CHAPTER 3

PEOPLE IN TRANSITIONS IN
WORLDS IN TRANSITION:
AMBIVALENCE IN THE
TRANSITION TO
WOMANHOOD DURING
WORLD WAR 1l
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Fam glad T have done this kind of war work, proud that 1 still heave the moral andd
physical energy to follow it and hope that out of this experience I shall have gai ned
a new wnderstanding of life, people and marriage.

—7Z¢lma Katin, 1944, in Hartley (1994, p. 258).

When adolescents face the transition from girlhood to womanhood or [rom
hoyhood to manhood, they are usually provided, by their socicties, with
ra'é_cepliable and workable models ol how to be a woman or how to be a man.
E_l}ese meanings structure the person’s evaluation of alternatives, their
choice of action and identity. But when societies undergo major ruptures,
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such as a state of war, or rapid economic or political change, the old Modelg
may no longer serve their purpose. Adolescents must become adulis, bug
the old rules no longer work, and ambivalence may be experienced, as ¢oy
licting models ol adulthood arise. World War II was one such rupture fy,
women and men in Europe. Women were called upon to leave home to jojy,
the worklorce. Separated from their families, working in the public realy,
socializing with other migrant young people, they were forced into a ney,
sitwation which did not fit with the old definitions of womanhoeod. In (}j
chapter, we present a case study ol the transition (0 womanhood of
one young woman living in Britain during World War I1. We conceptualize
alternative models of womanhood in terms of semiotic sets. We examine
how ambivalence about possible womanhood emerges in this young
woman's life, and her attempts to handle this ambivalence.

SEMIOTICS OF MIND

Thought can be described as a continuous flow of semiotic units. Though[
is possible, when a new experience is turned into, or attached to a sign, or
semiotic unit, within the mind. A semiotic unit is something which stands
[or some personal or collective experience (e.g., an event, a perception, an
action, an idea, and a representation, etc.). A personal memory is a mental
trace ol an experience, and is thus a minimal, private semiotic unit. Other
semiotic units are arranged in certain configurations and follow codes
which are mastered and understood by many. A sentence, or a painting in a
museun, is a semiotic construction, made out of many semiotic units,
which have been created by some people with some intention of communi-
caling or creating a certain experiences in others. One eflect of semiotic
units is that they enable people to distanciate from immediate embodied
experience ol an event (see Vygotsky & Luria, 1994).

Semiotic processes also [ollow habitual trajectories. There are pathways
ol ideas that we [ollow more olten than others, groups ol signs that we asso-
ciate together, or that we believe (o be “our identity.” Routine situations
mobilize these preferred patterns of related signs, leelings, and actions.
These patterns we will term “semiotic sets” (using the notion of “set” pro-
posed by Matte Blanco, 1975). A semiotic set can be made out of mecdliators
ol various degrees ol generality: {rom values or semantic hiclds (Abbey &
Valsiner, 2005) 1o concrete memories of experiences (Valsiner, 2007;
Werner & Kaplan, 1963; Zittoun, 2006). Sets encompass identity dimen-
sions, intentions [or action, and meanings related to typical situations.
They also include contents which morve or less casily enter consciousness.
The sct can be mobilized by an association to the immediate context or d
previous thought. For example, sitting on a bike usually mobilizes certain
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smatized actions, attention 1o 11*:ai"ﬁc signs, and a I'ce_ling of freedom.
when 4 reacher stands in Irz.n.n ol her classtoom, certain ways qf spc?ak-
~ knowledge contents, iln])llcu.valucs about lh.e nature O‘I the situation,
. mobilized (se€ @ lso Humle:(!e, 2005 for a similar notion of “identity
ue,” Gillespie, 2006, for the similar concept of “perspective”).
scieties OF subgroups of societies stabilize certain semiotic sets. These
ensually accepted forms of life, conduct or ideas. “Cultural models,”

1 as the consensual way of understanding and doing marriage in some
arts of the U.S.A. (Strauss & Quinn, 1997), ot “social representations,” for
ple the shared way ol understanding democracy in some subgroups of
-@}iduﬂg generation u['(‘lzcch citizens fM:u'kow%,.t’.{)Dfl). can !Jt‘.‘ seen as col-
cively stabilized semiotic sets. Collectively mqlnhzed semiotic sets are thus
of collective culture. A more personal set is part of personal culture. It
] .' come [rom one’s internalization of shared values, from one's first hand
rience, or [roma combination ol the two.

SEMIOTICS OF AMBIVALENCE

nagiven situation, it may be possible to mobilize more than one semiotic

Ambivalence, we propose, emerges when there is 4 simultaneous mobi-
wion of at least two partly overlapping semiotic sets. Our approach thus
Lrasts with those which localize ambivalence at the level ol the Coexist-
ence y{contradiciory leelings (Iavez-Boutonier, 1972/2004), or the coexisl-
ence of incompatible verbal categories (Bauman, 1991). Rather, we sce
ambivalence at the level of semiotic processes and the (ransactions between

