created a high demand
for celebrities and has made the process appear open to all. It is even
claimed that for ‘the idea that “to be ordinary” in our culture will
probably entail “wanting to be a celebrity” in part gets reproduced and
naturalised’.

In this process of normalising the desire to be famous reveals how
marrying a footballer has come to be seen as a popular shortcut or career
for women who want to be famous. Footballers already have media cov-
erage and the demand for intimate details and gossip about their lives is
likely to lead to further media interest in their wives and families. The
wives’ celebrity represents what appears to be a more democratic and
achievable goal of marrying well rather than becoming a Hollywood
actress or global pop star. It requires no talent or skill, other than max-
imising your potential of meeting a footballer and selecting a husband
wisely.

Female working class celebrities

Despite the seemingly democratic nature of contemporary celebrity,
Turner (2006) argues that all is not as it appears. New trends have
enabled more access to women, people of colour and those from dif-
ferent class positions to reach some democratic potential, but celebrity
still remains hierarchical, exclusive and controlled by the media indus-
tries in their own commercial interests – in this sense it is demotic in
its coverage of ‘ordinary’ people but not democratic as they have little
actual control (see also Tyler and Bennett, 2009/2010). This is clearly
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evident in the treatment of female celebrities which Negra and Holmes
(2008) point out is riddled with judgement, especially as the concept of
work, as well as merit/talent, are increasingly being removed from con-
temporary explanations of fame. The judgements placed on footballers’
wives certainly do not make celebrity appear democratic as their pres-
ence seems to give credence to other more ‘talented’ celebrities and serve
as morality tales that money and fame cannot buy love or taste.

Negra and Holmes (2008) argue that the coverage of out of control
women is based on fears around society not knowing what talent is and
that fame is no longer linked to talent, paving the way for illegitimate
female celebrities. The crisis surrounding female celebrities is located in
the female body representing a perceived lack and emphasises corporeal
and sexual surveillance. They explain:

Postfeminist culture’s embrace of marriage as the pre-eminent state
of achieved femininity, and its re-certification of stereotypes like the
‘gold-digger’, have also helped to usher in a wave of celebrity ‘wives’
whose dependent status (whether actual or imaginary) is grist for
public condemnation – even as such women become style icons and
revenue-generating figures sometimes far in excess of their partners.

(Negra and Holmes, 2008:para 3)

In postfeminism dependence on a husband has a paradoxical
representation – on the one hand, it is a sign that equality is possible and
it is an active choice for women to return to the domestic, on the other it
is seen as a symptom of inequality – the free spending of these women
is seen as free loading. They argue that the celebrity of these wives is
constructed mainly in the broadsheets and lifestyle media but height-
ened by concurrent airing of television series – this book analyses this
range of sources to examine how this ‘celebrity wife of’ is constructed in
different ways across these media.

As noted earlier in this chapter, much of the concern surrounding
these celebrities is their consumption. Negra and Holmes (2008) argue
the female ‘train wreck’ celebrity is endemic because it invokes fears
of social and economic disorder and narratives about the accumulation
and misuse of wealth. These fears are based in class politics, where being
working class implies excess and deviance, and it also draws attention
away from other holders of cultural power such as financial and polit-
ical elites. They go on to argue these celebrities are commonly white
and flout behavioural codes of whiteness, so these women are portrayed
as ‘over-reachers’ and displayed as reverting to a grotesque class type.
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This contradicts the explanations of fame in which the pre-fame self is
celebrated as ‘authentic’ and the transformation of the self is cause for
celebration (Negra and Holmes, 2008:para 5).

This focus on class is also supported by Tyler and Bennett
(2009/2010:1) who contend that the cynical turn in contemporary
culture has meant that certain celebrities are depicted as ‘aspirational
parvenus’, who should not be desired or admired but treated with a
‘pleasurable blend of contempt, envy, scepticism and prurience’. They
claim this is brought about by imposing on them an essential class
identity, regardless of the extent to which their social and financial cir-
cumstances have been transformed by fame. They argue that celebrity
is increasingly being used as a means to communicate reactionary class
attitudes, allegiances and judgements. Consequently, celebrity culture
is constitutive of social life as it produces and sustains class relations –
or rather a class pantomime. The focus on their background, prolifera-
tion of auto/biography and scrutiny of people’s lives contributes to these
classifications of class but unequally along gender lines. This can clearly
be seen through some of the essentialised class identities imposed on the
wags (not least the term wag itself) through their lack of taste, shameless
pursuit of a husband as a ‘meal ticket’, over-exposure in the media and
performance of hyper-femininity.

Tyler and Bennett (2009/2010) focus on the case of celebrity chavs
arguing class judgements are becoming more explicit – they are depicted
as people unable to manage the transition to wealth and fame with
dignity and become the excessive embodiment of class hatred. Despite
its seeming unpredictability, celebrity becomes highly structured with
certain narratives allowing audiences to gain a comparative sense of self-
worth. As discussed above, femininity is associated with the middle and
upper classes, for the working classes to acquire such femininity is seen
as a way to obtain cultural capital and social mobility. But these attempts
at femininity are often read incorrectly and appear as a ‘class drag act’
(2009/2010:6; Skeggs, 2001 in Tyler and Bennett 2009/2010, emphasis
in original). The exposure of their failure in terms of dress and speech
is seen as source of pleasure in celebrity culture in contrast to ‘virtuous
ordinariness’.

Celebrities can no longer be seen solely in terms of providing a
positive attachment because this growing celebrity underclass, largely
comprising working class women, invokes contempt. These celebrities
can be read as symptomatic of a wider process of social stigmatisation
and marginalisation – and they can be blamed for producing a morally
bankrupt generation of young women. This will be demonstrated



Framing the Wag 45

throughout the analysis of the media coverage of footballers’ wives,
in particular the fear of the wannabe wag phenomenon and their
assumed predatory nature. Tyler and Bennett (2009/2010) suggest
that as class becomes harder to read on bodies, celebrity provides a
means of identifying class distinctions, so the celebrity media func-
tion as etiquette guides employed to make class distinctions and
judgements.

According to Negra and Holmes (2008), discourses on female celebri-
ties are not intrinsically new but intensify existing trends, having
more impact today due to the volume and circulation of such images.
Images of damaged celebrities appeal to a female audience, reinforcing
postfeminist understandings of individualism and competition between
women. Fairclough (2008) describes the derisive and vicious discourse
used in gossip blogging to debate aspects of a celebrity’s behaviour,
lifestyle and appearance and backs the argument that celebrities are
no longer primarily figures of aspiration but characters to judge and
ridicule. Such language and debates are not only found on blogs but
also in the newspapers and some magazines, although expressed more
subtly and will be demonstrated later in this book.

Fairclough (2008:para 9) maintains that, the ‘prescriptive regime
of self-maintenance is mandatory in a postfeminist culture, while
the boundaries of this ideal self are positioned as precarious and
fluid’ . . . Footballers’ wives are prominent in this trope of self-
maintenance – they impart their knowledge of beauty and fashion,
providing tips to encourage girls to makeover themselves to help in
the search for perfection and a husband. In contrast to this, they are
denigrated for their lack of taste and performance of hyper-femininity,
both in the media and in the way wives talk about each other. Women
who over-participate in self-maintenance are regularly deemed as going
too far in the quest for youth and beauty, failing to age gracefully or
having too much surgery but they are also maligned for not partic-
ipating in self-maintenance as success is based on youthful, physical
appearance. Fairclough (2008:para 11) argues this is played out through
what she calls ‘bitch culture’, which is evident in blogging and is a key
part of a postfeminist landscape – it denigrates rather than celebrates
women, working ‘to police physiological status, style and appearances
of female celebrities regardless of association (or otherwise) with more
meritocratic notions of talent and fame’.

Press pictures of celebrities are part of the feminist ideal of freedom
of choice – choosing to be in the public eye and display their bod-
ies in particular ways to the paparazzi, fully aware the images will
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be commodified for consumption (Fairclough, 2008:para 11). How-
ever, Fairclough insists that it is actually ‘postfeminist trickery’ which
encourages hyper-sexualisation and exploitation in the name of empow-
erment. Women are encouraged to imitate stereotypes of postfeminist
sexuality whilst being condemned as morally reprehensible. This, she
argues, works as a reminder to women that although we look up to
celebrities we must consume correctly and obsess about our bodies.
It reinforces arguments that second wave feminism is outdated and fuels
anxieties about body image, relationships, careers and motherhood. She
explains:

The discourses of postfeminism actively reinforce these concerns by
suggesting that women may be able to have it all, but must also
engage in the constant maintenance of the self in order to remain
beautiful, employable, marriageable and ultimately happy.

(Fairclough, 2008:para 8)

The trends in celebrity discussed here illustrate how footballers’ wives
have emerged as a celebrity category, where their media role is to pro-
vide gossip and offer a form of celebrity soap opera around football. The
representations of women in celebrity are often negative and, as dis-
cussed above, couched in class terms in a postfeminist landscape. They
encourage the denigration of such women and imply a ‘bitch culture’,
which attempts to moralise and denigrate them.

The image and work of a footballer’s wife

Some research has already been undertaken on footballers’ wives and
their representations in the media. This is largely because sport sits at
the confluence of the two media functions of news (sporting events and
results) and entertainment (private lives) (Rowe, 1999) and football’s
increasing popularity has led to a crossover between football and enter-
tainment which is bolstered by celebrity partnerships, such as David
Beckham and Victoria Adams and Ashley Cole and Cheryl Tweedy. Such
relationships serve to intertwine football with a much broader popular
culture, invoking a desire for gossip about their lives and providing new
marketing possibilities to a wider audience (Cashmore, 2004). Although
presented as ‘one half’ of a couple rather than an individual, many wives
have a career and all have an identity in their own right. In actual
fact, it is claimed David Beckham achieved celebrity outside of foot-
ball due to marrying Victoria not through his own personality and it is
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apparently she who influences most of his decisions (Carrington, 2001;
Whannel, 2001).

The media presents male sport stars as adverts for masculinity, rely-
ing heavily on fantasy and aspiration (Rowe, 1995:152). This aspiration
goes for both men in terms of imitating their idols and for women
in terms of marrying a sportsman. Rowe (1995) claims the sycophan-
tic nature of masculine celebrity in sports means women are routinely
regarded as groupies and hangers on with nothing to trade but their
sexuality and this is clearly seen in the media construction of ‘wannabe
wags’. Within football women are sexualised to help players project a
certain form of heterosexual masculinity and as such appear as ‘trophy
wives’ (Clayton and Harris, 2004). It is in this context that ‘misogyny
and “one-off” sexual conquests, and sexual misconduct towards women,
are perhaps of greater substance than longer-term relations’ (Clayton
and Harris, 2004:324). These depictions of women as possessions and
hyper-feminine help to render an unhealthy and unbalanced image of
gender relations in football. This is indicated by the number of top
footballers (with wives or girlfriends) accused of affairs or using pros-
titutes and other players being accused and sometimes tried for rape
(see also Benedict, 1997).

Clayton and Harris (2004:327) argue that footballers’ wives are, ‘por-
trayed not as women, with lives and minds of their own, but merely as
“tools” for increasing the self-esteem and morale of the nation’s football
team’. Although used for increasing the (masculine) esteem of a foot-
ball team, such women also generate a moral panic as they may distract
the team. Rowe (2010) demonstrates how unremarkable relationships
can be viewed as problematic for sportsmen, evoking a fear that men will
be distracted or change their priorities for their wives and girlfriends.
This is supported by Williams and Woodhouse (1991:86) who contend
that some say women make up an ‘unholy triumvirate’ with betting
and booze that is perceived as a threat likely to bring down some of the
most talented football players. Rowe goes on to argue that the media
highlights the glamour of girlfriends, but requires wives to be seen in a
more traditional and nurturing role.

Footballers’ wives are not merely a fictional entity or a representation
in the media, but are women married to footballers who have their own
life experiences. The media contributes to our understanding of the lives
of these women and the media analogy of the career of the wag is a use-
ful framework for understanding the work of a footballer’s wife. In her
study of the wives of clergy, Finch (1983) argues that the analogy of the
career is a useful conceptual framework for analysing the ways wives
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make sense of their lives in relation to their husbands – she uses the
idea of a ‘wife of’ career which is both parallel and tied to her husband’s
career (1983:158). Since the 1950s sociologists have looked at a career as
something that is not necessarily tied to paid employment. According to
Hughes, a career is a means to conceptualise the meaning of social life:

Subjectively, a career is the moving perspective through which a per-
son sees his life as a whole and interprets the meaning of his various
attributes, actions and the things that happen to him.

(Hughes, 1958:63 cited in Finch, 1983:158)

Both Hughes and Goffman attempted to remove the simple
correspondence between a career and jobs. Goffman (1961:119) argued
that while the term has traditionally been used for those following a
respected profession it can be applied to ‘any social strand of any per-
son’s course through life’. In his study of the moral career of a mental
patient, he maintained there are four strands to what constitutes a
career: any social strand of a person’s course through life; changes over
time which can be seen as basic and common to members of a given
social category; career as identified by the individual as part of their own
self image and felt identity; and the publicly accessible institutional con-
text of a career (Goffman, 1968:119 in Finch, 1983:160). His work also
examined careers as properties of collectives, which focused on indi-
viduals as social beings rather than as psychological beings (Goffman,
1961:127 in Barley, 1989:51). Barley explains that careers are some-
thing that only individuals experience, but they are not only of the
individual’s making – a number of people have to have trodden the
same path. It is in this sense the idea of the career of the footballer’s
wife has become a popular representation in the media and one that
other women aspire to.

Looking at the way women are incorporated into their husband’s foot-
balling career gives an insight into the workings of football as well as
the work of a footballer’s wife. Hochschild (2003b) argues women often
have to engage in emotional labour within relationships providing sup-
port to their husbands. It should also perhaps be acknowledged that
some women feel that whether they work outside the home or not,
they still have to work to contribute towards their partner’s work or
image, similarly to wives of diplomats (see Finch, 1983). Ortiz (2006)
argues that the sport marriage is a career-dominated marriage. He states
that wives have to come to terms with ‘the reality that their husbands
are married to their sport careers and teams first, and to them, second’
(Ortiz, 1997:226).



Framing the Wag 49

In such marriages women may be subordinated, infantilised, moth-
erised, sexualised, objectified or stigmatised. Research on the wives of
baseball players shows how wives of professional athletes are required
to support and defer to their husband’s high profile, high-status, high-
income and high-stress occupation, where their lives are characterised
by geographical mobility or instability, while all the time dealing with
a husband’s routine (Ortiz, 2006:528). Many such wives who have had
to defer their own careers to support their husbands but do not always
define themselves in terms of their ‘wife of’ role claiming their own
identity. The wives participate in emotional labour in their marriage:

a wife must also be sensitive to the different kinds of occupational
stress (e.g. trade rumours, struggling with inferior pitching or hitting,
or team politics) contributing to the mood swings which can dampen
lighter moods among the team-mates.

(Ortiz, 1997:235)

Wives also have particular issues dealing with ‘publicity, fans, groupies,
media scrutiny and their husband’s status as celebrities’ (Ortiz,
2006:528). In the UK, with the popularity of football this is an issue
for wives of players at all levels, although this increases the more
successful the team. For some, this can lead to insecurity around
relationships, for others this celebrity status has been an attraction
and something to exploit to create their own media identity. Ortiz
claims wives travelling with the baseball team have to comply with
an unwritten code of conduct which may include women collud-
ing in the collective denial of infidelity out of loyalty to their
husband, creating ‘institutionalised adultery’ (Ortiz, 1997:227). The
media attention afforded to footballers contructs them as public
commodities, and according to the British newspaper reports this
seems to provide them with limitless opportunities for sex and
infidelity.

Alongside emotional labour, footballers’ wives are constantly engaged
in aesthetic labour too, especially those characterised as hyper-feminised
trophy wives. In their study of fashion models, Entwistle and Wissinger
(2006:774) argue that models are engaged in display work both on the
body’s surface and emotionally in the effort to keep up the ‘on-going
production of the body/self’. As models require certain physical disposi-
tions to gain work, footballers’ wives too require similar dispositions to
meet and keep a footballing husband. There is a need to conform to a
certain ‘barbie doll’ ideal as well as being seen to represent their husband
and at times his club. Women appear to commodify themselves to find
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a husband which is then extended to finding media or modelling work.
In the modelling world there are ‘very exclusive entry requirements’
where ‘a degree of aesthetic labour may be performed in order to keep
up with trends and maintain one’s career within this exclusive and com-
petitive industry’ (Entwistle and Wissinger, 2006:779). Although this
comment is about the requirements to be a model, but following the
notion of a career of a footballer’s wife in the media, it could very easily
be applied to wags. Certainly in his work on sports wives, Ortiz (2006)
argues that part of the code of conduct includes an exaggerated form of
femininity.

Ortiz found in his work, some wives wanted to talk about their lives
to try and improve aspects of their marriage whilst others wanted to
dispel stereotypes and ‘set the record straight’. This is a rationale for a
number of the auto/biographies written by and about the wives that
are discussed here and it shows in how the wives construct themselves
in opposition to the ‘wag’ in personal interviews (see Bullen, forthcom-
ing). Roderick (2006b) has looked at the realities of football as work for
players and this, alongside accounts of sports wives in America, paves
the way for accounts of the work of a footballer’s wife (see Ortiz, 1997;
2006; Thompson, 1999; McKenzie, 1999).

It appears that where the ‘Essex girl’ was the condensed signifier of
the epitome of white working class women in the UK (Skeggs, 2004a),
this is also true of the ‘ladette’, the ‘female chav’ and now resides in the
footballer’s wife too. Moral boundaries are drawn around footballers’
wives based on a gendered form of class and such discrimination seems
more acceptable than others such as racism. A point put in the following
way:

The liberal, affluent educated whites regard treating others unequally
on the basis of their gender, ‘race’ or sexuality as immoral, and they
presumably realise that if they were to be sexist, racist or homopho-
bic, they would themselves be responsible for reproducing injustice
and undeserved inequality. They do not, however, see class inequal-
ity as unjust and they probably do not regard it as their responsibility
either.

(Sayer, 2005:13)

The footballer’s wife is different to other representations of working class
women in that she is working class and rich, giving a different dimen-
sion to the descriptions of their lives. The positioning of footballers’
wives through their media representations helps to reproduce both class
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and gender inequalities. By looking at various kinds of media coverage
this book contributes to contemporary celebrity theories by demon-
strating how moral frames such as soap opera and fairy tales work to
simultaneously celebrate and denigrate women.

Conclusions

This chapter has set out the main theoretical frameworks that will be
used throughout this book. It contends that class distinctions are cultur-
ally marked through morality, taste and lifestyle and these distinctions
are imposed through symbolic violence, which is played out in medi-
ated representations of footballers and their wives. As Skeggs (2004a)
argues class cannot stand alone as other classifications accompany it
and here class distinctions are heightened by gender – in a postfeminist
era symbolised by a bitch culture, a focus on makeovers and perform-
ing femininity, contraventions to symbolic middle class codes result in
vicious attacks on taste and appearance. Skeggs claims that some can
use classifications and characteristics as a resource whereas others can-
not because they are positioned by them. In this work the fictional,
exaggerated depictions of women married to footballers creates a dis-
tinct group of wags who are stereotyped and denigrated – marked out
as ‘other’ to the middle class media producers and audiences, partic-
ularly as the role of the wag is seen as aspirational to more working
class audiences. The analogies of soap operas and fairy tales that run
throughout the media coverage of these women help to provide a moral
education over what it is to be a woman in contemporary British society.
As these women are placed clearly in a footballing context, the treat-
ment of women in football is either a distraction or as ‘trophy wives’
for the male gaze, which is inherent in much press coverage as well
as looking at the work of a footballer’s wife. Whilst some media has
worked to create a specific stereotype, some wives have sought to write
about their lives and set the record straight, albeit as a mediated com-
mercial venture in some cases. These, alongside personal interviews (see
Bullen, forthcoming), provide an insight into the experiences of mar-
riage to a footballer and how they construct their experiences in relation
to the media images. The following analysis of newspapers, magazines,
television shows, and auto/biographies will demonstrate how different
discourses are created about these women and how they combine to
produce pervasive stereotypes and messages about certain women in
contemporary Britain.
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Methodology

The subject of footballers’ wives was chosen following an exploratory
study of the media during the 2006 World Cup, where the most strik-
ing element was the amount of coverage afforded to the wives of the
England team (Bullen, 2006). The ubiquitous coverage of these women
suggests that further analysis of their role was needed. Clayton and
Harris claim, that while experiences of wives supporting their husbands’
careers has received some sociological scrutiny, little research has been
undertaken on the experiences of footballers’ wives (2004:322). This
book is intended to expand on the existing work on representations of
footballers’ wives and fill this sociological gap.

Studies of wives have tended to be based on interviews combined with
either personal experience or observation (Finch, 1983; McKenzie, 1999;
Ortiz, 1997; 2006; Thompson, 1999), based on statistics (Bruegel, 1996),
through media representations (Clayton and Harris, 2004; Harris, 1999)
or are historical accounts (Coontz, 2005; Thistle, 2006; Yalom, 2001).
Footballers’ wives provide a different type of subject as they are not
only real women with lived experiences but they also negotiate the
media-generated construct that has become synonymous with the term
wag. This research unpacks why the mediated wag has been con-
structed, in terms of what it represents about women in relation to
football, class, gender and celebrity. It will also examine the different
discourses constructed through multiple media images and how, despite
their differences, a particular stereotype has emerged. In her work
on the rebranding of class, Skeggs (2005:48–9) argues that analysing
popular culture can allow an exploration of what makes the cul-
ture of some groups propertisable for others and how moral value is
attributed through gender and a similar line of argument is pursued in
this book.

52
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Dyer’s work on Stars takes film stars as semiotic significations realised
through media texts (1979:1). Footballers’ wives can be examined in
a similar fashion by analysing a range of interlocking texts, interpret-
ing potential meanings and how they are consumed through a range
of media texts. The wag image is realised throughout numerous media
which each have distinct qualities impacting on how messages are sent
and how audiences respond to them (Abercrombie, 1996; Hall, 1980a).
The approach of looking at multiple sites of representation has not
only been used by Dyer (1979) and DeCordova (1991) in relation to
film, but also by Sean Nixon in Hard Looks (1996) which explored mas-
culinity and representations of the ‘new man’. Nixon adopted a more
Foucauldian approach, aiming to look at both the discourse used by spe-
cific institutional sites and how they create a regime of representations.
He argues that Foucault’s understanding of discourse allows a broader
account of representation than semiotics, enabling him to analyse sites
of representation, such as shop interiors, that conventionally fall outside
of semiotic textual analysis, which is more preoccupied with a rigidly
delimited text. His work is to be read as a cultural history and this book
too can be read along similar lines, in that it reveals how a range of
media have come to represent footballers’ wives and the themes that
emerge within and across all of these sites.

This chapter will begin with a discussion of semiotic and discourse
analysis and illustrates how these will be used to analyse the phe-
nomenon of footballers’ wives. It will then define representation and
ideology and how they work in relation to the media and this particular
work, including how these serve to classify certain groups and generate
stereotypes. The following section will outline Bennett and Woollacott’s
(1987) work on intertextuality as well as Fairclough’s (1995) and then
discusses how these will both be useful in analysing how the wag has
emerged across a range of texts. A brief account of figurative analy-
sis then follows, which is informed by Tyler’s (2008) work on ‘chav
mums’, which can capture how an exaggerated figure is developed in
the media and elaborates wider social anxieties. The mechanics of the
method will then be discussed along with a detailed description of the
sources used.

Semiotics and discourse

This research uses a semiotic method to understand the media gener-
ated concept of the wag. Following the semiotic approach of Bignell
(2002) and the discourse analysis of Fairclough (1995), this book looks
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at the sign of the wag in the media and the range of discourses that
have emerged around it. This method can be applied to all the sources
covered – newspapers, magazines, television and auto/biography. This
work also draws on Stuart Hall’s understanding how representations and
ideology work. Hall’s account demonstrates the importance of examin-
ing both the connotative and denotative meanings within a text rather
than presuming one reading (see Hall, 1980a; 1980b). Bryman (2001)
notes that there is often a sense of arbitrariness in the analysis with a
semiotic approach but claims that this is probably no more the case in
semiotics than other methods of document interpretation arguing:

Indeed, it would be surprising if we were not struck by a sense of
arbitrariness in interpretation, in view of the principle of polysemy
that lies at the heart of semiotics.

(Bryman, 2001:382)

The semiotic analysis used in this thesis largely follows that set out
by Bignell (2002:3) in Media Semiotics. Here he defines an approach
to studying the media that lies between the opposing positions of a
structuralist detailed media analysis and an ethnographic approach con-
centrating on how individuals personally interact with the media. His
approach considers five basic assumptions:

1. Patterns and structures of signs in media texts shape how meanings
are disseminated and interpreted.

2. Signs are read in relation to other signs and texts in a social and
cultural context.

3. Different types of medium have specific features and ones they share
with other media.

4. Both the text and the medium position their audience differently
and in turn the audience receives the media in diverse ways.

5. Studying how meanings are negotiated is crucial to understanding
how we think about ourselves and our culture.

This study looks to understand the sign of the wag and also looks at the
discourses surrounding footballers’ wives. Discourse is a way of referring
to or constructing knowledge about a subject and discourse analysis has
been defined as follows:

It examines not only how language and representation produce
meaning, but how the knowledge which a particular discourse
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produces connects with power, regulates conduct, makes up or
constructs identities and subjectivities, and defines the way certain
things are represented, thought about, practised and studied.

(Hall, 1997a:6)

Discourse emphasises historical specificity rather than language, and
this is important as the wag has emerged at a historically specific time,
when there are anxieties and conflicts over the role of women and fem-
inism, class and wealth distribution, consumption and downshifting,
the impact of celebrity and concerns over finances in football. As one
figure able to condense all of these struggles in their representation the
wag is particularly relevant to the early twenty-first century and could
not have emerged at a different historical point. According to Fairclough
(1995:56), social and ‘cultural changes very often manifest themselves
discursively through a redrawing of boundaries within and between
orders of discourse’.

Fairclough’s media discourse analysis attempts to show how the world
is represented (representations), what identities are set up for those
involved in the story (identities) and what relationships are set up
between those involved (relations). It attempts to ‘to show systemic
links between texts, discourse practices, and sociocultural practices’
(Fairclough, 1995:16–7). His approach also focuses on unequal power
relations and argues that in order to show how texts work ideologically,
analysis has to show how it serves relations of domination. This can
include understanding why one representation is chosen over other
available ones and where the text originates from – who chooses the
representation and what are their motivations and what impact it might
have. It must be remembered that in this research, all of the texts not
only have an ideological function but also a commercial one – they
are cultural commodities in a competitive market and this will have an
impact in the values and identities they portray (1995:14).

His work is also concerned with how communicative events work
to re-contextualise others – what representations and transformations
they produce and how they differ from other re-contextualisations
of the same events. These depend on the goals, values and priorities
of the communication in which they are re-contextualised (Fairclough,
1995:41). Examining the detail of the sources below and in the ensu-
ing chapters provides further information about the intended audi-
ence, commercial pressures, genres and the institution itself which
contribute to an understanding of the ideologies and discourses they
disseminate.
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Representation, ideology, classification and stereotypes

This book is clearly concerned with the question of representation, and
in order to understand representation and how it operates the work
of Stuart Hall and other members of the Birmingham School will be
considered here (Hall, 1980a; 1980b; Heck, 1980; Morley, 1980). The rep-
resentations of footballers’ wives have been used to classify these women
as working class and create a stereotype that marks them out as distinct
from other groups and the work of Tyler (2006), Skeggs (2004a) and
Dyer (2002) will be used here to demonstrate how this works through
the media.

Hall’s work extends that of Roland Barthes (1957/1973) who moved
away from Saussure’s linguistic semiotics and applied it to cultural phe-
nomena enabling analysis to take the sign, with its denotative meaning,
and link it to broader cultural themes whereby it becomes a signifier
with connotative meanings helping to create a myth (see Hall, 1997b).
According to Hall, language is a representational system and through
the media thoughts, ideas and feelings are represented in culture thus
culture is ‘concerned with the production and exchange of meanings’
(1997a:2). He argues cultural meanings organise and regulate social
practices and influence our behaviour so have real effects:

Signs stand for or represent our concepts, ideas and feelings in such
a way as to enable others to ‘read’, decode or interpret their meaning
in roughly the same way that we do.

(Hall, 1997a:5)

Although signs will always be interpreted differently according to the
person reading them and the context in which they are read, by exag-
gerating these signs and figures it perhaps makes it easier to imply a
preferred meaning. All signs have a denotative or descriptive meaning
but also a connotative or implied meaning. These meanings can ‘influ-
ence, entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual,
cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences’ (Hall,
1980b:130).

As Fairclough (1995) notes, media analysis is concerned with power
and how the mass media produces or reproduces power relations, such
as class and gender relations, through ideology. The following definition
is extremely important for this study:

Ideology is indeed a system of representations, but in the majority of
cases these representations have nothing to do with ‘consciousness’:
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they are usually images and occasionally concepts, but it is above all
as structures that they impose on the majority of men [sic], not via
their ‘consciousness’.

(Althusser, cited in Heck, 1980:127)

Ideology works differently from discourses of persuasion in that per-
suasive discourses adopt a point of view and use rhetorical devices to
convince audiences to adopt a similar view. Ideologies, on the other
hand, are taken for granted as common ground and do not always need
to involve rhetorical devices. Ideology, in this sense, does not necessarily
mean the media is complicit with the dominant classes nor is it constant
or predictable, but part of a wider and more complex and contradictory
media discourse (Fairclough, 1995:45). Although texts may have a dom-
inant meaning the interpretation of its meaning is negotiated by the
audience. This, according to Morley, is because interpretations of texts
will be different depending on the discourses available to the reader
(Morley, 1980:171; Hall, 1980b).

It is possible to see how certain women have been classified and
positioned in relation to their class and gender. Tyler (2006:para2)
argues class is often represented through highly caricatured and emo-
tive figures such as toffs and chavs. Representations such as the chav
invoke expressions of disgust at the behaviour of those deemed to
belong to a lower social class which is crucial to power relations. In her
work, Skeggs (2004a:117) argues that representation ‘works with a logic
of supplementarity, condensing many fears and anxieties within one
classed symbol’. As described in the previous chapter, the representa-
tions of footballers’ wives have worked ideologically to create moral
boundaries which separate out these women as ‘other’. Although a rel-
atively new figure, the wag is a manifestation of historical concerns
about working class women. Likewise, Skeggs (2004a:97) maintains
that class representations are often old class classifications which are
brought up to date and then reworked with new aspects so as to seem
contemporary.

Culture assigns meaning to things by giving them different posi-
tions in a classification system that marks out difference (Hall et al.,
1997 in Hall, 1997c:236). Such representations not only mark differ-
ence but also attribute value to the figure or group being classified.
Through processes of symbolic violence, outlined earlier, these classifica-
tions can be viciously imposed on groups with their consent. Bourdieu
and Wacquant (1992) argue power works through the misrecognition
of cultural privilege and power which is ascribed rather than achieved
and viewed as legitimate and natural – at the opposite end of the scale
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this is reversed as, for the working classes, having ascribed and essential
characteristics means they are positioned and fixed by values such as
immorality and criminality (Skeggs, 2004a:4).

Dyer’s (2002) work on stereotypes highlights how they are used as a
form of typification, through which societies make sense and are able to
reproduce themselves. In order to achieve this, meanings must be fixed
and are a reflection of power relations in society. They provide a short-
cut in symbolism by reducing complex connotations into a simple form
of representation, which invokes a consensus around the stereotype,
providing meaning around this social group albeit more apparent than
real and representing a specific power relation in society. This serves
to include social types – who live by the rules and exclude stereotypes –
who are deemed abnormal creating a ‘them and us’ relationship in terms
of belonging in society (also in Hall, 1997c). Although as Hall argues no
meanings can be permanently fixed and they are polysemic, it is clear
that across a range of media and despite the different discourses avail-
able, a fixed and stereotypical meaning has been attached to the figure
of the wag which clearly marks her out as pathological, working class
and tasteless.

Intertextuality

The accumulation of meaning across different texts where one image
refers to another or is altered by being read in context is intertextuality
(Hall, 1997c). There are two types of intertextuality used in analysing
texts both of which draw on the idea that intertextual knowledge leads
the reader to view a polysemic text in a certain way. The first form of
intertextuality analyses how texts are linked through genre, character or
content (horizontal) or between texts such as television programmes or
series with other types of texts that refer to it openly (vertical). There are
also related texts such as publicity, newspaper articles, criticism or texts
produced by viewers, such as letters, gossip and conversation (Fiske,
1987). Allen (2000) claims that modern theorists view texts as devoid
of independent meaning, therefore to understand the meaning of texts
analysts need to trace and interpret the relations between texts. This
clearly highlights that the most robust textual analyses should also trace
relations across a range of different media and that is the form this
study takes.

Bennett and Woollacott’s (1987) study of Bond and Beyond provides an
excellent example of the importance of an intertextual analysis through
its study of the constitution and effects of James Bond as a phenomenon
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across a range of texts (1987:1). Footballers’ wives can also be seen as
mediated figures and studied in a similar way. They explain:

Whereas popular heroes also usually have their origins in a partic-
ular work or body of fiction, they break free from the originating
textual conditions of their existence to achieve a semi-independent
existence, functioning as an established point of cultural reference
that is capable of working – of producing meanings – even for those
who are not directly familiar with the original texts in which they
first made their appearance.

(Bennett and Woollacott, 1987:14)

Although footballers’ wives do not have an origin in a particular work,
they appear to have broken free from their originating textual condi-
tions and have taken on a semi-independent existence. Examining how
they appear across a range of texts demonstrates how such women have
become a cultural reference point that is familiar to all – not just those
interested in football or celebrity. This research uses an intertextual
approach to demonstrate how texts, such as the television series, draw
on specific newspaper articles to produce relevant story-lines and how
auto/biography draws on the television series and newspaper stories as
reference points and sources of knowledge about the lives of footballers’
wives.

Bennett and Woollacott (1987:5) argue that to become popular, fic-
tional figures must relate to popular experience rather than simply
imposing dominant ideologies. But in order to do this these fictional
forms must make concessions to the different values and ideologies of
subordinate groups. Wags represent a semi-fictional figure and analysing
a range of texts in which they appear allows an analysis of how they
are differentially constructed and express different meanings at different
points in time for different audiences. It also enables an examination of
what concessions are made according to the intended audience and how
the figure of the wag becomes engaged with wider problems and debates
in contemporary culture such as the role of women, class and celebrity
in contemporary Britain.

The second form of intertextuality is that used by Fairclough (1995),
which draws on the work of Kristeva. Fairclough’s intertextuality exam-
ines discourse practices within a text to demonstrate how genres and
discourses are both articulated within a text. He argues linguistic anal-
ysis involves what is on the paper, whilst intertextual analysis is more
abstract and relates the text to wider discourse practices – linking the
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text to society and culture. Kristeva’s work on semiotics pays attention
to texts and textuality in relation to ideological structures by look-
ing at the double meaning of the text – first in relation to the text
itself and second as an historical and social text (in Allen, 2000:36,
37). Kristeva maintains texts are part of a wider cultural and social tex-
tuality and therefore reflect the ideological struggles and structures of
society.

