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ABSTRACT

Hipsters are considered as one of the most relevant American
subcultures at present. However, the term hipster is
notoriously difficult to define and has not received sufficient
academic attention, especially when referring to women. Thus,
one of the main objectives of this interdisciplinary study is to
reverse this situation by bringing to light information and
bibliography about this prominent cultural phenomenon in
the US context. To prove its importance, this theoretical
aspect will be complemented by its practical implementation,
as this essay includes the evaluation of the representation of
the hipster in one of the main cultural products which have
reflected it, television and, more concretely, in Lena Dunham’s
TV series, Girls. This analysis responds to the aim of
discerning if Girls’s alleged hipsterism can be considered
authentic and of elucidating the reasons that may have led
Dunham to this choice for the creation of her characters and,
also, for her self-branding.

RESUMEN

Los hipsters son la subcultura norteamericana mas relevante
de nuestros dias. Sin embargo, el término hipster es muy
dificil de definir y no ha recibido suficiente atencién
académica, especialmente en relacién a las mujeres. De ahi
que uno de los principales objetivos de este este estudio
multidisciplinar sea revertir esta situaciéon sacando a la luz
informacién y bibliografia sobre este prominente fenémeno
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cultural en el contexto estadounidense. Para demostrar su
importancia, este aspecto tedérico se complementara con su
implementacion practica, ya que este ensayo incluye la
evaluacion de la subcultura hipster en uno de los productos
culturales que lo ha reflejado, la television y, mas
concretamente, la serie de Lena Dunham, Girls. Este analisis
responde al propédsito de discernir si el supuesto hipsterismo
de Girls se puede considerar auténtico y el de dilucidar las
razones que han podido llevar a Dunham a elegirlo para la
creacion de sus personajes e incluso para la de su propia
marca personal.

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY

Lena Dunham’s TV series Girls (HBO, 2012-2017) appeared as
both a successor and a counterpoint to its amazingly successful
predecessor, Sex in the City (1998-2004) (McRobbie 2015, 13; Grant
and Nash 61; Lehman 10; McCann 93; Stuever). Popular media
communicators and specialized scholars coincide in the recognition
that, no matter the parallelisms between these two shows, contrary
to the four overtly snob protagonists and environment of Sex in the
City, those of Girls possess most of the characteristics that are
traditionally considered essential to the generation which suffered
the consequences of the Great Recession! that it was representing,
whichis commonly known as “millennial” and which shares many
features with hipsters (Genz 2017, 18). Added to this, a number of
critics have fostered the relation between Girls and this subculture,
describing the series as “the hipster-fied Sex in the City” (Winchell),
“the Sex in the City of the hipster generation” (Ruiz) or “a hipster
iteration of Sex and the City” (Miller). Hank Stuever considers that
Girlshas even been endowed with the responsibility of portraying—
almost as if it was a documentary rather than a dramedy—*“all
overeducated, underemployed, mostly white urban hipsters in their
20s.” In fact, thisis the impression that Girls’s creators have been
giving even before its premiere, with a casting call literally “Seeking
Hipster Types” (“‘HBO’s Girls’). Notice that, even if this casting call
lookedliterally for “hipster types of all ethnicities,” Girls has almost
exclusively portrayed white characters. This is a very interesting
subject because—as will be shown later—hipsterism is heavily rooted
in Black culture, and it deserves further study in the future.

! Maryann Erigha situates this recession from 2008 to 2011 (140).
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As Michael Scott clearly asserts—in line with other salient
researchers such as Wes Hill, Janna Michael, Mark Greif, René
Bogovi¢ or Bjern Schiermer—“hipster’ and ‘hipsterism’ are
notoriously difficult to define” (63). Although the existence and
relevance of hipsters in our societyis inarguable, experts coincide in
recognising thatthere are very few solid studies on them and that
there is “a neglect of the hipster phenomenon on the part of
academic sociology,” as professor Schiermer explains. She has
declared thather article “Late-modern Hipsters: New Tendencies in
Popular Culture” (2014) “presents a first attempt to overcome this
lacuna” (168). To Schiermer this disregard contrasts glaringly with
the amazing amount of attention that hipsters arouse outside
academia, as the millions of opinions given by journalists, bloggers
and layman experts of all categories have demonstrated (168).
Consequently, this study is goingto consider not only the academic
works on the subject that exist, but also other different types of
sources because, as professor Shane Blackman defends, the complex
origin and development of subcultural theory has been shaped by
both academic and popular usage (496). Besides, following
contemporary audience research by experts such as Stuart Hall,
David Morley or Henry Jenkins, [ will also consider the active role of
TV viewers, who are perfectly able to critically analyse and engage
with media products (Saisi 64), especially in our examination of the
reaction of Girls’s audience toits portrayal of hipsters containedin
their own reviews or those of critics.