:_|_rhc person and her world (see also Abbey & Valsiner, 2004).
Untamiliar situations can evoke several overlapping sets. For ambivalence
f_'r_,o oceur, the overlap between the semiotic sels must concern zones which
~might both he valid in relation (o a present or future event currently needing
meaning, value, or guidance. For a given person, the ambivalence is then
produced by a confrontation between incompatible semiotic mediators
belonging (o these sets as she is called upon to glve meaning to the situation,
Loact, or is (o be positioned socially in relation to this situation. [ncompalti-
Dbility may be due to semiotic and logical rules (something cannot be hoth
good and badl). Incompatibility may also be due o the social structure in
which (he person is embedded, which might privilege one semiolic sel.
Anthropological stucties have shown that groups develop techniques
'Iﬁf.\’hich permit the occupation of incompatible semiotic sets. Carnivals, for
_l_'Q%l'an(:c, create times and spaces [or experiencing alternative values, iden-
lies, meanings, and practices which are usually avoided in everyday lile.
_'l..hey do this undler strong cultural regulation, with clear limits, During car-
nivals, roles are often reversed. The prince, for example, might live like the
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poor, thus engaging in activities usually excluded from the semiotic set of
being a prince. After a fixed time, however, the person comes back g |y
previous social position and everyday life (see for example, Chuppaz‘_
Wirthner, 1995). Another domain for the cultivation of ambivalence is (e
“liminality” experienced by pilgrims upon leaving their host communjyy,
(Turner & Turner, 1978). Once out of the gaze of the host community tfye
pilgrim’s identity becomes fuid, and thus a change in the pilgrim’s sep;.
otic set, becomes possible.

But occupying a ditferent semiotic set is not always reversible. The expe-
rience of ambivalence may undo preexisting semiotic sets or transfory,
them. For example, as future parents “try out” first names for their child (g
come, they imagine what their child might become; doing so, they tmagine
themselves as parents and facilitate (heir own change (Zittoun, 2()()5)_
We thus suggest that ambivalence can generate playlulness—the “as-if»
exploration of new possible meanings, actions and identities (Josephs,
1998). As these processes occur in irreversible time, we suggest that playful-
ness can lead to the transformation of the person’s semiotic organization,
Yet such playfulness is not always possible. On the one hand, to engage in
playfulness, the person herself needs (o tolerate ambivalence. This i pos-
sible if one does not become anxious because of the lack of clarity of the
situation. Also, it supposes that the person does not have an urgent prob-
lem to solve. On the other hand, the social environment must also tolerate
people’s playfulness or inconsistent behavior or discourses as they explore
new possible identities, meaning and actions. For example, contemporary
societies tolerate adolescents” exploration and invention of their appear-
ance, preferred activities, and values, but are less tolerant of similar behay-
1or when acted out by people in their fortices.

In this chapter we will examine how one young woman, June, confront-
ing the unfamiliar and problematic situation of life on the home front in
Britain during World War 11, is led to a state of ambivalence by mobilizing
icompatible semiotic sets. We will focus on June’s romantic relationships
demonstrating how preexisting norms and semiolic sets proved unable (o
dleal with the changed circumstances. In the liminality created by the war
and geographical relocation out of the gaze ol her home community, June’s
relation to boyfriends and her representation of love become uncertain, We
examine how ambivalence emerges in June's experience, and how she
attempts to manage this ambivalence.

THE STUDY OF WAR DIARIES

In order to study ambivalence we have chosen (o use an idiographic case
study method—that is, to study one person al many poins in time. The indi-
vidual case study method is not used 1o generalize a finding to a population;
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{nstead i[. is aim'ctl at lesting l!let!l‘y ;:Lg':liusr I._he ()l)Jcc(ively |)e1‘¢19i\f;11)le messy
complexities ofareal case (.M:lclulf:]l, 1984). ll"hr: single ca.lsc.ug;.unsi.wh.u'.h we
"W%lﬁl to test our lhpunzanon ol l.ht: genesis and ‘S(:n.nofu' functioning of
iamb-iwile“‘-'e is provided hy. ayoung English woman’s cliaries, written during
World War I1. Our reason tor c'huosmg %hese t‘ll;tf'lcs is that ll?e}* enable us to
examine how ambivalence arises and is semiotically negotiated on a day-
py-dlay basis, over the course 0? several years, .
 The diary that we analyze is drawn from the Mass-Observation Archive
(§heridan, Street, & Bloome, 2000). Mass-Observation was established
Jn Britain in 1937 with the aim ol creating a “people’s anthropology™ 1o
redress the relative neglect ol the perspective of ordinary ]J{‘.(.Jl)[t“. in social
science (Bloome, Sheridan, & Street, 1993). Following public appeals by
the founders of Mass-Observation, several hundred ordinary people across
Britain volunteered to keep daily diaries about their lives and their com-
\-,fnunities and to respond to regular surveys. Mass-Observation has archived
theﬁe diaries and survey responses, making them available to interested
researchers. This offers the methodological advantage ol allowing other
researchers to have access to the primary data, and thus to challenge or
supplement our analysis (Gillespie, 2005). Any researcher can gain access
1o our primary data by contacting the Mass-Observation Archive and
pequesting diary 5324, Diarist 5324, who we have called "June” volun-
jeered to write a diary for Mass-Observation, beginning in 1939. An enthu-
 siastic contributor, she documented her experience of the war almost daily
‘until its end in 1945.