The intertextuality proposed by Bennett and Woollacott (1987) is the
most influential in this book. In analysing a range of media, this study
is able to demonstrate how texts explicitly inform one another and are
used as reference points – the repetition of the wag representation across
texts helps generate an over-riding stereotype which takes on a life of
its own. However, both types of intertextual analysis are used here as
this work also looks at how ideological and classificatory discourses are
linked to wider contemporary discourses of gender, class, celebrity and
football.

Figurative analysis

Tyler (2008) and Ahmed (2000) both take a figurative approach to their
work, Tyler argues that the ‘chav mum’ is produced through reactions
of disgust to an abject figure embodying historical anxieties. The term
‘figure’ is used ‘to describe the ways in which at different historical and
cultural moments specific “social types” become over determined and
are publicly imagined (are figured) in excessive, distorted and carica-
tured ways’ (Tyler, 2008:18). Using the figure of the ‘chav mum’, she
argues the figure is always an expression of underlying social anxieties
and functions to attribute superiority to those they are differentiated
from. Similarly the figure of the wag is often over-exaggerated and can
be seen as part of wider anxieties over working class women, celebrity
and the distribution of wealth in the UK, in particular, undeserved
wealth. Tyler adapts an approach used by both Ahmed (2000) and
Castañeda (2002) who argues figuration has a double force – constitu-
tive effect and generative circulation, and this can be analysed across
various media (Castañeda, 2002:3 in Tyler, 2008:18). She explains:

This approach refuses any binary distinctions between the mate-
rial and the semiotic, signs and signifying practices are understood
as having material effects that shape the appearance of and our
experience of others.

(Tyler, 2008:18)
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It is an approach allowing the researcher to examine the wag figure in
specific texts and its repetition across various media, which helps give it
a form and value that has a significant social and political impact. In this
way analysing the wag in different texts will highlight the range of dis-
courses relating to these women and how they come together to provide
an over-riding stereotype of a wealthy, over-consumptive, hyperfemi-
nine, working class woman who is dependent on her husband for her
identity. As discussed in relation to Bennett and Woollacott’s (1987)
work above, the repetition of the generic name ‘wag’ rather than spe-
cific names, means the semi-fictional figure of the wag appears to have
a life of her own. Ahmed (2000:15) argues it is not simply about how
and where a figure, such as the wag, is produced as a figure, but how
that figure is put to work and made to work in particular times and
places.

Following the idea of how the figure of the wag is put to work, this
research will look at how this symbol has emerged across the media,
invoking a range of discourses and providing ideological messages about
class positioning and the role of women in contemporary British society.
As described above, the wag figure has been constructed as a stereotype
of a pathological working class woman which is used to confer class dif-
ference and distance from certain women and their behaviour, as well
as providing exemplary stories about how women should and should
not live their lives. The following section will set out how this research
selects and analyses certain stories in various media that are written
about these women and how they work to set out this stereotype of
an exaggerated wag figure and how this is a reference point for other
texts. It illustrates how the stories differ according to the author, genre
and context and how these demonstrate different ideological messages
to different women. It will exemplify how stories contain connotative
meanings which contribute and interact with wider ideologies about
class and postfeminism in contemporary British culture. In this way the
stories implicitly construct cultural boundaries of class as the women
are depicted as pathological working class others by a middle class press.
It will also show how these women attempt to resist such construc-
tions by offering insights into their lives or by conferring pathological
identities on other women such as wannabe wags.

The method

The footballer’s wife has appeared in the press at least since the
1960s and 1970s, but following the Beckhams’ marriage in 1999,
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footballers’ wives appeared much more frequently. Initially appear-
ing in the tabloids and occasionally the broadsheets, these articles
were followed by a fictional television series, autobiographies, novels,
even documentaries and reality TV shows. No form of media seems to
have avoided the phenomenon. It would be difficult to fit a complete
study of all of the media into this book, so it focuses on newspa-
pers, celebrity magazines, the Footballers’ Wives television series and
auto/biographies. Newspapers were selected as one of the main sources
of news, sport and entertainment which reach a large selection of
the population. Celebrity magazines have become increasingly popular
in the early twenty-first century, alongside the rise in celebrity cul-
ture and have been instrumental in creating the desire for celebrity
and the aspirational lifestyle associated with this life so are important
in understanding representations of footballers’ wives. The television
series was the first to create a caricatured footballer’s wife and was
important in drawing attention to this group of women. It’s blurring
of fact and fiction has also been crucial in the creation of the over-
exaggerated figure of the wag. Auto/biography was selected to provide
the discourses written by those married to footballers about their lives.
All of the texts were initially studied in isolation and certain stories
and themes emerged which became the basis of the final analysis and
were looked at as an overall set of texts representing and classifying
the wag. The following sections detail the approach taken and the
sources used.

Newspapers and magazines

Studying the representation of wags in newspapers and popular mag-
azines provided no major ethical issues as it is an unobtrusive and
non-reactive method (Krippendorf, 1980) and these sources were avail-
able both online and at the Newspaper Archive of the British Library
but was complicated in terms of scale and organisation. Although a
search of the media since the 1960s would provide a historical con-
text to this work, it would produce too large a sample for this study.
Firstly, an analysis was undertaken of three newspapers and three mag-
azines for the six weeks before, during and after the 2006 World Cup
finals and the two weeks surrounding the Rooney/McLoughlin wedding
in 2008, generating an initial sample of 144 newspapers and 26 maga-
zines. The World Cup was chosen because it was when the concept of
the footballer’s wife really came to the fore and the coverage saturated
the media whilst the Rooney wedding is taken as a contemporary exam-
ple of how this has continued to be a major focus of the press. The entire



Methodology 63

content of the newspapers and magazines over this period was studied
to find any articles which discussed footballers’ wives; these were then
coded to allow themes to emerge.

To supplement this, significant events and debates surrounding
footballers’ wives in the media were analysed with a more targeted
approach using events or debates as the sample rather than specific
newspapers and magazines. This section of the analysis focused on key
events in the media in order to examine the coverage around specific
moments related to footballers’ wives rather than focusing on gener-
alised coverage. These moments include the weekend of ‘wag weddings’
in 2007 and the Ashley/Cheryl Cole marriage problems following press
revelations of his infidelity in January 2008 which eventually culmi-
nated in their separation in February 2010 following further revelations.
Discussions around wannabe wags and wags as role models are consid-
ered along with the critique or admiration of their lifestyles. This was
done in a more targeted fashion; as all newspapers now publish on the
internet regular searches were undertaken using a google keyword search
of either ‘wags’ or ‘footballers’ wives’. Such searches generate millions
of hits but by looking at the web address and the overview, it is possible
to find those that are in the mainstream English press and may contain
such debates. These were then looked at thematically and included in
the semiotic analysis.

The main methodological issue with newspapers and magazines was
paring down the sheer volume of copy written about these women. This
was done through sampling although it does mean that there are pos-
sibly different discourses and meanings which are not addressed in this
book and perhaps a pure chronological approach would have provided
more contextual analysis of how the meanings relate to the current
social climate in the UK. Once the sample was set out, a thematic anal-
ysis was undertaken. Wives such as Victoria Beckham and Cheryl Cole
pose a particular problem as they have careers in their own right so any
article that mentioned them in the context of football or as wives were
included but not articles specifically related to their individual careers.
As the focus of the research was not a quantitative content analysis this
does not pose too many problems as it was mainly to get a flavour of
the articles and to select specific ones for a more in-depth analysis. Mag-
azines such as heat also provide a problem for researchers in terms of
their layout. Discerning quantitative amounts of coverage in such mag-
azines is problematic as articles often blur into one another: for example,
coverage of footballers’ wives activities crosses over with more general
coverage of fashion, lifestyle and celebrity. Again as this study is not
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Table 3.1 Newspaper statistics

Ownership Social
class of
readership

Circulation
26 May
2008–29
June 2008
(Source ABC)

Readership
July 2007–
December
2007 (Source
NRS)

The Sun News Inter-
national

67% ABC1C2 3,089,321 8,051,000

Daily Mail Associated
Newspapers

66% ABC1 2,231,120 5,409,000

The Guardian The
Guardian
News &
Media

63% AB 347,183 1,114,000

based on quantitative analysis, this has not proved too problematic but
the use of wags as vehicles for broader stories can make thematic analysis
difficult.

Below are details of the six sources used for the random research, their
ownership, circulation, demography and for the magazines, their tar-
get audience.1 The producers of each of the sources will have different
commercial pressures which may impact on the types of message being
transmitted as well as their concessions to appeal to their intended audi-
ence which will reflect different discursive positions on certain issues
(Table 3.1).

The social grading used in newspaper readership was developed for
the National Readership Surveys over 50 years ago and is based on ‘the
occupation of the Chief Income Earner (CIE) in each household. Addi-
tional criteria such as the size of the organisation, and the number of
people for which the CIE is responsible, are used to refine the process’.2

A complete table is available in Appendix A, but the grades range from
A being upper middle class down to E being those at the lowest levels of
subsistence.

The three newspapers were chosen to cover the broad spectrum of
national newspapers available in the UK and their demography covers
a far-reaching audience including a high proportion of women and a
good range of social classes. The Sun is the most popular daily newspaper
and a tabloid. The Daily Mail is the second most popular daily news-
paper and is a mid-range paper – neither tabloid nor broadsheet with
more female than male readers. The Guardian is a quality broadsheet
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newspaper. To view the national daily newspaper circulation for all
British newspapers see Appendix A.

The choice of magazines is based on best selling weekly magazines.
Between April 2007 and March 2008, the chosen magazines were the
second, third and fourth biggest selling weekly women’s magazines –
number one was Take a Break which is not a celebrity magazine and
therefore not relevant to this research.3

Hello! was launched in the UK in May 1988 and was a British version
of ‘Spain’s royalty-driven women’s weekly, Hola!’.4 Since the launch of
OK! as a weekly, Hello! has been in an ongoing readership battle and
claims it has maintained a more upmarket readership. According to
the publisher, ‘Hello! has the highest female A and AB reader profile
in the market place making it the best bred celebrity weekly in the UK.’5

This publication heralded the beginning of a devoted celebrity press in
Britain.

OK! states on its publishers website that ‘OK! dominates the British
celebrity market and is first for celebrity news worldwide’.6 The mag-
azine was launched in March 1993 initially as a monthly periodical to
rival Hello! through a strategy of buying access to top celebrities. In 1996,
the title became weekly and within three years began to overtake its
main rival.7 The magazine prides itself on being ‘first for celebrity news’
both in Britain and overseas. OK! claims to be popular with ‘upmar-
ket readers’ ‘by pioneering the idea of an all-round celebrity-based title
which surpasses rivals in traditional areas of women’s interest.’ It also
produces a free supplement called HotStars targeting younger readers –
catching celebrities off-guard and carrying TV listings creating they
claim, ‘an unbeatable package with something for every age and style’.8

heat was launched in 1999 as Emap’s response to the burgeoning
celebrity market as evidenced by the success of OK! magazine going
weekly in 1996.9 heat is one of the cheaper celebrity magazines and
according to the website editorial:

The heat reader is 18–34, urban, up-market and intelligent. She is a
social butterfly who loves pubbing, clubbing and eating out. She’s
also a fashion-conscious shopaholic – whether it’s clothes, shoes or
cosmetics – and she will pay more for better quality products. She
is celebrity-mad and passionate about heat, reading it cover to cover
and buying it every single week.10

Similar to the newspapers, every edition was read from cover to cover
in order to find stories about footballers’ wives. These were then
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thematically coded and included in the overall semiotic analysis of the
printed media. The analysis also included photographs and visual repre-
sentations which are much more prominent in the magazines than the
newspapers.

Television

Lury (2005) argues that the television image is everywhere but
ephemeral – running 24 hours a day making it seem uncontrollable.
Due to its range some argue that television trivialises but Abercrombie
(1996:3) states that Britain television reaches a very large number of
people and this means ‘that television is an important – perhaps the
most important – source of common experience for the British people,
who are otherwise divided by class, ethnicity, gender, region, personal
tastes and a host of other factors’. It is for this reason that it is important
to include an analysis of television when looking at how popular media
concepts are generated and sustained. Many people will watch television
just because it is on – this allows it to reach a far wider audience than the
printed media, which requires more attentiveness and for the audience
to actively seek it out (see Abercrombie, 1996; Lury, 2005). In this sense
prime-time series such as Footballers’ Wives provide a means for wider
social interaction for viewers as reading and talking about television
helps to produce the text which in turn helps to naturalise stereotypes
and classifications (Fiske, 1987). The analysis also allows a comparison
with the visual representations of the press in terms of how the women
and their lifestyles are depicted.

In 2002 ITV1 began broadcasting a new series entitled Footballers’
Wives – this was a World Cup year in which Victoria Beckham was the
only wife to make the headlines. The show was initially based around
three couples – all the husbands played for Earls Park Football Club and
the show documents the highs and lows of being a footballer as well
as a fictional insight into how their wives might spend their time and
their husbands’ money. The show became hugely successful and ran for
five series before being axed. It was regularly talked about in all other
forms of media and led to a spin off series Footballers’ Wives Extra Time
which was the first ever drama commissioned by ITV2 and a book How
to be a Footballer’s Wife (Reynolds, 2003) as well as official and unofficial
websites dedicated to the show.11

Television can be analysed as a text paying attention to both visual
and aural signs (Abercrombie, 1996; Bignell, 2002). Sparks (1992) stud-
ied crime dramas as moral tales. Once he selected his sample of pro-
grammes he watched them and noted emergent patterns, then paid
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closer attention to specific examples. This allowed him to analyse
how certain narratives draw on and use common discursive resources
(1992:116). He argued there were two dimensions to this work – looking
at stock characters, relationships, settings and places as well as their
stories. All five series of Footballers’ Wives and the spin-off series were
viewed for this research – a total of 54 episodes all of which were at least
one hour long. These were watched back-to-back over the course of two
weeks and similar to Sparks’ approach notes were taken on story-lines
and visual representations. This allowed an analysis of how narratives
were related to or became a reference point for the representations and
discourses found elsewhere in the press. Looking at the characters also
helped to examine how the exaggerated figure of the wag had been able
to emerge through the media in relation to these caricatured women.

It was essential to watch all the episodes together as this allowed for
an analysis of both the stories within individual episodes and the plots
that ran throughout the series and also across seasons. This generated
a huge volume of data so the analysis focuses mainly on the first two
series but may also discuss specific events in later series that illustrate
specific points. The timing of its transmission alongside the rise of the
wag in the media allows for an intertextual analysis of how footballers’
wives appeared in different texts and engaged with a range of topical
debates. The coverage of the series in the newspapers and magazines
and the cultural references in the programme highlight how they give
the impression that they are representing one world rather than fact
and fiction. Again the quantity of episodes was problematic as it would
be easy to overlook important story-lines and visual effects that may
be relevant to the study – particularly when watching episodes back-
to-back. Having seen much of the first two series before, allowed me
to not become too absorbed in the story to perform a critical analysis.
Taking these two series as the main analysis also helped to reduce the
overwhelming amounts of data and make the work manageable.

Auto/biography

In looking to uncover the lived experience of footballers’ wives and
the discourses they use to describe their lives this study also looks at
auto/biography – books written by or about football wives. Again a
thematic approach was applied allowing prevalent themes to emerge
rather than prescribing them from the outset. The major themes anal-
ysed here are class and postfeminism as these were endemic in the
newspaper sources as well as the books. Fairy tales and conspicuous
consumption were also examined as these are key themes related to
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footballers’ wives in other media such as the magazine sources. These
were important tropes in these specific texts and allowed for a broader
analysis across the range of media. The notion of a fairy tale life has
been a prominent theme across all of the media helping to attract a
wannabe culture which is then compounded in books such as Coleen
McLoughlin’s which becomes a self-help book for girls wishing to tread
this magical path. Whilst some texts emphasise the glamour, others are
keen to point out the less glamorous lifestyles, similar to the women
interviewed here, and perhaps are trying to offer an alternative to the
stereotyped image of the footballer’s wife.

Looking at the stories in these texts helps work as a reference point
for other media and influences the story-lines found in newspapers,
magazines, and television series. It has been suggested that

an examination of narratives enables a greater focus on the collective,
social character of the world and enables, too, a contextualising of the
subject of narrative within time and space. Personal narratives do not
exist in a vacuum but draw from a range of cultural narratives. And
then, of course, having gone into social circulation, they too become
resources on which to draw, whether on a small or a grand scale.

(Lawler, 2008a:44)

Smith and Watson (2001) argue that life narrative and biography are
not interchangeable. In biography others document and interpret some-
one’s life from their own viewpoint and are thus external to the subject.
Life narratives on the other hand are written from both an internal and
external viewpoint. Stanley (1992) critiques this idea claiming that the
intertextuality between writing genres, particularly fiction and autobi-
ography, is very important. The text is constructed and recognises that
some of the past is unrecoverable, the selective and limited nature of
memory leads to a partial construction and fictionalisation of some
events. It then becomes difficult to tell apart fiction, biography and
autobiography as they all symbiotically inform each other. For this rea-
son she uses the term auto/biography as it refuses any easy distinction
between autobiography and biography so is a useful term in consid-
ering the selected texts as they encompass autobiography, biography,
co-authorship and possibly ghost-writers.

There are surprisingly few books written by footballers’ wives which
has limited the selection here – this is perhaps because up until now
there has not been much of a market for them but currently they are pro-
liferating. The main books used are written by women as a commercial
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enterprise and they construct a mediated image of the self for pub-
lic consumption. All of the books attempt to establish rapport with
the audience and speak specifically about their experiences as women
both in terms of the mundane and the extraordinary. The sources used
are fully outlined in the auto/biography chapter but include books
by Victoria Beckham, Angie Best and Coleen McLoughlin, as well as
historical and edited accounts by Becky Tallentire and Shelley Webb.
Each of the books was read and notes taken about key themes over a
period of eight weeks. These were then analysed allowing themes to
emerge from the data, which could then be compared both across the
auto/biographies themselves and also with the stories that appeared in
the other media included in the research. For all the books it is impor-
tant to acknowledge is that they are all commercial enterprises which
have been edited by publishing companies. In this respect these books
provide a mediated account of life as a footballer’s wife which repre-
sents the interests of the authors, the publishers and the construction of
a potential audience.

Conclusions

This section has laid out the epistemology of this study as well as
describing the mechanics of how it was undertaken. It has demonstrated
how a semiotic approach encompassing multiple sites of representa-
tion can be used to demonstrate the range of discourses and stereotypes
surrounding footballers’ wives and what they mean in contemporary
British society. The key to this study is not only the range of media
covered but how the different sites intertextually relate and generate
certain stereotypical meanings despite individually producing a range
of discourses for their audiences to draw upon. Examining a range of
texts shows how the figure of the wag is put to work in particular times
and places, helping to produce value judgements about certain types of
women and class antagonism.

By understanding which discourses occur in specific media it is then
possible to demonstrate how these appear in other texts, how they are
drawn upon or re-contextualised and used in relation to the sign of
the footballer’s wife. This study highlights the explicit intertextuality
between texts, which refer directly to other media events, and how
this serves to blur fact and fiction. Analysing a range of different texts
enables an understanding of how various media draw on contemporary
discourses of postfeminism, class and celebrity to mark out footballers’
wives as immoral, working class and tasteless. These show how the wag



70 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

is a historically specific manifestation of long running concerns over
working class women and morality. The following chapters provide an
introduction to each media, a description of the main features and
themes that emerged and how they work to create a form of soap opera
that blurs fact and fiction to the audience. In particular, it demonstrates
how the wag has become a condensed signifier representing a site of
struggle over the meaning of class, femininity and the role of women in
contemporary Britain.



4
Wives in Print

The analysis begins with the printed media. Although as discussed below
there are a range of representations surrounding the wag, certain news-
paper representations have been crucial in creating the figure of the
wag as an excessive working class woman, shamelessly and immorally
pursuing footballers in order to live a life of dependence akin to a
real life soap opera. Although some magazines support this view, oth-
ers have worked to depict an alternative image of footballers’ wives
as sophisticated women with glamorous lifestyles to be aspired to.
Both of these have created pervasive discourses about the lives of such
women which help to shape both fictional representations and how
women represent themselves or attempt to distance themselves from
such representations.

It is this that makes this a crucial chapter in demonstrating how
the image of the footballer’s wife has been constructed and relayed to
audiences through printed media and how these meanings are negoti-
ated and understood. According to Lumby (1997), the media represents
the unstable ground on which notions of gender and sexuality are
built in contemporary society (in Whelehan, 2000:7). Alongside this,
the celebrity studies discussed earlier also demonstrate how contem-
porary celebrities in the media have become a site of class struggles.
The footballer’s wife is depicted as a working class woman and as such
condenses many of these struggles over the meanings and workings
of gender and class in Britain today. Each of the sources used for this
research has different priorities and discourses, which it draws on to
create its representations of wives. This chapter initially focuses on the
different discourses surrounding these women and their importance
to the media, and then provides an analysis of how the footballer’s
wife has been depicted as a career throughout the media. This will be
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separated into four sections on wannabe wags, becoming a wag, the job
description of a footballer’s wife and how it might all come to an end.

Why the interest in wags?

Table 4.1 demonstrates just how quickly the wives became a staple
part of media coverage. It shows the vast amount of articles including
footballers’ wives in the newspapers during the 2006 World Cup. Inter-
estingly, celebrity magazines were slower than the newspapers to pick
up on the value of footballers’ wives – now some of their staple stories.
Geraghty (2000:187) argues that contemporary celebrity predominantly
rests on the private life of a person rather than their performing pres-
ence. She argues that in contrast to professionals who are famous for
their work, celebrities are famous for their lifestyle. Certainly the pro-
liferation of celebrities who are famous for their lifestyle rather than
talent or work seems to support this view and goes some way to explain-
ing why footballers’ wives have become part of the celebrity landscape
through representing the private lives and lifestyles of some of this
country’s most renowned sports stars.

The Daily Mail has a more right wing political leaning than the other
newspapers. It is a paper with a high female audience and seems to focus
on marking out footballers’ wives as a group to be denigrated. It appears
that financial envy on the part of the readership is placated by vilifi-
cation of the taste and behaviour of women who fail to conform to
middle class femininities. The Guardian coverage, like other broadsheets,
is ambivalent. In some cases it is supportive and criticises detractors

Table 4.1 Number of press articles incorporating footballers’ wives

Newspaper/magazine No. of articles

World cup
coverage
(03 June 2006–15
July 2006)

Rooney wedding
coverage
(07 June 2008–21
June 2008)1

Daily Mail 69 17
The Guardian 36 9
The Sun 103 36
heat 22 23
Hello! 11 13
OK! 29 25
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of the wives on the basis of class whereas at other points it is highly
critical. This is for a number of reasons, including the same financial
envy as laid out above, the feminist background of some of the journal-
ists and because the editors view their newspaper as the arbiter of good
taste and moral ways of being. In contrast, The Sun does at times con-
demn the behaviour of certain women but also offers a more aspirational
figure providing the fairy tale of transformation. Conboy (2006) main-
tains that tabloid appeal lies in its linguistic and national specificity,
whereas some publications alienate certain groups, the tabloids identify
with readers and their interests, promoting social belonging. It provides
an imagined shared ideal of community, ‘albeit one without the analysis
of central social issues other than when they are refracted through sen-
sation, celebrity and a prism of everyday life’ (Conboy, 2006:10). It offers
to its readers a way out of their lives to find fame and fortune. The Sun
as a newspaper is heavily reliant on both football and celebrity, which
means the wags are an ideal figure to help them sell newspapers and
relate to their audience. The paper also devotes many column inches to
soap opera and this is a theme that runs through the coverage of the
lives of footballers’ wives.

Hello! and OK! are keen to emphasise the exclusivity of their articles,
something which has created bidding wars and tensions in this mar-
ket (Marshall, 2005). In order to obtain this exclusivity these magazines
would not be able to denigrate these women. They depict the wives as
aspirational and different from the reader due to their lifestyle. Becker
(2008:89) discusses how celebrities are commonly depicted posing at
home which serves to naturalise stars in their domestic environments
and give an insight into who they really are – ‘through angle and eye-
contact with the camera, they are brought down to the viewers level’.
It supposedly gives a look behind the façade of their public life. This pro-
motes the lifestyle of wags in the glossy weekly magazines which marks
them out as living a fairy tale dream and appearing to have control over
their representation. heat and its contemporaries have adopted a more
vicarious approach to celebrities for those who want to see through the
gloss. They emphasise readers’ star-spotting and paparazzi shots, often
highlighting ‘the pics they so don’t want you to see’ thus emphasis-
ing the wives ordinariness and closeness to the reader by reporting ‘the
truth’. Mark Frith, former editor of heat claims of the magazine’s success:

We were lucky in that people were looking for a celebrity magazine
that was a bit cooler than the others, less sycophantic. People didn’t
want to settle for the image of stars they were being given any more
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and I thought we should be the magazine equivalent of the reality
show, like a weekly real-life soap opera about famous people.

(quoted in Saner, 2008)

Frith hits on one of the key points of this study, as he indicates how the
lives of footballers and their wives are depicted as if they are living in
a soap opera and as characters who could appear in one. As Biressi and
Nunn (2008) argue, the Footballers’ Wives television series was rooted in
tabloid women’s magazines such as those used in this research with the
characters even appearing in Hello! magazine.

Lang’s (1978:149) account of admired women in the media argues that
the news media collaborated with the fashion industry to create ‘beauti-
ful people’ and ‘superconsumers’ providing glamour to be idolised. The
access footballers’ wives have to money and glamorous events makes
them an ideal vehicle to sell newspapers and magazines, as well as fash-
ion and other consumer goods. It is this consumption, however, which
classifies them as distinct from other women, whilst for some it is aspi-
rational and something to follow, yet for others it is seen as tasteless and
pathological.

The career of the footballer’s wife

As outlined in Chapter 2, the sociological career offers an important
insight into how to study footballers’ wives. As one or two wives
appeared in the media initially, others began to try and tread the same
path. The media has generated a symbolic career for these women,
which some live out and others aspire to. The constructed nature of
the wag is highlighted in the following comment:

it is as if a group of embittered middle-aged men got together in a
bitch-fest about women and then, somehow, produced living dolls
who – shallow, dumb, lazy and living off their men – personified
their complaints. The Wags are programmed for three activities: sex,
sunbathing and shopping. Obviously they all secretly hate each other
and spend their limited brain power deciding which bikini to change
into.

(Moore, 2006 Daily Mail [online])

In this passage the twin discourses of class and postfeminism are drawn
upon in constructing the wag. There are similarities here with Tyler’s
(2008) discussion of chavs, where it is possible to see how the figure of
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the wag is laden with class judgements allowing them to be easily iden-
tified and stigmatised across the media (see also Hayward and Yar, 2006).
In depicting the wags as dependent on their husbands, not participating
in paid work, being in competition with each other and their hyper-
feminine appearance, they are placed in stark contrast to second wave
feminist values and thus as a postfeminist representation of women.

This rest of this chapter provides a qualitative analysis of newspa-
pers and magazines using the framework of the career of a footballer’s
wife studying four stages of a career – the wannabe, the wedding, the
work and the ending. It looks at what images are being created and
the debates these provoke across the media. It also provides a con-
text for the later chapters and serves as a first point of reference for
the intertextuality that runs throughout the book, as the press picks
up on the television series and relates to experiences described in
auto/biographies.

Wannabe wags and role models

Along with the rise of the wag the figure of the ‘wannabe wag’ has
emerged who creates much moral concern in the media. According
to The Observer in 2007, this group was one of the top ten youth
tribes whose duties include spending money and posing (Churchill,
2007:8). The wannabe wag includes pre-teens and teens who see being
a footballer’s wife as a career option that brings wealth and celebrity as
well as the wives of footballers who are perhaps not famous enough to
make them ‘mainstream wags’ or ‘woffs’ (wives of famous footballers)
(see McCaffrey, 2008 Mirror [online]). The creation of the wannabe in
particular, has lead to media debates on the influence of these images
on the lives of young women. As Walkerdine (1984) notes, comics were
originally used as textual devices to prepare young girls for life but it
now seems celebrities have taken over this role. Conboy (2006:129)
argues tabloids are often moralistic, in particular covering female celebri-
ties in a range of styles ranging from role models, as part of a cautionary
tale or outright moral indignation. This is demonstrated in the way
the wag feminine identity is simultaneously constructed as over-the-top
and pathological, whilst guiding women to a traditional conservative
femininity based on marriage and dependence on a man.

This idea of the wannabe wag causes concern not only over gender
relations but class positioning too. In certain articles footballers and
their wives are seen as the new aristocracy. This helps to foster aspi-
ration, as success in this aristocracy is not given by birth and thus is
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attainable to all. It implies childhood narratives that previously involved
marrying a prince and following a Cinderella fairy tale may have been
superseded for a more contemporary version. Mott argues footballers
are no longer linked to the working classes but instead they ‘are the
new aristocracy only they’ve got disposable income and less draughty
houses’ (in Telegraph Sport, 2007:S9).

In this sense the fairy tale of the footballer and his wife provides
a transformation ideal for girls and boys who feel they have limited
potential following traditional middle class paths, such as education,
for success. As wealth has polarised in British society, fame or footballing
prowess seem the best option of transformation. Alison Kervin, a sports
journalist, explained:

It’s like a Cinderella story isn’t it you know. If you’re a pretty 19 year
old living in Liverpool working as a hairdresser earning £12 grand
a year that’s your lot – the most you’re going to get is £14 grand.
You might marry Gary from the garage and live in a council house,
you know I’m probably overplaying it, but they’ve pretty much got
limited scope for development of themselves and their lifestyles but
if they go down to Chuckles nightclub on a Saturday night they’ll be
millionaires overnight. They’ll be really famous, the best clothes, the
best house and it really feels like knight in shining armour stuff.

(2008, personal interview)

As a media producer, Kervin marks out the wives in class terms but this
exemplifies the paradox whereby the wags are derided but held up as
objects of fascination. The media is complicit in creating this fairy tale
that they are then quick to denigrate and moralise about when others
want to follow the same path, a reflection of how pleasurable contempt
is part of contemporary celebrity (Tyler and Bennett, 2009/2010).

This fairy tale and idea of transformation are key as according to Fraser
and Brown, fans have parasocial relationships with celebrities, as they
reconstruct themselves in response to images of people they admire
(2002:187 in Cashmore, 2006:83). In this sense the desire to be a wag
perhaps comes from this depiction of their lives as fairy tales and like
royalty in glossy magazines. OK! magazine claims:

With Steven’s [Gerrard] huge success with Liverpool and England,
combined with the popularity of his beautiful fiancée Alex, the pair
have become one of the country’s most aspirational couples.

(OK! 2007:31)
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The aspirational nature of coverage in OK! and Hello! magazines focuses
on glossy posed pictures with designer props. The features in these
magazines are reliant on being ‘friends’ with celebrities and thus put
a positive spin on their articles. Hello! with its royal heritage trades
on selling the romantic traditional aspiration of meeting a prince and
becoming a princess with a more contemporary heroine. As their stories
rely on exclusives from celebrities and its audience wanting to emulate
them, they display a much more romantic picture of life encouraging
romance and marriage as a career for young women:

Footballers can be contradictory creatures. Despite living a notori-
ously extravagant lifestyle, they’re traditional boys at heart – close to
their mums, proud of their home towns and cherishing their accents.
And when it comes to girls, despite offers from every model under
the sun, a huge number of these boys fell in love with their true loves
at school and are still with their childhood sweethearts.

(Labous, 2007:124 OK!)

The media focus on the lives of the ‘A-list wags’ is constructed as an
ideal life for many girls. It is highly consumerist and involves spend-
ing days shopping and investing in physical appearance. Women with
seemingly few qualifications are given the opportunity to model and
write on fashion as well as obtaining invites to the biggest weddings,
events and parties. The name-dropping of designers may evoke aspira-
tion in many girls who are bombarded with celebrity images from the
numerous magazines and websites devoted to celebrities and fashion.
Describing her baby shower in OK! magazine, Sheree Murphy states:

I couldn’t believe it when I saw the sea of presents: I got baby Dior,
Chloé outfits, designer berets – I have nothing left to buy!.

(in Reeves, 2008a:3)

It is the aspiration to marry to a footballer that causes much con-
cern. Looking at images of the most admired women in the USA, Lang
(1978:147) found most were satellites of ‘worthy’ men whose fame gave
them celebrity, stating women in the USA became newsworthy when
they have ‘mothered, married or been sired by a man of achievement’.
Such a trend now appears in contemporary Britain where finding a
celebrity husband is a means of obtaining wealth, celebrity and achieved
femininity (Negra and Holmes, 2008). This desire for dependency is one
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of the many moral concerns centred on footballers’ wives – something
seen as a high risk strategy in a postfeminist world (McRobbie, 2009).

Despite this glamour and aspiration, elsewhere this conspicuous con-
sumption is seen as immoral and invokes disgust. In a Bourdieusian
sense, it highlights their lack of cultural capital and nouveau riche status
through depicting the wives as tasteless. In contravening middle class
discourses of reducing consumption and downshifting, these women are
marked out as grotesque and poor role models (Negra and Holmes 2008;
Tyler and Bennett, 2009/2010). An article in New Woman magazine iden-
tifies celebrity culture as the source of ‘reckless spending syndrome’. The
media bombards girls with celebrity images and via the internet they
can learn about and instantly source designer clothes and many feel
that it is their ‘right to live like a WAG’ (New Woman, 2008:71). The
apparent democratisation of celebrity here is seen to lull girls into a
false sense that everyone can live like those depicted in the media and
a convenient shortcut to this, and to avoiding debt, is to marry well.
However, as noted earlier, this democratisation of celebrity has not nec-
essarily occurred as the media is still run by a small number of owners
and producers, meaning few celebrities are in control of their own cov-
erage and in the case of wags, they are used as a moral education and
cautionary tale for young girls.

The Sun, a newspaper whose audience has a high number of work-
ing class readers, seems to understand the transformation ideal and the
desire to emulate the footballing life, on June 17th women are encour-
aged to ‘Look like a WAG (with a small price tag)’ (Davies, 2006:24–5),
and on 27th June how to ‘Get the WAG look in a day’ (Browne, 2006:35).
These, alongside other features such as ‘Look of the week’ in heat and
fashion shoots in Hello! and OK!, encourage girls to emulate their idols
and have been linked to moral concerns about women’s consumption
and increases in female bankruptcy. This is borne out in the Daily
Mail article ‘Going bust, the wannabe Wags’ (2006a [online]; see also
Montague, 2006) which is followed by Coleen McLoughlin telling girls
to ‘get a grip’ and buy cheap high street outfits (Clerkin, 2006 Daily
Mail [online]). Although women are encouraged to emulate their idols,
moral concerns over consumption and reckless spending have led to
attempts to re-draw the boundaries between the wannabe and the wag,
or the celebrity and the ‘ordinary’ person. The Daily Mail, a paper
with a high female readership, takes this opportunity to discourage
young women from viewing footballers’ wives, a group they continually
moralise about, as role models. This focus on the excessive consumption
of wealthy women they deem working class resonates with Hayward
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and Yar’s (2006) study on chavs, which claims that the new poor are not
excluded from consumption but are marked out by their excessive and
pathological consumption – they are taste poor.

The wannabe wag is discursively constructed as having been duped
into abandoning education to shamelessly pursue rich footballers who
will provide them with the lifestyle they aspire to. This pursuit and cap-
ture of a footballer becomes a career option for young women and puts
them in competition with their peers and clearly overlooks the gains for
equality made by second wave feminists. The wannabe is portrayed as
working class and pathological for her ruthless desire for money and
celebrity thus invoking more disgust than the wag herself. The Sun
decides to give an insight into the week of a wannabe wag, which they
claim goes

inside the sordid mind of girls who will do anything to sleep with a
famous footballer – we reveal squalid and pathetic gameplan of the
wannabe wags.