Besides, experts coincide in highlighting the fact that most
definitions of hipsters are centred on male cases, but little attention
is given to female hipsters (Greif xiii; Baumgardner 95; Tortorici 122).
This scarcity of academic research on the study of women in
subcultures and countercultures in general has been documented
and analysedin depth by salient scholars such as Angela McRobbie
(1991) and Wivian Weller (2006), among others. The latter, who
analyses this subject in “The Feminine Presence in Youth
Subcultures: The Art of Becoming Visible,” concludes that there have
been few references or none at all regarding female participation in
these groups. Lena Dunham has contributed to the subversion of
this situation in the particular field of mass media, in which the

2 The present study may also contribute to the amelioration of this situation by
offering an extensive bibliographical section that can be useful for future academic
studies on this subject.
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almost absence of active or insubordinate feminine roles has also
been recognised by experts such as Laura Mulvey and Tania
Modleski. Subsequently—even if we are going to refer to male
hipsters, too—, Lena Dunham and her unconventional female
characters become especially interesting in this innovative research
field.

Notwithstanding the above-mentioned complications in relation to
the definition of the term “hipster” and in connection with the
methodology thatinforms this investigation, it is my aim to depict
the main features of hipsterism also with the objective of analysing to
what extent they can actually be recognised in Girls. In my study, I
will follow Douglas Keller’s “multiperspectival” proposal (43), which
can be connected to Horace Newcomb’s interdisciplinary and plural
methodological recommendations, which he considers necessary for
the study of television, given its multifaceted nature (24-25).
However, this essay will also be particularly influenced, for example,
by social theorists, who, as Kellner explains, highlight that the role of
mass media and communications in the reproduction of
contemporary societies is so important, that we should consider
them as their major institutions, given also their wide range of
effects: economic, political, cultural and social (30). Consequently, I
will consider socio-cultural works which include the study of
subcultures with the intention of discerning the elements that are
associated to hipsterism. Once they have been identified, a
qualitative analysis of the content of Girls will follow. It will portray a
comparative study of the main features of its characters with those
proper of hipsters, with special focus on its female personae, and we
will try to discern to what extent it is accurate to apply them the
hipster label that they have been popularly assigned.

These observations are going to be used as a route to a broader
cultural diagnosis. It includes reflections on how those
characteristics have been used by its creator, and on the reasons
which might have motivated Dunham’s apparent distancing from
generally accepted social conventions. Thus, the present research
will also contribute to answering Meredith Nash and Imelda
Wheleham’s query about Dunham'’s challenging representations of
millennials when they wonder if they simply incarnate “unlikable
hipster slackers” or if there is “a cogent socio-political argument
underpinning this ‘dramedy™ (1).

In this vein and parting from the importance of appearances in
hipsterism, structuralist studies related to the sociology of fashion,
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such as those of Georg Simmel, will be veryilluminating. Considering
Dunham’s recurrent insistence on her irrevocable feminist
positioning, underlined with assertions such as “I just think
feminism ismy work [...] Itis everything to me because it sort of is
everything” (Dunham quoted in Gay), this article will also
contemplate the possibility that her characters’ deviations may
respond to the feminist intention of subverting certain feminine
oppressive stereotypes. For this purpose, it is going to be also
necessary to base our inferences on relevant feminist works, among
which those of Angela McRobbie, Wallis Seaton, Stéphanie Genz,
Hannah McCann and Akane Kanai, dealing with post-feminism in
our neoliberal social context, stand out. In this line, I have also
applied a biographical critical perspective—traditionally used in
literary criticism—to the analysis of Girls, a practice that is justified
by the strong association that Dunham herself makes between her
real life and that of her fictional character, Hannah Horvath.

Related to thisis the influence of reception theory on this work, as
it does not only pay attention exclusively to textual elements proper
of the series, because, as McRobbie explains, itis “accompanied and
even supplanted by many other forms of social media” (2015, 14). In
effect, as McRobbie notes, the seriesitself becomes just one element
of the whole narrative landscape created by Dunham (14),® which
includes supposedly authentic elements from her own life. This
practice leads to the consideration of the process of construction of
identity (or self-branding) as a product to be consumed by others
(Genz 2015, 5406). It also blurs the boundaries between producers
and products, which is a very common practice in neoliberal
marketing strategies that appeal to affects, (commodified)
authenticity and personal narrativization (Genz 2015, D. Murray
2013). Another aspect related to this reception theory critical
perspective is our consideration of viewers’ opinions—as mentioned
before—, and broader socio-historical and political issues.

The content of the ensuing sections follows the order previously
described, beginning by the illustration of the state of the art, with
the objective of contributing to the clarification of the term “hipster,”
a core concept for this study.

3 Seaton analyses otherintertextual elements of self-promotion and self-re presentation
used by Dunham that lead to access and consumption of her work, such as her
prolific activity on platforms such as Instagram (156).
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ORIGINS AND STUDY OF HIPSTERS

Mark Greif has studied in depth this cultural phenomenon in
What Was the Hipster? (2010), whose title seems to imply that
hipsters only existedin the past. In effect, Greif dates their “death” in
2003 (60), but Sophie Bot affirms that she started to notice their
increasing relevance in 2006 (20), Kinzey considers that this
subculture is among the most important ones of our time (2), and
Robert Lanham affirms that “hipsters are everywhere” (1).
Nevertheless, Schiermer concludes that Greif might be right in the
sense thatthe original hipsters have disappeared, but he has ignored
the fact that “the hipster ethosis more alive than ever” (178), as we
will also demonstrate with the analysis of its presence in Girls.
However, the importance of Greif’s book is unquestionable and here
he also laments that “the study of the hipster, as opposed to the
punk, hippie, raver, goth, cyber-utopian or b-boy, has not yet drawn
its scholars” (xix).