To study ambivalence as a semiotic process, we treat the diaries as the
“externalization of June's “stream of thought” (James, 1980). Scarching
‘within this stream of thought, we identilied June’s relations to boyfriends as
a specific source of ambivalence. The coding of the data focused upon
June’s more traditional conception of boylriends, her more liberal concep-
tion of boylriends, and the tension and ambivalence created by these two
often incompatible semiotic sets. The coding was carried out in parallel, by
different researchers, and the same themes and codes emerged'. In the fol-
lowing presentation of our analysis, we begin by outlining the various semi-
otic sets that June was mobilizing at the outset of the war, then we (race how
“these become unsuitable in the Lace ol new events, how this unsuitability is
overcome, and finally, how a new semiotic set emerges.

THREE SEMIOTIC SETS FOR WOMANHOOD

:E)ne of the most dramatic changes of the twenticth century was the transition
in women’s social position (Goldin, 1991). Women’s roles in the home, in
Q’Ol:k, and in love have been redefined. Tn the early twentieth century, the
MAjority of women were housewives. Today, the supremacy ol the semiotic
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set of the "housewife™ has collapsed (Gavron, 1983), and over two.th;
women are choosing careers outside the home. Historians and sociolg,
point to the importance of World War II in instigating this L'"‘msﬁn‘mati
(Goldstein, 2001; Joshi, Layard, & Owen, 1985). During Worl( War 1
women moved out of the home and into factories and offices. Thig ;.
ment often entailed geographical displacement, and thus interactiong 'W;i
new people. In this turbulent context, the traditional semiotic sets regulag
womanhood were shaken, and new ones were defined. According to oy aﬁa
ysis, June initially mobilizes three semiotic sets for conceptualizing wop,
hood, namely, “the decent woman,” “the old maid,” and “that sort of gip]

rdg

The Decent Woman

At the beginning ol the war, June is 18 years old. She lives i a small yjj.
lage with her mother and sister. Her father had died several years previouslys
and the three women have continued to run the family business-—a small
village garage and shop selling sweets and tobacco. June also has an impor';
tant role in running the home, spending several hours ol each day prepans
ing meals and running errands. Being hardworking and experienced in
handling the household constitute the semiotic set of the decent woman Pro-
moted by June’s mother. June and her sister enact this model l)ravely,_
though June does conless that she finds that life “rather dull” (13.09.1941).

June and her sister also have an active social life, going out for tea, play-
ing tennis and badminton, going (o the pictures and to dances. With the
young men, June enjoys dancing, Hirting, and being admired. Yet within
the semiotic set of the decent woman, the nature of such relationships is
tightly circumscribed. For example, June reports how she and her sister arc
taken to tea by two young men:

Mother liked them both and consented o us going with them out in the
cvening alter we shut the garage. We went to Hunstanton & walked along
the prom & clill about a mile. We tried to get some collee, but no-where in
Hunstanton is open for non-alcoholic drinks®. (06,04, 1940)

The young decent woman thus follows her mother’s authority in her choice

ol men, and goes out to places where non-alcoholic drinks are available.
The adult decent woman will appear (o be married and to have children.

The Old Maid

June is aware ol a second, contrasting model of womanhood, that of the
old maid, a woman who never marries. When one of her elder sister’s young
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lly marries another woman, June is cm:aged and writes:
ser] is now 26 & seems (o have wnsted many of h{;:r best years on
feel furious (...) If B is an old mmd: I shz!IJ biam.e it to wasting all
oingwith J” (13.04.1940). The fear of becoming an old maid—
icates specific modes of relating with men, as well as, possibly,
mcdvmess’ loneliness, lac}t of elegance—appears ‘repeal.ed!y in
liaries. The semiotic set of the old maid includes the idea of [ailure,
;s failure to get married and to have children. In her fears about
e ’ng an old maid, June is implicitly accepting the culturally embed-
superiority of married women, which belongs to the decent woman

¢ sel.

 eventud

That Sort of Girl

'I' e third semiotic set for womanhood that June mobilizes is that of
' sort of girl.” This semiotic set emerges in June’s diary following a call

the Ministry of Labour for the women of Britain (o join the workforce
home front (16.03.1941). June has to decide on a course of action.
uld like to join the war effort, yet feels she could not sign up for the
women'’s forces voluntarily, because she would risk appearing as “that sort
of girl,” which has “the stigma of man-chasing attached to it if one volun-
«d, & because usually the sort of girl that goes in is what I consider
Ler brainless” (16.03.1941). Thus the semiotic set of the decent woman
(who is clever, cautious in her relationships with men, takes care of her
onie, is well organized, hard working and clean), is incompatible with that
o) ('}fg'/?r/, who is “man chasing” and “brainless.” That June uses the criteria
itability for a (decent) woman” in her deliberations is clearly evident:
\e considers cooking, working as a teacher, and working in agriculture as a
girl, eventually doing the latter.

PRE-WAR SEMIOTIC SETS WITHIN WARTIME BRITAIN

é‘ﬁ‘ the beginning ol the war, June is at the end ol her adolescence. She 1s
entering the (ime of young adulthood during which she will have to dehne
stabilize values and choices for her life as an adult woman (Zittoun,
: '5)'- In a stable society, people are provided with collectively sanctioned
id supported transitions to adulthood. June is aware of three socially
) ledged forms of womanhood. The decent woman is positively valued.
= 'WCll-presented. clever, responsible, careful in her relationships with
takes care of the home, and on the way to marrying. The old maid, by
tue ol not marrying, is seen as having a pitiable life without fun. That sort
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of girl, by contrast, is too interested in fun, being casygoing, brainless, ang
nan-chasing. While aware ol these three semiolic sets, June does not have
to mobilize them simultancously, as she associates hersell only wily the
decent woman.