(Ley, 2008:35)

It is not only spending a footballer’s money that the media presents
as an attraction to footballers, but the potential money to be made by
selling your story. The publicist Max Clifford claims responsibility for a
situation where kiss-and-tell stories are a fast track to celebrity:

Basically girls kiss and tell for money and/or revenge. I’ve helped cre-
ate the market and continue to get them huge deals because I believe
they should choose whether or not to exploit themselves rather than
be passively exploited by other media, who then waltz off with the
entire profit from their stories.

(Clifford and Levin, 2006:136)

Although Max Clifford seems to suggest he is empowering or protect-
ing women, such stories have constructed the wannabe as predatory.
Women are often seen as a threat in male sports with the media concern-
ing itself with the acquisitive female groupies who ‘prey’ on sport stars
rather than the behaviour of the players themselves (Rowe, 1997; 2010).
Bacchilega (1997) argues in fairy tales marriage is viewed as a social and
ideological institution which treats women as an object of exchange but
transforms victimisation into heroism. She argues compliance with this
gives women virtue, which is honoured and rewarded by the world, so
is seen as a path to success. In this example, the discourse seemingly
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marks footballers out as victims and objects of exchange, but this fairy
tale explanation goes some way to understanding why wannabe wags
work so hard to get a man – this will provide them with recognition and
respectability as wife not a wannabe. Unfortunately, the highly compet-
itive way of ensnaring a footballer and the performance and effort of
hyper-femininity this involves is seen as pathological, as middle class
femininities dictate that femininity should be seen as effortless (see
Skeggs, 1997).

The Sun’s attention-grabbing headline overlooks alternative discourses
that clearly place women as objects of exchange. A particular article
claimed promoters seek out pretty girls via Facebook to attend events for
footballers arguing that players view girls as pieces of meat. This is exem-
plified by the Guardian discussion of the rape allegations against the
Manchester United team, talking of the team and their friends ‘harvest-
ing’ girls from local department stores (see Booth, 2007:11). This is also
noted in the wag novel The Beautiful Game (Challis and Fabulous, 2008),
which is based on the personal experiences of a footballer’s wife. Many
press stories detail failed relationships and accusations of rape against
footballers seem quite high, particularly at parties. However, the images
of the life of a wag and the access to celebrity culture it brings outweigh
the pain for many girls (see Booth, 2007). Even the more liberal Guardian
states

today gold-digging is seen as a viable career choice for women, viewed
with a new regard, even glamour . . . In the space of a few years, Wag
has devolved from being a term of derision into a beau ideal.

(Churchwell, 2008:6)

The press coverage of footballers sexual exploits supports Clayton and
Harris’s (2004) claim about the extent of misogyny and sexual miscon-
duct within football and supports Nelson’s (1994) idea that as women
make gains in other areas of society, representations of women in rela-
tion to sport, particularly football, work to subordinate them. Both men
and women are complicit in creating this situation, with certain areas
of the press appearing to hold both sides of the relationship to account
such as Lowri Turner in the Daily Mail:

There is also, of course, the whole WAG phenomenon, predicated
almost entirely on a cynical pact between rich, bored, badly behaved
men (Ashley Cole comes to mind) and the women who want to
live off them. The gaggle of wannabe WAGs hovering outside any
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nightclub frequented by Premier League footballers is proof that there
is an increasing number of women who believe that far from having
their own life and their own job, the notion of being a human leech
is to some degree a preferable career.

(Turner, 2008:36)

Clayton and Harris (2004) claim that media coverage of footballers’ pri-
vate lives reinforces traditional masculinities, while their beautiful and
aesthetically feminine wives emphasise this. Certainly the wives seem to
perform much aesthetic labour to achieve their looks, attracting a foot-
balling husband and are often then found imparting their fashion and
beauty tips to media audiences – this aesthetic labour, however, is often
seen as too much effort and undignified. Kervin in the Sunday Times
claims, that women around footballers are pre-feminist throwbacks who
believe that the only way to improve their social position is by marrying
well and therefore they need to look good:

The whole point of being a Wag is to be photographed. The two cen-
tral tenets of Wag culture are that it is aspirational and acquisitive.
So the key to being a Wag is to own things that others want. They will
then want to emulate you and look up to you. It creates an illusion
of entire unreality – as if you’re not real at all.

(Kervin, 2007:9)

This idea of acquiring things others want brings into play the politics
of envy and the possibility of social mobility at work in the media. The
press suggests that the performance of femininity by the wannabes and
wags contradict the femininity that the middle class set as correct and
good. The Telegraph notes that ‘they [wags] accept their role as trophy
wives’ and claim that trophy wives are unlikely to get true love or marry
for it (Weldon, 2007:25). This is presented as a word to the wise, that
love must be compromised for money, and that neither a footballer
nor a wannabe wag is likely to marry for love – it is a mutually bene-
ficial arrangement. Although many believe that economic activity and
intimacy are incompatible (as money degrades intimacy), as claimed by
Fay Weldon here, but this ignores the ways that ‘all of us use economic
activity to create, maintain, and renegotiate important ties – especially
intimate ties – to other people’ (Zelizer, 2005:3).

Boundaries are being drawn in the middle class media to distinguish
these relationships as immoral – in an effort to provide a moral educa-
tion, by making life as a footballer’s wife appear pathological, so as to
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educate those who might otherwise see it as a fairy tale opportunity for
transformation. It is possible that Weldon is particularly against such
relationships, as her work is often associated with feminism and sec-
ond wave feminism intended to improve women’s opportunities, thus
decreasing the material need for women to marry purely for money. Yet
the symbol of the wannabe wag serves to reduce women to aspire to
a subordinate role in marital relationships. In a postfeminist era, the
media pays lip service to the achievements of women, including educa-
tion, work and independence and so to portray gold-digging as morally
reprehensible allows the audience to believe that feminism has been
successful.

It seems then that the wannabe wag is a particular response to con-
temporary British society, where celebrity is an influential part of every-
day life, and class and wealth have become polarised. The wannabe sees
glamorous and romantic depictions of the wag lifestyle in celebrity mag-
azines and finds an opportunity for social transformation and mobility
simply by imitating the femininity displayed by such women. How-
ever, whilst this is encouraged in certain publications, other middle class
newspapers mark this path out as immoral and the lifestyle as taste-
less. The wannabe wag is also presented as anti-feminist in the media –
their desire for dependence on a man and that marrying well as their
best hope of social progression seems to ignore gains made for women
by second wave feminism. The wannabe is also distinctly postfeminist
in the way she is depicted as competitive with other women, displays
hyper-femininity and is sexualised in the media. She is also used as a
moral education to young girls that following this path is not a way to
legitimate symbolic capital.

Signing the contract . . .

The wedding ceremony of a footballer and his wife is perhaps the
cementing of the wag career. Negra (2009:8) insists that in a postfeminist
society US cinema aimed at women has reached out to a neo-
conservative audience prioritising ‘housewife chic’, which includes a
spectacular wedding, the allure of luxury commodities and sumptuous
domesticity – with singledom to be avoided at all costs. This desire to
avoid singledom and focus on weddings has been mirrored in the British
coverage of footballers’ wives. The football wedding provides wives with
media coverage, as well as an opportunity to highlight their taste and
style to the world. This section will focus on the period leading up to
and including the weekend of 15–17th June 2007, when four premier
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league players married on the same weekend, as well as the coverage of
the wedding of Coleen McLoughlin and Wayne Rooney in June 2008 –
the rights to which are said to have been sold for a record amount –
around £2.5 million to OK! magazine (Kington, 2008:7 Guardian). As one
journalist put it,

Like most things with the word ‘celebrity’ attached to them, today’s
celebrity weddings are on the whole overblown, charmless events
that translate directly into acts of publicity . . . . Emma Draude, the
Managing Director of the PR group Midas said of the Cole’s wedding
‘Cheryl saw her place cemented in Wag aristocracy and fast-tracked
her celebrity status with her high-profile wedding,’ she said making
the act of matrimony sound as significant as an in-store appearance
at Top Shop.

(Burrows, 2007:8 Telegraph)

Weddings have become a crucial part of celebrity coverage and for the
wives are an opportunity to display their femininity, style and wealth,
but elsewhere are used to mark out celebrities through discourses of con-
spicuous consumption and taste. In her work White Weddings, Ingraham
(1999) argues, that compelling images across all forms of media cre-
ate the market and desire for white weddings, whilst simultaneously
naturalising heterosexuality and marriage as essential to well-being,
belonging and morality. She explains:

Watching our favourite actors achieve active happiness or love allows
us to live vicariously through the experiences of characters with
whom we identify and grow to love and appreciate.

(Ingraham, 1999:126)

This idea can be clearly seen through the huge market for coverage of
celebrity weddings, which serves to depict their lives as real life soap
opera. It started with Paul Gascoigne and Sheryl Kyle in 1996, who were
offered £150,000 by Hello! for the exclusive rights to cover their wed-
ding. In its effort to capture the celebrity market, OK! has been prepared
to bid vast sums of money for weddings, particularly those of footballers
and their wives. They have covered the weddings of David and Victoria
Beckham (£1 million) and Cheryl and Ashley Cole (£1 million). In 2007
four players married on the same weekend – John Terry and Toni Poole
(£1 million) and Steven Gerrard and Alex Curran (£750,000) both being
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covered by the magazine. In 2008 three editions of OK! covered the
wedding of Wayne Rooney and Coleen McLoughlin.

This coverage supports Boden’s (2003:19) claim that, weddings have
come to be celebrated for ‘the heady, romantic pleasures of the day
itself, thereby disassociating the image of the wedding somewhat from
that of marriage and, especially, the married life it presages’. In the
lifestyle magazines the weddings are treated respectfully, romantically
and in the utmost detail to enable the reader to visualise the event and
imagine they were there. Ingraham (1999) argues that in popular cul-
ture weddings are presenting the promise and accumulation of wealth.
Examining the cases of Grace Kelly and Princess Diana, she maintains
their lives symbolised the possibility that fairy tales can happen, and
this is a theme that runs throughout the OK! and Hello! coverage of
these weddings. OK! advertised their coverage of the Rooney wedding
with a two page invitation to the reader:

We will bring you all the details of the week-long celebration, so you
too will feel like one of the guests at the wedding everybody wants to
attend.

(OK! 2008b:6)

Elsewhere in the media, weddings are used as a weapon of symbolic vio-
lence against those deemed to have little cultural capital and taste (see
Bourdieu, 1986; also Boden, 2003). Due to the exclusive nature of the
coverage other magazines and newspapers are left with only speculation
and comment as the coverage is jealously guarded – according to the
Daily Mail, Ashley and Cheryl Cole’s guests were banned from bringing
cameras or mobile phones to their wedding and made to sign a confiden-
tiality agreement (Tapper and Beckford, 2006 [online]). This exclusivity
appears to counter the romantic consumption of weddings and may in
part explain why many newspapers, particularly the broadsheets, merely
pay lip service to such events.

It also helps explain the derogatory coverage from other publications,
which do not have access to the wedding, such as this description of
Steven Gerrard and Alex Curran’s nuptials:

It was a weekend of white stretch limos and white acrylic nails,
blackened windows and beefy security guards as the players fought
to defend the lucrative deals they had signed with celebrity maga-
zines . . . Yesterday Curran wore a radioactive tan and a couture Dior
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dress. Guests were treated to bacon butties and chips before departing
in the early hours of this morning.

(Chittenden, 2007:11 Sunday Times)

The idea of four premiership weddings seemed to cause amusement
among many. In fact, it is was not surprising to find many footballers
marrying on the same day. The constraints of league football and
international commitments means there are only a very few summer
weekends available to players to get married. The weddings happening
on the same weekend drew on discourses of competition between the
wives, with much speculation they would try to outdo each other. They
were criticised for their conspicuous consumption, which was deemed
grotesque and as purveying unrealistic expectations of what a wedding
should be:

their respective brides have gone to extremes to ensure that their cer-
emony grabs the headlines in glossy magazines. Forget understated
classiness and tradition, national stocks of St Tropez bronzer and
Louboutin stilettos have been depleted as those considered worthy of
an invitation prepare for this flashy three-day blow-out . . . the Mail’s
very own guide to the biggest, tackiest, splashiest weekend in the
history of football’s glitterati . . . .

(Boshoff, 2007:22)

Ingraham (1999) states that images of heavily commodified weddings
suggest to audiences that this is the way to emulate royalty and the
wealthy and are seen as real manifestations of fairy tales.

The weekend of weddings was written about as if part of a Footballers’
Wives script:

Who could make up the fact that four England footballers would
get married this weekend, forcing guests to charter helicopters to fly
from event to event, putting in fleeting appearances before flying out
again? Who could make up the outfits, the people, the cake ‘as big as
the groom’, the opulence, grandeur and over-consumption?

(Kervin, 2007:9 Sunday Times)

The OK! coverage of the Terry wedding is spread over 48 pages, includ-
ing posed shots of the couple, their friends and family (particularly
famous ones). The tone of the language is entirely different to news-
papers, rather than excessive, the wedding was described as a ‘fairy-tale’
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and ‘stunningly beautiful’. Rather than flashy and tacky, the ceremony
is described as ‘lavish, yet traditional’ (Gould and Reeves, 2007:53).
The article tastefully describes all the details – name-dropping designers
and suppliers. The venue and décor are detailed along with the invites,
menu and drinks, while the piece speaks more of romance and teenage
sweethearts, rather than the more cynical gold-digging talk from some
newspapers. The contemporary fairy tale analogies continue ‘she wanted
to look princess-like and modern’ (designer Hakes in Gould and Reeves,
2007:59). The dancing, performers, fireworks and fountain displays are
all listed but in the fairy tale context of a girl’s dream wedding, they are
portrayed as perfectly reasonable and beautiful, rather than crass and
excessive.

Wayne Rooney and Coleen McLoughlin are a couple who seem to be
more popular than most in the press and have both raised their public
profile since the 2006 World Cup. The media has often been quick to
point out the pair’s working class roots, something they are proud of,
while putting them down in terms of their lack of cultural capital. This
depiction of them as pathologically working class fuelled speculation
over the behaviour of Wayne’s family (documented at previous family
events) and as Hayward claimed, the public were ‘bracing ourselves for
headlines about a union of chav royalty’ (2008:117 Daily Mail). Initially
though, the Daily Mail was much kinder about the couple than the other
football weddings:

‘Wayne and Coleen have been planning their dream day for years’,
said a source close to the couple. ‘But they were adamant that they
should stay true to their Liverpool, working class roots with a small,
personal ceremony. They are not interested in outdoing anybody
else, the day is all about Wayne and Coleen – not their celebrity
friends.’

(Moodie, 2006 [online])

A wedding can be seen as providing this couple with some respectability,
which they have been denied by some parts of the press, by supporting
the moral and legal institution of marriage, suggesting they are follow-
ing the naturalised norms embodied in marriage (see Ingraham, 1999).
For the footballer’s wife, marriage also serves to differentiate her from
the wannabe. The coverage in 2008, however, took a rollercoaster ride
between attacking and defending the couple and their choices – not
only between different titles, but even within the same editions. Once
they announced the magazine deal, the venue and that a number of
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relatives would not be invited, the coverage seemed largely based around
either the concept of exclusivity or the taste and consumption of the
couple.

Raisborough and Adams (2008) argue that class boundaries can be
drawn through mockery – disparagement humour appearing more sub-
tle and tolerant than outright disgust. A couple of days after the Rooney
wedding, the Daily Mail provided wedding pictures ‘not in OK! that
did not cost £3 million’ using actors to portray Wayne and Coleen,
adding speech bubbles to their mouths to mock the couple (Thomas,
2008). This is not only a clear case of sour grapes at not being able
to easily report a newsworthy event, but is also a tool to distance the
couple from the audience. Amanda Platell continues the critique of
the couple, largely for not being good Catholics, but also for selling
out to OK!:

But then the interior of their local Liverpool church wouldn’t quite
cut it with OK!, who have the £2.5 million deal to cover the
wedding.

(2008:19 Daily Mail)

Conboy (2006:133) argues the Daily Mail constructs the ‘past’ as a time
of common sense, flattering its readers into believing they are part of
a community preferring the ‘proclaimed morality of this past to the
intervention of expertise in the present’. The Mail invokes this appeal
for times gone by, one which looks at the religious sanctity of marriage
and one which emphasises the values of marriage over consumption
on the day itself. After speculating how the Rooney wedding costing
‘squillions’ it ran a nostalgic article detailing footballing marriages of
yesteryear (Topham et al., 2008).

The Sun on the other hand manages to provide an A–Z guide to the
wedding despite it being shrouded in secrecy (Hendry, 2008:12–13) –
perhaps as it knows the couple are much liked by many of its read-
ers. In understanding this, it also offered advice on how to ‘Wed like
a Wag . . . without the swag’ (Minot, 2008:52). Unlike the Daily Mail,
which puts up clear boundaries to marginalise the couple, the Sun
appears to try and break them down – tacitly acknowledging that many
footballers and their wives have similar backgrounds to much of their
readership.

Some of the worst attacks on the couple again came from Daily Mail
columnists – particularly Natalie Clarke in her article entitled ‘Burton
and Taylor they ain’t’ (2008:22–3). Many of the comments were very
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personal, thus attracting criticism from elsewhere in the press. It also
casts aspersions on those who follow celebrity culture – with Clarke
failing to see her own part in creating it:

but the brutal truth is that Coleen has very little style and never will
have, no matter how many zeros on the price tag of the frocks you
put her in. But then, at the risk of being sour, if this wedding circus
tells us anything at all about Britain, it’s that we’re a nation caught
up in the worship of mediocrity. And vulgarity, as symbolised by the
crass yacht they’ve hired, complete with its umpteen suites and hair
salon.

(2008:22)

This public denigration of women of little taste legitimates class antago-
nisms and seems to appear as an acceptable form of discrimination (see
McRobbie, 2004; Sayer, 2005). Responses to this article from elsewhere
suggest that class struggles were being played out through the Rooney
wedding.

The Sunday Times seemed unsure of its stance, initially its profile
article on the couple distills a violent class attack like Clarke above:

No expense is spared as the couple tie the knot, even if the show
is more Croxteth than high society . . . Perhaps a little worried that
some of her chums’ Merseyside wedding gear might be a bit too
chav for OK!s pictorial expectations, Coleen had generously opened
a £25,000 account for them to get kitted out at a smart Liverpool
boutique.

(Sunday Times 2008:19)

However, the article then goes on to praise them for the choices they
made ending with ‘Good on them: they did it their way, with petals,
pizza and prawns’ (Sunday Times 2008:19). This ambivalence seems to
acknowledge wider discourses of class and morality, as well as the eco-
nomic imperative to sell newspapers. As Sayer (2005) points out, class
antagonism appears to be more acceptable than other forms of dis-
crimination, but certain lines must not be crossed. Clarke has alienated
her audience by making her position too explicit and other newspapers
want to ensure that they do not follow suit.

The Guardian appears to try and take a step back from the criticism,
but it seems to render the couple powerless to make their own choices –
assigning passivity rather than accepting that this may actually be their
taste:
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It seems to me as if the media (at their snickering, prole-bashing
worse) bullied and cowed Coleen, 22, into making safe, ‘tasteful’
choices.

(Ellen, 2008:13)

In OK! Coleen states what she wanted as ‘neutral’ and ‘glamorous but
not over the top’ (Reeves and Moody, 2008:91). It is difficult to discern
whether this was a reaction to the press or her choice. It might also
be part of an attempt by Coleen to assimilate herself with middle class
tastes, in an effort to gain some respectability in the media (Tyler and
Bennett, 2009/2010).

Again in the Guardian, Hyde claims that the ‘sneering at Wayne and
Coleen’s nuptials confirms that classist snobbery is thriving in Britain’
(2008:36). She specifically names Clarke’s article and also refers to the
Sunday Times, arguing it is quite clearly stating you cannot buy class and
points out that the concern over the Rooneys is really a fear of their
social mobility. In contradicting the opinion of many of his colleagues,
Hayward in the Daily Mail, complains that we live in a ‘Victorian prison
of class’ and fail to see that the Rooneys represent what is right about
our culture – that we should be able to transcend unpromising starts
(2008:117). Burchill in the Sun continues with this theme, claiming it
is jealousy from those who have not been too successful, despite an
expensive education, telling readers:

Don’t knock Wayne and Coleen for splashing the cash on big day.
Recently, a new sort of politics of envy has reared its ugly head –
rampant jealousy of Chavs with cash . . . . If they’d had foie gras and
caviar at their wedding dinner, they’d have been slated as jumped-up
wannabes – instead, they had pizza, which proves they’re common
as muck.

(2008:14)

According to Sayer (2005), consumption constitutes a desire to become
an object of envy, through lifestyle and an individual sense of worth.
This envy is based on what is deemed as a good way of life, which is
bound up with moral dimensions of class and it is this which is largely
debated in the media. A wedding is an event that allows a display of
wealth and social networks for all to see, and as discussed previously,
it also sets up moral boundaries in the sense that marriage represents a
conventional, heterosexual norm (Ingraham, 1999). As Burchill points
out, the moral dimensions are sometimes difficult to discern and reflect
the position of the author rather than the couple themselves. Although
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clear class boundaries have been drawn around the couple for vulgar
spending and poor taste, they are elsewhere championed for being true
to their roots, by choosing the food they like, not what others think
they should have. They appear to be upholding middle class traditions
through marriage, particularly having a religious ceremony but display
the kind of wealth that many of them will never attain, and as such they
are reviled on class grounds.

Burchill (2008) also emphasises that if there had been lots of celebri-
ties attending the wedding, they would have been accused of seeking
more money from the glossies, but because it was close friends and fam-
ily they were snubbing the other wags. She claims the posh papers are
appalled by the working class man – framing this argument purely in
class terms. Barbara Ellen (2008) in the Guardian, who asks if the cov-
erage is a ‘chavwatch’, and like Burchill they are both guilty of what
they criticise in others, by drawing on discourses of chavs they are
implicitly framing them as lacking in cultural capital and pathological
consumers. Despite defending the couple in terms of how they choose
to spend money, by associating them with chav culture they are plac-
ing the Rooneys in a culture that is seen to be vulgar and marginal (see
Hayward and Yar, 2006; Tyler, 2008).

Meanwhile, in the glossy magazines the coverage of the wedding
was suitably different claiming ‘this modern-day prince and princess
got their happily ever after when they wed on Thursday’ (Reeves and
Moody, 2008:76 OK!). OK! devoted many pages to the couple and the
build up, culminating in three wedding souvenir specials. These cov-
ered their secret Italian abbey wedding (30 June 2008), their wedding
party (01 July 2008) and the honeymoon on a luxury yacht (08 July
2008). This sets the tone for the rest of the coverage and, as with pre-
vious weddings, the magazine goes into great detail of the ceremony,
including interviews with the couple, all in a romantic, if fawning, fash-
ion. The magazines include lots of striking images of the couple, family
and friends, the setting, invitations and table details. It also includes
pictures evoking emotions such as the bride crying or the couple laugh-
ing and having fun. This detailed description of the day, the evening,
the pre- and post-parties and the honeymoon fill three front covers and
134 pages across the three souvenir magazines. The issues appear as a
romantic tribute to the couple and obviously the magazine wants to
capitalise on its vast investment by filling more than one edition and
to ensure future copy from the couple. Interestingly this coverage con-
tinues a year later with an article on their first anniversary (Short, 2009)
and a page of ‘Coleen and Wayne’s Wedding Memories’ (OK! 2009:75).
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This may be to get their money’s worth from the deal or to compete with
Hello!’s front cover of this year’s football wedding between Joe Cole and
Carly Zucker (Hello! 29 June 2009).

Hello! (24 June 2008) had four pages devoted to the wedding including
photos of the couple shopping before the wedding and some library pic-
tures of them and the venue. It also focused on their world exclusive six
months before when Wayne and Coleen announced their wedding in
Hello! It included details from that interview as well as ‘insider’ details
of the wedding – all of which was respectful and romantic (Whitaker,
2008a). In the next edition, there was an article on the weather spoiling
the Rooneys’ honeymoon – again mentioning the exclusive wedding
announcement and being the first to publish their wedding certificate
(Whitaker, 2008b). A couple of weeks later it showed Wayne and Coleen
on honeymoon in Vegas but as part of a full feature on footballing
couples on holiday (Alexander, 2008). This positive spin, despite not
getting an exclusive on the wedding, was presumably due to previous
exclusive interviews and not to damage their chances of future potential
exclusives.

heat showed little of the couple – perhaps due to the staged nature
of the wedding contradicting their ethos and Big Brother (a heat staple)
commencing on Channel 4 at the same time. Coleen still appeared in reg-
ular fashion columns, but in the week after the wedding the magazine
had a two page spread on ‘Wayne and Coleen: the Love Story’ which
contained grainy pictures and a couple of sentences under the follow-
ing titles – 2003 the early days, 2003 the engagement, 2004 prostitute
scandal, 2005 ‘slap’ rumour, 2008 husband and wife (heat, 2008b:74–5) –
focusing on the problems they had faced during their relationship. It did
invite readers to see what Coleen packed for her honeymoon with a
picture of her with Monsoon shopping bags (Crompton, 2008:84). Two
weeks later, Wayne and Coleen were pictured in a swimming pool in
Las Vegas, again in grainy pictures with no explanation that they were
on honeymoon – but a mention that Wayne had been spotting ‘having
a fag’ highlighting a less mediated picture (heat, 2008c:46–7). As Mark
Frith (2008:8), former editor, states in his autobiography, the magazine
was meant to be cooler than the others so pretends to hate the whole
‘magazine wedding thing’ yet in private they are all ‘obsessed by the
spectacle’. This leads them to try and get a behind the scenes look –
presumably they were unable to in this case.

Generally, the press has taken an envious and derogatory approach
to the weddings of footballers and their wives. Wayne and Coleen seem
to split media opinion and therefore perhaps the public’s too. They are
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simultaneously championed as working class and the people’s heroes
whilst being subjected to symbolic violence on the grounds of envy from
those with less economic capital but who presume themselves to have
more cultural capital. It is perhaps indicative of a culture that aspires to
success but is riven with jealousy and ill-will to those obtaining social
mobility. This may well be because they defy the idea of a neo-liberal
meritocracy – players are seen as earning too much and their wives as
being unproductive. This section can only be concluded with a quote
from the Daily Mail:

It’s all right for royalty and Hollywood celebs to get hitched like that,
of course, but not working class scousers.

(Hayward, 2008:117)

Job description

Key skills, rather, are looking decorative in a cocktail dress and smil-
ing politely at official functions. On no account should you attempt
to interfere in matters of state – pre-match strategy and post-match
analysis are strictly for the men – and you will be expected to socialise
extensively with the other wives according to a strict hierarchical
pecking order – deferring to the captain’s and the manager’s wives
and patronising the younger and less successful wives.

(Cadwalladr, 2006:64 Observer)

Following the coverage of the 2006 World Cup the career of being a
footballer’s wife took on a life of its own. This has constructed the notion
of a job or ‘wife of’ career which involves tasks as wide-ranging as sup-
porting husbands at matches, looking good for your husband (including
shopping and beauty treatments), keeping house and raising children –
a conservative return to traditional femininities.

This ‘wife of’ career is supplemented by some who set up their own
business or have business careers many of whom are ignored by the
press but are described in the auto/biography and interview chapters –
as well as media work for the more celebrity hungry. Not only do news-
paper articles set out the wife of career but even cartoons printed during
the World Cup in 2006, envisage the role of the footballer’s wife in
footballing terms.

There are many opinions on what it means to be a footballer’s wife
influenced by both the press and fiction. Marina Hyde in the Guardian
writes:
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The cliché about footballers’ wives dictates that they form the kind
of rigid girly hierarchies last seen at the back of the school bus, are
manicured on the hour, and can drop the GDP of Ecuador in a two-
hour shopping spree.

(2006a:8)

Cadwalladr (2006:62) in the Observer insists the wives preparations
for the World Cup include ‘honing wardrobes, topping up spray tans,
practising camera smiles’. She suggests that the wags are the

closest thing the modern age has to being a diplomatic wife . . . . com-
plete with a codified set of behaviour rules, a rigorous dress code and
a punitive social convention that frowns on the idea that you might
want to have normal marital relations with your husband.

(2006:62, 64)

This places football in what Papanek (1973:858) terms as a two-person
career, within which both members of a couple come under pressure in
relation to one partner’s job. This traditional view of vicarious achieve-
ment appears a pre-feminist one and now seems outdated to many.
Ulrika Jonsson questions why the focus of the tournament is so much
on the wives pointing out:

If your hubby was on the Vauxhall production line, you wouldn’t
expect to be there done up like a dog’s dinner cheering him on, would
you?

(Jonsson, 2006:35 News of the World)

This is true if your husband was to work in certain jobs, but as Finch
(1983) argues there are many careers in which a wife is part of the
job providing domestic work, secretarial work, entertaining colleagues
or customers and generally standing at her husband’s side. Within the
media the footballer’s wife appears to take on such a role. In the glam-
our magazines this is depicted as a positive and respected role, claiming
of Alex Curran:

The 24-year-old blonde possesses all those glamorous qualities that
put football stars’ wives, à la original Wag, Victoria Beckham, in a
league of their own: the just stepped-out-of-the-salon hair, perfectly
tanned skin and seemingly bottomless wardrobe of top designer
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labels are just the start . . . their mere presence, inevitably up their
famous husband’s celebrity cachet.

(Hello! 2007b: 68, 70)

The tabloid press sexualised images of footballers’ wives during the
World Cup and much was made of the women’s role of servicing their
husbands. The Sun wrote of ‘England’s group sex!’, claiming the players
were celebrating ‘with a night of matchless nookie’ (Parker, 2006:4). The
following week the girls are described as ‘smiling wags in night of love’
because the ‘boys scored freely as Sven Goran Eriksson lifted his bonk-
ing ban’ (McLeod, 2006:5 News of the World). The Guardian argues that
its readers may find there is something distasteful to tabloids describing
the wags as ‘sexual helpmeets’ and go on to claim:

it is rather difficult not to think of the Wags as cast in the mould of
Fembots in the Austin Powers movie – hopelessly seductive pleasure
machines clad in baby doll nighties.

(Hyde, 2006a:9)

These passages demonstrate how the women are depicted as perform-
ing a kind of hyper-femininity – one which is sexualised in relation
to football. Gill (2007) argues that postfeminist discourse includes the
sexualisation of culture and in the case of wags, women may appear
to choose their sexualised image, but they are also clearly placed as an
adjunct to their husbands, purely for servicing his needs. Their display
of femininity is seen as over the top, and this classifies them as ‘other’
to seemingly effortless codes of middle class ideas of femininity.

Although the most successful in their own careers Victoria Beckham
and Cheryl Cole are different to other wives, as they were famous in
their own fields before getting together with footballing partners and
thus are not seen as just wags by the media. They represent two separate
careers rather than one two-person career. Although in some areas she
is credited as being responsible for her husband’s media image and suc-
cess (see Carrington, 2001; Cashmore, 2004; Whannel, 2001), Victoria
Beckham now seems happy to be known as David’s wife and often
appears in the papers at his side and with their children – perhaps this is
because in the past she has been criticised for not supporting him such
as over his move to Real Madrid (Lampert, 2004 Daily Mail). In con-
trast to Victoria, Cheryl Cole is much more outspoken and asserts her
own independence in the media. She allegedly made Ashley turn down
a lucrative playing contract in Spain saying ‘Why should all my dreams
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be shattered for the sake of his career?’ (Wetherall, 2007:7 Closer). The
front page of the magazine is splashed as ‘puts career before marriage’
something she goes on to admit in the article was selfish. Her attitude
does not seem to reflect the magazine’s values as the article refers to her
as a ‘loudmouthed wag’ and highlights his resistance to her noting that
‘Cheryl Cole may control Ashley’s career, but he defies her “no party-
ing without me” ban’ (2007:7). This is countered by more sympathetic
coverage in OK! the following week where she is described as ‘feisty’ and
that the couple ‘like to put their heads together and reach a compro-
mise’ (Guiltenane, 2007:47). Cheryl likes to be seen as independent and
criticises others for gold-digging and is quick to refute it in herself:

Cheryl is determined to make her own way – she even recently
returned a Bentley that Ashley bought her because she felt she hadn’t
earned it.

(Guiltenane, 2007:47)

Cheryl Cole insisted that her husband’s career should not impinge on
her own. The nature of football, where players have to move regularly,
has led to concerns within the footballing establishment over wives’
influence. Roy Keane, then a football manager, claimed players are not
allowed to make career decisions as their wives are more concerned
about what shops are available rather than the team and football:

Then he launched a withering assault on the culture of celebrity that
has disfigured the game, pointing the finger at weak-willed players in
thrall to their trophy wives and girlfriends.

(Henderson, 2007:S13 Daily Telegraph)

Of course, this is a tension in many marriages, not just footballing ones,
where decisions have to consider the needs of everyone in the family. He
is clearly drawing on media discourses that mark wives out as conspic-
uous consumers, but elsewhere it has also been argued that players like
shopping and nightlife too or perhaps that Roy Keane was not offering
good enough contracts.

Coleen McLoughlin and Alex Curran provide different case studies, as
both achieved their initial celebrity as a result of their husband’s foot-
balling career. According to Papanek (1973), the demands of a husband’s
job can be a major factor in women’s reluctance or inability to develop
independent careers. In the case of footballers’ wives, these demands
have created an opportunity for an independent career which both of
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these women have managed to exploit – Coleen has numerous adver-
tising contracts, a television show, a magazine column and a book, and
Alex has a newspaper style column; both have also produced their own
perfume. As a result, they are often featured in newspapers and celebrity
magazines and the subject of much discussion.

Papanek also notes that some two-person careers emphasise a public
image, such as political roles, and that the wife can help make or break
their husband’s career:

Women who develop their own public image, starting from their
base as the wives of prominent personalities, usually evoke fierce
attacks and loyalties which are partly based on their having vio-
lated stereotyped standards of proper behaviour in the vicarious
achievement role.

(Papanek, 1973:862–3)

This clearly seems to be the case when looking at the attacks made
on footballers’ wives. Just the title of an article on Coleen McLoughlin
is enough to highlight the ambivalence felt about her in the press –
‘Profile: Coleen McLoughlin: Triumph of teen spirit and awful taste’
(Sunday Times 2005 [online]). It implies that Coleen has a role as idol
to teenagers but that the taste and style she represents demonstrates a
lack of cultural capital. The article discusses the launch pad of Coleen’s
media career – a photo-shoot with Vogue – a magazine it describes as

the classiest of women’s monthly glossies and trendsetter for high
maintenance females. Its editor had decided to turn McLoughlin into
a fashion icon.

(Sunday Times 2005 [online])

It seems that Coleen had little control over her career she was picked –
a passive move not instigated by her. This implies that the Sunday Times
sees itself and Vogue as gatekeepers to the highbrow cultural establish-
ment in the UK and they decide who deserves recognition (see Bourdieu,
1986). This is further compounded when the paper expresses surprise at
the Vogue choice:

The import of this has left fashionistas clutching their heads. Vogue
has never compromised its high standards with plebeian taste. And
McLoughlin is to style what a bicycle repair kit is to a Formula One
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car. She is a shopaholic whose undiscerning accumulation of expen-
sive clothes – paid for with Rooney’s gold credit cards – has earned her
the term ‘looting chic’. She is, in short, a ‘superchav’, the uncrowned
queen of chav.