The state of the art has not varied considerably with the passing
of time, even if more recent studies by experts such as Ico Maly and
Piia Varis demonstrate that the term “hipster” not only has become
very popular all over the world, but it has also attracted academic
attention (637). Nevertheless, Maly and Varis only mention five
authors to support this assertion and limit their references basically
to essays. More recently—in 2020—professor Margaret Anne Murray
complained that most academic research on hipsters is limited to
either focusingon them as a mere consumer segment (e.g. Arsel and
Thompson, and Rademacher and Casey) and are, consequently,
basically centred on the analysis of their style; or to the examination
of how they are discussed online (e.g. Maly and Varis), or to their
analysis by journalists and the popular press (e.g. Schiermer) (457).

With regards to the etymology of the term “hipster”—which may
also throw some light in the present study—there is a great deal of
controversy because the word “hip” is an example of lexical
polygenesis (Jackson).* However, in order to understand the
contemporary hipster, we should bear in mind—though very
concisely—its origins. These are rooted in Afro-American culture, as
they were connected to the particular language that slaves usedin

+ Jackson explains the complexity of the actual meaning of the word “hip” by adding
that it not only has multiple proposed etymologies but it also may have multiple,
confluent origins, which we are briefly exposing in this section.
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the seventeenth century (Leland), to the distinct lifestyle of Harlem
artists (Arsel and Thompson 795), and to the subsequent black
subcultural figure of the late 1940s (Broyard). Norman Mailer, in his
influential essay of 1957, highlighted that hipsters shared with “the
Negro” their rebelliousness (278), their “courage to be individual”
(277). From these notions derives one the most significant
characteristics of hipsters that have remained in the collective notion
of what they are: nonconformity with respect to what is socially or
mass accepted. As Charles Petersen points out, even if modern
hipsters have taken this term from the 1940s-50s, the vast majority
of people who used it later forgot its history and connection to these
previous connotations (qtd. in Greif 61), which have mostly turned
into mere simulation (Lorentzen) and even “a marketable good”
(Bogovic¢ 5).5

The complications involved in the definition of the hipster are,
also, connected to how complexitisto circumscribe the wider term
“subculture” in which the former is inserted, because it possesses a
dynamic (Jenks 2-3, 6) and ambiguous nature (Wolfgang and
Ferracuti 95). According to Mike Brake, “subcultures exist where
there is some form of organized and recognized constellation of
values, behaviour and action which are responded to as different
from the prevailing set of norms” (8-9). But, in most contemporary
hipsters, itis problematic to recognize this profundity because the
set of values that are supposed to lead their behaviours is not so
evident, as we are going to debate later, in the particular case of Lena
Dunham.

In this context, it is not surprising to realise how experts such as
Jackson and Greif have concluded that the definition of “hipster” is
an almostimpossible task. Evenif Lanham’s The Hipster Handbook
might have provided some consensus on its modern meaning
(Jackson), as Bot argues, there is not “any single definition ever
agreedupon” (23). Kinzey agrees with her when he asserts that the
term “hipster” has been defined in many different ways, but most of
its descriptions have been false, misleading or just part of a much
more complex reality (1). According to Bot, what is evident is that the
popular imaginary of the hipster concentrates on negative traits
which she associates with its venomous representation on the
popular media (22). In effect, this term is also used derogatively in

5 Thisis also connected to the appropriation of hipsterism by whiteness, a subject that
deserves further discussion in future work in this field.
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other contexts (Greif 8, Clayton 24, Maly and Varis 628), which
might explain the factthat few seem to be willing to self-identify with
the hipster marker.6

Furthermore, it isnot easyto distinguish the authentic? hipster
identity from the fake one nowadays. Thus, Maly and Varis’s
description of these two groups is very useful: “A ‘real’ hipster is
someone who rejects being part of a social group and thus also
rejects the hipsterlabelwhichis reserved for people who desperately
want to be ‘hip’and are thus not ‘real’ or authentic. Nor are they true
innovators or trendsetters, which the individualistic, authentic
hipsters are” (646). This distinction is even more complicated
nowadays because our present neoliberal economic context, after
realizing the importance of this global tendency, has commodified the
hipster style—this being the case of prominent brands like American
Apparel or Urban Outfitters.® Priya Elan connects this idea to the
evolution of the hipster in these terms: “[The hipster] began as a run-
on from (anti-consumerist) slacker culture [...], [andit] has morphed
into a multimillion-dollar industry trying to sell a mythical, neo-
bohemian lifestyle.” This, again, makes things hard for hipsters, who,
as Deborah Cowen states, “by unspoken but practiced degree |[...]
must all be individual, different or else membership may be revoked”
(22).In this context, it is easier to understand the assertion—a la
Dolly Parton—of the supposedly hipster protagonist of Girls
admitting that “it costs a lot of moneyto look this cheap” (Peitzman).
From thisdeclaration it can be inferred that Hannah, who is busy
trying to become who she is (as she declares in the pilot e pisode), has
chosen this “identity” that is related to hipsterism; this type of
decision-taking being one of the most worrying concerns of modern
citizens (Bauman 126). In this article, we will go further in our
attempt to elucidate the possible reasons that may have motivated
Hannah’s—and/or Dunham’s—selection of this particular (life)style,
a choice which, following Genz, forms part of the process of self-

6 Consider the number of blogs and books that poke fun at them, such as Look at This
Fucking Hipster (by Joe Mande), Stuff Hipsters Hate (by Brena Ehrlich) or Hipster Hitler
(by James Carr and Archara Kumar).