However, the advent of war brought great changes at all levels, ch;mginq
the opportunities and responsibilities ol both men and women. As men ;nfc
called to the front, women take up traditionally male roles. June’s lllmi]):’N
hired mechanic leaves the garage, and the sisters take on his work. Custon,.
ers respond to the news, saying “Well, there’s many a givl doing a man’s jo|,
these days™ (03.02.1941). Working as a mechanicwould have seemed strange
for a decent woman, but it is necessitated and acceptable due to the war, Simy.
Lrly, with the Ministry of Labour’s call for women workers, it becomes cony.
monplace [or women to leave home and take up work in distant parts of the
country. June enjoys the sense ol adventure of her departure from home (¢
become a gardener in 1941, Like many British women, she embarks on g
new set of experiences for which society has barely prepared her.

AMBIVALENCE, PLAYFULNESS, AND
CIRCUMVENTION STRATEGIES

June leaves home to work in the fields as a “land girl”. In an unfamiliar
situation of living away [rom home, with other young people, working
outside every day and socializing with soldiers, June mobilizes her existing
models of womanhood (0 make sense of her situation. However, these
prove contradictory and insutficient [or her experience and cause ambiva-
lence.

During her lirst apprenticeship, June moves [rom sheer enthustasm lor
the “delightful” garden to becoming a [ully skilled and knowledgeable gar-
dener, using hooks, and tectures (o reinforce her expertise. She now calls
herself a “land girl” and socializes with her new friends, going oul (o
dances, where she enjoys the soldiers” attentions.

Insustsay itis prety great being a land givl here. Everyone treats us as hero-
ines especially the soldiers. Nothing hut admiration is Torthcoming from
them & the villagers (L), A dances ' & Tare immenscely popular & Tam sure
it is because of onr work as words of admiration about it come from all our
partiers. (1t certainly is not owr looks as [now weigh 10 stone &1 does 100.)
(29.10.194 1)

“Enjoying being admired by men” is an action associated move with that sot
of girl than with the decent woman. Indeed, June experiences a signilicant con-
tradiction benween her experiences ol enjoying her lighthearted relations
with men, and the moral expectations of the decent woman. In April 1940, she
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escribf—"] relusing an invitation to go for a walk with a man, based on
Ecinles (@) [ don’t go forwalks with anyone unless | knew then well &
l.i,lulm he was married & too old (over 35)" (20.04.1940). But these
1 ?Tesgpmvc impmcfical during wartime. In June 1941, she meets a
aming soldien andl writes:

1 or is i Onomy way cycling back from S 1 picked up with a

an awlul thin
with me o . He seemed so nice, a French Canadian, &

4 who rode :
¢ to meet him tonight. (16.06.1941)

NOW
ade a da

She nieets him again the next day:

W also alnmost in love! Oris it in love with love? Ye Gods, what fools men do
'ﬁkc"ﬂf themsclves! 1 wcfu.‘mu with my !*'11{:1c|l Canaclian snlfliﬂ' ug;{in
pight. He is sweet. What it is to be young & foolishl Tt certainly is good for
Jorale i wartime to be miacle love tol Tam not quite sure il Tam happy about
1ot [eis pleasant. 1 is fun, He is nice & a gentle-man, Twould not go owt
with i il 1 diel not feel sale & trust hine He is lonely & so am 1. We are
Qm'l‘mm home & liends, How silly life is! (...) 1 blame the war for this!
17.06. 194 1)

June engages in complex dialogues with herself. She questions the
re of her enthusiasm: is she in love, or in “love with love?” 'To be “in
ewith love” may be associated with the foolish “that sort of girl” semiotic
. while a decent woman would experience genuine love. Not knowing how
categorize her feelings, June simultancously mobilizes two semiotic sets.
© marks her ambivalence through her rhetorical question: “an awful

or is it?” Her previous rule of not meeting with men she does not
w has been broken, and internalized voices ol the decent woman might

pleasant, fun, gentleman, and nice), and she and he are similar (loneli-
and isolation), which reduce the “unknown.” The second strategy (o
‘umvent the rule is o use the exceptional state of war to invalidate the
“I blame the war.” The war gives love alfairs new meaning: maintain-
g morale, which is clearly a good thing. June canadd a clausce to the set of
decent woman: that this is fine il it is for war reasons. Alter this reason-
June decides 1o continue the adventure, and accepts a meeting with
man. But her new semiotic mediators are not powerlul enough (o with-
Stand disappointment: .

i

Fam [arions, Farious with mysell (or being such a damn silly fool. He never
e - . i
Lrned ap tonight, OF course there may be a reason but T expeat not. 1 have
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vowed & declared T will not make dates with soldiers cte. T don’t know. ()
Lwas ten minutes late then, but always am on principle. 1eel surve he nevey
came. (...) Tmight have known from past experience a man that pretends he
has falled violently in love is a damn liar Alter all Tam not 16 now. | shoul|
have known. T did know m fact. When T was under 18 T used o belieye
theme They all go the same way. T declare Twon't give them a chance again,
but get o know them Grst. 'The trouble is T liked him so much. Never againt
(Thursday 19.06.1941)