(Sunday Times 2005 [online])

Again the reference to gold-digging and chav culture shows that this
newspaper sees Coleen as a different class to their readers – a member
of the celebrity chav set who may be financially rich but exhibit dire
taste poverty (see Hayward and Yar, 2006; Tyler and Bennett, 2010). This
is a clear denigration of her and popular culture. It appears that the
bourgeois purveyors of culture are committing acts of symbolic violence
against a symbol of working class style – no doubt because they see it
as a threat to the traditional order of things (see McRobbie, 2004). The
article continues this theme, highlighting that Coleen does not share
their cultural capital but they recognise her symbolic cultural value to
the ‘masses’:

‘Coleen is typical of this generation of girls who have money but
were never taught to dress,’ says a fashion journalist. ‘The whole
luxury market is now about accumulating possessions and putting
them together without any subtlety. Vogue has never done crude pop
culture, but it has recognised that Coleen’s style has real currency.’

(Sunday Times 2005 [online])

This discussion illustrates the conflicting pressures of the ideological
projects of certain newspapers and the commercial pressures of selling
papers and attracting advertisers. Here Coleen’s role as a footballer’s girl-
friend is recognised as something aspired to by young girls, so Vogue
seems to be trying to widen its audience or rescue this ‘lost’ genera-
tion by modelling her into what they see as an acceptable role model.
The newspaper claimed it was a ‘huge boost to her self-esteem’ as she
was ‘a mere adjunct to Wayne’s world’ (Sunday Times 2005 [online]).
It appears as if she is being rescued through being provided with the
tools to restyle herself in the image of the upper classes, gaining recog-
nition and respectability not often afforded to working class women
(McRobbie, 2004; Skeggs, 1997). The newspaper seems to be oblivious
to its role in creating the image of her career as a gold-digger and an
adjunct to her boyfriend. Despite its own cutting comments, the news-
paper talks of ‘uncharitable voices’, referring to her as only after his
money – distancing themselves from such opinions.
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In the tabloids Coleen, like her husband, has become a symbol of
‘working class made good’ – this appears to resonate with many of their
readers. According to Savage (2000:117), ‘a common theme in people’s
perspectives on class is their desire to be “ordinary” and not to appear
to be “above” others’. This is something that Coleen is particularly keen
to convey to her audience – her ordinariness has contributed to her
success. However, this is also indicative of Sennett’s hidden injuries of
class. His research found discontent in upward mobility owing to ‘status
incongruity’ – people found themselves caught between two worlds.
Some are proud of their working class past and disrespect the class they
move into but are expected to desire mobility to gain dignity and con-
trol over their world and try to gain respect (Sennett and Cobb, 1972).

McNay (2004) argues that working class women seek to create their
own version of femininity and respectability. They often do not see a
chance to gain respect through their educational or occupational success
and therefore concentrate on their appearance as capital. One of the
rewards for this investment in the self is gaining a celebrity partner. This
could help to explain why some footballers’ wives head for a career in
the fashion and beauty industry attempting to use their femininity as a
form of cultural capital (Skeggs, 1997:10).

With being working class comes a constant fear of never having ‘got
it right’ (Kuhn, 1995 in Skeggs, 1997:6). In this sense femininity and
appearance become crucial for working class women wanting to ‘get
it right’. Skeggs argues that representations reveal how some women
will never get it right, because they do not have the right knowledge
and background, and in relation to footballers’ wives this seems to
be demonstrated through their media coverage. However, they have
used their femininity as capital to marry well and gain fame but their
display of femininity is seen as vulgar and failing to comply with mid-
dle class norms. Coleen, though seems to feel she has ‘got it right’
and is keen to pass on what she has learnt through her Closer mag-
azine column. It seems more and more that celebrity magazines are
employing celebrities as writers, as well as Coleen’s column, Alex Curran
writes on fashion in the Daily Mirror and Krystell Sidwell, who won
the ITV2 series Wag’s Boutique, received a prize of a fashion column
in Now.

Coleen’s column is entitled ‘Welcome to my World’ which went on
to become the title of her first book. The column boasts her news,
views and style on one page. A review of one week includes what to
wear next summer, her romantic weekend with Wayne, watching my
weight, inside my wardrobe and I love . . . (product name). The column
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serves as an endorsement for products, an insight for people want-
ing details of her life (gossip) and attempts to normalise her to the
reader, for example, in that she watches her weight, providing a guide
to life for young girls as does her autobiography (see McLoughlin 2007a;
2007b).

It is clear that one role of the footballer’s wife is supporting their hus-
band, perhaps not unlike any other wife, although on a more extreme
scale. Clifford points out, that contemporary kiss-and-tell girls, such as
Rebecca Loos, hold their heads high and feel no embarrassment (Clifford
and Levin, 2006). It was Victoria Beckham who received the most vit-
riol over these revelations about her husband’s infidelity for not moving
to Spain to support him. The wives are viewed as a group who should
be seen to be supportive of their husband, but since 2006 should also
refrain from distracting them:

These WAGs are of course far from just adjuncts to their famous
men. Several of them are mums . . . . Several, too, are famous in own
right . . . But this was an occasion to put their own egos aside and join
up with the other wives in a big show of solidarity.

(Hello! 2007a:74)

As this discussion suggests the role of a wag is multi-faceted and can take
various forms. It can be a traditional two-person career, two career rela-
tionship or this two-person career can evolve into two distinct roles as in
the case of Coleen McLoughlin and Alex Curran. The stereotype seems
to place women clearly in a traditional and conservative femininity of
standing by their man, which could be seen as pre- or anti-feminist.
However, in a postfeminist era this is seen as an active choice and many
women have used this position to make an independent career for them-
selves and impart their knowledge and tips to the wannabe wags who
see this as a fairy tale job.

Fired or retired?

This final section looks at what happens when the fairy tale ends or
turns into a nightmare. This can occur in many ways, the main ones
discussed here are infidelity and divorce – specifically Paul and Sheryl
Gascoigne in the 1990s and Ashley and Cheryl Cole more recently.
The end of the career could also occur because a footballer retires
either through injury or old age thus curtailing the symbolic job of
being a footballer’s wife. The noted wealth and fame of footballers in
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contemporary Britain means that their relationships are depicted as
shallow and short term – perhaps also due to the pressures of living a
celebrity life in the press. The incorporation of these women and their
identities into their husband’s career means a split could be catastrophic
for these women:

God forbid if Alex Curran split up with Steve Gerrard. Who would
she be then? You can’t let a man make you.

(Jamelia quoted in Daily Mail 2006b [online])

As these relationships are seen as one-sided and women accused of
gold-digging, they are often deemed unlikely to last. This is seen with
Wayne Rooney and Coleen McLoughlin, despite them being childhood
sweethearts. Following revelations about him visiting a prostitute their
relationship was described thus:

She was seen as rehearsing for a marital drama of domestic violence,
separation and reconciliation as foreshadowed by the bewildered
footballer Paul Gascoigne and his former wife Sheryl.

(Sunday Times 2005)

Perhaps the most documented divorce in football involved Paul and
Sheryl Gascoigne. The couple seemed to have a turbulent and violent
relationship according to the media. Piers Morgan recalls being con-
tacted as editor of the Mirror in October 1996 by a friend of Sheryl
Kyle. The friend told him that she had been badly beaten by Gazza at
a hotel in Gleneagles – he suggested she ‘pose’ for pictures (by walk-
ing out of a hotel when a camera was there) as this was the best way to
seek revenge (Morgan, 2005:136). Conboy (2006) highlights that celebri-
ties are important vehicles for certain news issues, he claims that they
provide a safer environment to discuss domestic violence as it becomes
associated with the detached and glossy lives of others rather than more
commonplace realities of everyday domestic violence. The celebrity sta-
tus of the protagonists often overshadows the violence itself and tabloid
narratives are often on male terms and how women should conform
to the male worldview. Sheryl was perhaps one of the first footballers’
wives to attempt to use the media to put across her point – a brave thing
considering the stature of her husband.

As Conboy argues celebrities may be a vehicle for discussing certain
issues, but it can detract from the gravity of the situation. Brooks in the
Guardian claims of Sheryl:
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Although in the flesh she wears it lightly and with dignity,
Gascoigne’s blonde hair, tanned skin and long pink nails make her
an easy target for mockery.

(2002:16)

Her credibility seemed to be in continual question, Barbara Ellen in the
Observer writes:

She is too much the Battered Babe, too much an icon of celebrity
victimhood. How can people be expected to take her seriously when
she went ahead and married Paul Gascoigne, even after he’d repeat-
edly beaten and humiliated her? And how can this divorced Hello!
regular justify keeping her husband’s name exploiting it, even as she
blackens it, campaigning for Refuge throughout the media? ‘I believe
her about the abuse,’ says a friend, herself a past victim of domes-
tic violence . . . ‘I just wish that they’d chosen someone a bit more
credible’.

(Ellen, 1999:29)

Ellen goes on to note that interest in the Gascoignes was ‘more salacious
than it ever was sympathetic’. She acknowledges that because Sheryl
was attractive she was often seen as a ‘damaged Barbie doll’ claiming
the reports sent ‘out the dangerous message that domestic violence was
somehow “sexy” ’. Arguably portraying her as a doll allows the reader
to separate her from the violence – it is far less dangerous than if it was
happening to a real person, and this protects one of the nation’s heroes
from having his reputation tarnished. Feminist commentators such as
Ellen, criticise the portrayal of domestic violence in relation to celebri-
ties. She argues that the gloss of celebrity seems to serve the interests of
the perpetrator not the victim – rightly claiming that domestic violence
is never acceptable regardless of the background of the woman.

This issue of how celebrities are dealt with in relation to domes-
tic violence is particularly pertinent here. As someone who had a
wealthy husband and therefore received a good divorce settlement,
Sheryl Gascoigne has often been portrayed as calculating rather than as
a victim. In an article for the Sunday Mirror about Sheryl’s interview with
Martin Bashir to promote the Refuge charity, Carole Malone claims:

I’d have had more sympathy for Sheryl Gascoigne had she decided
to speak out about being battered by Gazza BEFORE she got her
£1.5 million divorce settlement. Or, if after three years as his
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girlfriend – years in which she says the footballer regularly beat seven
bells out of her – she hadn’t then gone on to marry him in a lav-
ish ceremony chronicled in (and paid for) by Hello! magazine . . . And
while the bleeding hearts might claim that Sheryl – like lots of domes-
tic violence victims – suffered from guilt, shame and low self-esteem
and so couldn’t leave, one has to wonder why, if it was all so bad, she
went on to marry this man she was so terrified of.

(Malone, 1999:33)

She goes on to claim that Sheryl could have got a job to support her
children but chose to stay for the money and the lifestyle. Malone also
insists no-one would have heard of her had she not married Gazza
and she wouldn’t have £1.5 million from the divorce and the luxury
house. This attack on women who are the victims of domestic violence
is clearly postfeminist. As second wave feminists worked to bring domes-
tic violence to the fore and protect women, certain elements of the
media now seems to think it has gone too far and women have become
favoured (Coppock et al., 1995). Sheryl Gascoigne seems to represent an
‘over-reacher’ and her accumulation of wealth has been seen as deviant.
As Negra and Holmes (2008) argue, in relation to train-wreck celebri-
ties, she invokes wider fears over gold-digging and undeserved wealth.
These class-based concerns serve to shift attention from the actual issue
of domestic violence.

Sheryl points out elsewhere that her lifestyle has come at a price when
she is reported in The Mirror to have said

that while the physical wounds from his batterings have healed, the
emotional scars have left her unable to trust another man.

(Moyes, 2004:19)

Sheryl’s main crime was that she went out with a public ‘hero’ who in
the eyes of many should not have his reputation tarnished. She is also
seen as less of a victim as she has received money – or been ‘paid off’
through the divorce settlement. What arises out of this case is that with-
out her husband, a footballer’s wife is very much on her own, as his
reputation exceeds hers and there remains a culture of silence around
domestic violence amongst footballers (see Benedict, 1997 for a dis-
cussion in relation to US sports). A number of journalists did call for
Gascoigne to be dropped from the England squad after the revelations,
but this did not happen (see Moore, 2001:25 Mail on Sunday; Brooks,
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2002:16 Guardian). Sheryl herself said that she felt let down that Paul
was allowed to continue to play for England:

‘There was no inkling that there would be any help there from his
management, teams the football industry. The whole conspiracy of
silence that goes along with domestic violence was even stronger
with me, because of the public eye.’ Asked if she felt that Gascoigne
was supported by Hoddle and soccer chiefs, she said: ‘Yeah I did feel
that, ‘cos they covered it up’.

(Gascoigne in Boshoff, 1999:5 Daily Mail)

It appears that some things were covered up, while others were orches-
trated by the media and PR companies. As discussed above, Piers Morgan
helped stage photos for The Mirror and the stories were mediated on both
sides:

I kept quiet for different reasons – sometimes I was kept quiet. Things
were written about me that were very hurtful but whenever I wanted
to sue, Paul’s advisers would tell me I couldn’t do anything about it.
It wasn’t till years later that I found they were leaking things, putting
it the other way round, because they didn’t want people to find out
what was really going on.

(Gascoigne, in Brooks, 2002:16)

In an interview with Euan Ferguson, Sheryl continues on this theme
of double-standards, as Paul’s family and the footballing world ignored
what was going on (Ferguson, 1999:20 Observer; see also Ridley, 1999:8
Observer). In his article Ridley points out that this is not an isolated
incident – George Best was regularly honoured by the football world
despite his behaviour which included abusing both his wives. Essentially
this prompts a wider debate about the treatment of women in the foot-
balling world – despite all that has happened Sheryl, she still cuts a
controversial figure in football, with Ridley claiming that players were
upset for ‘what she’s done to him now after what he’s given her’ (Ridley,
1999:8). Moreover, the career of a wife can be abruptly curtailed if their
partner meets another woman, albeit as a replacement or one-night
stand. It seems to be a part of football culture. Benedict (1997:41), in
his book on American athletes’ crimes against women, describes a situa-
tion that is directly comparable where he argues that lawyers defending
such athletes claim they ‘possess a distorted perception of women as
a result of their repeated opportunities for consensual sex’. This leads
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them to presume consent from women – particularly because so many
women want to be with them and leads to a situation where adultery is
commonplace.

In OK! magazine Cheryl Cole said that she trusted her husband
100 per cent and called the girls that throw themselves at him sad. She
goes on to claim:

‘I couldn’t be one of those footballers’ wives who just accept them
sleeping around because they live in a nice house and have designer
handbags’ . . . .‘It’s not. What if you get cheated on or beat up? What
are you going to do then? Stay there for the Chloé handbag? I don’t
think so’.

(Guiltenane, 2007:51, 53)

A few months after this article insisting there were no problems in their
marriage, Cheryl was publically humiliated by the revelation in the Sun
that her husband had cheated on her with a girl he met in a night-
club (White and Case, 2008). This was further compounded by someone
else coming forward three days later to claim he had also cheated with
her (Sun 2008a [online]). Cheryl was humiliated by the detailed exposés
in the press, but unlike some other wives she had money and her
own career, removing a number of reasons forcing others to stay in a
marriage. As she had also been very vocal about not putting up with infi-
delity, she was left in a difficult situation in terms of her marriage and
her media position. Ashley was clearly portrayed as morally wrong and
Cheryl’s position as his wife and her seeming acceptance of his infidelity
means that she was afforded little sympathy. In fact, she was treated
with scepticism and envy with her moral judgements on other women
coming back to haunt her and this served to place them in class terms
as part of an immoral working class who provide poor role-models for
young couples (see Tyler and Bennett, 2010).

This led to much speculation over their relationship in the press –
it appeared that neither Ashley nor Cheryl had coped well with their
transformation to celebrity and as such became objects of a cynical fas-
cination. In February heat reported that it was decision time for the
couple. The magazine wanted to look at what was ‘really’ going on
behind closed doors and provides pictures and details bringing the situ-
ation up to date, what family and friends are saying as well as the public
reaction (2008a:14–18). This kind of speculation is seemingly based on
hearsay from the tabloids but claims to offer an insight – heat and the
public seem to be in full support of Cheryl leaving Ashley. At the same
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time OK! reported that Cheryl has had a change of heart. In a less sen-
sationalised piece, it claimed that she was seriously considering giving
him a second chance, despite feeling that he ‘has ripped out her heart
and stamped all over it’ (OK! 2008a:11).

By June 2008, heat reported it was expecting Cheryl to call in the
divorce lawyers soon. It claimed that despite initially wanting to stand
by her wedding vows a source said she had now found the strength
to walk away. They even include a paragraph from a lawyer explain-
ing what Cheryl will get out of a divorce – noting that she will get less
as she has such a good career herself (Fernando and Atkinson, 2008).
However, only two weeks later OK! claimed Cheryl had forgiven Ashley,
showing the couple on holiday together in Spain and describing how
difficult it has been for Cheryl and that they may still face troubles
ahead (Reeves, 2008b). At the same time Hello! ran pictures of the cou-
ple laughing, stating that they were planning their future together. Like
OK! they seem to put an emphasis on the couple staying together, rather
than split – this saves shattering their fairy tale illusion of celebrity lives
and marriage – particularly in editions where they are also celebrating
the Rooney wedding:

Looking happy, relaxed and, most importantly together, Cheryl and
Ashley Cole took a romantic stroll along a Spanish beach last week,
showing all the signs of being back in love.

(Morgan, 2008:60)

Although perhaps not telling the whole truth, the copy does sell the
happy ever after idea. However, in February 2010 further revelations of
Ashley’s infidelities were published and in May 2010 Cheryl Cole filed
for a divorce. Football seems to perpetuate a culture that enables play-
ers to have affairs, particularly due to their apparent popularity with
women. Cheryl Cole’s initial reluctance to leave her husband may seem
surprising as she appears not to have as much to lose as other women
by resigning from being a footballer’s wife, but she still stands to lose.
As stated above, although the two of them are celebrities in their own
right, their celebrity increases as a couple providing them with more
press and advertising opportunities.

Those who actually go through with divorce get mixed reactions in
the press – as noted above Sheryl Gascoigne was seen as being a gold-
digger and ungrateful when describing the abuse she had suffered after
being paid £1.5 million in a settlement. An article in the Observer on
sports marriages claims that 70% of them end in divorce and talks in
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detail about the landmark case of Ray and Karen Parlour. Ray left Karen
and their three children for a new girlfriend:

Karen’s lawyers argued that she had been instrumental in helping
him recover, in his early career, from problems with drinking and bet-
ting. Without her support he would never had thrived under Arsène
Wenger at Arsenal . . . Karen Parlour’s divorce settlement included
£1.8 million of Ray’s future earnings.

(France, 2004 [online])

This is an example of what Conboy (2006) argues is an alternative view
to the antics and infidelities of the rich and famous depicted in the press
and can even issue a possible challenge to the patriarchal status quo.
However, what these stories generally bring is a debate over whether the
settlement is tantamount to greed or justice.

France notes that the Sun claimed Ray had been ‘Fleeced’, whereas
Karen’s solicitor claims:

A sporting marriage can be overwhelming. It takes over everything.
Like diplomats’ wives they are subsumed by their husband’s careers.
Meanwhile, the real high-earning days are limited. They have all this
responsibility and pressure without any of the security. A company
wife would feel much more secure and at the same time wouldn’t
have the nail-biting pressure of a victory or a loss to deal with, on a
day to day basis.

(Rae, in France, 2004 [online])

She also apportions some blame with the clubs who create a specific
mentality, and this places the club before marriage (see Ortiz, 1997;
2006; Benedict, 1997).

Some women refuse to accept being fired from their role as footballer’s
wife and become dubbed ‘serial wags’ in the media (see, e.g., Danielle
Lloyd and Charlotte Mears in Sun 2008b [online]). They appear to
actively pursue footballers in order to keep up their media attention and
carry on the career without actually having a footballing partner. With a
career based not only on marriage but also on the media there is always a
chance that coverage will be stopped and the symbolic career removed.
The concept of the wag appeared during the World Cup in 2006 and for
many was expected to be ephemeral lasting the duration of the tourna-
ment. The phenomenon has now taken on a life of its own with articles
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describing other types of sporting wags, as well as rock wags, city wags
and aristowags (see Holden, 2008 Daily Mail [online]).

Conclusions

Through the media it is possible to trace the career of the footballer’s
wife – each one has made different decisions and taken different paths
but the press gives a representation of this role being desirable and creat-
ing aspirational wannabes. The celebrity wedding provides respectabil-
ity for the wife, above the wannabe, as well as publically displaying
wealth and romance. Once married, the ‘wife of’ role is simultaneously
described as being both helpmeet and disruptive to a husband’s career.
The attitude of each individual newspaper seems to depend on its per-
ceived audience and its editors. Whilst the glossy magazines need to
sell lifestyle and aspirations, they will be respectful of those they use
to market their magazines, yet elsewhere these women are marked out
as working class and pathological in terms of their taste and greed.
The newspapers use these women to promote debates around moral-
ity and young women in contemporary Britain. Ideologically this can
work in many ways – it can be viewed as a means to create a coher-
ent moral ideal – based in class terms. It separates the commentator
from the morally bankrupt women who seek dependence on a man in
order to obtain a certain lifestyle. It marks these women out as greedy,
conspicuous consumers and as financially rich but taste poor, making
‘poor’ lifestyle choices and defying meritocracy with their underserved
wealth. In some respects, the papers could be seen as providing guidance
to young women as to what lifestyles and femininities are desirable.
Women are shown that to follow the performed hyper-femininity of
the wag may provide a footballing husband and money, but will not
bring legitimated capital. Reports of infidelities and violence serve as a
warning that money cannot buy happiness.

Although the lifestyle magazines cannot be accused of violence, they
only portray one side of life in terms of being married to a footballer,
the reality of which is often quite different – even for the rich and
famous. This romantic and positive reporting of these women’s lives
has helped to place them as aspirational figures and led many to believe
that marrying a celebrity is a way to attain social mobility, financial secu-
rity and live happily ever after. It does also create a market for designer
clothes and lifestyles, which are crucial to the magazine’s survival by
selling advertising space for women wanting to obtain this lifestyle.
In a postfeminist media the pursuit of this dream and the competition
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between women for dependence on a husband is denigrated and seen
as simultaneously pre-feminist, anti-feminist and postfeminist depend-
ing on the reading of such stories. It is these contradictions that Gill
(2007) argues exemplifies a postfeminist media culture. The sycophan-
tic attitude of magazines such as OK! and Hello! reporting their lives as
fairy tales which has led to the jealousy and snobbery found elsewhere
in newer celebrity gossip magazines, like heat and among newspapers,
as they offer pleasurable contempt – emphasising the cynical turn in
celebrity watching suggested by Tyler and Bennett (2010). The images
appear at a time where a sport and celebrity obsessed media tries to
deal with issues of class and wealth polarisation. These couples repre-
sent a different working class, those with money, and such portrayals
convey the lives of footballers and their wives as both a fairy tale and
a soap opera. The next chapter will now turn to the fictional repre-
sentations of footballers’ wives and how these have worked alongside
newspapers and magazines to intertextually create these representations
of the footballing life as a glamorous soap opera.



5
Fact or Fiction

This chapter examines the fictional representation of footballers’ wives.
The symbol of the footballer’s wife has grown so much in stature that a
range of fictional work has been created about their lives. This chapter
will focus on the ITV1 series Footballers’ Wives (FW) but also acknowl-
edges the emerging genre of ‘wag lit’, including The Wag’s Diary and
A Wag Abroad (Kervin, 2007; 2008), The Beautiful Game: A WAG’s Tale
by Clare Challis and Fabulous (2008) and The Footballer’s Wife one of a
trilogy of novels by Kerry Katona (2008) amongst others. This section
will first outline television theory focusing on feminist approaches and
work on soap opera. It will then discuss how the characters and stories in
FW help generate and sustain various stereotypical elements that work
intertextually with other media representations to create the figure of
the wag and blur fact and fiction.

As discussed in the chapter on methodology, television images are
important when looking at both representation and intertextuality. Crit-
ical discourse in relation to television grew out of a fear of the modern
and the popular, which caused anxieties over a ‘democratisation of taste’
(Hartley, 1998:34). According to Brunsdon (1998), television has been
seen as both a cause and a symptom of social problems, similar to pre-
ceding forms of popular culture such as the novel and cinema. Despite
these fears of its mass effects and the legitimacy of television view-
ing, television was actually a ‘domestic medium’ rather than a ‘mass
medium’ (Brunsdon, 1998; Hartley, 1998).

Hartley (1998) argued that the aim of television, as it was developed in
the USA in the 1940s, was to provide entertainment and had some cru-
cial requirements. The television audience had to physically be at home,
and invest in their home to sustain their entertainment activities there,
rather than at external venues. Added to which was a growing ‘ideology
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of domesticity’, meaning that the medium spoke to such matters as
personal experience, consumption, heterosexuality and the feminisa-
tion of family governance (Hartley, 1998:41–2). According to Corner
(1999), one of the significant consequences of broadcasting has been
the change in the realms of public and private. This is particularly true
in late modernity, as public affairs have taken on a domestic and familial
form, whilst that which was previously considered private is now up for
public debate (Croner, 1999:13). This transformation can be seen in the
ways contemporary celebrity’s rely on revealing personal details and, as
in the case of footballers’ wives, gain fame through being a part of a
celebrity’s private life. It has been argued that:

Feminist critics and theorists agree that television, like other forms
of mass or popular culture, plays a significant role in teaching and
maintaining the political and social status quo.

(Mumford, 1998:117)

Television then has become an important media, reflecting on society
and social issues, as well as contributing to concerns about them. It has
also provided a space for celebrities to emerge – without a talent – purely
by providing information about their lifestyle and their private lives.

FW distilled and amplified the increasing debates surrounding the
excessive money in football and how women would fit into this world.
The images of the women in the series and the story-lines they are
involved in help to demonstrate how the fictional images reflect on con-
temporary society and helped fuel the desire for information about the
lives of the real footballers’ wives. It has also contributed to the nega-
tive stereotyping of such women, where the exaggerated characters and
overblown story-lines have helped create a mythical wag figure, else-
where in the media, who is used to classify certain types of women and
their taste, often in the form of a moral education.

Footballers’ Wives – the series

Welcome to the world of Footballers’ Wives, where everyone plays
dirty . . . They’re young, they’re rich, they’re sexy, and they’ve got
everything that money and fame can buy. They should be having
the time of their lives. But the reality is very different . . . Footballers’
Wives follows the lives of young, rich couples – all embroiled in the
highly glamorous and treacherous world of premiership football.1
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This is the blurb for the television programme, but could just as easily
have appeared in the previous chapter on the press coverage of actual
footballers’ wives. The show first appeared in 2002 which was before
the term wag ever appeared in the press, and only Victoria Beckham
was recognised as a footballer’s wife. According to its producers Shed
Productions one of the programme’s key strengths was the demographic
that it appealed to:

broadcasters using the strength of its brands. Bad Girls and
Footballers’ Wives have both delivered high prime-time mass audi-
ences in the valuable 16 to 34 year old demographic.2

Shed Productions was set up in 1998 and its first major success was
the series Bad Girls which was followed by FW. The latter was a pro-
gramme devised and written by women, focusing mainly on the lives
of women but the inclusion of strong male characters, with their own
story-lines based around football and laddish behaviour (including car
chases and fights) ensured a male audience was not precluded from
the programme. This is particularly crucial as ITV is a commercial sta-
tion which requires its prime-time programmes to deliver audiences to
advertisers (see Tulloch, 1990). Brunsdon (1998) argues that the flow of
television programmes and the way they are negotiated by both broad-
casters and audiences is important. FW was a prime-time series shown
at 9.00pm (Tuesdays – series one, Wednesday – series two and three,
Thursday – series four and five) so provided the climax of an evening’s
viewing, rather than the initial draw, and was likely to be popular with
advertisers due to its high viewing figures, particularly among the 16–34
demographic.

In the case of the footballers’ wives phenomenon it is unclear which
came first, the massive media focus on Victoria Beckham which led
to the series being devised or the series causing media attention to be
focused on actual wives of footballers. Lee-Anne Baker had a small part
in series one and is married to a footballer in real life. In a cast interview
for the Series 1DVD she says that she acted as a consultant meeting writ-
ers, producers and the wardrobe – being involved in every aspect. She
says she

told them about the way of life, the things the girls do and where and
everything really. They couldn’t believe half the stuff I was telling



112 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

them they were sitting there mouths wide open thinking did that
really happen . . . .

(in Shed Productions, 2001 [DVD])

Although initially she claims the producers were shocked at the lives of
the real wives, in another cast interview for the website she acknowl-
edges:

Obviously Footballers’ Wives is a drama, so it’s boosted a bit for the
cameras, but it’s got lots of elements of truth in it. It’s quite realistic,
I think. Everything’s exaggerated, right down to what we all wear, but
the story-lines are realistic.

(Baker, 2007)

This hyperbole helped create the exaggerated figure of the wag. As Tyler
(2006) notes exaggerated figures are often used to exemplify social class,
and despite their glamour these caricatured women represent judge-
ments about the working class or nouveau riche. Following the growth
of reality TV, Friedman (1988:6) has argued that reality is now ‘a promi-
nent source of subject material for a number of fiction programs’, which
base their stories on topical events. The dramatic lives of the charac-
ters in FW are so fantastic that it seems unlikely they could be based
on reality. The over-the-top sets, production and costume combine to
emphasise this and as pointed out in the following passage, also work
to mimic other texts, such as celebrity magazines:

More recently, the overblown antics of the characters in the British
drama series, Footballers’ Wives, are supported by the glossy, super-
glamorised, almost cartoon look produced via the lighting, colour,
setting and costumes employed by the programme. Again this is
entirely appropriate, as the show is both a homage to and a parody
of the spectacular dramas of the 1980s and is making a direct visual
connection to the glossy and trashy celebrity culture engineered via
the equally brightly coloured, shiny and cheap print magazines, such
as Hello! and Heat.

(Lury, 2005:40)

Intertextuality

Using Bennett and Woollacott’s (1987) concept of intertextuality the
FW series was perhaps one of the first to explicitly link texts and as
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demonstrated below took stories reported elsewhere in the newspapers
and re-contextualised them as fantastic fictional story-lines. The similar-
ity between the stories has led to the meanings coded in the caricatured
wives of the programme being associated with the wives who appear
elsewhere in the media. Women married to footballers also draw on
the series when talking about their own lives. This has generated a
cultural meaning around the symbol of the footballer’s wife or wag asso-
ciated with an exaggerated figure who is working class, tasteless and
hyper-femininine.

It has been argued that a ‘TV drama is inter-textual, a dynamic suc-
cession and synchrony of other texts, other social events’ (Tulloch,
1990:130). This point is exemplified by the programme, where actual
papers like the Sun to report on the lives of the characters, watch-
ing real television programmes to see football reports and other news
events involving the characters. Some of the couples sell their stories
to OK! and Hello! magazines – particularly weddings – mirroring the
behaviour of real life wives. In one story-line Tanya Turner convinces
Chardonnay Lane-Pascoe to use such magazines to tell her side of the
story and take control of a situation. The interview she gives causes trou-
ble in her marriage but she is quick to point out, as already known by
the viewer, that what is written has been twisted, alluding to processes
of media exposure and celebrity production. The programme includes
cameo roles of current professional footballers, pundits and even ‘it girls’
in order to give the illusion that the programme is very much part of the
celebrity and footballing scene. Complementing this dynamic is the real
media reporting on the series where characters have features in celebrity
magazines (see Biressi and Nunn, 2008). In addition, the coverage of
footballers and their wives all interrelate to create a code, which gives
an exaggerated meaning to the term footballer’s wife. As Brunsdon et al.
(1997) argue, this intertextual approach to analysing texts demonstrates
how television can produce meanings that both contribute to or con-
tradict other areas of women’s culture, as well as reveal how audiences
interpret meaning in light of other media and culture.

One of the results of this intertextuality surrounding footballers’ wives
is that fact and fiction have become blurred (see Baudrillard, 2006).
Some of the events and characters so closely represent real events that
it may be difficult for audiences to ascertain what is fact and what is
fiction. The character of Stefan, the club manager in series one and two
(broadcast in 2001 and 2002), is a quiet but determined foreign manager
with a clipped accent, non-expressive face and the criticisms of his lack
of passion seem to be a reflection on the appointment of Sven Goran
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Eriksson as England manager in 2001. The celebrity couple Kyle and
Chardonnay and their wedding in series one bear more than a passing
resemblance to David and Victoria Beckham and their wedding in July
1999. In series three (first broadcast in 2004), two new characters are
introduced, Harley Lawson, a 17 year old boy-wonder and his girlfriend
Shannon, who has a heavy Liverpudlian accent, is obsessed by chang-
ing her looks and pursuing a media career, and is often derided for being
trashy or lacking in taste. The introduction of these two coincides with
Wayne Rooney coming to prominence in 2002 and Coleen McLoughlin
being photographed by the press in 2003 and her subsequent media
career. In series four (first broadcast in 2005), in a dressing room alter-
cation the manager throws a shampoo bottle at his captain, cutting his
face, following a poor defeat – in February 2003 David Beckham was
injured when Alex Ferguson kicked a football boot that hit him above
the eye following a defeat (Custis, 2003 Sun).

Perhaps the most disturbing parallel with actual events was at the
beginning of series four when the team were on a ‘jolly’ in Malaga,
Spain. The boys had female golf caddies and ended up having a party
with the girls, which showed scenes of group sex, including a girl – who
had previously consented to sex – refusing and being raped. The police
were called but the girl was offered money to drop the charges in light of
the potential stories that would be written about her in the press. In the
mean time the boys were ‘sticking together’ and accusing her of ‘getting
on last year’s bandwagon’ and being a ‘slag on the make’. She accepted
the money but later took the law into her own hands. Initially the team
were complicit in covering up what had happened although one of the
team, upset by what had happened, undertook to help the girl find the
perpetrator. This was broadcast in 2005 but only two years earlier there
had been widespread press coverage surrounding a number of Leicester
City players, who were arrested following a trip to La Manga in Spain.
This incident provoked a lot of criticism over the state of English football
and attitudes to women. Charges against three players were eventually
dropped, due to a lack of DNA evidence, but the women had their char-
acters slurred in the headlines. They were described as ‘tarts’ (Sullivan,
2004 Sun), chasing ‘after a quick buck’ (Savage, 2004:7 Daily Star) and
‘setting a honeytrap’ (Smith and Turnbull, 2004:16 Mail on Sunday).

In this example, it can be seen how the series was working as a form of
moral education for women in football. Drawing on the coverage of the
Leicester City incident may have prompted the fictional series to advise
the girl not to pursue the case – she would be unlikely to win and would
have to endure having her character assassinated in the papers. In the
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programme only one (separated) girlfriend questioned her partner over
the incident, as in reality, most of the wives stood by their men. This
seems to be because the victim is depicted as of dubious character (club
dancer, tequila girl, travelling alone) and therefore is not to be believed –
wives are perhaps complicit in institutionalised adultery and possibly
rape by turning a blind eye (see Ortiz, 1997). The discourses surround-
ing wannabe wags elsewhere in the newspapers create the idea that
women throw themselves at footballers, leading wives to see their hus-
bands as victims, albeit because they are too weak to refuse or because
they are likely to fall victim to false accusations. This lays the blame
on women for the violence perpetrated against them and individualises
them as pathological. This turn against women is a stark contrast to the
sisterhood of second wave feminism, who sought to prevent domestic
violence and is symptomatic of contemporary postfeminist media.