7 See Sarah Thornton for more information about the importance of authenticity for
subcultures.

8 Many scholars have analysed the profitable marketing strategy of adopting elements
from the hipster subculture, e.g.: Maly and Varis, and Bogovic.
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branding? in the neoliberal “business context and market rationale
that valorise both the subject and the merchandising of it,
highlighting the blurring of the individual and commodity aspects of
selfhood” (2017, 25).10

Related to this commodification of the hipster aesthetics emerges
another complication in the attempt to define hipsters politically.
This derives from the fact that—as previously hinted—they are
traditionally supposed to be countercultural and leftist rebels who go
against the establishment and inherited restrictions (Alfrey 28) and
represent an alternative to neoliberalism and mass-produced
consumption. But, the factthatrelevant brands are integrating and
utilising the hipster style to sell their products distorts what might
have been a more evident political hipster tendency in the past.
However, Maly and Varis conclude that the authenticity of a “real”
hipsteris not degraded by this marketing practice as far as he can
offer an authentic justification for it (650). Hebdige seems to
highlight a similar idea when he declares that “It is basically how
commodities are used in subculture which marks the subculture off
from more orthodox cultural formations” (103; my emphasis). This
goes in line with the aim of this study, which is, not only to detect
hipster characteristics in Girls—as otheracademic works criticised
as superficial do (M. A. Murray 457)—but also to reflect on the
possible socio-political intentions that may have motivated theiruse.

In connection with the close relation between hipsters and style is
their preference for jobs related to the world of art and creativity,
whichis another popular characteristic of this subculture. In this
respect, research about millennials shows that there are many
coincidences in the professional characteristics of both groups,
maybe because they both include people of similar ages.!! Hipsters,
like millennials, tend to choose “making a life” over “makinga living”
(Ng. 282). However, this post-recession generation suffers the
consequences of this crisis and experiences very high unemployment
rates, which leads them to require the financial help of relatives and
friends. Hipsters’ preference for artistic jobs substantiates their

9 McRobbie connects this neoliberalidea of “self-branding” to the Foucauldian concept
of “human capital” (2015, 10).

10 This is evidently portrayed in the series when Hannah'’s publishers of her memoir
propose her these questions: “What’s your brand?”, “Who are we selling?” (season 3,
episode 5).

11 FErigha considers that the members of the millennial generation were “born
anywhere from 1979 to 2004” (140).
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predilection for particularly creative cities such as Los Angeles or
New York City (Menger; Florida), which, consequently, reflect what
has been called “hipster urbanism” (Cowen 22). Subsequently, what
were originally alternative areas have also become commodified—as
has happened to the hipster clothing style— or, to be more precise,
gentrified. This has led to the transformation of these places into
fashionable neighbourhoods to live or visit, thus causing the loss of
the essential originality or authenticity of the hipster’s choice.

As previously hinted, we encounter another obstacle in the
attempt to apply the already problematic concept of hipsterism to
women. In effect, googling “hipster,” 99% of the results refer to men.
And, ifwe do the same with the term “female hipster,” almost all the
references are to fashion and superficial lists about how to fitin “the
look.” In the academic field, specialists recognise this same limitation
and confirm that too little attention is given to female hipsters (Greif
xiii; Baumgardner 95; Tortorici 122). Writer and journalist Dayna
Tortorici expounds that the attempts to define this concept are
unsatisfactory and mostly connected to artists—e.g.: Elizabeth
Peyton, Chloe Sevigny, Kim Gordon—and “crowd-pleasers”—Zooey
Deschanel, Diablo Cody and MIA—who appeal to hipster taste rather
than to what she considers as authentic hipster features (122-24).
This leads Tortorici to infer that “the female hipster’s privileged
knowledge is not subcultural, intellectual or even pseudo-
intellectual, but the familiar female’ knowledge of how to look” (123).
Besides, focusing on this external appearance, Tortorici points out
certain outstanding and mostly negative elements of the typical pose
of female hipsters (130-31), which remind us of the impression of
disaffection and chillness given by Girls’s female characters.

This section has offered a base and a brief summary of some of
the most outstanding features related to hipsters, in order to
facilitate our following reflections on, and analysis of, the
representation of this subculture in the TV series Girls, to which the
ensuing segment is dedicated.