Perhaps she reacts so strongly because the semiotic set of the decent wonan,
who would be sensible enough not to (rust an unknown man, was never (yy
away, and now seems (o have been proven right. She does not have a robysg,
new semiotic set to cover this eventuality, and feels foolish for abandoning
the model of decent womanhood. Yet the rage soon disappears, as the man
comes (o call on her, repentant:

I had to forgtve him. T can’chelp it Pmsure Tam being balmy [sic] going out
with a soldicr who T only know about from what he has told me. But I'like him
so much & cannot resist his company & (vicndship while he wants o have
mine. (...) Fwish I knew it he means all he says & all he wells me is the teuth. 1q
is so difficult. [ give him the benefit of the doubt. Iblame the war all the same!
My lamily would think T was crackers. T shan’c tell them yet. T will Tet time
decide. By that only can I tell his true charvacter. T can’c help hoping time will
show a favorable decision on the matter. (25.06.194 1)

Now, love—or attraction—challenges the boundaries ol the decent woman
semiolic sel. Perhaps a decent woman can go out with a soldier, il he proves
to have good character in the long run. Yet June is sull trying to judge
the young man according to its earlier principles (being truthful, having

& ¢ car ' §
the right sort of character). She is still a woman as defined by her commu-
nity, and the shadow of these absent others is present in her actions (“my

family would think...” and she “wouldn’t have dreamt of doing this sort of

thing at home” (27.06.1941)). Again, it is the exceptional status ol war that
allows for a circumvention of the traditional rules. Belore long, this
Canadian soldier disappears {rom June’s diaries, and she continues 10
have love affairs with new and interesting young men. She continues o
express ambivalence in the conllict between the judgmental point of view
which she thinks her home community would have, and her experience.
But, with increasing time away [rom home, she begins to reject the critical
point of view on her relationships, and (o have confidence in her ability
to define her own standards for deciding who to meet “What will my people
say and think. I don’t care what anyone says or thinks. T only know we
are ‘nuts’” about each other” (18.01.1942). Her actions have become very
dilferent from those of the decent woman into which she was socialized
at home.
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pivalence; the End of Playfulness and the Emergence
ﬂhe independent Woman
of t

som the summer of 1944, June and h(?l: co-workers begin to expect the end
(“everyone seems (o think the \\:"ﬂl‘wﬂi soon be over now” ( lE}.Q‘?.IE}iH)).

A with the end of war—the end of l.he. state of cxcc];t‘mn—l.ht‘ circumven-
| rategies threaten 1o (tn]Ia]',:use: Itis nn.lmlgcr possible to play with and
':.1]313 hetween different semiotic sets without consequence. Rather, the
et of @ return 1o pezu:e!.imt: forces June and her fellow workers to con-
(heir present and possible futures and to act. “We, on the stalT, ha'\»'(r had

< 2 lot of discussions on our post-war plans.” (08.09.1944). Bu Lt here is great

"'-i;ﬁa'lm}’: “we all seem unsettled as we do not know wh.zu lell become ol
nd our jobs in the future” (30.04.1945). Nevertheless, it is clear to June
{ a decision must be macle. June's postwar w()rl't‘l will no longer olerate
z’pﬁlay‘ful ambivalence, and she must decide what kind of woman to become.

I
The Impossibility of Return to the Past
I

ssentially, we suggest that such a return to past semiotic sets is impossi-

because people live in irreversible time. People can never come back to

ere they were before an extended playing time, during which they

ged in new actions, elaborated new meanings, and new identities.

ese new experiences deeply change the person, her position in the
world, her knowledge, and her abilities to deal with others, the world and
herself. Accordingly, June progressively defines new semiotic sets, which
more or less supported by collective definitions.

Concretely, June, as well as the women she works with, begin to consider
lie possibility of losing their jobs as the men return to take their positions
and as their effort will no longer be required in peacetime. They risk losing
their independence and income. Thinking about returning home, June
writes: “T have grown away [rom & have no real desive (o go back to Norfolk
for good when the time comes. 1 used to think there would never he any

here else like it, but now [ don’t feel the same” (10.02.1944). Return to a
pre-war life is not desirable for June, as her definitions of womanhood have
eXpanded. Her choice is no longer simply between the semiotic sets availa-
dle to her before the war,

I

ar

The Personal Semiotic Set of the Independent Woman
J
Towards the end of the war, there slowly emerges in June a new model of

h self b A 5
self as an ndependent woman. It develops through her relationship
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with men and her new experiences ol work, as the end of the war SUPPresse
the curvent circumvention strategies.

Fivst, towards the end of the war, relationships to men have taken g Neyw
form, that of “wife pinchers,” the way in which the girls in the hostel Wheye
June works are happy to pinch the place of husbands’ wives. The exceps
tional situation of war means that these actions can be seen as l.cmpurag»),
and not particularly significant. In this liminal time and space, social Normg
are turned upside down yet collectively sanctioned: “no one seems to min
(31.03.1945). The assumption is still that the old model of womanhood wi)]
return when the exceptional situation of war ends. Yet through this experj.
ence, wonien also experience a new form of responsible lightness whic,
belongs neither to the decent woman nor (o that sort of girl.