Postfeminist programming

FW can be situated in a trend that started in the USA of programmes
focusing on female characters, which began with Cagney and Lacey in
the early 1980s. Prior to this, women often appeared with men or for
their sex appeal although at the same time showing women in empow-
ering roles. In the mid 1990s, a number of female centred dramas met
huge success. Beginning with atypical characters, such as supernatural
women or warriors (Xena, Buffy) and then moving to ‘new women’ who
were both successful and vulnerable, while they had career success they
struggled in relationships (Ally McBeal, Sex & the City) (Lotz, 2006). These
new series focused on either one or a group of women, which allowed
for an array of stories to be told about women and their lives. It is an
indication of how television companies sought female viewers and a
growing segmentation of the television market in the USA – as more
channels appeared many programmers moved to narrowcasting, in an
effort to generate and sustain their audiences for advertisers.

British television differs from that in the USA in that the BBC is still
public service television, which does not need advertising money, but
the commercial stations have had to rethink their programming in light
of the proliferation of digital and satellite channels. FW is a female-
centred drama, yet it differs from many of the US dramas which focus on
single women (new women) wanting a successful career before marriage
(and depicting marriage as optional). As the title suggests, FW repre-
sents a range of stories about women and their lives, but largely those
who are married – although some of these comment that it is ‘their job’.
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It does follow the successful trend of female drama in the USA by provid-
ing multiple points of identification for the audience. A female centred
drama entitled Footballers’ Wives is likely to include a range of essential
male characters as the programme focuses on their position as wives.

Some of the US shows have been at the centre of debates on femi-
nism, femininity and womanhood (Lotz, 2006). Certainly FW and the
wags in the media have generated some debate in the press on the roles
of women, women’s behaviour and feminism in the UK. In Dow’s (1996)
analysis of prime-time US television and feminism, it can be argued that
FW is emblematic of postfeminist programming. Postfeminism implies
that feminism is no longer necessary, although it assumes certain femi-
nist goals (equality in the work place and the right to a fulfilling personal
life), but rejects or questions other feminist issues. She argues that:

second-wave feminists did not simply attack the family as an imped-
iment to self-actualisation but they also attacked it as a source of
material oppression manifested in a gendered division of labour,
domestic violence, marital rape, and unequal divorce laws.

(Dows, 1996:88)

Focusing a series on being a wife then, suggests that as long as women
are seen as strong and successful in other areas, being part of a family
does not need to be oppressive. Without children many of the women
do not experience the gendered division of labour and they are wealthy
enough to employ others to undertake domestic work. Most of the char-
acters appear to take control of their own lives, by making a career out
of the situation they are in – selling stories to the media and support-
ing their husband’s career to maintain their own lifestyle. Others are
depicted as having their own career – mainly in modelling but one of
the main characters is a football agent who has achieved equality in a
very male-dominated field. It is also clear that the show does on occasion
depict some of these marriages as containing unequal gender relations,
domestic violence and oppression. Perhaps the glamour of the lifestyle
and images portrayed serves to trivialise this aspect of their marriages
and sustain the idea depicted in some areas of the press that for some
women it is worth the effort.

Certainly, Dow (1996:146) claims that one theme played out in
postfeminist media is the highlighting of divisions among women,
implying that female solidarity is a feminist fantasy, arguing that
in ‘much feminist pop culture, women have replaced patriarchy as
women’s worst enemy’. The focus of many episodes is the competition
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between women – trying to outwit each other or just plain fighting in
the players’ lounge. Although the women are regularly depicted social-
ising together, it is clear that there is derision, sarcasm and striving
to out do one another in much of the conversation. Sometimes rela-
tionships between the wives are depicted as friendships and the wives
sticking together, but the competition between them is a much more
over-riding theme. It has been argued that competition and individu-
alism are embodied in women within a Blairite democracy (McRobbie,
2004; 2009) and this discourse is heavily drawn upon within the series.
It clearly demonstrates that although part of a clique, the women are
essentially on their own and need to look after themselves.

The series highlights a range of scenarios – which appear simultane-
ously anti-feminist and feminist – and in doing so it is this dynamic
mix that makes the programme postfeminist (see Gill, 2007). It features
both equality in the workplace but simultaneously suggests that women
do not need to work as, if they choose wisely, they can be comfortably
dependent on their husbands. It depicts women in marriage as strong,
independent and achieving self-actualisation alongside women who are
oppressed by marriage – subjected to a traditional gendered division of
labour and domestic violence. It speaks to the number of different forms
of marriage and family in a postmodern society, which is also captured
in the next chapter on auto/biography.

Soap opera?

According to its producers FW is a drama series; however, it displays
many of the characteristics of a British soap opera:

Love, relationships, families, women, men, babies, children, mar-
riage, divorce, death, heartache, heartbreak, tears, happiness, laugh-
ter, violence, not a little sex – emotions and the practical effects and
consequences: these are the stuff of British soap opera.

(Hobson, 2003:xi)

Key to soap opera is the element of time and its continuous transmis-
sion which creates verisimilitude – an illusion that the characters and
locations exist whether viewers are watching or not (Hobson, 2003).
Generically FW does not follow these aspects of a soap opera, as it is a
drama series and not on everyday, each new episode begins with a recap
of the previous week and often starts at the same point in time. This does
not allow for the week time-lapse in the viewer’s life and at other points
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time appears to be compressed. It is sometimes unclear how much time
has lapsed – particularly between series – making it difficult for the audi-
ence to follow a clear passage of time. Each series encompasses an entire
football season but each episode and the series end with cliff-hangers to
ensure viewers tune in again – like a soap there is no final resolution.
There are, however, sub-stories resolved either within or across a couple
of episodes as a lack of resolution may make the programme seem repe-
titious and lose viewers’ interest (Geraghty, 1991). Yet it has been argued
that in order to

become a long-running series, programmes had to have a connection
with events which would be familiar to large sections of the audi-
ence, and only those which had these qualities in abundance were to
succeed in the coming years.

(Hobson, 2003:11)

The lack of familiarity with the lives of the characters meant that FW,
in contrast to a soap, was unlikely to continue indefinitely as the nov-
elty wears off for the audience – they need to be able to recognise
some of the events in their own lives and believe in the characters and
scenarios.

The series resembles US prime-time series of the 1980s such as Dallas
and Dynasty which were seen as soap operas but not in their purest form.
Here the main focus is on the characters and their emotions, but they are
very rich and glamorous with large production budgets (Hobson, 2003).
US soaps are seen as much more aspirational than in Britain and it is
ambiguous whether FW is meant to be aspirational. It clearly shows a
means of achieving wealth and fame without obtaining good qualifica-
tions or careers and a lifestyle that many would find attractive, but this
is tainted as a competitive and violent world. In soap opera the audience
learns that evil will ultimately always be punished – this is not always
the case in FW, yet it clearly shows a moral tale in that money cannot
buy happiness. It provides a moral education for the wannabes who see
marriage to a footballer as a shortcut to fame and fortune.

In terms of having a life outside the series the programme became one
of the most talked about for a long time – knowledge of the programme
became a form of cultural capital to some. It appeared in national news-
papers, magazines as well as appearing on fan sites and blogs, and it was
even mentioned by the Archbishop of Canterbury in his Easter speech
in 2004 (Stubbs, 2004 Independent). Tanya Turner, the character, also
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appeared in Bad Girls (another Shed Productions programme) appearing
as an inmate sent to prison for cocaine abuse, making her presence seem
more real as she does not disappear between series. The programme not
only appeared in a number of magazines, it is likely it played a major
part in popularising coverage of ‘real’ footballers’ wives in the media.
Soaps and the media are symbiotic and the papers help to create the
illusion that the fictional stories are part of the real world by relating
them to current events.

Most television genres have had their boundaries blurred and it is dif-
ficult to define them and fit programmes into single categories. It has
been argued that ‘all of television drama has a natural tendency to
biodegrade into soap opera’ (Edgar, 2000:77). FW contains many of the
traits of a soap opera, melodrama and even light entertainment at times
and has a great appeal to women due to the strength of its female char-
acters and the story-lines, as well as providing a moral education for
some, similar to soap opera.

Pleasure

Dyer argues that the appeal of popular culture lies in its utopian sensibil-
ity through which feelings emerge (1979; 1992 in Lusted, 1998:181–2).
The utopian sensibility provides a world to escape to – one that is com-
pletely different to conditions of uncertain economic futures with forced
employment, low pay, long hours and low status. According to the FW
producer:

The show may well be aspirational to some, but the intention is that
our audience can enjoy the paranoia and self-obsession of these over
paid protagonists.

(Roach, 2007)

So it seems the intention of FW is escapism for those who could never
live this life but, as in the cynical turn in celebrity proposed by Tyler and
Bennett (2010), suggests the audience is constructed as one who seeks
pleasure in finding fault with other women’s lives – similar to readers
of newspapers and celebrity magazines. This fault finding could be put
down to a politics of envy – in the UK increasing polarisation of wealth
means those unable to acquire such material goods are pleased untold
wealth has its downsides. It also relates to the view that footballers,
and their wives, are undeserving. In a society based on meritocracy,
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where the capacity to earn gives women respectability, these women are
denigrated for not earning money themselves. Symbolic violence is used
to classify these women as working class despite their wealth and their
lack of taste and cultural capital becomes a source of mockery for others
to build boundaries (Bourdieu, 1986; McRobbie, 2004; Skeggs, 1997).

The soap viewer has a parasocial relationship with characters in the
programme which leads to an imaginative investment in their actions
and situations (Corner, 1999:49). It has been said that the ‘pleasures
of telling, rehearsing and predicting the mechanisms of narrative are
very much part of soap opera’s attraction’ (Geraghty, 1991:23). In this
way, FW provides a platform for celebrity gossip – perhaps a better one
than real celebrities as fictional characters cannot be hurt by gossip
and it provides women with their own version of footie talk. In her
work on Dallas, Ang (1985) notes that pleasure is not a natural thing
but a construct, functioning in a specific social and historical context,
entertainment is therefore not an uncomplicated pleasure. In order to
produce an object for pleasurable consumption, producers must use
their previous experience to know what the audience will like. In the
case of FW this experience was used in conjunction with their interpre-
tation of what audiences found pleasurable in other forms of media such
as the tabloid press. Ang highlighted how each viewer has a unique rela-
tionship to the programme and that they need cultural knowledge to be
able to decode the codes and conventions to understand the text. Pro-
ducing and consuming fantasies allows the viewer to play with reality –
this is liberating as they can adopt positions and try them out without
worrying about reality.

The DVD of the second series of FW provides an ‘extras’ disc which
gives tips on becoming a footballer’s wife with three stages (shopping,
getting the ‘slap’ on and big hair) where the wardrobe and make-up team
from the show makeover someone and simultaneously divulge make-
up tips and name-drop designers that are ‘footballers’ wives’ (Series
Two 2002 [DVD]). This coupled with the programme’s book How to
be a Footballers’ Wife (Reynolds, 2003) provides an even deeper insight
for the viewer, making it easier to emulate and put themselves in
the position of the characters. It seems the producers believe the per-
formance of hyper-femininity and conspicuous consumption, sources
of women’s denigration elsewhere, are sources of pleasure for their
intended audience, claiming:

The public’s enjoyment of the show is not only due to the outra-
geous storylines and larger than life characters, but also down to the
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tremendous locations, sumptuous production design, not to mention
the latest in designer fashion and immaculate hair and make-up.

(Roach, 2007)

Ang (1990) argues that even characters providing negative representa-
tions of women can be points of identification and give pleasure to
the viewer. In using Sue Ellen from Dallas as an example, she states
that she is financially dependent on an unscrupulous husband who
also provides most of her identity, she detests him but does not have
the strength to leave. The audience can empathise with her situation
and live through her problems. Others may take pleasure in taking a
stance against her and bitching about her behaviour. Through Sue Ellen,
some are fascinated by a fantasy world that they can identify with, as
it highlights the complexities and conflicts that result from contem-
porary life. The audience also takes pleasure in the expectation of a
happy ending – they feel an emotional involvement with the character.
As Ang (1990:162) notes the characters ‘do not function as role models
but are symbolic realisations of feminine subject positions with which
viewers can identify in fantasy’. This viewer positioning allows them to
move beyond the constraints of everyday life and explore alternative
identities and situations (Ang, 1990). The negative representations of
women in FW works in a similar way – despite the exaggerated story-
lines, there are underlying identities and situations women can identify
with. Although FW provides some happy endings and resolutions, the
viewers’ expectations may not be met as there are a number of plot
twists, deaths and injustices. But these may also be a source of plea-
sure, by reflecting ‘real’ life or because their emotional involvement
with the character is a negative one and they see them getting their
just deserts.

The characters

Although Hobson (2003) argues that soap characters are not stereotypes
because the audience knows them too well, they do have stereotypical
traits. Medhurst and Tuck (1996) state that in situation comedies both
characters and situations have to be stereotypical and of a recognisable
type. This resonates with the production of a stereotypical footballer’s
wife throughout the media. While the characters encompass a range
of traits and display alternative femininities, across the media, wags
are often reduced to one exaggerated figure. Certainly the lead women
in the first two series of FW all embody an array of stereotypes of
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footballers’ wives, women and motherhood and find themselves in
some situations that seem familiar albeit due to media coverage of the
lifestyles of the rich and famous.

Modleski (1979) argues that in soap opera, one character is provided
that the viewer is allowed to hate. This villainess is a negative repre-
sentation of the viewer’s ideal self. This character likes to make things
happen and take control of events. She claims this can be represented
through mothers trying to manipulate their children’s lives or ruin their
marriages and argues that pleasure is derived from hating the villainess
because of the energy needed to repress her. The villainess transforms
traditional feminine weaknesses into sources of strength – she argues
this is particularly the case in relation to pregnancy. As all the charac-
ters are flawed in FW there is no one villainess, although Tanya Turner
as the main character is perhaps the most devious and displays much
of the behaviour of a villainess. Modleski argues the villainess allows
women to experience the satisfaction of seeing men suffering the anxi-
eties and guilt usually placed on women. Other women choose to vent
their frustrations on the villainess as she refuses to accept her own pow-
erlessness. These themes can certainly be seen throughout a number of
the story-lines.

In FW only two characters survive all five series – one is footballer’s
wife Tanya Turner and the other is footballer’s mother and later man-
ager’s wife Jackie Pascoe. This section outlines their characters and
those of Chardonnay Lane-Pascoe and Donna Walmsley, the two other
main wives in the first two series. Tanya Turner is quite clearly the
Queen Bee of the wives and is married to the team captain in the
first and second series. Tanya is widowed three times and has numer-
ous boyfriends throughout the series. Her profile according to the series
website is:

More than anything else, Tanya is a survivor – an extremely strong
woman who knows what she wants and will do anything to keep it.
Although she’s fiercely loyal to the few people who have managed
to win her friendship, cross her and she becomes the sort of enemy
that nightmares are made of – a predator who can pick out someone’s
weakness at 100 yards and who is cold, calculating and remorseless in
her revenge. Tanya is highly intelligent and is resourceful enough to
manipulate a harmful situation to her advantage, a strength flawed
by her belief that without a man and her glamorous lifestyle, she’s
nothing.3
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In this sense Tanya represents the career wag, depicted to need a
husband for both financial and social status. She is glamorous and dis-
plays the hyper-femininity associated with wags elsewhere in the media.
Tanya is incredibly calculating and it is difficult to decide whether she
is likable despite her malicious nature or whether she is someone to
be despised. Her relationships are often violent and she is regularly in
direct competition with other women, usually over a man. Her story-
lines are often over-the-top, bordering on the comedic. She attempts to
murder the club chairman to protect her husband and marriage, whilst
in a later series she swaps babies at birth with her love rival Amber
Gates in order to keep her man. The lengths she will go to in order
to maintain her husband’s career or ensnare a new partner to maintain
her lifestyle demonstrate a commercialisation of intimate life and mar-
riage (see Hochschild, 2003a). This transaction is not one-sided as she
also becomes an asset to her partners aesthetically in looking good for
them, and practically and emotionally in support of their career. Tanya
constantly smokes, drinks and snorts cocaine throughout the five series
and the final scene of the last series shows her about to snort a line
of cocaine spiked with lethal poison. This is a scenario that is unlikely
to provide pleasure for the viewers who will never know whether she
survives or if she has finally met her match.

The other survivor is Jackie Pascoe, whose son Kyle is the star striker in
the first two series; she later marries the club manager. Jackie embodies
a stereotypical sports mother invoking the ‘spoiled athlete syndrome’
in her son and being very over-protective, almost competitive, when
it comes to his wife Chardonnay (see Ortiz, 1997; 2006). She embod-
ies the woman who will accept the fact that she will always be second
best to football – believing in self-sacrifice. Her selflessness in marriage,
more than other characters, seems to reflect what Finch (1983:49) terms
a ‘helpmeet wife’ who follows her husband ‘selflessly, loyally and cheer-
fully’ (1983:49). She has a number of complicated story-lines, including
sleeping with her son’s best friend (and Tanya’s husband), getting preg-
nant then allowing her son and daughter-in-law to bring the child up as
their own, her trauma over wanting the baby back and a family life, the
child being an intersex baby, Chardonnay’s death and her son’s subse-
quent breakdown. When she eventually remarries, her stepson tries to
break up her marriage, the club chairman attempts to rape her, her hus-
band goes blind and is then murdered. Her story does have a reasonably
happy ending as it looks like her husband’s killer will be caught and she
moves to Australia with her son for a new start over.
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Chardonnay Lane-Pascoe is married to Kyle – she is a glamour model
with her own career. It is this career and the focus on her body
which leads many of her story-lines and eventually contributes to her
death. Her celebrity and certainly the depiction of her wedding likens
their relationship to that of the Beckhams. The idea of Chardonnay
being based on Victoria Beckham was fuelled by Victoria herself when
she exclaimed in the newspapers ‘My hairdresser calls me Beaujolais’
(Hodgson, 2003:14 Evening Standard). Her character also highlights the
tensions for a wife between having her own career and supporting a
footballing husband as well as between having children and maintain-
ing a career. Like the other models in the series (Amber and Liberty), she
is depicted as a ‘diva’ in the workplace which draws on other celebrity
discourses surrounding the life of models.

Donna Walmsley is the most family oriented out of the original three
couples. Her life is her children – even placing them before her husband
and his career. She seems troubled by the glamorous lifestyle and much
is made of her class (working class and from Bolton), and she is seem-
ingly susceptible to the hidden injuries of class (see Sennett and Cobb,
1972). Her time is spent trying to track down and gain custody of their
son that she was forced to give up for adoption when she was aged 13.
Her husband’s public infidelity and his ever-increasing ego eventually
lead her to an affair with one of his team mates as well as the kidnap
of their daughter. Perhaps due to her more likeable character, she has a
happy ending when she is reconciled with her husband and they move
to Manchester United to start again. A move which serves to blur the
boundaries between fact and fiction – making him appear to be an actual
footballer.

Two other women play major parts in this series. One is Nurse
Dunkley who is caught having sex with her comatose patient (the club
chairman) by Tanya who uses this against her to enlist her help to try
and switch off the club chairman’s life support. She is an awkward char-
acter who is difficult to like. She reappears at other points in the five
series either to blackmail Tanya or help her with another malicious
scheme, such as swapping her baby with Amber’s to ensure that pater-
nity tests work in her favour. The other figure is Hazel Bailey who starts
off as a sports agent and later becomes Chairman of the football club.
As the programme website describes her:

A gay woman working in what is traditionally a man’s world, Hazel
has her work cut out for her. Luckily, she has the intelligence and
ruthlessness needed to earn her the reputation of being the biggest
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ball-breaker in football, both as an agent and eventually a Club Chair-
man. Tough-talking and supremely ambitious, she will lie, cheat, and
terrorise in order to get what she wants.4

It is perhaps no coincidence that the most successful businesswoman is
a lesbian. In television terms this effectively removes all of the paradoxes
that other career women experience in terms of heterosexual relation-
ships and having children. She is also, stereotypically, depicted as quite
masculine – always wearing suits, cold and getting one up on the men.

Looking at the individual characters demonstrates how they all reflect
different social types of women including the helpmeet wife, the over-
protective mother, the career woman and the gold-digger. Despite this
range of social types a number of the specific traits of these women have
been melded together and condensed to create a generic footballer’s
wife or wag figure. This figure has then become a reference point for
other media and indeed footballers’ wives themselves to draw on as a
cultural resource. The characters representation as grotesque symbols
of stereotypical women married to footballers, such as the desperate
wannabe dependent on her husband for her identity, the demanding
celebrity wife and the childhood sweetheart struggling to adapt to fame
and fortune, have been selected from the wider coverage and debates
surrounding footballers’ wives and celebrities in general to create these
exaggerated caricatures.

The characters then are all drawn from wider discourses about
women’s lives found throughout the media. The characters in FW pro-
vide a guide to how women should behave as, similar to soap opera,
the bad are often punished and the good rewarded – it has a clear
moral dimension to guide women into making the ‘right’ choices. The
incorporation of a variety of characters and story-lines enables multi-
ple points of identification for a wide range of women. This not only
increases audience viewing figures and thus advertising revenue but
also reflects a perspective that there is no longer one identity of either
a wife or a woman’s life. The range of characters and story-lines pre-
vents the show from ‘constructing a monolithic view of female desire
in relation to sex and marriage’ (Lotz, 2006:109). According to Lotz
(2006), in order to combat negative stereotyping multiple images of
the stereotyped group should be disseminated so that one stereotype
is uninhabitable. However, despite FW depicting a wide range of charac-
ters, it has contributed to and perpetuated the negative media stereotype
of wags. Through its caricatured women in overstated houses and
glamorous locations, it associates wags with excessive and pathological
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consumption, keeping your husband at any cost and a glamorous, if
tasteless, lifestyle.

Themes and story-lines

The stories in FW, unlike in soaps, do not obviously reflect the themes
of ordinary everyday life; however, many are stories are familiar from
popular culture albeit reworked and set against a glamorous back-
drop. A number of themes occur throughout the series and these will
be discussed here.

Fairy tales

The analogies with fairy tales cut across much of the media coverage of
footballers’ wives. The glamour depicted in weddings and lifestyles in
this series mimics that in the printed media and the characters’ back-
grounds exemplify the idea that wealth offers transformation and social
mobility. This all helps contribute to the idea that marrying a footballer
is akin to marrying a prince – a life-transforming tale of rags to riches.
Something that continues in the autobiography of Coleen McLoughlin
discussed in the next chapter.

Although the characters in the series are depicted as living in a fairy
tale, not unlike in the printed media these tales are intended to have a
strong moral dimension making them more like one of Aesop’s fables.
The show is marketed as

a modern morality tale for our time . . . . Fame and fortune might be
what our audience aspire to, but a life in a sparkling mansion with a
clutch of shining cars outside brings with it its own form of misery.

(Roach, 2007)

According to Bacchilega (1997), in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury fairy tales became increasingly popular in North America and run
through many forms of popular culture. Although not explicitly based
on specific tales, the story-lines in FW often have symbols or signs asso-
ciated with fairy tales. Bacchilega argues that the fairy tale depends on
the suspension of our disbelief and the fantastic lifestyles and plots in
the series mean that the audience sees the programme as fantastic and
do not expect realism. In this sense, it is the images and symbolism
that are crucial to the fairy tale. She claims that the fairy tale can be a
mirror of lives which are not value-free but contain ideological expecta-
tions and norms. Many of these work against women symbolising them
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as objects of masculine desire, passive, beautiful (Snow White), jealous
and competitive (wicked witches) as well as making concepts of moth-
erhood and beauty appear natural. The postmodern fairy tale seeks to
acknowledge these metaphors and question ideological representations
that provide natural truths about gender reproduction.

FW promotes many stories that would perhaps not be out of place
in a traditional fairy tale. Its title alone certainly emphasises marriage
and to many characters this is seen as important as either a place to
bring up a family, a means for identification or for financial support.
The football element of the series is depicted in a typically masculine
way highlighting an ever-present patriarchy – one that women are often
made to submit to through sex or violence. The series also presents
images of competitive women, such as the competition between Tanya
Turner and Amber Gates over the love of the team captain – something
often present in fairy tales. In terms of the programme representing a
postmodern tale, it does provide a range of possibilities for women, it
allows women to outsmart men and at times questions natural truths
about marriage and motherhood. On the whole, taking into consid-
eration the comments of the production company, it seems likely to
represent a more traditional fairy tale than a postmodern one:

They say football is the new rock ‘n’ roll, and the Earls Park FC
wives are living it to the full. They’ve got the designer gear, the
palatial homes, the flash cars, the platinum credit cards and the hand-
some superstar husbands . . . but underneath it all they are ordinary
women, struggling to keep their marriages intact while their hus-
bands dazzle the crowds on the football field . . . and the girls in the
nightclubs.5

Unruly women

The concept of fairy tales and fables leads into a discussion about the
treatment of the good and bad women in the series. Kirkham and Skeggs
(1998) analysed the BBC series Absolutely Fabulous which they claim was
based around women who refused to accept the need to behave appro-
priately. They argue that the women’s obsession with fashion is given
to the viewer as a source of identification and mockery. Throughout
the show, two characters make a spectacle of themselves, particularly in
terms of being generally unruly and transgressing social norms. They
argue that for centuries there has been debate over the correct con-
duct for a woman creating ‘respectable’ women and their ‘other’ –
sexualised women whose behaviour meant they could not claim any
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power or authority. In this sense, hedonism and conspicuous consump-
tion in Absolutely Fabulous is seen as profane with the audience invited
to look down on it, providing they have the cultural capital to see the
irony and pretention. Others may view the consumption as desirable
but unthinkable in the reality of their lives. They argue that in this
show femininity is paraded ‘as a mode to be put on and off rather than
as something that comes naturally’ (Kirkham and Skeggs, 1998:296).
This masquerade of femininity can only be used as a critique by those
who can access it effectively when they need to. The main characters
expose ‘the masquerade, the labour and ridiculousness of femininity’
(Kirkham and Skeggs, 1998:296), although they never truly undermine
the concept.

The footballers’ wives should also be viewed along similar lines. There
is a clear transgression of morals and social norms by a number of
characters, for example, Tanya is depicted as a bad girl who regularly
smokes, drinks and takes cocaine as well as being callous and calcu-
lating. Chardonnay’s obsession with her looks leads to her adoption
of Jackie’s baby (passing it off as her own – lying to friends and the
media) in order to avoid ‘saggy boobs and stretch marks’ but eventually
dies of an eating disorder. Whatever happens good or bad, the women
in the series are usually part of a spectacle, often encompassing tradi-
tional conservative ideas of femininity in terms of looking good and
supporting husbands but tempered by their exaggerated performance of
femininity through designer clothes, hair and make-up – as well as trans-
gressive behaviour including affairs, violence and blackmail. To some
extent, they show not only the hard work of creating a masquerade of
femininity but also a façade of happy marriage and celebrity. They are an
‘other’ to the female audience, who would not and could not behave in
the same way, and an aspiration to others desiring a glamorous lifestyle
or a chance to live a different life.

Kathleen Rowe (1997) examined the long tradition of unruly women
to deconstruct the ambivalence surrounding the comedienne Roseanne
Barr. She traces a line of women represented as outrageous and transgres-
sive, which both intensifies and undermines popularity. She claims that
this centres on the body which is considered as excessive (in terms of
size, age, cleanliness, pregnancy or sexuality) thus breaking pre-existing
norms of gender representation. As she puts it:

I see the unruly woman as prototype of woman as subject –
transgressive above all when she lays claim to her own desire.

(Rowe, 1997:76)
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FW is largely concerned with women laying claim to their desires
through material goods, shopping or sexuality. According to Rowe, the
unruly woman makes disobedience thinkable to others, something that
is certainly said about the behaviour of footballers’ wives. The pushing
of boundaries delights some of the audience but for others evokes fear
and even disgust. Some may argue that the programme punishes these
women for asserting their desire – in the case of FW the producers note
that money cannot buy happiness, but others may see it as aspirational
or a space to explore a number of issues around femininity.

Work and marriage, or marriage as work

Lotz (2006) notes that US female-centred dramas highlighted feminist
progress in terms of career options, but feminist critics point out that
these narratives demonstrate how career progression leads to fewer per-
sonal life options or dependence on a husband. There is a need to
reconcile independence with a desire for romantic relationships – gains
provide new dilemmas. She argues there is no blame placed, rather it is
more the scale of women’s expectations that create the struggle. In the
case of footballers’ wives, romantic relationships can provide a means
to financial independence and a career. The show FW highlights the
difficulty of combining a career and a personal life, illustrated through
Kyle and Chardonnay’s arguments over her career after marriage. Just
before their wedding, she claims that he thought that when they mar-
ried she would ‘give up her job and put on a pinny’. Kyle’s mother adds
to this, saying that it is one thing to go out with a page three model
but an embarrassment to marry one. When Chardonnay has a break-
down, following an incident with two men on her hen night resulting
in bad scarring on her chest, Jackie unsympathetically tells her she is
‘Kyle Pascoe’s wife now, you’ve got an image to keep up’.

As the next chapter on auto/biography will also reveal, ‘the impli-
cations which a man’s paid work has for his wife are more significant
than vice versa’ (Finch, 1983:11). Finch argues that women marry both
the man and his job, and live out their life in the context of his job.
This certainly seems to be true in the case of footballers’ wives. She
goes on to state that where the husband is a public figure, her life may
be structured by her identification with her husband’s job, she may be
expected to appear in public and behave in a certain way without pay –
a wife is often chosen as an asset. This coupled with her claim that many
women may try to conceal their ‘wife of’ identity in order to find their
own appears to contradict current media representations of footballers’
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wives. The series itself has helped create a role that the public are inter-
ested in, allowing some women to exploit this ‘wife of’ identity. Instead
of these wives being invisible in the public domain, they are bringing
the private into the public. The wives often partake in a two-person
career – the wife is active in a career that is not hers (see Papanek, 1973).
This is certainly seen in FW where wives are subject to expectations from
both their husbands and their husband’s employers in terms of pro-
viding a supportive role. The wives are expected to provide a relaxing
environment for their husbands so that they have a greater capacity for
work (Finch, 1983). This role is emphasised in the show, with comments
made about how players’ personal problems and home life are affecting
their performance, with the club hierarchy complaining that it is run by
the wives – exemplified by the manager refusing to give the captaincy
to Kyle Pascoe because he is too interested in his new wife.

In FW, for women such as Tanya marriage is a career, demonstrated by
the fact that she gets through three husbands in the five series. When
talking about careers she tells Chardonnay that being a footballer’s wife
is a full time job. As Finch (1983) argues, these wives benefit from their
vicarious contributions to her husband’s career. This is particularly the
case for Tanya – when it looks like her husband’s career may be over
she works hard to ensure that his job is safe. This is often overlooked by
her husband who regularly uses her lack of career as a form of financial
violence against her – saying he is ‘nothing but a cash machine’ to her,
that he earns ‘money for you to drape yourself in’ and that nothing in
the house is hers – calling her a parasite. In contrast, on her first night
out with the club Donna tells the other wives that she will not be going
to games as she has a daughter to look after. Tanya criticises this attitude
stating that she is not supporting her husband. Although Finch argues
that the husband benefits more from a wife’s work in marriage, in this
case a wife gains her own benefits from being married to a footballer. For
some women she suggests that basking in the reflected glories of their
husband is an example of their investment in him being repaid. Oakley
(1974) states, that this vicarious occupational identity (especially if the
husband is valued, respected or prestigious) may be more appealing than
other available identities, for example, a housewife (in Finch, 1983:163).

Despite the emphasis on marriage, the programme also provides
examples of what Ortiz (1997) calls institutionalised adultery – the team
are often complicit in covering infidelities. When Tanya Turner asks the
players where Jason is they instinctively tell her he must have fallen
asleep at the bar, they and the viewer know he is having an affair.
At other points Jason tries to encourage Kyle to have an affair with a
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woman and when Ian is caught on camera having a three-in-a-bed ses-
sion and ends up on the front page of the newspapers he is greeted
by cheers and congratulations in the team changing rooms. Even his
team mate Salvatore Biaggi, who is depicted as having more respect for
women than most (although he later has an affair with Ian’s wife), in
discussion about Ian’s wife throwing him out tells Ian, even if you ‘score
an own goal you still score’. Donna later discusses with Salvatore that it
is not easy being a footballer’s wife even though it should be with all of
their money, he points out that ‘money and fame change people’ and
that ‘players will always put themselves first’ – a definite cautionary tale
for the viewer.

With the exception of Chardonnay and Kyle, pretty much every other
character has an affair of some sort during the series, this may be for
love, money or some other gain. Although the preservation of mar-
riage seems important to many characters, monogamy is not part of
this. A number of the players comment that they are ‘only human’
and others note that women offer themselves on a plate and this makes
life difficult for them. This is visually depicted through girls waiting for
autographs and sometimes screaming when players leave training, they
are also always the centre of much female attention whenever shown
in a nightclub. This serves to place the men as victims and merely to
remove them from taking responsibility for their own actions – many
are fully aware of what they are doing. Jason Turner certainly seems to
separate his wife from other women, telling one girl that ‘fun is not what
wives are for’. The programme is similar to American postfeminist pro-
gramming outlined above, whereby those women that have their own
careers demonstrate the dilemmas of being a career woman and having a
family. At the same time, other wives’ dependence on marriage, arguably
even as a career, seems to illustrate the failure of second wave feminism
or alludes to a postfeminist world where marriage and dependence on
men is one of a range of options for women.

Parenthood

As you would expect in a series about wives, parenthood is key to a num-
ber of story-lines. Donna’s world revolves around her children and she
is wracked with guilt from giving up the son she had aged 13. She tracks
him down and tries to reunite the family initially against the wishes
of her husband. Her daughter is kidnapped at the end of series one
which causes great pain and anguish and she is not returned to them
until halfway through series two. The pool cleaner who kidnapped her
claimed it was their fault as they had paraded her in front of the cameras
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and shown off their wealth. This is because her husband arranged a mag-
azine photo-shoot at their house – something common for footballers
and their wives in reality. Such discourses of inciting envy are currently
mirrored in newspapers citing this as a possible reason for the number
of footballers’ homes being burgled. Throughout the series Donna is still
depicted as a maternal and caring character putting her children first.

As Modleski (1979) argues, many villainesses use feminine traditional
weaknesses as a source of strength. Tanya Turner uses pregnancy to con-
trol more than one of her husbands. She agrees to come off the pill
to please Jason and sustain her fragile marriage but secretly continues
to take it. On the surface her attitude to motherhood is matter of fact
and emphasises that motherhood is not natural to all women. However,
as her character is marked out as transgressive and deviant, this serves
to reinforce naturalised ideas of motherhood as instinctive and natural.
She tells Chardonnay to do a Madonna – ‘save your tits by putting it
straight on the bottle’ and in series five she tells a pregnant Lucy to ‘get
rid, it’s no worse than a colonic if you do it early doors’. At the end of
series three, Tanya now seeing new team captain Conrad, finds she is
pregnant at the same time as his ex-wife Amber. She smokes and drinks
throughout the pregnancy, contrasting with Amber who tries to become
an ‘earth mother’. Tanya realises that her ex-husband sabotaged their
contraception and is most likely the father of her baby, not Conrad so
she spikes Amber’s drinks to induce labour and has an elective caesarean
at the same time, getting her hired midwife (Nurse Dunkley) to swap
the babies. This ensures that Tanya’s baby is shown to be Conrad’s when
they have the paternity test. She even goes as far as to fake tan the baby
to match Amber’s skin colour in order to maintain the charade. In birth
the two are juxtaposed with Amber screaming in a birthing pool want-
ing a natural birth and Tanya checking her nails, emotionless, whilst
she has a caesarean section. Tanya’s baby dies (although Amber thinks it
is her son) and this is the only point when some emotion is seen from
Tanya, but she continues to maintain the charade that her baby is alive
until Amber eventually exposes the fraud. This is an extreme example
of motherhood, no doubt, but demonstrates how villainesses can use
pregnancy and children to control a partner.