ANALYSIS OF HIPSTERISM IN LENA DUNHAM'’S GIRLS

Due to the fact that hipsters have become so popular, television—a
sagacious detector of trends—has introduced them in its
programmes (Lorentzen 68). In effect, in the particular field of
sitcoms, hipsters appear in a number of shows, among which are:
New Girl (Fox, 2011-18), Portlandia (IFC, 2011-18), Bored to Death
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(HBO, 2009-11), Nathan Barley (Channel 4, 2005), Flight of the
Conchords (HBO, 2007-9), How to Make It in America (HBO, 2010-
11), 2 Broke Girls (CBS, 2011-17), Flaked (Netflix, 2016-17),
Hipsterhood (YouTube and Blip, 2012-13), Bondi Hipsters (YouTube,
2011-) and Sunnyside (City, 2015). In this essay, attention is
particularly paid to Girls (HBO, 2012-17), a comedy starring Lena
Dunham, who has also created, written and frequently directed the
show.

If we trust most of its reviews and advertising, we might feel
tempted to label Girls as a hipster programme even before watching
it. Besides, its creator incarnates many of the characteristics
commonly attributed to hipsters and, not only scholars (e.g.:
McRobbie 2015, 9, 13; Nash and Wheleham 3; Seaton 150), but also
she herself, have repeatedly recognised that she reflects her own life
and experiences in her works and characters (Poniewozik; Danes).
Concretely referring to the protagonist of Girls, she has declared:
“She’s mine and she’s me” (Nussabaum). Dunham has been
connected to the world of art and culture—something proper of
hipsters—from her very childhood, her father being Carroll Dunham,
a painter; and her mother, Laurie Simmons, an artist and
photographer. This situates her, also, in the allegedly privileged
background that is commonly associated to hipsters, and involves
her with their sense of narcissism and entitlement—a characteristic
that is also normally associated to millennials (Park 310-11;
Quenqua; Stein; Malone). Besides, Dunham has studied—like the
main characters of Girls—at Oberlin College (Ohio), a small elite and
alternative college (Kaklamanidou and Tally 3) with a student body
thatis, accordingto Lanham (95), 94.6% hipster. Her creations have
been criticised for their lack of ethnic diversity (Erigha 152) and,
more particularly, she has been accused of “hipster racism.”12
Nevertheless, specialists such as Lehman have interpreted this lack
of racial diversity in Girlsas a veiled criticism of the short-sighted
vision common in the type of girls—either privileged hipsters or
millennials—the series ironically portrays.

It is pertinent to analyse if, added to these connections of
Dunham with hipsterism, some of its characteristics can actually be
recognisedin her TV series Girls. To begin with, a number of critics

12 For a definition of "hipster racism," see Mahdawi, West, or Lim. Otheraccusations of
Dunham’s hipster racism appear in the writings of Nash and Wheleham, Jenna
Worthan, Makarechi, Dodai Stewart and Kendra James, to cite but a few.
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have considered that its target audience are mainly hipsters
(Suebsaeng) and, as hinted before, many others have directly
considered Girls as a hipster TV series (Hoare). In effect, the show
seems to possess many features that go in line with the notion of the
contemporary hipster that has been sketched out in the previous
section, as we will detail.

In the first place, spectators can immediately associate the setting
of Girlswith hipsterdom, as the series is shot, not only in one the
“creative cities” formerly mentioned, New York, but particularly in
one of the most identifiable hipster urban areas in the world:
Brooklyn. This neighbourhood was not a hipster area in the past
and, as McRobbie declares, if hipsters can live there now, it is only
thanks to the support of well-off parents (2015, 15), as happens to
the protagonists of Girls (Erigha 149; Lehman 13). We would not be
far from the truth if we affirmed that the places where Girls has been
shot have become gentrified (Mallonee), which strengthens the
series’s links with hipsterism. In this sense, it should be noticed how
the series portrays this ironically—thus following again this hipster
feature—in the eighth episode of season 6. Here, Shoshana—one of
Hannah'’s best friends— tries to help her friend Ray with a campaign
against the hipster coffee shop that appears in front of his. She
wants to distinguish Ray’s place from the new one by insistingon the
former’s appropriateness for grown-ups. This also reinforces the idea
that the expiry date of the hipster marker is the 30s, in which most
experts coincide (Greif 159, Lanham 152, Schiermer 170). In effect,
when Girls’s characters turn around thirty, the series finishes, which
alsoresponds to HBO’s industrial strategy to appeal to the millennial
generation (Seaton 152). This might also occur because the
protagonist eventually has a baby and this condition automatically
depreciates the hipster status (Lanham 157).

Still, as the six seasons of Girls are mainly focused on the
precedingyears, most critics have maintained the consideration of
Girls as hipster basing their inferences on the analysis of its
characters, who are described as “overeducated, underemployed,
mostly white urban hipsters in their 20s” (Stuever). They share
typical hipster characteristics in relation to their education and
occupations. Most of them are graduate students who rely on familial
economic help to different degrees and share the same educational
background: “the elite liberal arts” (Lehman 13) Oberlin College,
whichis known to encourage counter-cultural and artistic students
(Erigha 144). Maybe as a consequence, most of the se youngsters are
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connected to creative activities that are commonly associated to
hipsters: Hanna—who is said from the beginning not to be “meant for
a job in the traditional sense” (season 1, episode 5)—begins as an
unpaidintern who tries to make a living out of her writing (added by
her temporary position as a coffee barista at Café Grumpy); Jessa
fluctuates among diverse jobs while being attracted to painting; and
Marnie moves in the art circles of curating and singing. Their male
counterparts are in the worlds of bartending (Ray), multimedia,
music and architecture (Charlie), carpentry and acting (Adam), and
show business (Elijah). The realism of the precariousness and
instability of their respective jobs—proper of the post-recession era—
responds also to the search for authenticity that characterises the
hipster subculture and which the creator of the series and many of
its critics continuously defend (Johnson 186; Genz 26).13 However,
their relatives’financial support favours their approximation to the
hipsters’ideals, making it possible for them to “imagine themselves
as artists, outside of the mainstream” (Erigha 150).