Second, June has experienced being a worker, and that this is the collec.
tively shared experience of women war workers. As a land girl, June
becomes a skilled worker, reading theoretical texts about farming, wril.ing
technically about her work, and being delined as a gardener even outside
her workplace. Wearing a uniform, with a body macle strong and heavy by
years ol outdoor work, June has been transformed. As a group, land girls
are practical and skilled. They are proud of their work, their contribution
to the war effort, and their specific womanhood. They are also organized
and claim their workers rights (working hours, wages, etc.). For the last
2 years ol war, June stops working as a land girl and becomes a shop assist-
anl and receptionist in her workers’ hostel (17.12.1943). Yet she retains
some ol the qualities of the land girls. She is still skilled, autonomous,
reflective, and politically aware. She is not shy, she engages in a theatre
show and public singing and dancing. Slowly there emerges a new model of
hersellas an independent woman, whose work and hostel “has more attrac-
tion for [her] than [her] home” (10.09.1943). She writes with satislaction of
a confident challenge to her boss:

Today was outstanding by me having hall an hours heart 1o heart chat with
the boss, 10 which I eame out top. Yesterday an incident occurved in which we
asked Tor his support. In a weak moment he sided with the resident in ques-
tion, going back on the rule he had only made three weeks ago. Temade us all
furtous, so I macde it my business to attack him in his oflice & tell hin what
[ thought ol him on the subject. He was marvelous about it & admiteed his
tault & alter some home truths we parted good friends. (O1.12.1944)

As an independent person she is also “sent into town with a factory car to
do shopping, elc., for the firm [...] 1 quite fancied myself as the factory cars
have MT.C. drivers & though I have been several times with the higher
stalf in my ofl-duty time, I have not been officially for the [ink smudged]
firm” (18.07.1944). This authority as woman worker is for June collective,
and collectively acknowledged by men, whether as a land girl (in the media,
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and markets), or as a hostel worker (“I'd no idea the men so

:;:'d us and thought so much of our character,” (27.03.1945)). All
3 iributes, (aken together, constitute a new semio.tlr: set of woman-
_h'ich cort‘es'pontls to none of the pre-war sets avalllable to June. We
is semiotic sct that of the “independent woman.” The semiotic set of
dependent womar, positively connoted, combines sell-conlidence, and
ven authority and responsibility, It is not aligned with a specific profes-
"Rathel' it designates personal qualities, such as independence of
;1 and thinking, personal authority, and equality of teatment with
;‘["hf'— semiotic set of the independent woman might also extend into
) ﬁ-ﬁdes of openly relating with men.

A GOOD MAN FOR A “DECENT WOMAN,"” OR AN
“INDEPENDENT WOMAN?"

\war comes (o an end, June experiences a major ambivalence. She
choose her future path, but mobilizes two incompatible semiotic sets
iding it: that of the decent woman, who eventually gets married, raises
ily, and renounces work, and the newly constructed semiotic set of the
dependent wonan.

1ce February 1943, June has been dating D, and comes 1o leel “this
“be a more lasting love” in contrast with the “call love” ol her earlier
ivs, and that D might make a suitable life partner (10.02.1944). June’s
onship with D seems to re-present some of the features of her home
fe and her pre-war visions of being a decent woman. D and she share some
; values; they discuss marriage and a family; June is introduced to D's
y. The relationship is regular and seems to bring some rave stability
and comfort to June’s wartime life.

I somctimes feel that T want to get away to somewhere where life is more
seacelul & domestic with someone I love. These weekends with D make me
ke the restlessness most. Would Tife with one person mean absolute con-
wness il that person was one who loved you truly & you could love & be
happy with? (01.04.1944)

' vrelationship with D is very good—Dbut as the last question suggesis—is
the decent woman’s life, defined in pre-war terms, really what June now wants
Yostwar world? On the one hand, June loves D and “would marry him
: c.oul(l keep me which is what Twant” (22.04.45). Yet on the other hand,
e 1S a woman with new aspirations: “1 am no one to think there is only
e man (o make me happy. I would rather stay single than marry anyone,
Ut there are as good fish in the sea as come out” (22.04.1945). Though
June loves D, she does not want to leave the hostel, saying “I am more in
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love with mysell & my own comlort (o want 1o loose my independey,
(292.04.1045).

A crisis erupts as June is forced to orient to the huure and choose Ol
conerete line ol action: whether to marry D or not. In April 1945, June and
D have a serious discussion about marriage. D would like her to marry Ry,
and move to Devon, where he lives. But for June, in making this decisjoy
the semiotic sets she now has at her disposal—the decent woman and lht;-
independent woman—are mutually exclusive. June feels strong uncertaingy
and ambivalence, and sulfers from it:

cer

Fhis Tast month I have not knowi what o do o deeicde my luture, Tam con-
stantly changing my mind. Some days [ want (o marry D as soon as he can
allord 1, the next T think he is not the right one for me. Then comes the
uncertainty of i Treject hin shall 1ever replace him by anyone as teae. Then
Ithink single life is all Dwant, the next day I feel crazy lor love & sex. Some-
times Tdecide o leave here & go (o Devon to him as he wishes, then Twant 1o
stay here Then Twant to go home. (...) Lately my nerves have been very bal
and il they do notimprove after B goes invend 1o see the doctor, The shehi-
est thing makes me jump Lately. 1 leel a bundle of nerves. (26.05.1 G45)