Jackie appears dependent on her son Kyle and does not want to let go
and allow him to live his own life and seems jealous of his wife. Kyle is
her only son and having been brought up to be a professional footballer
appears to be a spoilt child or athlete who is over-mothered (see Ortiz,
1997; 2006). Kyle and Jackie’s relationship becomes even more com-
plicated when his wife Chardonnay is mistakenly told she is pregnant.
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They announce it to the media and she is offered a role as a TV presenter
on a talk show about pregnancy only to find it is actually Jackie who is
pregnant. The father (Tanya’s husband) wants her to have an abortion
but unable to do this, Jackie convinces Chardonnay and Kyle to pretend
the baby is theirs. Jackie convinces Chardonnay that this way she can
keep her figure and her career as well as having a baby. Chardonnay has
concerns about Kyle thinking of her as a ‘walking womb’ and he criti-
cises her for wanting to adopt because she cannot be bothered and is too
selfish to have children. Eventually Jackie and Chardonnay go to Florida
to keep out of the limelight whilst the baby is born and Chardonnay and
Kyle introduce Paddy Pascoe to the world as their own. In series two,
this causes great problems, as Jackie is unable to relinquish her child
and allow the couple to bring up Paddy as their own, even continuing
to breastfeed without their knowledge. This is further muddied when
the father finds out and decides that they should have the baby back –
that is until he finds out the baby is intersex and calls him a freak.

Parenthood is depicted as both a desirable option and an inconve-
nience for the women in FW and it is often further complicated by
the amount of infidelity. Children are often used as ammunition both
within relationships and external to them. The babies are even treated
as commodities – Tanya’s baby born purely as a means to keep her
boyfriend and the Pascoes use Paddy to generate more publicity. They
even claim that he is more famous and has more deals than them before
he is even born. Other women, such as Donna, represent much more
traditional symbols of motherhood – always putting her children and
their needs first.

Conspicuous consumption

Female audiences can be segmented by a number of factors, but Lotz
(2006) argues that more crucial than basic demographics is the income
related to purchasing power. The buying practices of the audience define
its value. In this sense a programme about women who are glamorous
and love to consume is likely to be an advertiser’s dream. The pro-
gramme name is spelt Footballers Wive$ – with a dollar sign at the
end seemingly related to the glamorous lifestyle of these women or the
implication that money is the most important thing in their lives. Either
way, conspicuous consumption seems to be marked out as a pastime of
the nouveau riche and they are deemed to lack taste.

According to Geraghty (1991), US soaps highlight wealth and plenty
through gender – this wealth is provided by men for their women to
enjoy and display. A number of the characters in the series, as seen in
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the real life stories of such women, have been with their partners since
before they were famous and a number have their own careers implying
they are not with their partners purely for money; however, the men
still often provide for them. In a later series, one wife is prevented from
having a job by her husband who sees her role as a wife and mother
and tries to control her through money and violence. The wives dis-
play the wealth of their husbands although the money does not come
without strings attached. Tanya Turner sees her role as keeping her hus-
band playing in the team, otherwise her lifestyle will disappear and her
life becomes a struggle to find men who can fund this life. She throws
vases at Jason when he quits his job claiming there will be ‘no space
for them in a council house which is where we are going now you have
thrown your career away’. This highlights their recognition of the pre-
carious nature of their lifestyle and also alludes to their background,
while contributing to discourses of transformation through marriage.

Many scenes begin with wide-angle shots of the players’ houses,
emphasising the size of their mansions. They often have more than
one expensive sports car outside with personalised number plates. All of
the houses have pools and snooker rooms depicting a leisurely lifestyle.
In a number of scenes the women are shown in dressing gowns, lying
by the pool, receiving beauty treatments or having lunch with friends
highlighting a ‘lady of leisure’ lifestyle. As Sassatelli (2007) argues,
newspapers align such images alongside a critique of consumerism and
moralism. It is seen as a vice of our time which she claims is linked
to ‘materialism, superficiality, hedonism, dissatisfaction, massification,
bad taste and even personality disorders’ (Sassatelli, 2007:117). Certainly
these kinds of images were seen as outrageous in the context of the pro-
gramme and distasteful when related to actual footballers’ wives in the
press.

Fiske (1987:213) maintains that in television drama women wear-
ing lots of jewellery is a code signifying that ‘female-as-patriarchal-
commodity is bought, and wearing them is the sign both of her
possession by a man, and of his economic and social status’. In FW,
Ian Walmsley tells his wife to buy designer clothes as they can afford
it, his wife is uncomfortable with their new found wealth and initially
buys high street clothes and cuts out the labels. Chardonnay on the
other hand not only spends Kyle’s money but also her own – buying
him a racehorse (named Vin Blanc) as a wedding present. It concerns
her when she may not be able to model any more that he will have
to buy his own wedding present and she may be financially dependent
on him.
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Much is made of aesthetics and a number of objects would be consid-
ered tasteless by some, for example, the tiled footballer in the bottom of
the pool and the themed weddings. When talking about their houses,
one of the cast members says in an interview:

The Walmsley’s house is gorgeous. Ours is a bit more normal than
the Pascoe’s house but it’s still huge, open-plan, with a pool. But the
decor’s quite tacky. There’s all this leopard print everywhere! It’s like
a catalogue house, Donna and Ian haven’t actually thought of any of
it themselves, it’s all copying other things they’ve seen. I’d decorate
it very differently! That red leather couch . . . not really me! And there
are huge TVs everywhere. They never watch them, it’s just that those
are the biggest tellies money can buy and so they think they have to
have them. Part of that is that they literally do come from nothing.

(Monaghan, 2007)

Sayer (2005) argues that consumption is influenced by a wish to invoke
envy in others and represent self worth through a lifestyle. Many find
this vulgar and thus style and aesthetics will then impact on judgements
of moral worth. He claims that spending more than you can afford and
trying not to look cheap is understandable but doomed as a way to win
respect and prove you are as good as the dominant classes. Even between
characters there is an element of derision on the basis of taste. Jason
Turner takes Donna Walmsley’s sister for dinner and when she states
that they are just having steak he replies ‘it’s chateaubriand and very
expensive or is it wasted on you?’ At the Pascoe’s wedding, a number of
the guests appear to be smirking at the fairy tale theme in a derisory way,
with even Tanya, Chardonnay’s best friend, criticising her dress. It seems
that the programme sets out to sustain the concept that money cannot
buy taste. This lack of cultural capital bestowed upon the wives in the
series reflects that of the wives in the printed media – allowing the ‘old-
monied’ to distance themselves from these ‘nouveau riche’. This lack of
taste is used to distinguish these money rich but taste poor people as of
a lower class (Bourdieu, 1986).

Class

British soaps have traditionally used class as a theme and a means
to create a community and FW is no different (Geraghty, 1991). The
Walmsleys are from Bolton and seem to have trouble coming to terms
with their new found wealth and celebrity. This is made all the more
painful by other people highlighting their new position and accusing
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them of forgetting their roots. Donna appears particularly uncomfort-
able with their situation and continually compares her new life to
growing up in Bolton. There is a stark visual contrast between her house
and the council estate and flat where her son and his adoptive mother
live. It seems that this is to emphasise the shift in Donna’s life. Daniel’s
adoptive mother questions whether if they were still in the gutter, they
would still have a right to the son they gave up. She tells them ‘you think
you can buy anything – you think I’m rubbish. Get in your swanky car
and sod off’ as if to give voice to the unease and status incongruity that
Donna has been experiencing. Donna at times turns on the working
class questioning to both her husband and the other wives, the adop-
tive mother’s parental skills, the fact she lives on an estate and that
she has split from her husband; however, a social worker points out to
them that their suitability for access is not based on their material goods.
Donna herself says she is ‘punished for wanting too much’. At the end
of series one her daughter is kidnapped by the pool cleaner who claims
it is because she and ‘her mongrel family’ (adding a racial dimension
to the envy as they are a mixed race couple) think they are better than
him. They parade themselves and their children in front of the cameras
to make others jealous and it disgusts him.

According to Sayer (2005), people’s concerns in relation to class are
not just related to material goods, recognition and respect but also moral
questions of what is good. Although in the first series only one cou-
ple are clearly marked out as working class, the behaviour of some,
both in consumption and morality terms may be deemed by certain
observers to be working class. Tanya Turner’s desperation to cling onto
her husband at any cost (including attempted murder) in order to main-
tain her lifestyle implies that this is her only likely source of income
and status. Sayer argues conspicuous wealth may induce either envy
or admiration in others – some may be critical if they feel the person
has not done anything to deserve their wealth. This idea of deserving
position is something which is often said about the inflated wages of
footballers and even more so about their wives. It is also discussed in
relation to the amount of media coverage they receive – particularly
the wives who are deemed to be ‘scroungers’ and only spending their
husband’s money. This is linked to Sayer’s insistence that gender and
ethnicity are co-determinants of class implying that gender differences
mean men and women always occupy different classes. In being identi-
fied through their husbands, these women are likely to be seen as a class
beneath them.

The femininities displayed by these wives mark them out as work-
ing class, their desperation to find and cling on to a husband,
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their affairs and violence distinguish them as others from middle
class femininities who confer the right ways of being and doing
(Lawler, 2008b). Elsewhere in British postfeminist programming middle
class women have been depicted as increasingly displaying domes-
tic chic (see Brunsdon, 2006; Hollows, 2006; Negra, 2009). Although
the footballers’ wives display lives of leisure similar to middle class
domesticity, they do not appear to have the capital to take care
of their house and home in the ‘right’ way or enjoy engaging
with conservative or traditional femininities. In this way, rather than
domestic goddesses supporting their husbands and families these
women are, through their class background, deemed gold-diggers and
disgusting.

Conclusions

FW finished on ITV1 in 2006 just before the mass coverage of footballers’
wives began as a result of the World Cup finals coverage. The programme
was axed due to falling audiences – perhaps such a programme was
no longer necessary as viewers could enjoy similarly outrageous sto-
ries about ‘real’ people with whom they have more affinity and could
actually aspire to be. ITV claimed that the programme was a ‘zeitgeist
show’ and as such had had it’s time (Elliott in Byrne, 2006) and Shed
Productions said that it was a hard show to keep up for longer than five
series (Gallagher in Byrne, 2006). It is possible that as the fictional stories
became more outrageous the audience wished to bring it back to reality
as they could no longer identify with the programme. The programme
itself and the impending coverage of footballers’ wives managed to blur
fact and fiction.

The programme did not disappear as its influence, in terms of the
ensuing media coverage of footballers’ wives, has endured as well as
all five series being released on DVD. The rights to the programme
were sold to BBC America as well as the television channel 5 Life in
January 2007. American network ABC also bought the rights and made
a pilot series which has yet to be developed as they announced concerns
that it might not sit well with their National Football League coverage.
The programme clearly set the scene for the stereotyping of footballers’
wives and to some extent women generally. Its glamour has clearly con-
tributed to the aspirational lifestyle sought by wannabe wags. This in
turn has led to moral debates surrounding women who chase footballers
for celebrity and money or selling their stories to the media. Indeed
it may even have shaped the behaviour of footballers and their wives.
Certainly media criticism of the taste displayed in footballers’ homes
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includes Phil and Julie Neville’s home which has the couples initials
everywhere as well as current trends for glass floors above basement
swimming pools – both of which have featured in houses in FW (see
Woods, 2008:19 Telegraph). It is clear then that the introduction of FW
is a key moment in both the development of the wag stereotype by
merging fact and fiction to create outrageous characters and story-lines
which have helped generate a desire to read about the lives of these
women in the media.

This chapter has demonstrated the importance of television in pop-
ular culture and how soap opera and feminist television criticism help
provide an understanding of the range of characters and the appeal of a
programme like FW. The show’s story-lines and characters have drawn
on discourses and stories found elsewhere in the media, as well as cre-
ating discourses drawn upon by women talking about their lives and
others making judgements about footballers’ wives. The programme
demonstrates women making a career out of being a footballer’s wife,
something which the printed media has applied to their coverage as
examined in Chapter 4. The series also creates a class position for the
footballers’ wives – as working class but nouveau riches. This comple-
ments some of the newspaper coverage, which acknowledges that these
women have money but that their excessive consumption is immoral.
In the series, moral bankruptcy is portrayed as some of the women des-
perately try to cling on to their husbands or as others try to ensnare one
to achieve this aspirational lifestyle depicted in magazines such as Hello!
and OK!. The interplay of the printed media and the fictional television
series has served to generate and sustain stereotypes about this group of
women as well as creating discourses about being a woman and a wife
in contemporary Britain. The story-lines make the programme seem real
and the reporting of actual footballers’ wives appears as a soap opera.
As these media have combined to create a stereotype, the discussion
now turns to what the footballers’ wives say about their own lives.



6
Auto/biographies – Telling Tales

This chapter examines auto/biographies of footballers’ wives to see
how they present themselves in this published form. With the ever
increasing interest in celebrity, alongside the blurring of the public
and the private, the commercial market for autobiographies has prolif-
erated to include criminals, sport stars and entertainers (Hammersley
and Atkinson, 1995). Now even being associated with a celebrity
or a producer of celebrity can be enough to prompt the writing of
an auto/biography. Autobiography is the most widely used term for
a life narrative (forms of self-referential writing), although its self-
referential and universal nature has been challenged by postmodern
and feminist critics (Smith and Watson, 2001). The symbol of the
wag depicted through newspapers, magazines and television is marked
out as a pathological figure invoking disgust. This representation
has prompted some women to write their own lives to refute the
stereotype, whilst for others the focus on wags has opened up a
space in which they can capitalise by marketing their lives and
lifestyles. In this sense, the auto/biographies are shaped by existing
images in the media as much as the personal experiences of the wives
themselves.

The players

The wives discussed in this chapter are listed in the table below along
with some details about their husband’s careers. This chapter will
first consider the auto/biographical genre. It will then outline why
women would write about being a wife. The five books will then
be briefly discussed before a thematic analysis across all of the texts
(Table 6.1).
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Autobiographical theory and feminism

According to Olney, autobiography represents consciousness with no
reference to objects outside itself (1980 in Benstock, 1988:10). This con-
cept may be applied to some autobiography but is not true in relation to
much female writing. Benstock criticises Olney, stating that such work
is a crossroads of writing and selfhood – it begins with a presumption of
self-knowledge but ends with the creation of a fiction due to the nature
of its construction. She goes on to claim that autobiography is similar
to Lacan’s mirror stage – a means of distancing and reconstituting the
self, but highlights the degree to which the image and the self-image
may not coincide (Benstock, 1988:15). According to Rawlings (1992),
the difficulty of separating fact and fiction in criminal biographies has
historically caused controversy over their accuracy. The authenticity of
accounts of celebrity may be considered in the same way, as many of
the stories may seem like hyperbole or mediated accounts written for
a specific audience. The more popular accounts are perhaps cashing
in on the popular appetite for ‘chick lit’, offering self-help guides for
women (Coleen McLoughlin, 2007a) or in some cases an extension of
the tabloid kiss-and-tell story, while others offer a guide to being a wag
(see Sawyer’s, 2008, Wag Don’t Wannabe).

Rowbotham (1973, cited in Friedman, 1988:39) argues that the image
in the mirror for women is a cultural representation and is thus
often unrecognisable, which can lead to both alienation but also the
potential for a ‘new consciousness’. It can create a dual consciousness
of the culturally defined self and the self as different from the cul-
tural prescription. It is autobiography that enables the creation of the
alternate self. Although mediated and often written by someone else
these, auto/biographies provide the women with a means to create an
alternate self to the one imposed on them by the media developed
stereotype.

According to Gusdorf (1956, in Friedman, 1988:34), the cultural pre-
condition for autobiography is a pervasive mood of individualism. This
point is also shared by Watt (1957) as he attributes the birth of the
novel itself directly to the rise of the middle classes and their distinc-
tive take on individualism in the eighteenth century. Watt went on to
argue that as society came to value individuals rather than communal
traditional beliefs, this paved the way for an interest in writing that
was concerned with the daily lives of ordinary people. The emergence
of of individualism led to a stress on the importance of personal rela-
tionships for emotional security and this goes some way to explain the
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emergence of books by women written about their lives as wives and
their personal relationships. Friedman argues that although Gusdorf was
the first to discuss the construction of the autobiographical self through
writing, his individualist concept is theoretically problematic when
applied to women, minorities and non-western peoples (1988:34). Indi-
vidualism and the concept of uniqueness establishes a critical bias which
may lead to the misreading and marginalisation of others, ignoring
the importance of culturally imposed group identities and differences
in socialisation – particularly in terms of the construction of gender
identity. She contests this stating:

The very sense of identification, interdependence, and community that
Gusdorf dismisses from autobiographical selves are key elements in
the development of a woman’s identity.

(Friedman, 1988:38 emphasis in original)

Certainly, by including the stories of a number of wives, Webb and
Tallentire’s books show a sense of a shared identity amongst women
married to footballers. In male autobiography, the focus is both on the
author and his connection to society – he may be seen as representative
of the times whereas female autobiographies rarely reflect the establish-
ment history of their times. They emphasise to a much lesser extent
the public aspects of their lives, politics or their careers but concentrate
on their personal lives, contradicting established male autobiographical
content criteria. A point made in the following way:

domestic details, family difficulties, close friends, and especially peo-
ple who influenced them . . . Even in the autobiographies by women
whose professional work is their claim to fame, we find them
omitting their work life, referring obliquely to their careers, or
camouflaging them behind the personal aspect of their lives.

(Jelinek, 1980:6, 8)

Jelinek (1980) contends that neither men nor women are likely to
explore or reveal painful or intimate memories in their autobiographies
and insists that self-revelation is a fallacy. She mantains they rarely
admit to intense feelings of hate, love, fear or disclose explicit sexual
encounters; writers protect and distance themselves from such feelings.
This contradicts the idea of a confessional mode of writing. It seems
an outdated view in light of the sexualised nature of the contemporary
press and its reliance on revelatory stories – auto/biography has to some
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extent followed suit. Felski (1989:83) takes issue with Jelinek, focusing
on the subgenre of confession, which intends to give prominence to the
author’s most intimate and private life as a means to avoid objective fil-
ters and attempt to find a ‘truth’ in subjective experience. It allows the
author to consciously write the self whilst bringing about a sympathetic
and confidante relationship with the reader.

Writing about being a wife . . .

It is unsurprising that a number of footballers have written their
auto/biographies, particularly when they are so young, as these tend
to revolve around their playing careers. They are written to appeal to
a specific audience and often published at the height of their career
to maximise sales. What is a slightly more perplexing question is why
would footballers’ wives and girlfriends write auto/biographies and for
what audience? To date, only a few such books have been written and
this section will explore why these books have been written and for what
audience. It is important to note that the

idea that oneself, one’s feelings, one’s spouse and domestic relations
were properly and innately worth writing about was essentially a
female idea, however tentatively conceived at the time.

(Pomerleau, 1980:28)

Pomerleau was referring to women’s writing in the seventeenth century;
the few auto/biographies of the time were largely written about idyl-
lic relationships, often chronicling their husband’s achievements (Smith
and Watson, 2001).

Although not all contemporary auto/biography is written on the
idyllic – often quite the opposite – the media perception of being
a footballer’s wife draws on tropes of fairy tales which help to sell
books. These books also help to shape the media discourses of trans-
formation and aspiration in relation to the life of a footballer’s wife.
Smith and Watson (2001:51) note that publishers ‘may invite celebrity
figures to tell life narratives to a public hungry for vicarious fame’.
The ‘real’ footballers’ wives stories do not appear to be bestsellers, as
these represent the desire of the author to depict a certain perspec-
tive, only those with their own media careers like Coleen McLoughlin
and Victoria Beckham are likely to be coaxed by publishers to write
narratives and shape them for specific audiences in order to top the
bestseller lists.
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There appears to be a variety of reasons for this group of women
wanting to tell their life stories. For some it is a means to criticise and
take revenge on the press for what are seen as spiteful and stereotyp-
ical stories – more than one author uses their book to ‘put the record
straight’. George Best has a playboy image and Angie talks to the audi-
ence as if they are all women who are interested in her (ex-)husband
and debunking (urban) myths that he was not what people thought.
She explains:

There were not that many sweet, loving moments. George is not and
has never been a tender or romantic person (sorry girls!); you have to
take his hand and show him the way.

(Best with Pittam, 2001:5)

Other wives recount stories that appeared in newspapers and then tell
the ‘truth’ as it ‘really happened’ stressing the constructed nature of
the press. In this way they are re-contextualising the stories accord-
ing to their own priorities – the impact on their own lives rather than
the salacious gossip or ideological projects required to sell newspapers.
A number of the stories criticised were of the kiss-and-tell kind, where
women were hurt by the embarrassment and concerned about how their
children would be affected by the press coverage. The exaggerated traits
of wags as chavs, unintelligent or constantly shopping also symbolically
violated the women, who chose to write their own stories to counter
these critiques. The books appear in some part to attempt to dispel
stereotypes or provide alternate images.

Particularly in the case of the more recent books, they are arguably
purely a marketing vehicle. A number of the contemporary celebrities
have various companies and products that they endorse. As McCracken
(1989) notes, celebrity endorsers seek to transfer meanings associated
with themselves to the endorsed product and subsequently the con-
sumer. The auto/biography then becomes a means to give credibility
to or create the symbolic properties they require to sustain or generate
more endorsement deals. The amount of copy written about celebrity,
football and wags in the early twenty-first century seem to provide a
context for such women to market themselves and create a media career
writing about their lives.

Gamson’s (1994) claim that the celebrity industry creates an illusion
of intimacy in its texts appears to be evident in the motivation of some
of these women to publish. The wives’ writing helps to merge the public
and private spheres of footballers’ lives. They are purveyors of celebrity
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gossip but it seems that this is in part to control the information that
is published. It seems that using the analogy of Lacan’s mirror, the
mediated image is unrecognisable, or perhaps uncontrollable for these
women and the auto/biography enables the creation of an alternate
or more familiar self (Benstock, 1988; Rowbotham, 1973 in Friedman,
1988).

These women are ideally placed to obtain celebrity status and pro-
vide gossip on their lives as well as constructing themselves through
relationships with others, particularly a husband or boyfriend (Riegel,
1996). Gossip is often seen in negative terms but has textual, social and
cultural functions. Both gossip and scandal help to maintain the morals
and values of groups informally and celebrities provide something per-
sonal for people to talk about who have no strong, personal bonds
and only transient association (Gluckman, 1963). Talking about celebri-
ties and their lives provides women with a space to talk about societal
attitudes and conventions (Geraghty, 1991 in Riegel, 1996). Baumeister
et al. (2004) claim that gossip is a site of cultural learning. Anecdotes of
people contravening social norms work to communicate rules through
a narrative, helping create an easier path through a complex and ever-
changing world. Examples of passing on experience can be seen in a
number of the women’s autobiographies, particularly in terms of rela-
tionship breakdowns and the impact of living in the media. Coleen
McLoughlin’s autobiography specifically provides her readership with
tips to live their life by. This may be in contrast to newspapers which
may use their denigrating depictions of wags to dissuade other women
not to live their lives like them and follow a more respectable middle
class way of life.

Coleen McLoughlin, Victoria Beckham and Angie Best all have written
books that have an element of self-help about them. Coleen provides
tips and teaches girls to be themselves and have their own style – in
playing on the fairy tale dream she offers girls an insight into how to
obtain this ideal mainly through the performance of a certain type of
femininity. Although written as a book about her life with George Best,
Angie also uses the book not only as a form of closure for herself but
also to tell how she picked herself up after her divorce by looking good
and even having plastic surgery, recommending this approach to any
woman going through a separation or divorce. Victoria is less direct in
her self-help. She recounts her lack of confidence and what appears to
be almost a self-loathing of her looks and figure, explaining how the
pressure of the band and the media led to an eating disorder. Her suc-
cess seems to be written as an inspirational tale for others who lack
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confidence in themselves. It seems that these women feel that they can
offer guidance to others on how to deal with certain issues that may
arise in life. They clearly see themselves as having successfully negoti-
ated bad times and achieving success and want to impart this knowledge
to others.

Real footballers’ wives – The First Ladies of Everton

Becky Tallentire’s book The First Ladies of Everton (2004) is very much
written as a football book by a woman, not a footballer’s wife herself,
involved in documenting the club’s history and it is difficult to find any
information on its launch and marketing other than the blurb on the
publisher’s website. It is an interesting history largely covering a specific
generation of Everton players in the 1950s and 1960s. Most of the wives
had similar experiences so it seems likely to appeal only to an audience
of (female) Everton fans. It is marketed on the ‘behind every great man’
adage tying them to their husband, instead of allowing them their own
identity or to be seen for their own achievements other than marrying
a footballer. This is seen in early examples of female auto/biography
and perhaps ties in with the traditional patriarchy through which much
of football is still viewed. She undertook to write the book when she
realised fans know everything about the players but nothing about their
families:

The modest, unassuming women found in this book dedicated their
lives to their husbands’ careers, continually shelving their own ambi-
tions, security, support networks and families to sustain their part-
ners’ dream and to follow them wherever the rallying cry sounded
and don’t be fooled by their dainty appearance; these girls are made
of stern stuff. While the men headed off to Goodison Park in search of
glory, they repaired the trail left in their wake – more often than not
with a clapped-out car in the driveway and a baby under each arm.

(Tallentire, 2004:12)

Although written in 2004, before the 2006 World Cup, certain
footballers’ wives were already ubiquitous in the media and many of
her descriptions of the wives of Everton players in the 1950s, 1960s
and 1970s tend to depict a helpmeet image rather than the individu-
alistic women interested in their own careers and ambitions currently
criticised in the media. This clearly demonstrates the changing role of
women from an era where second wave feminism was in its infancy to
the postfeminist world currently espoused in some parts of the media.



148 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

The experiences of these women were probably similar to those of most
wives at the time, regardless of their husband’s job. The rationale for
Tallentire’s lack of contemporary wives in her book is unclear, but as a
footballing history it could be because modern wives are criticised by
many traditional football fans who believe that women should not be
involved in the game (see Keane in Stewart, 2007; Rowe, 2010).

The chapters of the Tallentire book take the format of a life history, but
the focus of each chapter implies that it was a structured interview cover-
ing the same subjects, often in the same order. Each chapter begins with
a summary of the husband’s career before the wife’s narrative begins
placing the women firmly as adjuncts to their husbands. This book and
the Webb book discussed below contain biographies. According to Smith
and Watson (2001), biographies invariably write the object in the third
person; however, in both these cases they are written in the first person
leading the reader to view them as personal accounts. In actual fact, the
stories and details selected have been edited by the author to portray the
narrative of their choice rather than the selection of the subject.

Angie Best – George and Me

Angie Best had a co-author for this book but provides no details about
her which might help ascertain how much input she may have had
or if her co-author imposed a particular viewpoint. Interestingly it also
appears that her book had been edited to some extent by George Best
himself as at one point she states she wanted to share a poem he wrote
for her but he would not allow it. Despite the fact that Angie Best has
had quite an eventful and celebrity filled life without George Best and
divorced him in 1986, it is clear from the title of her book, George and
Me (Best with Pittam, 2001), that this is aimed at an audience interested
in George rather than her. When asked why this was, she claimed she
wanted to get on with her life:

Well because I wrote my menopause book and there was not a men-
tion of a man on any page anywhere in the book and I’d come home
to England to promote it and every show I went on, every radio,
every newspaper, every television all they wanted to talk about was
George and I said for fuck’s sake I’m here to promote my menopause
book. George George George George George. So I went home and
I said that’s it, I’m going to write the book they can all fuck off. They
can read it and then I can say to them you got questions read the
book you know. So I went home it took me one month and all my
diaries and it was done. It should never have been done because it
went out on September 11th and I’m sitting in the TV studio ready to
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promote my book and the bombs went, the planes went into the . . . so
it never got promoted no promotion whatsoever which was fine with
me because I couldn’t have cared less anyway I just, I got no money
for doing it I just wanted it done so that was it.

(2008, personal interview)

It seems then that the book is about closure with George, quite different
to Coleen McLoughlin and Victoria Beckham’s books, which emphasise
their own lives and independence. Angie claims the book is written out
of love not anger in the introduction – perhaps because she thinks her
audience expects her to be angry as her husband’s bad behaviour was
well documented in the press. This draws on discourses of scorned wives,
in particular of celebrities who use the media for revenge. She refutes
this idea claiming that ‘we alone must accept responsibility for what
we do’ (2001:3). Although implying individuals are responsible for their
actions, she does seem to be using this as a means to absolve George
of any responsibility for what he did, similar to discourses of abused
women assuming responsibility for their abuse. She goes on to state that
by telling these stories ‘in a way I feel that I am giving George absolution’
(Best with Pittam, 2001:9). Angie says of her book:

This is a true story, a very hard story, and the people in it are just
plain ordinary folk. Except George of course.

(Best with Pittam, 2001:6)

It does have to be questioned what was so special about George. He
was an exceptional footballer but a terrible husband – committing adul-
tery, assaulting his wife and becoming an alcoholic. However, he has
obtained absolute loyalty in the eyes of his ex-wife. This is seemingly
out of love but may also be to protect herself, their son or a reflection
on what she perceives is the public opinion of him. Cynically this can, of
course, be seen as a marketing strategy – by not criticising him outright
she is not alienating his fans who will buy her book to glean information
on him.

Angie deploys a narrative of hope in her book and offers it as advice
to other women in the same situation, as well as improving her own
self-esteem. She says it was not a success but,

I get letters from women and men who’ve read it and I keep them all
because they are always so nice they all say jesus I thought you were
just another . . . until I read your book. I was like yeah well hello!

(2008, personal interview)



150 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

Angie provides an fascinating case study on the beginnings and prob-
lems of football celebrity in a less media saturated world. However, she
has led an interesting life of her own but does not draw out this self in
the book, due to its role of satisfying audience demand for gossip on her
ex-husband.

Shelley Webb – Footballers’ wives tell their tales

Shelley Webb, a wag herself, undertook a writing course in the early
1990s run by dramatist Jimmy McGovern, prior to writing her book. He
told her that he never expected to have a footballer’s wife on one of his
courses to which she responds:

Well, who could blame him. After all, our particular species has been
well and truly categorised into the ‘dim bird’ category. What’s more,
we’re Malibu-drinking bimbos who live in tacky houses and in the
TV drama The Manageress even indulged in a three in a bed session
with the manager . . . .

(Webb, 1998:ix)

In drawing on media discourse of footballers’ wives as bimbos, Webb
(1998:ix) implies that her book is clearly written to counter this, claim-
ing it is a ‘pilgrimage to football wife enlightenment’. Shelley’s book is
written at a time when footballers’ wives were discussed in the news-
papers, but not on a regular basis and certainly not with the saturation
they receive today but she still marketed it in terms of needing to set
the record straight. Webb is a writer and broadcaster and was in the
public eye already and was related to football as sports journalist, wife
and daughter. It seems likely that Webb chose to write the book as a wife
and sports journalist rather than being coaxed by agents and publishers.
It provides a more negative perception of the life of a footballer’s wife,
but it must be borne in mind that the stories are mediated to emphasis
a point by Webb.

The focus on the downsides of life as a wag including divorce, adultery
and loneliness seem unlikely to appeal to a male audience and possibly
even a female audience as it spoils the fairy tale of transformation to a
better life by becoming a footballer’s ‘princess’ and obtaining a wealthy,
glamorous life of leisure. It is therefore a little unclear who the target
audience is. It could be seen as a cautionary tale for women, disputing
the benefits of marrying a footballer or possibly an attempt to dispel this
myth, which would perhaps work to quell the issue of women trying to
seduce married footballers. However, the book’s preoccupation with the
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mundane and ‘reality’ seems unlikely to sell in a contemporary media
market saturated with glamour and celebrity. The selling point of the
footballer’s wife story is the escapist and fantastical lives of the fabu-
lously wealthy and famous – particularly as marrying a footballer is like
a lottery in that it could happen to anyone.

Victoria Beckham – Learning to Fly

Of all the books, Victoria Beckham’s is more of an auto/biography about
her whole life – an easier task when you have been part of one of the
biggest pop acts in the world, started a solo music career and married
the world’s most famous footballer. Although providing a mediated pic-
ture of her life, Victoria wants her audience to feel she is divulging a
less mediated side of herself – conveying herself as having little confi-
dence and self-deprecating. She appears to be quite intimate about her
life, but also uses her book as a tool of revenge. Her writing seems to be
a means of gaining self-esteem providing a different image to her press
coverage as a Spice Girl, which depicted her as a confident and inde-
pendent woman. She sends messages to others like her when describing
stage school (Laine’s) where they told her she was fat and would not
succeed. She explains:

Message to the underdog: I am the most successful person who has
ever come out of Laine’s. It doesn’t matter what you look like, it’s all
about hard work, determination and self-belief.

(Beckham, 2002:73)

Victoria uses the book to show how far she has come and to help explain
who she is now. She recounts her lack of confidence and what appears
to be almost a self-loathing of her looks and figure, explaining how the
pressure of the band and the media led to an eating disorder. Her suc-
cess seems to be written as an inspirational tale for others in a similar
situation – like much self-help literature. She iterates that she does not
like to worry about her appearance all the time as some might expect.

In contrast to other footballers’ wives, Victoria Beckham earned more
money and was more famous than David and it seems he pursued her –
something he notes in his autobiography when he says he saw her
on television and had to find a way for them to meet (Beckham and
Watt, 2004). She clearly does not represent a typical footballer’s wife,
the Beckhams’ celebrity is so great because they are a couple – neither is
dependent on the other for their status but they are both more famous
together. Unlike other wives who are dependent on their husbands for



152 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

their status, Cashmore (2004) notes that it was Victoria’s background in
the Spice Girls which gave her the experience in marketing, branding
and the importance of image which she has used to advise her husband
and manage his celebrity. The life of the Beckhams is like a real life soap
opera – the events that have happened to them include death threats,
burning effigies, kidnap threats and numerous allegations of affairs and
such stories gain and perpetuate interest in the couple offering far more
to the audience than other wives’ tales. It seems that her marketing and
branding background alongside her personal fame would be motivation
to publish an auto/biography as a means to bolster the brand and take
some control over media coverage.

Coleen McLoughlin – Welcome to My World

There was much media speculation about whether Coleen could or
would write a book herself and opinions that celebrity novels and auto-
biographies are a ‘money-spinning, marketing tool for glamour models
and wags’ (Sutton, 2007 Mirror). No evidence can be found that reveals
the ghost-writer so this study assumes that the book represents the
words of Coleen rather than the focus of a celebrity ghost-writer. It is
possible that if there was a co-author they have not been credited
because, according to Merritt, in the Guardian,

There is a delicate balancing act between acknowledging the hand of
the ghost and spoiling the make-believe.