Concerning the social relations of Girls’s main characters and, in
particular, its female characters, Genz, who sees in them the
prototypical incarnation of “recessionary neoliberal girls,” highlights
also how, instead of forging the affective bonds promoted by
postfeminism, theyare “tryingto undo one another in their search
for the most meaningful (i.e. valuable) identity” (22). In this vein, the
case of Hannah is the most outstanding, because, as Genz explains,
her profe ssional obssession with narrativising her self (to make profit
of it) has provoked an intense disconnection and “egotistic lack of
interest in others” (2017, 24). Added to this, all Girls characters
illustrate the typical hipster distancing from familial conventions and
follow very relaxed sexual conducts, being open to new experiences
and free love.

In connection to what has been exposed about hipsters’ fashion
and habits, most critics coincide in considering them just the
opposite to the fashionistas of Sex in the City andin highighting their
lack of involvement in consumer culture (e.g.: Hamilton 47, and Genz
2017, 18). For example, accordingto Johnson, the selection of music
in the series—which she analyses in her article—goes beyond
commercial themes, thusrevealing, again, the hipster’s search for

13 In effect, most of the characteristics of the working life of Girls’s characters respond
to those reflected by academic studies of American people their same age. See, for
example De Hawu and De Vos’s article.
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originality. Besides, all these twenty-somethings are frequently
portrayed wearing unconventional clothing and tattoos, slacking,
riding bicycles, listening to indie music and participating in cultural
and artistic activities and events. Their conversations not only reflect
the tipically hipster unconventionality but also border the frontiers of
political correctness, especially when dealing with delicate themes
like euthanasia, abortion or homosexuality, which has caused ardent
critical reactions (Suebsaeng).

The analysis of hipsterism in the programme’s female characters
in particularis especially interesting, as hinted before. In effect, Tous
Ruvirosa, following Elena Galan, considers fiction series as the ideal
vehicle for the portrayal of the current diversity of women and gender
relations, thus facilitating a distancing from previous dominant
traditional stereotypes (72). This is evident in Dunham’s
representation of a “femininity that breaks down at least some of the
norms we have come to expect in mainstream viewing” (McCann 94).
In effect, even if Dunham has kept on focusing mainly on white
female characters, her depiction of “flawed women” (McCann 95)
diverges from traditional female film and TV representations, as her
shows portray types of women who, like hipsters, reject conventions.
Alan Sepinwall supported this vision when he also recognised that
Dunham’s series stood out because it showed on the screen
imperfectl4 female characters, which were then very infrequent. We
have to admit that this situation has changed—maybe ignited by
Girls’ innovations—and contemporary TV screens show more original
female characters in series such as Enlightened (HBO, 2011-13),
Homeland (Fox 21, 2011-15), Veep (HBO, 2012-15), Scandal (ABC,
2012-18), Bunheads (ABC, Family 2012-13) and The Mindy Project
(Fox and Hulu, 2012-17) (Worthan).

Nevertheless, as we affirmed previously, we still encounter the
complexity underlying a proper definition of the concept “female
hipster” when trying to discern if the protagonists of Girls can be
particularly categorised as “hipsters.” However, in the preceding
section, we have highlighted some of its characteristics, many of
which are present in Dunham’s girls. For example, we can affirm
that the female-hipster’s impression of dissatisfaction and
disillusionment described by Tortorici (130-31) can be noticed in its
protagonists, who rarely show any enthusiasm towards what

14 In her choice of the imperfect, Dunham portrays the rejection of the neoliberal (self-)
impositions on “the perfect woman,” that McRobbie criticises (2015).
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surrounds them. Instead, these girls seem to wanderin their “chaotic
unscripted lives” (Bell 364) withouta clear track, in an “endless state
of becoming” (Genz 2017, 21). Their external aspect matches their
behaviour, whichis also unconventional and distances itself from the
mainstream,!5 especially in the case of Hannah. According to
Jennifer Rogien—her costume designer—this is justified by the fact
that Hannah “doesn’t really know that much about clothing” (qtd. in
Rosenberg). These commentaries revolve around the idea that the
style of Girls’ characters looks for realism (Johnson 187, Schwart).
Even Hannah’s non-slender body “can be read as a symptom of her
self-assumed authenticity and criticality” (Genz 2017, 26).16 Thus,
Hannah’s physique also represents her rejection of the aesthetic
feminine impositions derived from neoliberal society’s requirements
which promote “a pleasing and approachable femininity” (Kanai 60)
and try to maintain existing power relations (McRobbie 2015, 3,
10).17 Besides, the protagonist’s outfits are sometimes so original and
odd because they have been arranged in order to make them fit
wrong and tug, as Dunham and her costume de signer have admitted
(Mau; Schwart). Consequently, it seems that Dunham wants to
distance Hannah from dominant trends—as hipsters do—and from
fashion, which seems to emphasise her freedom and rebellion
against the subjugation that it normally conveys, as Simmel explains
(541). But Dunham goes further stillin wanting her character to look
even more original than the stereotypical female hipsters that
Tortorici—for example—described. Accordingly, it might also be
inferred that, at least in her intention of being different from
conventional appearances, Hannah is portrayed as an “authentic
hipster,” a “true innovator,” in Maly and Varis’s terminology.
Hannah’s oddness might also respond to her artistic nature—proper
of hipsters—because, according to Mark Banks, many artists
promote an eclectic and eccentric appearance that the rest of society