Marrying D or not, choosing one or the other semiotic set, will have impor-
tant consequences upon June's future life. June is at a crossroads. Lveniy-
ally, she decides not (o marry D and (o preserve her independence as a
worker. It is impossible 10 say for certain what brought her (o (his actual
decision, However, June does quote her sister as saying: “il'you don’t know
il you want o marry a man or not it must be you haven’t got the right man”
(29.05.1945). "This sentence scems to have helped June o take some dis-
tance (o the situation and 1o rediscover something she had written a couple
ol months earlier: “Lam not in love enough [sic] 1o want (o settle down”
(10.02.1945). "This is also consonant with some ol her carlier reflections
about the natve of “real love,” or “love Tor love,” or “passionate love,” or
relationships with “suitable™ men. Il this is so, then we might mfer that
June has a new semiotic principle, namely, the idea that a woman should
settle down only il she is really in love, This romantic conception of love
and marriage is not the one included in the classical decent woman
(who could learn to accommodate with a “suitable,” good enough, respon-
sible, and stable mun). The idea that love is based on passion and deep
mstinctive [eelings was developed in the cighteenth and nincteenth cen-
(ury by the Romantics (Gergen, 1991, Thus we are dealing here with an
ccho ol the deeply historical nature of all semiotic sets (Gillespie, 20006).
That June should remobilize these ideas shows the cultural embeddedness
ol her semantic sets, while also revealing the bricolage nature ol these sets,
as they are constructed and reconstructed out ol available cultural clements
inorder o suil present concerns.
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5 that June has now included in her experience ol wom-
ing an active and ])ml’cssionul worker, having some
acknowledgment of it, and marrying for love. Such
hing the boundaries of the decent woman too far. Yet as
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35 OVE, the previous t'n'cmu\'cnlmn‘slmlc'glcs are out ol date.
’I‘ ly, we suggest, under the pressure for action June composes a
ioll'.ic sel, thal ol the -.jfmh'.pm:.rfm[ wonan. I this i 50, then | une is
iiﬂg with a new ambivalence, that of the ()\"C];]El].)l)lllg sels ().I the
'a;.'Hf!-'“- and the independent wonan. lnflcc(l, the diarvies tell us.nc-llhcr
: ' Junc orients, nor whether the independent woman SeMIONC sel

¥ e " — N NRT . e b, v
he viable m June’s postwar socicty, be this in he home community

-

ger new life environment.

ELEMENTS FOR A SEMIOTIC THEORY OF THE GENESIS
OF AMBIVALENCE

alence, we have suggested, emerges when more than one semiotic
mobilized in relation (o a single event, While semiotic sets are nor-
v self-consistent and effective in their context, when conditions change,
people find themselves in unfamiliar environments, facing unlamiliar
ences, contradictory semiotic sets present themselves as possible
“I]jlfelatitms. We consider ambivalence as the experience of troubling
tic saturation in relation to an event. In addition, we suggest that the
Leontext is deeply implicated not only in the emergence ol ambivalence,
Iso in enabling or constraining the possibilities for the handling ol
sivalence. We can now sum up how we have seen ambivalence emerge

| how it is managed.

nergence of Ambivalence

~ Ambivalence can slowly emerge from a person’s participation in a new
line ol action, leading o new experiences, and encounters with unfamiliar
ers, These experiences then Tead the person 1o new sell-dehnitions,
standings, norms, actions, and possible futures. June’s social world
y Many casy opportunities for romance with the attractive soldiers.
1er existing semiotic sets do not allow for such liaisons to be engaged
)" a good young woman. Initally she laces ambivalence relating to con-
lictions arising [rom participating in (wo semiotic sets constructed while
> had heen embedded in her home community—the decent woman and
Al hat sort of girl. Later, her ambivalence stems [rom contradictions arising
I)g‘-l‘.\\'e(fn apreexisting semiotic set, the decent woman, and a new semiotic
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set constructed on the basis ol her wartime experiences, taking up g,
positions in new communities, the independent woman. In cither case, hy,
ever, the ambivalence arises not through an absence of meaning, buy
through a saturation of meaning. :

While we have examined ambivalence at the level of the person, .
have seen that the stimulus to a feeling of ambivalence comes not Sillll)ly'
[rom a logical contradiction between semiotic sets, but also [rom a per
son’s social context. Changes in the social context (a state of way
new work, new roles, or new communities) trigger a saturation ol mean.
ing, via the mobilization of more than one possible (appropriate) sewi-
otic set. Alternatively, the stimulus to ambivalence 1s a social worl(
producing experiences which are incongruent with existing semiotic
sets, and simultaneously (urnishing opportunities, cultural elements,
and networks of social relations which can lead to the emergence ol new
seMmiotic sets.

Handling of Ambivalence

We have seen June dealing with two major crises due to her experience
ol ambivalence. Such ambivalence may call for active meaning-making (o
achieve resolution of the feeling of ambivalence (Abbey & Valsiner, 2004).
But do June’s actions always reduce her ambivalencer In her conduct, we
can identify two ways of handling ambivalence, both ol which, are, again,
guided by the social context.