(2008 [online])

McLoughlin (2007a) admits hers cannot be an autobiography and is
only based on a few years experience of living in the media. As the title
suggests, she is offering a window onto her life and more than the oth-
ers, this book is written with a specific audience very much in mind –
offering tips and advice and positioning herself as a role model. The
development of autobiography as a creative rather than a summative
process means that this could be seen as part of a move towards young
people documenting their lives as they live them (Jelinek, 1980).

In some ways her book represents a kind of self-help manual for girls –
it has regular pages which are given over to what can only be described
as tips for living your life. It has been argued that

the sports scene and the pop scene offer young people a broad range
of identification possibilities and thus take over part of the task of
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school, church, and of the family, . . . As models of lifestyles, they
direct the behaviour in society.

(Tolleneer, 1986:234)

In contrast to media stories that mark her out as lacking in taste, Coleen
evidently disagrees and aims to show her world as a model lifestyle.
Her book encompasses fashion tips, fashion faux-pas, shopping lists for
boyfriends, beauty tips and so on. This leads to the conclusion that the
author places herself as a role model or style icon that her readership
would listen to and want to emulate – exemplified by her claims of
girls from all over the country wanting to know where she gets her
clothes. It is this that enables Coleen to create a meaning for herself
as a style and youth role model, which opens up a large endorsement
market of fashion and beauty products. Cynically speaking the book
could be seen as a marketing tool for Coleen and her sponsors. It seems
clear that in writing the book itself, Coleen wants to refute the denigra-
tion she receives in the newspapers and prove she has her own career
and makes her own money – asserting her position as an independent
woman.

The ‘wife of’ career

The idea of the career of a footballer’s wife which runs neatly through
the media coverage in Chapter 4 is more difficult to follow through the
auto/biography. This is perhaps because they are written to give a differ-
ent side to the story and it emphasises that each of their lives is different
rather than following the career that is mapped out in the media. This
could also be because of when the books were written – none except
Coleen McLoughlin’s were written after the 2006 World Cup when the
wag career really took off. This section briefly looks at the beginnings of
the wag career and weddings before analysing how these women portray
their own careers.

None of the wives discussed could be construed as wannabe wags.
Most met their husbands before they were famous or were unaware they
were footballers with Angie Best and Victoria Beckham being pursued
by their husbands. In terms of cementing the career through a wedding
not nearly as much attention is paid to the day itself as is in the printed
media and the television series. The Everton wives had some local atten-
tion for their weddings – some including press and police to control
crowds. For others there is not much said about weddings – perhaps due
to constraints of space in books and also because the wedding has only
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recently become a focal part of the media coverage which focuses on the
wedding day whereas the books focus on the ensuing marriage. Angie
Best does talk of her disastrous wedding and Victoria Beckham goes
into detail of hers which was perhaps a blueprint for the high profile
weddings that followed.

Victoria discusses the decision over whether to sell the rights to her
wedding, stating that money was not a consideration as they wanted a
private wedding. She said they would definitely not accept money from
Hello!:

It’s known as Hello!-Goodbye!; everyone who has their wedding in
Hello! ends up getting divorced

(Beckham, 2002:332)

However, what clinched the deal was that security would be down to
the magazine – the safety of fans became someone else’s responsibility
and the cost of the security would be absorbed by the magazine on top
of the million pounds paid. Victoria wanted a ‘romantic Robin Hood
medieval theme’ with an intimate ceremony and an extravagant party,
stating:

Like all little girls I had imagined that my wedding would be a fairy
tale. I would be the Princess and David would be the Prince and we’d
get married in a castle. And David shared the same dream as me.

(Beckham, 2002:333)

It was this wedding that seemed to fuel the media frenzy around
celebrity weddings and clearly inspired the wedding of Kyle and
Chardonnay in Footballers’ Wives the series.

In terms of the job description of a footballer’s wife the autobiogra-
phies do not reach a consensus – perhaps because of their emphasis on
individuality. Certainly the role is referred to as a career by Shelley Webb
(1998:37) in relation to the European Cup Winners Cup in 1991 which
she says was the first time ‘in my “career” as a football wife I got a decent
seat’.

The emphasis on being a wife in the contemporary media promotes
much discussion; this debate is related to the idea that in a postfeminist
society women are now deemed to have economic capacity rather than
being directed solely towards marriage and motherhood (McRobbie,
2009). This apparent shift is demonstrated by Angie Best, who notes
about her belief that a man made her feel complete was
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a rather naïve notion I was slave to for a long time; only in the last
few years have I come fully to realise that I can be a totally inde-
pendent woman. I think women of my generation are betwixt and
between. We can still hear our mothers saying ‘You have to find your-
self a husband’, but on the other hand we are living our lives now in
the midst of a new generation of women who are free-thinking in
every way.

(Best with Pittam, 2001:24)

The depiction of footballers’ wives as adjuncts and dependent on their
husbands seems to refute this. This positioning appears to be class-based
and fixes them as gold-diggers and immoral rather than granting them
choice and free-thinking status. However, where espoused in the media,
postfeminism is also seen to represent choice and one of these choices
is a return to the domestic, a space overlooked by second wave fem-
inism (see Brunsdon, 2006; Hollows, 2006). Whatever their choice –
to work for themselves or adopt a more traditional role in supporting
their husbands’ careers – through telling their own stories these women
emphasise their financial independence and individual identities as well
as discussing the work they do for their husbands and in holding their
families together.

In auto/biography for many of the wives their job was about being
part of a two-person career and supporting a husband. This can be in
terms of Hochschild’s (2003b) concept of emotional labour and also in
terms of practical support (Finch, 1983). Despite being the manager’s
wife, Kirstene Fry would run the clubhouse bar with her husband and
wash the team kits (in Webb, 1998:132). For others, the key role was
the emotional labour needed to help their partners through the trials
and tribulations of being a footballer. Brigitte Arscott claims partner
John Beresford used to bring all his problems home with him following
defeats, injuries or being dropped from the team (in Webb, 1998:140).
Brenda Thomas noted her husband Dave was difficult to live with from
Thursdays due to his mental preparation for the game. He would relive
the games in his sleep – once knocking out her tooth (in Tallentire,
2004:123). Some women offer support by moving with their partners;
Suzi Walker said she would be ‘heart-broken’ if Ian moved up North
but would go as she loved him and wanted to support him (in Webb,
1998:164).

Wives do not only have to engage in emotional labour but also aes-
thetic labour for their husbands’ image (see Entwistle and Wissinger,
2006; Finch, 1983). Brigitte Arscott felt the onus to play the ‘football
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wife’ at Newcastle matches and ‘dress up a bit’ (in Webb, 1998:140).
Shelley Webb claims a move to Manchester United started an obses-
sion with looking the part and dressing up for the game. She argues
that contrary to how the contemporary wives view their fashion sta-
tus she states that she wore designer labels but without ‘any conviction
or method, or indeed talent’ – calling herself a fashion disaster (Webb,
1998:28).

The only auto/biography of a contemporary celebrity ‘wag’ is Coleen
McLoughlin’s and contrary to discourses that claim nowadays every-
one wants to be famous, she appears to imply an almost passive entry
into her career in the world of vicarious celebrity. Stating that ‘I never
went out of my way to capture fame. It was the other way round –
fame grabbed me and I have had to deal with it as positively as I can’
(McLoughlin, 2007a:192). Coleen describes her successful career, but
does not specifically define what this entails. She certainly does not see
it as ‘a celebrity’ and in response to those who criticise her unearned
fame she states:

For the record, I have never regarded myself as a celebrity and I never
will. I’d go as far as to say I’m well-known. I’m not an actress or a pop
star or a model, even though I promote clothes. Hopefully through
my fashion and the way I go about life, I am simply someone other
girls can relate to, and that’s why I’m doing what I do now.

(McLoughlin, 2007:290)

Coleen’s career seems to be based on the fact that she is ‘normal’ and
that people can relate to her – she claims her column in Closer is
rewarding as she is able to help people. She acknowledges that the press
coverage she receives has allowed her to carve out a lucrative career
with advertising and media contracts (McLoughlin, 2007:74). Coleen
emphasises her career in order to obtain the respectability that she is not
afforded in much of her newspaper coverage. She stresses her, and her
husband’s, lack of leisure time due to work commitments in an effort
to refute representations of being an idle lady of leisure. She demon-
strates how they both work for what they have and that she is not a
gold-digger – they are not the undeserving rich. Despite this assertion
of her productive labour, she also represents a neo-traditionalist view
about her views on women and work:

I’ve never had the view that a girl needs to go out and get a career
in order to somehow justify her existence. If you are in a couple and
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you’ve no need to work, and your partner’s happy to support you,
then I don’t think there is anything wrong with that.

(McLoughlin, 2007:287)

One key part of Coleen’s career that she describes is her charity work.
Negra and Holmes (2008) claim celebrity virtue can be obtained through
social generosity and charity work. Coleen notes that her parents have
always fostered children and she has an adopted sister who is disabled.
Coleen spends much time discussing her sister Rosie and her condition,
Rett syndrome, seeming to want to raise awareness as she was involved
in an ITV programme on the subject. It has also led her to raise the
issue of funding for hospices, which she maintains are grossly under-
funded by the government. After the programme was aired many people
knocked on her mum’s door to offer money to the local hospice, and as
a result of the campaign Tony Blair pledged more funding. This leads
her to insist that the hardest part of her career is being asked to help a
charity and having to turn it down. Coleen is evidently keen on reveal-
ing a more socially aware and generous side to herself than the excessive
shopaholic depicted in the newspapers.

Existing work on sports wives notes how the wives are often incor-
porated into their husbands’ career making it difficult to assert their
own identity (Ortiz, 1997; 2006; Thompson, 1999). Incorporation in
a husbands’ career appears to be a pre-feminist trait and the focus on
their title as footballers’ wives seems to emphasise a return to these tra-
ditional roles, perhaps as a response to what some commentators see
as the excesses of second wave feminism. In their writing many of the
women emphasise their dislike of being portrayed as merely an adjunct
to their husband.

Shelley Webb found that even her dad introduced her to people
as Neil Webb’s wife. She is clearly unhappy about being seen as his
‘wife’ probably due to the lack of identity this affords her. Explaining
how it was ‘Inevitable . . . that I fell for a footballer and exchanged the
daughter tag for the one of wife’, (Webb, 1998:3) and how ‘I wasn’t
Neil Webb, but as his wife I was part of the package’ (Webb, 1998:27).
Kelly Woan agrees, explaining how she is often ignored by people
she is introduced to because they are only interested in her husband
and is judged on whether she is good enough for him: ‘I’m just an
accessory and it doesn’t matter how interesting I might be’ (in Webb,
1998:104).

This highlights the difficulty for these women in asserting their own
identity and helps explain their participation in auto/biography, as it
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offers them a means to talk about their identity rather than being
subsumed by their husbands’. In emphasising their careers they are
asserting their financial independence and economic capacity. For those
who choose to bring up their family in what may be deemed a more
traditional role they have their emotional labour as wife, mother and
keeping a family together impacting on different aspects of their iden-
tity. Wives have found numerous ways to enhance their individuality;
Pat Labone, for example, joined an amateur dramatic group and after
good reviews a journalist introduced Brian as ‘this is Pat Labone’s
husband’. She explains how:

After all these years of being made to feel like a second class citizen
lurking in the shadows, it was a great feeling because I’d been seen as
a complete person and not as an extension of my husband.

(in Tallentire, 2004:50)

The end of the wag career is not well documented in these books,
as these women do not necessarily see their career as being a ‘wag’.
Coleen stated her hopes for the future were to be married to Wayne
Rooney and have children, which she has achieved. Victoria and David
Beckham are still together and recently celebrated their fifteenth wed-
ding anniversary. Angie Best’s work documents the difficulties of being
married to an alcoholic and although she still often cared for George
after their divorce she also describes picking herself up and moving
on. For the other women discussed here most continued with their
‘wife of’ role after the football career was over. Shelley Webb specifi-
cally details that the end of a football career can lead to the (in this
case temporary) break-up of a marriage detailing the difficulties in man-
aging the transition from playing football to finding a new career. Her
husband suffered depression following injury, rejection and his eventual
move into ‘the purgatory that is non-league football’ which she claims
for an international footballer is ‘soul-destroying’. She wrote letters on
his behalf for jobs of any kind in football. Eventually she realised she
was lonely:

Self-awareness was no substitute for the loss of not only a husband
and a father but a best friend.

(Webb, 1998:49)

This eventually led to her leaving Neil – a decision which she says man-
aged to change him back into the man he once was. When questioning
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why she had not walked out years ago, Shelley said she had to resolve
her own identity crisis first ‘to emerge from my own make-believe
football wife world’ (Webb, 1998:49).

Competitive women and the wannabe

In a postfeminist media, women’s biggest enemy is often portrayed as
other women (Dow, 1996; McRobbie, 2009). As wealthy footballers are a
scarce commodity but are portrayed in the press as accessible to all, this
appears to create competition amongst women for their attention. This
competition manifests itself most clearly in the wannabe wag described
in the press chapter above. As Rowe (1995) argues women are often
regarded as groupies in relation to male sports players who have noth-
ing to trade but their sexuality. In their writing the women appear to
give credence to this media discourse.

Nearly all the wives complain about the attention players receive
from other women. It is implied there is a general perception that
players, even those who are married, are seen to be available to all
women. Even in the 1960s football was a good job but lacked the
money and media attention of today but still appeared to be a sought
after commodity. Despite some women such as Sheryl Gascoigne pub-
lically discussing the emotional issues relating to being a football wife,
which in some instances lead to infidelity or violence, the lifestyle press
and the television series have made the lifestyle appear glamorous and
desirable.

Cheryl Hirst suggests the problem of obsessive fans is worse at smaller
clubs as the players are more accessible claiming most ‘girls seem to
think footballer equals money’ (in Webb, 1998:158). It is this assump-
tion that makes footballers a target for some women as a way of
transforming their lives. For some, the nature of contemporary celebrity
means meeting a celebrity provides the opportunity to marry a wealthy
man, as well as a chance to sell a story to the papers – contributing to
the market for auto/biography and writing about personal relationships.
In relation to football stories, the money is only likely to be good if it
is a very famous player (or more than one) and there is always the risk
of a backlash or cover up. However, if the woman has a minor celebrity
status already this can give them a chance of increasing their media
coverage.

Coleen McLoughlin describes girls approaching Wayne Rooney with
no other intention than to make money. They ask for one picture and if
they get it, they ask for another, where they put their hands all over him,
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so they can sell it to the papers and make up a story. She appreciates that
fans are supportive and important to them but bemoans

how sly people can be. Some girls can be really evil. I trust Wayne but
I don’t always trust the people he might find himself around.

(McLoughlin, 2007a:20)

Likewise, Victoria Beckham (2002:305) notes that to claim an affair with
a footballer, particularly a married one enables such women to launch
‘tacky modelling careers’. This desire for fame and fortune is, what the
wives believe, the motive to marry a footballer.

Angie Best notes the jealousy of women who also wanted to be with
George. In being public property he should not be seen to be attached
to one person:

To this day women tell me how much they hated me when they read
about our engagement and marriage, about how they ripped down
their posters of George when they read about us. I was disliked by
his peers, male and female, because in their eyes I was taking their
George away from them.

(Best with Pittam, 2001:16)

The wives in all of the books from the 1960s until today describe numer-
ous scenarios of women pursuing players, even in front of their wives.
It as if the women are prepared to commodify themselves in order to
obtain a footballing husband. Shelley Webb refers to them as ‘sirens’
(1998:7), while Saunders descibes how nightclub employees encour-
aged such women by bringing them to ‘speak’ to the players (in Webb,
1998:66).

The discourses surrounding these competitive women desperately
seeking a footballer directs much of the criticism at the women them-
selves and marks them out as pre- or anti-feminist by competing with
other women through creating a display of hyper-femininity in order
to gain dependence on a man. However, these women are not the only
ones who should be criticised. The behaviour and lifestyle of some of
the players actively encourages women to throw themselves at them,
often at great cost to their reputation or in some cases personal safety.
Ortiz (1997) found in US baseball male infidelity is tolerated as part of
a loyalty competition between marriage and the team. There is a ten-
sion between the loyalty of the husband as a ‘real man’ or ‘one of us’.



Auto/biographies – Telling Tales 161

Some wives choose to stay at home rather than travel with the club and
try to avoid hearing about their husband’s infidelity from wives who
travel with the team, which helps create a form of collective denial. He
views this as ‘institutionalised adultery’ or an ‘adultery culture’ (Ortiz,
1997:227). In English football this situation sells newspapers, so infideli-
ties are regularly reported across the media. Benedict (1997) goes as far
as to argue many male athletes commit sexual crimes against women
because the amount of female attention afforded to them leads them to
presume consent.

The wannabe is emphasised as a source of competition, but some
women found this was not so amongst the wives themselves. Particu-
larly in the 1960s wives such as Ann West point out that at Everton a
number of the players lived near each other and thus the wives became
friends (in Tallentire, 2004). Football creates a unique lifestyle due to
families having to move frequently, husbands being away and the prob-
lems of fame and other women. In this sense women often have to
rely on other wives for friendship and Norma Vernon explains that
when she had her children she had no family nearby, but the football
communities rallied round to help her (in Tallentire, 2004).

Thompson (1999) argued that a number of ice hockey teams expected
the wives to bond as a team like players. However in contrast to this,
some contemporary newspaper accounts and the fictional television
series, tend to pit the wives against each other and insinuate that hierar-
chies exist among them. A competition is induced between wives based
on style, status and wealth. The aesthetic work of a footballer’s wife in
the media is based on a performance of femininity and wealth. Yet this is
not a new theme – Helen Saunders was terrified by her husband’s move
to Liverpool as it was such a big one. She was told horror stories where
the wives had to wear new designer outfits each game or they would be
looked down upon:

I was really big after Louisa and I had no confidence. I was just
petrified of the extra things that come with a glamorous club like
Liverpool.

(in Webb, 1998:65)

Shelley Webb found being a wife at Manchester United very pressured
and once moving back to Nottingham Forest she described how it was
great to be amongst people they knew – rather than having to compete
against or perform with them. In doing so she explains how she had
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‘been living in some kind of fantasy world with definite delusions of
grandeur’ (Webb, 1998:44).

Coleen McLoughlin (2007a) notes that it is hard to work out who
takes advantage of whom when it comes to footballers and women. She
insists that the issues of women selling stories to the press explains, in
part, why celebrities often marry other celebrities – because they mix in
the same circles and feel safe in each others company. It appears then
that a politics of envy exists amongst women regarding footballers as
public property. It would be unfair to hold these women entirely respon-
sible, if that is the case, as the lifestyle media and the fame of these
players makes them appear accessible to all and some do live a play-
boy lifestyle. George Best was entirely complicit in encouraging women
and treating them as objects even when he was married. There does
appear to be evidence of some competition between the wives them-
selves depending on the club, but often they are united by their unique,
and often isolating, lifestyle.

Fairy tales and cautionary tales

Gitlin (1998) argues that Hollywood stars are the royalty of this cen-
tury, but in Britain where sport has become one of the main sources of
stars and celebrities, footballers and their families have to some extent
replaced the aristocracy as people to aspire to be. This highlights a shift
in the role models that some of our society looks up to and relates to
the normalisation of the desire to be famous (Littler, 2004). Notions of
a fairy tale life are no longer linked to marrying a prince but a footballer
or a celebrity – the autobiographies of some of the wives use a fairy tale
language that supports this view. The blurb on Coleen’s book explains:

Her story is a Cinderella fairy tale of an ordinary Liverpudlian school-
girl who was transformed into a style icon and cover girl, sought after
by fashion and lifestyle magazines the world over.

(McLoughlin, 2007a)

Stories circulating in the media suggest that many young people want
to become famous, but instead of working hard or developing skills to
do this, there are shortcuts to fame and fortune. One of these shortcuts
is now presented as the Cinderella story of meeting a wealthy footballer.
For many of the actual footballers’ wives it does not seem to have been
their intention to marry a footballer. Some wives in the 1960s claim they
did not realise it was possible to earn a living through football. Others
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even go as far as to stereotype footballers as not boyfriend material.
Shelley Webb says of her husband:

Not that I really had any grand scheme, that the white knight riding
towards my goal should be sporting shin-pad armour and a jockstrap
codpiece.

(Webb, 1998:4)

Lieberman (1972) argues fairy tales can teach children behavioural pat-
terns, values and ways of predicting the consequences of specific acts or
circumstances. In this way, women are taught in part by these tales ‘ideas
of what they could or could not accomplish, what sort of behaviour
would be rewarded, and of the nature of reward itself’ (Lieberman,
1972:385). Fairy tales tend to show beautiful, meek and passive girls as
being rewarded and ugly, bad tempered girls as being defeated. This,
she argues, helps to promote jealousy, division and competitiveness
amongst women. Such tales are exemplified by Victoria Beckham when
distancing herself from one of the women who claimed to have slept
with her husband:

me and David, smiling, really happy, and this girl with permed,
streaked hair looking vile . . . two pictures of this slapper with her twin
sister.

(Beckham, 2002:303)

Lieberman (1972:387) also maintains that fairy tale narratives depict an
obvious reward system, which ‘equates being beautiful, being chosen,
and getting rich’. This is certainly a theme that readers of the tabloid
press and these auto/biographies would equate with meeting and mar-
rying a footballer – wives need to be beautiful and display their wealth to
be offered lucrative media and advertising deals. The stories also imply
that victims invariably get rescued and rewarded, so women should be
passive and not strive to defend themselves. Victoria Beckham writes in
terms of being ‘rescued’ from being ugly, spotty and bullied. This focus
on needing to be beautiful in order to be ‘chosen’ perhaps is reflected in
the way wives talk about their appearance and even use their books to
impart beauty and fashion tips (McLoughlin, 2007a; see also Beckham,
2007 That Extra Half an Inch).

What these women do not conform to is the idea of passivity. These
women work hard on their appearance, marriages and careers – they
have not been passively selected. It is perhaps this lack of passivity
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that contributes to negative images of such women for prioritising her
own career over their husbands’ and critiques of crass displays of hyper-
femininity. Although the books can provide an education in the lived
experiences of being married to a footballer, which may contradict the
glamour found elsewhere in the media, they also help to perpetuate the
myth. In drawing on analogies of fairy tales, and in the more recent pub-
lications, describing lifestyles and offering tips on how to follow them
helps to perpetuate the idea of the footballing marriage as fairy tale. This
fairy tale analogy then provides marketing potential for those wives who
are regarded as living the dream.

If the key moral message conveyed via elements of the printed media
is that the life of a footballer’s wife is ‘not what it appears’, this is cer-
tainly backed up by the wives writing about the negative side of living
with footballers. This does not appear to be motivated by a politics of
envy as it seems to be elsewhere in the media but does work as a word of
caution to young women, perhaps to deter the wannabe wags or ‘sirens’
that they see as targeting their men, discussed above, or to set the record
straight to those aspiring to a footballing fairy tale.

Although not necessarily motivated by envy, some of the older wives
who did not experience the financial gains of the Premiership do seem
to see a sense of social injustice in the excesses of football. Ann West
claims that the wages players earn today are wrong as they earn in a
week what a nurse earns in five years, ‘I think it’s immoral and obscene
and it’s not doing these kids any good at all’ (in Tallentire, 2004:94).
One of the other criticisms earlier wives have of the contemporary foot-
balling scene is the press coverage. Brenda Thomas would not like to
be a footballer’s wife now because of the intrusive nature of the media.
She also touches on the morality of the money in football noting that
players get paid a lot to entertain, but she likes to think that if they had
earned that kind of money they would ‘do something useful with it and
share it about a bit’ (in Tallentire, 2004:129). Annette Scott also notes
the pressure and scrutiny on players now, claiming:

They still seem to come from working-class backgrounds but they’re
suddenly flung into this artificial world with vast amounts of money
that some of them just can’t handle and they seem unable to live a
normal life.

(in Tallentire, 2004:154–5)

Here she is supporting the idea that footballers and their wives are
working class and are often unable to manage the transformation to
celebrity and wealth with dignity, seemingly placing their failings down
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to their class position (Tyler and Bennett, 2010). She goes on to observe
how cynical the press coverage is stating:

I feel sorry for David Beckham and his wife; the press were just sitting
there waiting for something to go wrong. They love it when that
happens because it sells their newspapers. It makes me sick.

(in Tallentire, 2004:155)

Certainly Victoria supports this notion that there is a paradox to how
celebrities are viewed through the newspapers:

People outside must think, oh, nice house, nice cars, loadsamoney,
flash holidays but they don’t realise what goes with it: The fact that
my Mum can’t listen to the radio or pick up a newspaper without
hearing something bad about me.

(Beckham, 2002:479)

In fact where the newspapers and magazines use the footballers’ wives
to tell morality tales, some of the wives, in particular the contemporary
wives, turn the tables on the printed media in terms of questioning their
morals.

Angie Best (2001:6) insists that unlike celebrities now they had no
control over the media and maintains contemporary wives have more
control and ‘have their own hotlines to the papers and almost crave the
publicity’. She complains not about the press attention but the untruths
told:

Admittedly I never really minded having my photo in the paper after
a night out, but not when the accompanying story told untruths
about my life. So long as the Angie/George/Mary triangle tales sold
their rags they were happy.

(Best with Pittam, 2001:186)

Although celebrities today may be able to exploit the media to gain
attention and a career, this control is limited (see Turner, 2006). Coleen
McLoughlin uses her book to criticise the behaviour of the newspapers.
She found her early press to be very negative and upsetting but believes
she is now seen as a style icon. Coleen notes that the press attention
makes her feel self-conscious about her body, causing her to breathe
in or lie down all day to prevent them obtaining unflattering shots of
her. However, at times she contradicts this to normalise herself to the
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audience – that she is just like everybody else when referring specifically
to a photo used during the World Cup on a water ride:

There are other people who might get upset at having millions of
people see you like that, but we’re just two normal girls, acting our
age, being real.

(McLoughlin, 2007:120)

She seems to be giving a word of caution about the impact being
a celebrity can have on your life. At one point Coleen lists newspa-
per stories and then explains to her readers what ‘actually happened’.
Informing her readers that she hates the way rumours are able to become
fact in the papers, yet states:

I’m not blaming the public, because not so long ago I used to believe
near enough everything I read in the newspapers.

(McLoughlin, 2007:33)

Here she is educating her readers not to believe everything they read
in the media – Victoria Beckham also frequently argues that the media
misrepresent and misunderstand her.

This media attention invokes a morality issue over greed – the news-
papers insisting everyone has a price for a story. Some women obviously
sell kiss-and-tell stories as previously discussed and in other cases
friends sell stories. Coleen claims a number of her friends have been
approached by the papers, but all her true friends have refused to speak
to them, with those who sold stories being deemed only acquaintances.
Victoria Beckham notes that at one point, when she was struggling
with whom to trust, she even accused her sister over a leak to the
media.

Victoria Beckham regards the media as a tool by which people are
able to hurt her. An ex-boyfriend sold his story to The Star for £60,000.
Then when her son Brooklyn was born, the Evening Standard valued the
first picture of Brooklyn at £25,000. The couple did not want to provide
pictures of the baby but someone attempted to sell pictures to The Sun.
She asks:

What kind of people would stoop to something like that? If that
wasn’t private, what was? We were like public property.

(Beckham, 2002:326)
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This frenzy of coverage, she argues, fuels obsession with celebrities and
creates other problems as well as issues of trust. As a couple David
and Victoria have suffered hate mail, including bullets sent to David’s
house – one for each of them (Beckham, 2002:222). They have also had
kidnap threats made against their son and had to employ personal secu-
rity, and she claims to have lived in a bubble of fear for nine months.
The book eventually clarifies that all of this fear was orchestrated and
the paranoia induced in a range of ways by their security guards and the
media. She insists she genuinely had no idea of who to trust. Talking of
the death threats, she says that ‘the nation had an unhealthy obsession
with “Posh and Becks” ’ (Beckham, 2002:375) and fails to understand
how people they have never met could hate them so much. It is possible
this may have inspired the Footballers’ Wives kidnap story in which the
perpetrator blames the couple for parading themselves and their family
in the media. In the series this was told as a moral story about excess
and displays of wealth – based on a politics of envy and concerns over
social justice.

Glamorous lifestyles and conspicuous consumption

The trope of conspicuous consumption and lifestyle throughout, cer-
tainly the more recent, accounts of footballers’ wives serves to fuel the
discourses in the media surrounding glamour, wealth and conspicu-
ous consumption. Tallentire’s (2004) account, which focuses largely on
women in the 1960s has much less evidence of conspicuous consump-
tion, although many state that they had a privileged life compared to
the average worker. These couples invested in businesses and pensions
due to the short-lived nature of football careers – no doubt because the
media and endorsement deals were far more limited than now. Yet there
is a comparable situation for those in the lower leagues now wishing to
secure their futures after football. Like depictions of wives at glamorous
parties in the contemporary media, many frequently describe looking
forward to the big nights out after the game, often choosing to have
their hair done in preparation rather than watching the match. Despite
the similarities there were clearly different levels of consumption and
finance in the game as according to Janet Royle, she had her sons’
Christmas presents put aside at the toyshop and paid for them weekly –
with the great financial wealth surrounding premiership football now
this would seem an unlikely scenario (Tallentire, 2004).

Many of the Everton wives recall being taken to Torremolinos with
the club in the 1960s as a reward for the team’s success, somewhere
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they thought exotic, and it was the first time many of them had flown.
Pat Labone and Celia Morrissey recall this trip because they were not
allowed to go as they were not married. This kind of moralistic stance
was in keeping with the times and appears alien compared to the sexual-
isation of women and kiss-and-tell stories related to football now. It does
though have some contemporary resonance with Coleen McLoughlin,
who was prevented from attending the Sports Personality Awards with
her boyfriend by David Moyes, Everton manager, because they were only
16 (McLoughlin, 2007a:66).

Angie Best does not seem to conspicuously consume during her
relationship with George, claiming much of his money was spent on
alcohol. She writes of continually having trouble getting maintenance
money from George, both during and after their marriage – according
to her he was always useless with money and did not really have very
much. She asserts, ‘I certainly didn’t love him and marry him for his
money, did I?’ (Best with Pittam, 2001:184). However, she also dated
a number of famous and wealthy men, which afforded her a lifestyle
many can only dream of – one time receiving a Rolls Royce as a gift
that she swapped for a beach buggy. When writing about conspicuous
consumption she claims, ‘It is wonderful to receive gifts, but deep down
I did not really care for all these material possessions’ (Best with Pittam,
2001:27).

In an interview though Angie does admit to retail therapy:

I remember when George used to go on a bender and he’d come
home and I’d just grab him by the arm and take him out and make
him buy something because that was my present, my reward for
putting up with this silly drunken bum. I got fur coats, got diamonds,
got everything. It was just stupid at the time, you know, but you had
to have something that made you feel better cos you were treated like
a fucking doormat.

(2008, personal interview)

Contemporary wives, such as Cheryl Cole discussed above, maintain
money is no reason to put up with infidelity. Angie’s tale provides a form
of moral education for her readers, stating in regard to later relationships
that money was not everything:

I fooled myself for many months into thinking that I could substitute
happiness with diamonds and furs and allowed myself to be seduced
by the smell of money. I should have known better than that.

(Best with Pittam, 2001:200)
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Perhaps acknowledging the critiques about her high-spending lifestyle,
Coleen McLoughlin finishes her book proclaiming that her hopes and
dreams for the future are not material, but health and happiness, mar-
ried to Wayne with a family – iterating the fairy tale happy ever after.
Despite these non-material claims conspicuous consumption is never far
away in her book and she compounds her media stereotype of being a
shopaholic. She name-drops a number of designers, her friend’s shop
and the companies she has advertising contracts with, although she
insists she is not getting commission for mentioning them. In light of
these contracts she points out that designer brands are not necessary,
as the high street provides good clothes too. Yet the assertion pro-
vides a clear divide between the author – who always buys the designer
product – and the reader who has to make do with the cheaper brands
she recommends. Even when talking about the Saturday job she had in
a New Look store when she was 16, she still emphasises her priorities on
spending when talking about having to wear their clothes for work, she
was ‘more than happy about because they used to have a nice designer
range by Luella at the time’ (McLoughlin, 2007a:45).

These comments can be read as patronising to those unable to afford
the finer things in life invoking envy in the reader, but Coleen con-
tinually refers to knowing where she has come from, acknowledging
how lucky she is and normalising herself to the audience. Again in light
of what is written about her elsewhere in the media, where she pro-
vokes attacks from those who feel she should not have access to this
kind of money or that it is morally wrong to conspicuously consume,
she can use this defence of knowing where she comes from to justify
that she deserves to spend money because she appreciates it and has
earned it.

McLoughlin, like Best, exercises caution to her readers when dis-
cussing her wealth and spending. She explains when she was 17 and
Wayne 18, they bought a million pound house, which she deco-
rated as she did not have much else to do having just left school.
Although this would seem idyllic to many she did not like living
there as it was a long way from friends and family, she cried for
the first two weeks feeling too young for this move. She now lives
in her ‘dream house’ but insists they do not live a lifestyle with
servants at their beck and call or celebrities around every night –
at home they are no different than any other young couple who
live together who ‘laugh, argue, irritate, bad habits’ (McLoughlin,
2007a:238). Again, the reader seems to be reminded that money can-
not buy you happiness, despite being bombarded with images of
conspicuous consumption.
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Victoria Beckham seems almost beyond conspicuous consumption –
perhaps because she came from a relatively well off background –
few kids grow up with a Rolls Royce and a pool in the garden. It is
interesting that despite a wealthy upbringing herself, Victoria distin-
guishes the ‘old-monied’ from the ‘nouveau riches’. Describing a friend
she states:

She’d had a different kind of upbringing to me; her family was really
well-off, but understated in an old-money kind of way.

(Beckham, 2002:78)

Like others, Victoria seems to experience some incongruity with her
position. Her lifestyle is certainly of the rich and famous – she talks
of a trip to the Versace show in Milan that included private helicopters,
limousines, hotels and a stay in Gianni Versace’s room at his house as
well as being able to pick an outfit from their shop. Despite this Victoria
still felt like an outsider among the stars and complained that the fash-
ion industry was bitchy. She spent her time talking to a hairdresser and
Donatella’s husband:

I felt far more comfortable with them than with the lovely-darling,
mwoi-mwoi, fashion week darling, fuckwit celebrities.

(Beckham, 2002:236)

There perhaps comes a time when there is little need for conspicuous
consumption as in Victoria’s case most things are free – often borrow-
ing houses for holidays, her wedding dress and shoes were presents
from Vera Wang and Manolo Blahnik respectively. The designer at
Gina made her a special pair of boots for a birthday present and even
replaced all of her shoes for free when her suitcases were stolen. It seems
that, unlike other footballers’ wives who are seen as women to be dis-
tanced from, she is regarded as a potential marketing vehicle for certain
designers.

Class judgements

It is the conspicuous consumption discussed above that often leads to
class judgements being conferred on footballers’ wives in the newspa-
pers. Despite the idea of women aspiring to the fairy tale of marrying
a footballer a number of footballers’ wives seem to question why they
receive so much press and feel it can be quite derisory. The wives are
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subjected to symbolic violence through being denied respectability and
taste (Bourdieu, 2001; McRobbie, 2004; Skeggs, 1997). The focus on ‘sta-
tus, affluence and body image’ provides a space for wags to emerge as
figures of both aspiration and style whilst simultaneously being cate-
gorised as trying too hard, lacking style and morality – largely based
on their assumed class position (McRobbie, 2004:104). This paradox is
recognised by the wives:

All the press attention surrounding the Wags was unbelievable. The
Wags? I don’t even like that label and here I am using it . . . it
just seems to me like a sneery way of describing all the England
footballers’ wives and partners.