15 The controversial term “mainstream,” analysed and criticised in detail by scholars
like Thornton, Hebdige or Huber, is used in this study referring basically to what
subcultures try to subvert, to mass culture, to what is socially accepted by the
majority.

16 In this sense, it must be recognised that Hannah is not characterised precisely by
hipsters’ supposed love for homemade, vegan, organic and healthy eating (Spiegel) as
she is rather portrayed compulsively eating unhealthy food quite frequently.

17 However, Hannah’s body contrasts with the conventionally attractive bodies of the
rest of the female cast, as Genz also highlights (26), which complicates the
interpretation of Girls as a genuine attempt to break with traditional female
representations.
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might interpret as a consequence of their experimental life and
creative activities, which Simmel also associates to the “teleological
individual” (543) who doe s not passively imitate dominant fashions.
Consequently, they cannot be considered as mere “creatures of the
group” or “a vessel of the social contents” (Simmel 543).

Therefore, due to Hannah’s unconventional aspect and
behaviour,!8 among the female characters that inhabit Girls, she is
one of the most appropriate candidates for being considered a
hipster. She is a post-collegian moving to a big city looking for a job,
possessing enormous reserves of what Pierre Bourdieu termed
“cultural capital” waiting to be activated. She shares other traits of
Greif’s hipsters: she is income-poor temporarily but she is likely to
possess the security derived from previous, parental class status and
she expects to succeed at classing up. By the end of the show,
Hannah, also like the older hipsters described by Greif, approaches
her thirties and gives the impression of being about to fall out of
subculture and fall upwardinto the mainstream (163). Thus, at that
moment, we see how the protagonist of Girls starts to settle down:
she hasa baby and moves upstate to a very comfortable house, close
to the place where she has found a stable job as a professor to teach
something as vague and implausible as “the internet” (Vanarendonk).
She leaves the city and seems to relinquish heridea of beinga writer:
she renounces the dream of living an unstable but more creative
(hipster-like) life.

The association of Dunham’s protagonist with hipsters resides
alsoin her sharing their lack of serious and solid commitment to any
social cause. Although they have traditionally represented
rebelliousness against conventions, which is normally associated to
leftist tendencies, contemporary hipsters are not exactly defined by
their boasting of being leaders of any type of societal change, as
illustratedin the previous section. Instead, after having lost their
genuine radicalism, they simply “create a fashionably rebellious
image” (Kelsey). This is evident, for example, in the final season of
Girls, where Hannah reflects her lack of real active involvement when

18 These are some examples from the many that might be mentioned here: she plays
ping-pong naked (in season 2, episode 1); in the very funeral of her husband—who
was Hannah’s publisher—, she asks a grieving widow to find hera new one (in season
3, episode 5); she pulls Jessa —one of her friends—out of rehab (in season 3, episode
2); she goes to her parents’ hotel room under the effects of drugs (in the “Pilot”); and
in a fit of anxiety, she sticks a Q-tipin her ear and harms herself (in season 2, episode
9).
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she describes to a magazine editor what she considers one of her
strengths: “I have a strongopinion about everything, even topics I'm
not informed on.”

This section has analysed the content of Girls that is popularly
supposedto reflect many of the characteristics of hipsterism that
hadbeen presentedin the previous section, in an attempt to apply
the theory that exists about this subculture to the study of this
particular case. This leads to the final section, containing the
inferences that we can make from this research and the reflection on
the possible reasons that may have led Dunham to choose this

particular life-style or subculture for her most famous creation to
this day.

CONCLUSIONS

The limited number of academic studies concerning the hipster
phenomenon and their limitations has been portrayed. However,
parting from them and with the help of other resources, it has been
possible to trace some of its main characteristics, even with respect
to its almost ignored female members. This has facilitated the
attainment of another objective of this study, which was to check if
some of the main features of hipsterism were actually present in the
TV series Girls. Our affirmative conclusions—even if with some

specifications to be taken into account—have validated its creators’
considerations about the show, as well as those of many television
critics, journalist, reviewers and members of the audience. In this

process, we have encountered and exposed other obstacles for the
detection of hipster features in this programme. Amongthem are the
similarities between some of the characteristics proper of
contemporary hipsters and those of millennials, due to the fact that
the former constitute less a counter-culture than what might be

called a mere life-style or even a way of representing identity in the

post-recession era, a period that both groups share. This study, with
its attempts at offering a proper description of the hipster and the
analysis of its portrayal in Girls, has also managed to palliate this
confusion.