Playfulness

June's first experiences of ambivalence are taking place in a time and
space June understands to be a “state of exception.” Because of the wan
she is brought to live in new social spheres. Living in a new community, in
other social groups, she has to learn a trade and new forms of social inter-
action. Through her practice, her body changes and she gets a new form
ol social recognition, defined by her belonging to a new group. Her iden-
tity is thus transformed by these personal changes, the gaze of others,
and the collective experience. In the new situation, June faces events
which trigger two contrasting available semiotic sets: that of the decent
woman and that of that sort of girl. June then uses the collective definition
ol war as “a state of exception” as a circumvention strategy, which enables
the coexistence of the sets, or the extension of boundaries of the decent
woman semiotic set. Indeed, any action incompatible with a semiolic set s
justified “due to the war.” Accordingly, June can preserve her positive sell
image, while engaging in action and experiences impossible for her in

pre-war situation.
'
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r with June, seems to consensually agree with

b societys togethe : ) : . :
; tate ol exception, during which actions nor-

war creates a s
ible (women doing men's jobs, or the “wile-pinching”) are
the ﬂipsitic to this is an implicit understanding that once
abandoned—war is over——socicty should return
war can be seen as a large carnival, or a period ol

pil hat
jmposs
Yet HP3)
'.efcxccplmn 15
1. In that sense, : 1 rg . ' |
ity. As such, it is experienced as “out of time, ;11.1(1 especially, with
. Killing can hecome acceptable, and otherwise (lcccrn{ women
ome w{_'/.lr-p.r'ncfmr:\‘ and “we all just blame the wa. & '.l‘lhus 1(.)1‘ June,
Var [1 opens a vast playground, wheve alternative life options can
out. Yet play[hlncss C?En [unction 'LIS zl.ﬁcl(l ol cx])(tm.ncnl;‘1li()n
,.Pegple who engage in it have (he 111115}()11 lhul' lhcy will recover

tial posilim!s and goods, that expermmentation s temporary,
«l, and that it has no lasting consequences lor the future. New
tions within existing semiotic sets are made, the boundaries are
to account for exceptional circumstances, semiotic sets other-
radicting can coexist, but these modifications are not intended

ergence of newness
war workers' semiotic adaptations, by leading (hem (o new actions
interpretations, are not simply reversible. With the end of the carnival,

sns become located in time again, and oriented towards the future. The
roaching end of the war and the expected return to normal life (riggers
's second ambivalence. She can no longer play, or entertain possible
ives, but will have to choose a path for hersell. She finds that she
has undergone real transformations: she has new skills, and a new inde-
pellﬁlenl identity. These elements do not belong to the pre-war sets. Actu-
ally, they now constitute a newly created semiotic set, that of the independent
AN,
~The sedimentation of this emerging semiotic set in June’s life can be
leseribed as a {four step process. First, new experiences destabilize pre-
eXISLING scls, while opening ficlds for exploring the new semiotics ol
womanhood. Sccond, the new experiences are collectively shared and
owledged; emerging semiotic sets, such as land gol or “wife-pincher”
var hostel, are experienced as conlerring belongingness. This col-
¢ experience both lays the ground work, and, crucially, legitimizes
s exploration of new understandings of womanhood. Third, and
stimportantly, the process is catalyzed by the necessity for action.
adly, this necessity is brought by the looming end to war and o
C .l'ﬂl.c of exception; specilically, in June’s case, this (ranslates mto
decision about whether or not 1o marry D. And fourth, this very
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her to define her [uture line of action while acknowledging her recey,
experiences.

THE SOCIAL FIELDS OF SEMIOTIC SETS

Beyond understanding ambivalence as the drive for meaning-making aris.
ing [rom a conflict in the logic between two semiotic sets, our analysis hag
highlighted the central role of social context in both the genesis and han-
dling ol ambivalence.

We have argued for the centrality of context in the genesis ol ambiva.
lence in two ways. Lirst, the social context can (rigger a saturation of mean-
ing, via the mobilization of more than one possible semiotic set. This cre-
ates ambivalence—the possibility of being guided by either of two (or more)
incompatible semiotic sets. Sccond, the semiotic context can then factlitate
the emergence ol a new semiotic set, which is incongruent with a preexist-
ing, but persistently active semiolic set. Again this creates ambivalence—
the possibility of being guided by either of two incompatible semiotic sets.
In addition, our analysis of June's case illustrates the centrality of the social
context in structuring or constraining the possible handling of ambiva-
lence. In June’s first experience of ambivalence, the liminality engendered
by the unique social context of wartime allows for playlulness, and June can
oscillate between alternatives with no demand to resolve the ambivalence.
This social context [urnishes a circumvention strategy that supports non-
resolution of ambivalence (it is “due to the war”). In the second of June's
experiences of ambivalence, it is again the social context—in this case the
prospect of a return to peacetime, and perhaps a return to her home com-
munity or marriage—that triggers the need for a ditferent type of response.
With the end of war, war-specific circumvention strategies become out ol
date. However, June’s experiences cannot be absorbed by the pre-war senu-
otic set, and new semiotic sets must emerge. History shows that major
changes in womanhood have been maintained after the war, thus suggest-
ing that the postwar society has acknowledged these new semiotic sets and
enabled them to stabilize. Yet stabilization does not lead to the resolution of
all ambivalences, for every person who has access (o more than one semi-
otic set is open to the experience of ambivalence should these sets become
active al the same time.

NOTES

. We thank Ben Lyler for his contribution to this process of concurrent coding.

2. We have not corrected spelling or grammatical errors m the diaries,
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