(McLoughlin, 2007a:7–8)

Although it is perhaps not a particularly nice label, the categorisation
of these women and the volume of ‘news’ it has generated has created
the press attention needed to enable Coleen McLoughlin in particular
to embark on her chosen career as well as providing a springboard for
others. Coleen even claims that ‘none of us asked for it’ (McLoughlin,
2007a:8) suggesting passivity with the media, but she fails to consider
that sustaining such attention requires effort and tenacity, particularly
in enduring the bad press – it becomes a full-time job. Initially Coleen
found that the tabloids were scathing of her dress sense and claims some
designers will not sell clothes to wags as they do not convey the right
image. However, once Vogue magazine invited her to do a photo-shoot
she became hailed as a style icon – she claims the editor’s rationale
was the

magazine’s reputation for featuring contemporary culture and that it
was their job to record what was going on in the world of glamour,
style and fashion. I was apparently, part of a new breed of girls – I was
still only eighteen years old at the time – whose style and shopping
habits were increasing the awareness of designer brands and chang-
ing the face of shopping. She went on to describe me as a fashion
phenomenon.

(McLoughlin, 2007a:90–1)

The media attention to her shopping and dress sense allowed Coleen
to be recognised as a ‘fashion phenomenon’ or as someone who could
influence what young girls wear. In her book Coleen sees herself as
style icon, yet as discussed above the Vogue interpretation was slightly
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different, with the editor Alexandra Shulman insinuating she was more
passive in the process:

She was a bit nervous about the clothes . . . She said she never would
have thought about buying what we put her in. But I believe she has
bought a couple of the pieces since the shoot . . . She clearly knows
about fashion and she is incredibly sweet and very pretty . . . The
idea to feature her came from an initial idea that we wanted to do
something on Footballers’ Wives to tie in with the television series.
It evolved into Coleen on her own because we were intrigued by
the fact that she had become so famous but had never been pho-
tographed by anybody apart from the paparazzi – and who does look
good in paparazzi photos?

(Shulman, 2005 Vogue [online])

It seems as if that they wanted to style Coleen so that her influence
would teach young women to dress ‘properly’.

As well as being denigrated on the basis of taste, wags are often marked
out as stupid or bimbos. Suzi Walker complains that the Cutting Edge
documentary made about footballers’ wives tried to label her as a typical
football bimbo, a label she links to having been a page three model
(in Webb, 1998:159,163). It is unclear here whether she sees the label
attached to her status as a wag or as a page three model but shows how
the wag is just one in a long line of labels used to classify women who
are deemed to be working class, immoral and unintelligent. This was a
stereotype pervasive even in the 1960s and 1970s when wives did not
have much public attention. Maureen Harvey explains she was happy to
be an anonymous wife and have nothing to do with the club. However,
she was prepared to stand up and be counted in reaction to the Daily
Mirror printing that Don Revie’s wife was intelligent unlike most players’
wives – she took exception to this and wrote to the paper which printed
her letter (in Tallentire, 2004).

A more recent press report, however, claims the government believes
wags are ‘inspirational’ as many of them have achieved at least five good
GCSEs setting an ‘excellent example to youngsters’ – some even have or
are studying for a degree. This is used as a word to the wise implying
that these women did have to work hard – they did not just marry a
footballer:

Despite their party-loving fashionista image, most took their studies
seriously, the LSC [Learning Skills Council] said, adding that at least
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nine of England’s highest-profile Wags gained five C grades in their
GCSEs, or better.1

They are quick to point out that those who succeeded without qualifica-
tions were lucky. This seems to be one of the first times that wags have
been perceived as a positive role model in the media or an acknowl-
edgement of the role model and thus influential status these women
now have. However by calling them wags, it uses a term that draws on
the discourses of lack – in terms of morality, taste and intelligence – so
this is only a tacit acknowledgement of their achievements as they are
still positioned as lacking through being named wags.

Not all the women in these books share the same background – not all
are working class despite the media implying they are a coherent group
sharing similar characteristics. Class is certainly an issue for many. Both
in terms of being a victim of class stereotyping and derogation and for
those who do this to others. In terms of denigration through class and
taste, Wayne Rooney and Coleen McLoughlin have experienced some
off the worst coverage in the media and Coleen’s reiteration of the neg-
ative press stories highlight how this has an impact on her and how she
believes others perceive her. She recounts stories and then refutes them
or gives the correct details to imply the newspapers are wrong:

In one newspaper they said I went down to dinner wearing a
Burberry-style dress, playing on all that chav rubbish. It was Missoni.

As Rooney is disgraced again, read the latest gloriously tacky episode
of designer-loving, comfort-eating, bank-emptying, Merc-driving,
jewellery-dripping, Wayne-forgiving . . . Queen Coleen. [referring to
her media title of ‘Queen of Chavs’]

(Daily Mail both in McLoughlin, 2007a:156)

Coleen and Wayne are offended both by the derogatory statements
made about them and being linked to chav culture. They clearly
understand that being marked out as a chav means being turned
into ‘abject, gauche, excessive tragi-comic figures’ (Tyler and Bennett,
2010:2). As well as selecting newspaper articles that produce depictions
of Coleen as a chav she also claims that the fictional TV series Footballers’
Wives has a lot to answer for and links it to press images:

Their stereotype of the footballer’s wife or girlfriend seems to be
all about bad taste, greed, Sunday newspaper kiss ‘n’ tell stories
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and controversy, as if our day-to-day lives are some kind of soap
opera.

(McLoughlin, 2007a:183)

Despite the criticism, unlike others she defends her working class back-
ground and continually claims she will not forget where she has come
from and recognises that they are lucky, though she notes that Wayne
has achieved his place through hard work. Tyler and Bennett (2010:1)
argue that certain celebrities are seen as ‘exploitative parvenus’ and this
is clearly seen through the discourses surrounding footballers’ wives as
gold-diggers. As discussed above, the footballer provides a means of class
transformation for many young women – the wannabe wags – but this
focus on the footballer and his money serves to mark out all footballers’
wives as gold-diggers and thus part of an immoral working class seeking
transformation.

Such discourses of gold-digging fail to account for the peculiarities of
life being married to a footballer. Ortiz (2006) argues that within sport
marriages, women are not usually employed and their husbands often
prefer this as her financial dependence provides him with more influ-
ence in the relationship. He argues that some women comply with this
as it is essential to keep the family functioning. However in reality, work
choices for these women are often restricted due to the transient nature
of a footballing career. In the wake of such accusations, wives are keen
to clarify that they knew their husbands before they were famous and
did not chase them down for their money. Some clearly do not wish to
comply with this power exercise as many have their own career and are
financially independent. Women such as Brigitte Arscott claim they are
determined to have a career despite the fact that many, including her
partner John, think she is mad. She says she has supported herself for
so long that she misses her independence (in Webb, 1998:142). These
working women may be of a different class to their husbands in terms
of career and education, but as a result of the media descriptions portray-
ing dependence on a husband, all wives continue to be critically judged
as working class and immoral for not participating in the economy and
being part of the undeserving rich.

Victoria and David Beckham appear to buck the stereotypes by both
being famous and having reasonably middle class backgrounds. In con-
trast to the other women who have class judgements made against
them, Victoria at times seems to compound critical working class
stereotypes of others despite acknowledging that the press criticise her
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and David for their lack of taste and education. Her media alter ego of
‘Posh’ is used as ironic but perhaps one she herself aspires to. Victoria
has always had a rough ride with the tabloids perhaps because they pre-
fer the ‘working class person made good’ story rather than ‘privilege’
succeeding (Beckham, 2002; Beckham and Watt, 2004).

Victoria explains her school was between two council estates, while
describing herself as a different background to other pupils. On meet-
ing a fellow pupil before starting high school she was asked if she was
‘bussing it’ – not knowing what this meant and having never been on a
bus before – it was clarified as a question about going to school by bus
to which she replied ‘ . . . no. I’m going in the Rolls Royce’ (Beckham,
2002:45–6). She claims she was the only pupil in the proper uniform as
no-one else could afford it, insisting she was a misfit who did not want
to be like the others – who looked like they had no mothers to look
after them. She goes on to state that the ‘rough element’ at the school
threatened her and her teachers had to walk her up the road to prevent
her from being beaten up (Beckham, 2002:45–8).

It is a paradox that someone writing a book criticising stereotypes
of herself then goes on to stereotype and denigrate the working class
and then football fans. This statement draws on negative discourses of
football fans and ‘Brits abroad’ and may be a form of recourse for the
treatment Victoria has suffered at their hands:

Or what about a nice line in Union Jack shorts with white socks,
sandals and a beer belly, like the fashion icons that filled the screens
in Marseilles when England played the first match against Tunisia on
15 June?

(Beckham, 2002:277)

Like other wives, Victoria notes the continuity in negative stereotypes
about working class women and perhaps playing to her alleged ‘posh’
persona attempts to distance herself from them:

I wasn’t actually born in Caxton Road, I was born in a hospital in
Harlow, but for years I tried to forget about that because Harlow is in
Essex. Spice Girl yes, Essex Girl, no.

(Beckham, 2002:31)

She sees her Spice Girl persona as a form of strength, as it involves
notions of girl power whereas the Essex girl is clearly a source of
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denigration. Suzi Walker also looks to rebut the link between Essex and
footballers, stating:

But huh, I came from Surrey and now I live in Hertfordshire so there’s
no hint of Essex!

(in Webb, 1998:164)

In this sense some of the women are helping to perpetuate the stereo-
types levelled against them in the media by conferring them on others.
Both footballers and their wives appear synonymous with Essex, chavs
and the working class in much of the media attention regardless of their
background. This demonstrates that the media and the wives themselves
draw on a long line of negative class stereotypes when discussing their
own lives and those of other footballing wives.

Conclusions

Looking at all the books together helps build up a historical account
of societal changes, changes in women’s attitudes and the nature of
celebrity. Many of the older wives appear to view contemporary football
and footballers’ wives in relation to the money earned and the amount
of press coverage they receive. They claim not to have received much
press attention in the 1960s – their husbands were more local or in
some cases national figures but certainly not general celebrities or global
icons. Angie and George Best provide a clear exception to this, high-
lighting that celebrity status was attainable but only for a few, unlike
now when it appears accessible to all. George was able to earn addi-
tional money from advertising and both of them received a lot of press
coverage from the late 1960s into the 1970s but this was far more lim-
ited than today. Angie states in her book that she liked it when George
moved to the USA as he was not recognised and when he returned to the
UK he had lost much of his celebrity status. By the 1980s, Suzi Barnes
recounts that footballers were already part of the celebrity scene but
this was not in the same way as they are now (in Webb, 1998:180).
David Beckham and Wayne Rooney exemplify a new global footballing
celebrity. In stark contrast to George Best being anonymous in the USA,
David Beckham arrived in Los Angeles to be greeted by the paparazzi.
The global nature of the contemporary media has enabled him and his
wife to turn themselves into global icons beyond their respective careers
of footballer and pop star and they continue to generate intrigue and
speculation.
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The auto/biography demonstrates the highs and lows of being married
to a footballer. The wives use their books to confirm and confer stereo-
types of other women such as the wannabe wags whilst simultaneously
attempting to dispel stereotypes and negative images about wives by
emphasising their work, both paid and emotional labour, as well as their
own identities. The life is represented as a fairy tale but this comes with
words of caution, as the wives explain to young women that life mar-
ried to a footballer is not all it seems. They also provide cautionary tales
about the ethics of the media and the invasion of privacy as well as
wannabe wags who will pursue footballers in pursuit of this fairy tale.

Although the role of a footballer’s wife has changed since the 1960s,
due to the impact of the celebrity media, there are themes that run
throughout these women’s lives including the tension between club and
family commitments. Certainly many of the wives felt lonely, bring-
ing up children on their own because football always came first. David
Beckham was perhaps the first to publically break this mould declaring
in his auto/biography that his decisions to move club have been based
around his family not just football and that his family are what matters
most in his life (Beckham and Watt, 2004). He is able to display this due
to his superstar success and his importance to clubs in terms of both
marketing and football; however, lower league players who have less
power often have to submit to the clubs wishes (see Roderick, 2006b).

This loneliness is tempered, for many observers, by the amount of
money and the luxury lifestyle of the contemporary wives. It seems that
the attempts at ‘realism’ such as in Shelley Webb, Becky Tallentire and
Angie Best’s books have failed to abate the desire of women to marry a
footballer. Certainly in Victoria and Coleen’s books the lifestyle seems
to outweigh the bad, with these two providing a self-help approach to
show how any girl can make it. Coleen goes as far as to provide pages
devoted to tips and lists for girls to follow and it seems that these will
perpetuate the wannabe wag.

The books clearly draw intertextually on contemporary discourses sur-
rounding footballers’ wives throughout the media. Certainly Coleen
who, more than the other wives discussed here, is subjected to the mate-
rial effects of being deemed a ‘wag’ devotes more space to discussing
her reactions to other media. She spends considerable time correcting
media stories and untruths, and even has a chapter entitled ‘We’re not
all called Chardonnay or Cristal’ drawing on the Footballers’ Wives tele-
vision series. She believes the series is responsible for generating much
of the prejudiced perceptions of real footballers’ wives. Coleen regards
the series as a blueprint for the newspaper coverage, akin to a real life



178 Media Representations of Footballers’ Wives

footballing soap opera, arguing that if there is no story then the press
will often just make it up.

It is possible to see in this chapter the impact of the media, both fact
and fiction, on the lives of these women. It also highlights the notion
of a fairy tale life with the footballer as the knight in shining armour.
Although representative of auto/biography these books had quite differ-
ent intentions and audiences. They represent a mediated version of the
‘reality’ of being a footballer’s wife.



7
Conclusions – What’s in a Name?

This book is a discussion of both continuity and social change in the
role of celebrities, wives and women in British society as represented
in various parts of the media. A seemingly innocuous acronym with
a denotative meaning of ‘wives and girlfriends’ has become a power-
ful signifier of femininity and class – one used both as an opportunity
by some women and a weapon of symbolic violence against them.
It follows Gill’s (2007) argument that the media provides an entangle-
ment of feminist and anti-feminist ideas which constitute a postfeminist
media culture. Discourses surrounding the footballer’s wife demonstrate
pre-, feminist and anti-feminist attitudes to the role of these women.
Their role is further complicated by the intersection of class and gen-
der. In particular, working class female celebrities have class judgements
made about them and their lifestyles throughout the media. This fixes
them as abject others and promotes debate about morality, social justice
and conspicuous consumption. The wives appear to represent a return
to an emphasis on traditional marriage patterns and dependence on a
husband. This return to the domestic is often held up to be one of the
choices of postfeminism but also perhaps reflects the patriarchal nature
of football (see Brunsdon, 2006; Hollows, 2006). The book exemplifies
how, on the surface, contemporary celebrity appears more democratic
and accessible to all but as the producers of the media remain an elite
group, certain figures are used to highlight transgressions to neo-liberal
principles of meritocracy, such as underserved wealth, or to middle class
ideas of femininity and morality. Consequently, they are derided for
their lack of cultural capital and taste and serve as a cautionary tale
to others (Negra and Holmes, 2008; Turner, 2006; Tyler and Bennett,
2009/2010).

The footballer’s wife has been able to capture the public’s imagina-
tion due to a range of social changes that have created the conditions
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for celebrity and football to become an essential part of news and
magazines’ repertoire. Football is Britain’s favourite sport and has long
monopolised media sports coverage. The globalised culture industry
has led to an increasing demand for celebrities and celebrity gossip
and the amount of media (satellite television, newspapers, magazines,
internet) that need filling has allowed the proliferation of celebrities.
They include not only those who represent traditional stardom, through
achievement or having a talent such as footballers, but also their wives
and their glamorous lifestyles, who have access to the right parties and
nightclubs and can provide gossip on some of the nation’s favourite
idols.

This book has examined the symbol of the wag and the discourses
that surround her in various types of media, which provide a range of
messages about the footballer’s wife but have also created a pervasive
and grotesque stereotype of a gold-digging, bimbo desperately clinging
on to a man for his money and her identity. The individual texts used
here disseminate strong messages but their real power is in their rela-
tion with other texts which serve to strengthen this stereotype. It is
this interplay of meanings that has created moral codes and represen-
tations of footballers’ wives which appear natural and true rather than
media-generated myths. Analysing a range of media helps to demon-
strate how a multi-faceted concept has been generated with differential
appeal to various audiences – newspaper and celebrity magazine readers,
chick lit and celebrity autobiography readers, television drama viewers
and footballers’ wives accounts of themselves. The wives can be viewed
as textual devices providing young women with a range of meanings
and morals. The newspapers, magazines and the television series have
all combined to depict a life similar to a fairy tale or soap opera. All three
portray a wealthy and glamorous lifestyle which when intertwined cre-
ates a representation that blurs fact and fiction. What differs between
these representations is the treatment of this wealth and glamour.

Such celebrity without talent is often depicted as fleeting. It is not
likely that people will idolise one particular footballer’s wife for a long
time, apart from anything else her husband’s career will eventually come
to an end, lessening his celebrity and thus her vicarious access to the
media and her ability to be seen in the right places may disappear. The
ephemerality of fame based on media coverage alone may mean the
wife has a short lifespan in the spotlight unless she has been able to
produce her own identity and career. The wag figure, however, appears
to be an enduring concept – beginning in 1997 with Victoria and David
Beckham becoming a couple, peaking during the 2006 World Cup and
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still appearing in the press to date. It seems that the footballer’s wife
or wag as an image has longevity regardless of the women who fall
under its umbrella. In contemporary Britain women are increasingly
portrayed as wives rather than by their own identity, as the term wag
becomes applied not only to those married to footballers but also other
sport stars, aristocrats and politicians. It demonstrates a return to a
more conservative view of women’s role, as one of wife, and encour-
ages discourses of marriage as a means of respectability and achieving
femininity. Unlike many celebrity star studies this book is not about a
specific star but an umbrella term representing a range of women with
the job title of wag conferring celebrity status rather than the person.

Lifestyle magazines, such as Hello! and OK!, depict the wives as akin to
aristocracy, displaying glamorous clothes, large houses and a fairy tale
lifestyle. This demonstration of a romantic and seemingly perfect life
has created a lifestyle that others aspire to. The coverage borders on the
sycophantic and in this case the wives can do no wrong. It has created a
fairy tale representation of these women which has led to a desire among
young girls to marry a footballer, not least for the glamorous wedding
itself.

This coverage emphasises the role of these women as the wives of
someone famous. The ‘wife of’ role has been portrayed as a career in the
newspapers and how young women see this as a more achievable goal
than working for their own career and identity – in the postfeminist
media gender equality is presumed to have been achieved and women
can now return to domesticity and dependence as a lifestyle choice.
A magazine like heat that seeks to show the ‘real’ lives of celebrities has a
much less sycophantic approach and provides a behind the scenes look
at celebrity thus normalising them to the audience. The fictional tele-
vision series Footballers’ Wives incorporates a range of representations
showing glamour, greed and grit. More importantly it includes actual
footballers and celebrities at parties and events in the show and por-
trays the characters using or worrying about magazines and newspapers
making it appear as real life. In this sense it helps to perpetuate the idea
that the lives of all footballers’ wives are like soap operas. It also con-
tributes to the stereotype of wags as grotesque and manipulating. Whilst
elsewhere in the media women’s return to middle class domesticity is
seen as chic and respectable, for these fictional women the return to the
domestic is seen as tasteless and desperate to retain an undeserved and
immoral lifestyle.

In a media world saturated with celebrities, being a provider of gos-
sip on these people has now become another way to gain fame. Wives
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are well positioned to provide gossip on both their husbands and the
closed world of football, as well as exposing what it is like in the world
of the celebrity. Their access to parties and nightclubs enables them to
obtain their own media attention and to provide information and gos-
sip on what this world is like in this sense their stories work like heat
magazine or reality TV to unpack the workings of the celebrity world.
This provides such women with a space to write auto/biography; for
some this is through magazine interviews and columns and for others
in the form of books. In emphasising their normality through being a
wife, their background and divulging the details of their private life,
footballers’ wives are able to identify with their audience whilst at the
same time the wealth they have access to and their material posses-
sions allow them to draw boundaries and differentiate themselves as
celebrities and extraordinary.

Coleen McLoughlin specifically exemplifies the world of aspirational
celebrity and how to work this to your advantage. She writes as if provid-
ing a self-help guide for those wanting to live like her and perpetuating
the fairy tale of becoming wealthy and a star overnight. Coleen writes
about both the mundane and extraordinary seemingly documenting her
life as she lives it rather than reflecting on a life lived. It is also possible
to see books such as hers as a form of celebrity endorsement – not just
for the products she endorses but for herself as a product. She has been
able to write her own magazine columns, has published (ghostwritten)
children’s books, produced her own perfume and a fitness DVD all of
which require her to develop and sustain a particular image which she
has done through writing about herself.

Contribution

This book contributes to work examining at a postfeminist media cul-
ture, a claim that the media simultaneously pays lip service to the
success of second wave feminism, making feminism appear unnec-
essary whilst representing dilemmas for women making certain life
choices and masking continuing inequalities. There appears to have
been a shift from the 1980s and early 1990s when women in the media
were portrayed as strong, independent individuals to an era where
women face choices and dilemmas. The wives appear to represent the
idea that, in postfeminist culture, marriage is important for achieved
femininity although for working class celebrity wives marriage often
means being represented as gold-diggers (Negra and Holmes, 2008). This
study supports new directions in celebrity research, which suggest that
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the postfeminist media selects certain groups of women and marks them
out for making poor choices – something exemplified by the treatment
of the wags (Fairclough, 2008; Negra and Holmes, 2008; Tyler, 2008).
The performance of femininity required to obtain a footballer is repre-
sented as over-the-top and wannabes are maligned as competitive and
desperate. The wives’ excessive wealth and consumption is depicted as
profane – they are the undeserving rich due to their dependence on
their husbands, lack of productive work and taste. This seems based
on jealousy on the part of the middle class journalists, and their pre-
sumed audiences, who seek to distance themselves from those they
view as working class despite their wealth as well as imposing a form of
social control by creating moral codes around the lives and behaviour
of young women.

The wag symbol firmly places these women as adjuncts to their hus-
bands. If they have their own career they are unsupportive and bad
wives but if they distract their husbands too much they are quickly
condemned. It represents dilemmas for women surrounding marriage
and personal fulfilment. The symbol presents dependence on a man
as aspirational rather than an independent career, although this is a
double-edged sword as women run the risk of accusations of gold-
digging rather than supporting their husband in a two-person career.
The media downplays these women’s personal achievements and high-
lights their relationships and the romance of a wedding and marriage.
The media gloss seems to imply that the wags have control over their
own lives whilst simultaneously acting as a form of social control
on their behaviour. This social control is in contrast to the treat-
ment of footballers who are rarely condemned for their misogynistic
treatment of women. Although some players have been criticised for
their behaviour in the media, they often obtain support for their per-
formances on the pitch and transgressions are easily forgotten. The
construction of the predatory wannabe wag has also worked to absolve
players of responsibility for some of their deviant sexual behaviour.

It is not only postfeminism that is important in the treatment of these
women but also class. Through analysing the treatment of the wag in
the media this work demonstrates that the UK is still riven with class
divisions which are played out through the media as it distinguishes
people through culturally based class stereotypes. This book supports
a cultural understanding of class in particular that the working classes
are now classified on the grounds of lack of taste and cultural capital
rather than a lack of economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Hayward and
Yar, 2006; Lawler, 2004; 2008b). The contemporary celebrity world, and
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in particular the footballing world, bring about contradictions and com-
plications to traditional markers of class such as wealth and occupation.
Football has traditionally been seen as a working class occupation but
with the increasing amounts of money in the game and the top players
being some of the wealthiest young people in the country, it is unlikely
that they can be identified as working class. Top footballers are high in
economic capital, but often low in educational capital, because in their
early years they concentrate on their football rather than academic qual-
ifications. In terms of socio-economic background, it is often presumed
that footballers are working class and this is often the source of the
denigration against these couples. This is perhaps because the working
classes should not include ladies of leisure and conspicuous consumers
and do not follow the cultural etiquette and tastes of the middle and
upper classes. As a result of their encroachment on a space reserved for
the middle and upper classes, these young, glamorous and working class
couples are disparaged on the basis of their lack of taste and lack of
productive work in an attempt to stifle their social mobility.

Football is, at times, portrayed as a hobby or privilege rather than
a job and therefore not worthy of the money paid to top level play-
ers which induces envy in others who then denigrate aspects of their
lives. The wives by association are even less deserving because they are
living off their husband’s earnings rather than engaging in productive
work. Footballers and their wives promote debates on social justice –
for some marrying a player is a way to obtain upward social mobility
whereas for others their wealth and status through marriage highlights
injustice. Although these couples highlight to some a democratisation of
celebrity and distribution of wealth, in a society that predicates itself on
meritocracy they provoke much outrage. The players represent a form
of meritocracy in terms of the skill required to reach the upper ech-
elons of football but this is not so for their wives. They are seen to
work hard on their aesthetic appearance but are viewed as having no
other talent and therefore are undeserving of their wealth and media
coverage. The working class status of this group seems to be based
on culture, taste and education rather than wealth and occupational
status.

For these reasons, the wives, like celebrity chavs, seem to invoke a
moral debate in some areas of the media about how young women
should live their lives (see Hayward and Yar, 2006; Tyler, 2008; Tyler
and Bennett, 2009/2010). As part of the celebrity underclass the wives
are often treated with contempt, but this causes concern that others
aspire to be like them. From a conservative position portraying young,
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glamorous women as adjuncts to their husbands and happy to sup-
port their career serves to reinforce a patriarchal tradition. However, the
wives fail to live up to domestic chic and subordination to their hus-
band’s career by being depicted in nightclubs and shopping rather than
in the home. This has led to a moralistic element to the coverage of
these women – again perhaps based on envy, as they often have more
glamour and money than those who write about them. Women are told
that money cannot buy love or taste. The wives are symbolically denied
social mobility because their nouveau riche spending patterns are seen
as distasteful and vulgar. At certain points the media has embraced these
women as if to use them to disseminate particular meanings to young
women. For example in Vogue’s use of Coleen McLoughlin, the editor
demonstrates her control over what Coleen wore in the photo-shoot
stating that these were clothes that she might not have picked herself
whilst simultaneously marking her out as someone whose style people
aspire to. It seems that by controlling what she wears they are attempt-
ing to increase their circulation figures and demonstrate to her fans what
they should wear in something akin to What Not to Wear on a massive
scale (see McRobbie, 2004).

Despite the media focus on wives appearing as adjuncts to their hus-
bands, many are quick to try and build up their own identity and create
jobs for themselves within the media. In this sense they perhaps rep-
resent a less conservative representation of women. In a postfeminist
fashion the women are defending their right to marriage and to define
these marriages how they choose. Although depicted as adjuncts, the
auto/biographies present women working hard to assert their own iden-
tity. Thompson’s (1999) research reveals how difficult it is for wives of
sport stars to have their own identity due to being overshadowed by
their partner’s talent and celebrity. This makes it difficult to strive to
achieve a sense of self rather than living in the shadow of someone
else. Even though the wives in the media are depicted as dependent
on their husbands by seeking some of the celebrity and limelight that
has been monopolised by their partners they are attempting to reclaim
themselves and achieve their own identity. Although the celebrity wives
depicted in the media appear keen to show off their lifestyle and wealth,
in the auto/biographies the wives emphasise the ordinariness of their
lives – rather than highlighting difference to the audience they want to
build a rapport and find points of identification. No doubt because they
want to distance themselves from the media wag figure or the wannabe
wag and the connotations associated with them. It also contradicts ideas
that to desire celebrity is normal.
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The term wag or footballer’s wife deploys both possibilities and repres-
sion. For some it seems to engender opportunity and a means of wealth
and mobility, particularly for those who seen to have limited access to
other means of gaining social mobility. For those who are married to
footballers, it can be what Gough Yates (2003) terms an ‘oppressive fem-
inine identity’. Although these women attempt to resist this identity,
it is often imposed upon them by others as soon as people find out
their partner’s occupation. It is one which they feel limits their iden-
tity to ‘wife of’ and a stereotypical range of traits rather than allowing
them an individual and unique identity. For some women they seem
to represent the failure of feminism partly because they are deemed to
encourage women to become dependent on a man and partly because
it encourages competition between women to obtain these husbands.
This focus on the individual works to prevent an organised movement
and obscures ongoing gender inequality.

Modleski (1979) describes how villainesses in soap operas are charac-
ters who viewers are allowed to hate. The villainess is someone who likes
to make things happen and take control of events and can turn tradi-
tional feminine weaknesses into sources of strength. In seeing the life of
a footballer’s wife as a soap opera they seem to be depicted akin to villai-
nesses. The audience experiences a love/hate relationship with the wives
based mainly on envy or class distinction. It seems that many find the
wives aspirational for their ability to make a career out of being a wife, to
be able to live a fairy tale life and create their own media career. Others,
however, vent their frustrations on women who they see as pre-feminist
throwbacks (Kervin, 2007). Instead of taking opportunities offered to
be successful in their own right and creating their own identity, these
women have chosen to focus on developing their femininity in order to
exploit wealthy men for their own ends. This is compounded by media
coverage that shows women competing with each other for these men –
in postfeminism this is seen as self-defeating if women are the enemy
there can be no coherent stance to continue to make improvements in
the struggle for female equality (see Dow, 1996; McRobbie, 2009). From
all sides there seems to be elements of schadenfreude when things go
wrong for these women – a moral side to the postmodern fairy tale.

Future directions

Further research into the role of wives, particularly those at the highest
level of the game, if access could be obtained, would help to provide
a more generalisable study on the work and life of football wives. The
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production of the wives through the media would be useful, in par-
ticular focusing on media publicists and agents, to help uncover the
workings and economic system behind the promotion of this group of
women – again this work may experience problems of access as high-
lighted in the methodology section. A study of the young women who
are seen to be susceptible to these images, those who are wannabe wags,
those who follow their style and fashion and those who do not, would
complement this work. This would be an insightful study on how young
women today view society and celebrity and the impact of these images
on their opinions as an alternative to media conjecture on the sub-
ject. As a recent phenomenon this study is clearly situated in the early
twenty-first century, but it would be important to analyse the repre-
sentation of footballers’ wives historically to look for continuation or
change. It will also be interesting to see how long the phenomenon
will last and how it will develop. The current credit crunch seems par-
ticularly pertinent to a study based on envy of financial wealth and
lifestyle – will the class envy and antagonism increase as others lose
money and jobs or will a wage cap on footballers’ earnings lead to a
restructuring of football in terms of aspiration and celebrification.

The footballer’s wife provides multiple points of identification and
misidentification for many women. A multi-media study such as this
has been able to demonstrate how various media have combined to
create a mythical generic celebrity called the wag. By using television
drama alongside the coverage of these women’s lives in various media,
a real life soap opera has emerged that has blurred fact and fiction and
provides a space for discussing the role of women as wives and as celebri-
ties. It also provokes discussions of class, wealth, identity and distinction
through taste and morals. Although there are many discourses present
in relation to these women the media has created an over-riding figure of
a wag which is used to mock and denigrate certain women and impose
on them an identity that they would not choose. By highlighting the
range of debates and images created around these women, this book
goes some way to redressing the balance by offering alternative views
on the lifestyles and images of these women.



Appendix A

Table A.1 Social grading used by National Readership Survey

Social grade Social Status Chief income earner’s
occupation

A Upper middle class Higher managerial,
administrative or professional

B Middle class Intermediate managerial,
administrative or professional

C1 Lower middle class Supervisory or clerical
and junior managerial,
administrative or professional

C2 Skilled working class Skilled manual workers

D Working class Semi and unskilled manual
workers

E Those at the lowest
levels of subsistence

Casual or lowest grade workers,
pensioners and others who
depend on the state for their
income

Source: National Readership Survey
http://www.nrs.co.uk/about_nrs/data_available/definitions_of_social_grade [accessed 14
May 2009].
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Appendix B

Interview topic guide

1. Introduction
• Introduce self and research
• Explain what the research will be used for – PhD/Book/ESRC funded-archive
• Confirmation OK to tape record
• Confirm whether can name participant/anonymity

2. Personal background
• Origins/childhood
• Family life
• Career
• Relationship with husband

◦ When/how met
◦ How long together

3. Husband’s career
• Background

◦ How became player/where
◦ Clubs
◦ Stage in career
◦ What do you see as next move
◦ What do you see as career after football

• Impact of husband’s career on family/your life

◦ Moved a lot
◦ If played outside UK – different experience?
◦ Tensions between club and family responsibility?
◦ Altered your personal career path?
◦ Friendship groups – do you socialise with other wives?

• Interest in football beyond partner’s career?

4. Life-style
• Could you explain a bit about your life-style

◦ Could you describe a typical day for you (yesterday)
◦ What would a typical week entail
◦ Does your life change much from the football season to the closed season?

192



Appendix B 193

5. Media
• How does being in the media impact on your husband’s/family’s life?

◦ Attention from football fans
◦ Female attention

• Do you view yourselves as celebrities/famous? (Local or national)
• Does the club provide media training for your husband/you?
• Do either of you employ an agent/publicist?

◦ If yes were you approached/at what point did you feel this was necessary?

• Could you tell me what you think of the media coverage of footballers’ wives
and girlfriends?

• How does the use of the term ‘wags’ in the press make you feel?
• Do you feel the media coverage affects what people think of you?

◦ How and why?

• Did you watch the ITV series Footballers’ Wives?

◦ Could you tell me what you thought about it?

6. Future
• What are your aspirations for the future?



Notes

1 Introduction

1. http://www.socceram.com/soccerettes/0,21655,13874,00.html, accessed on
16/03/07

3 Methodology

1. All newspaper statistics from http://www.nmauk.co.uk/nma/do/live/facts
AndFigures accessed 28 May 2008

2. http://www.nrs.co.uk/about_nrs/data_available/definitions_of_social_grade
accessed 14 May 2009

3. http://www.nrs.co.uk/top_line_readership accessed 22 July 2008
4. http://www.magforum.com/wom_week.htm accessed 28 May 2008
5. http://www.hellomagazine.com/marketing/hello_media/circulation_reader

ship.html accessed 28 May 2008
6. http://www.northernandshell.co.uk/media/okmag.php accessed 28 May
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7. http://www.hellomagazine.com/marketing/hello_media/circulation_reader

ship.html accessed 28 May 2008
8. http://www.baueradvertising.co.uk/magazines/portfolio.asp?ID=13 accessed

28 May 2008
9. http://www.hellomagazine.com/marketing/hello_media/circulation_reader

ship.html accessed 28 May 2008
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28 May 2008
11. See http://www.footballerswives.tv/, http://www.femalefirst.co.uk/foot

ballers_wives/

4 Wives in Print

1. The dates for the magazines are between 7th and 24th June due to publish-
ing dates. OK! magazine produced a double-issue dated 30th June which was
published on 16th June so falls within this period.

5 Fact or Fiction

1. http://www.footballerswives.tv/ accessed 25 March 2008
2. http://www.shed-media.com/company/comp_index.html accessed 25 March

2008
3. http://www.footballerswives.tv/characters/char_tt.html accessed 08April 2008
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4. http://www.footballerswives.tv/characters/char_hb.html accessed 08 April
2008

5. http://www.shed-media.com/programmes/prog_drama_fw.html accessed 25
March 2008

6 Auto/biographies – Telling Tales
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October 2007
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