Added to this, it has been demonstrated that Dunham shares with
hipsters their thirst for authenticity, which leads to an evident
distancing of Girls from previous idealised TV series about women. In
effect, as Genz explains, in the case of Girls, authenticity is promoted
as an affective commodity which is crucial in the self-branding
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process thatthe neoliberal logic insistently encourages (2017, 18).
However, this search for realism has not been completely successful,
as many voices from the audience complain (McCann 95-96;
Vanarendonk), and some of its exaggerations—such as those
affecting their physical appearance or actions—have led Nash and
Wheleham to label its characters as “unlikeable hipster slackers” (1).
Thisrepresentation hasled tovery negative reactions on the part of
hipster viewers (Weese), which can be detectedin critical reviews that
accuse Girls of having portrayed the worstkind of hipsters that exist
(Norton) and which complain that the show gives the impression that
hipsters are the least likable people in the world (Elan). In effect,
from this study, it can be inferred that Dunham is not certainly
favouring a positive image of hipsterism, thus confirming Bot’s
theory that popular media have fostered the negative vision of this
subculture (22).

Considering our previous exposition, we can reflect on the reasons
that might explain this unfavourable portrayal, which constitutes
one of the objectives of this essay. The first one can find its roots
preciselyin one of the main characteristics of hipsterism, which is
irony.!° Lena Dunham’s weird re presentation of her characters can
respond to her ironic vision of this subculture, which might motivate
her “poking fun atits characters’race and class priviledge” (Lehman
13) and turns herinto their “sharpest and ultimate critic” (Bell 363).
In view of professor Wampole’s thoughts, this justification merely
based on irony gives the impression of rather constituting an excuse,
because, in her own words, “the ironic frame functions as a shield
against criticism” which “allows a person to dodge responsibility for
his or her choices, aesthetic and otherwise.” What isevident is that,
no matter whether Dunham portrays hipsterism in her TV series
authentically or ironically—as reflected before—, in the end, she has
obtained a lot of benefits from herinitiative, which has allowed her to
progre ss—speaking in Bourdieu’s terms—in her cultural, social and
economic capitals ("Lena Dunham Cashes in"; C. Danes; Weissman).
Maintaining the coincidences between herself and her famous
Hannah, Dunham, in her thirties, moved from the hipster

19 Most experts consider that irony is one of the main characteristics of hipsters. For
example, professor Christy Wampole describes the hipster as “merely a symptom and
the most extreme manifestation of ironic living.” Connected to this ironic explanation
of the weird portrayal of hipsters in Girls is its interpretation as attempts to create
humour (Bell 366, Nash and Wheleham 5). But this would also convey socio-political
implications that would deserve further attention.
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neigbourhood of Williamsburg to the posh West Village “to liberate
her from the pressures of her uber-trendy peers” and she literally
thanks God because she is now back amongst her tribe (Pluralist).
Inevitably, these assertions do not facilitate our consideration of her
hipsterism as very genuine or authentic, but rather connected to the
fake one previously described by Maly and Varis.

Another possible motivation for the above-mentioned bizarre and
exaggerated features of Girls’s hipster characters might be the
hipster’s requirement to be creators, originators, and not mere
followers of others’ trends. The analysis of Girls leads us to recognise
that it actually follows what Greif marks about hipsterism when he
describesit as “the mechanism of the assertion of distinction” (47).
This originality has provided Dunham the opprotunity to introduce a
very profitable product in the market of mass media: the female
hipster, a type of character who—as previously portrayed—by the
time of its premiere was almost absent from TV shows. However, in
the same way as many of the traits of hipsters have been
commodified and have become mainstream, other TV programme s
have adopted some of the unconventional characteristics of this type
of original women, as we have also demonstrated before.
Consequently, as Bot elucidates referring to the hipsters’yearning for
originality, “people are no longer shocked as easily” (54) and “early
adopters have had to go further and further into obscure fashions in
search of something new” (48). In this context, Dunham gives the
impression of being one of these “early adopters” who struggles to
distinguish—and selfbrand—herself and her creations by using
shocking elements that attract the spectators’ attention. Because, as
Simmel explains, “Whatever is exceptional, bizarre, or conspicuous
[...] exercises a peculiar charm?” (546).

In effect, Simmel has been illuminating for my attempt to
understand Dunham’s motivations which, after this analysis, I find
connected to her personal thirst for notoriety rather than to genuine
socio-political purposes. Simmel makes it clear that those who live
up to the social forms prescribed by their class gain no
conspicuousness or notoriety, whereas infractions and oppositions
are immediately noticed and place “the individual in an exceptional
position by calling the attention of the public to his action” (548). In
this sameline, Akanae Kanai, following Alice E. Marwick, explains
how in what the latter calls “attention economy,” the value of items
depends on the attention they can attract in an environment of
media saturation (64). Consequently, we can infer, at least, that
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Hannah and Dunham herself are increasing their values by adopting
the hipster aesthetics that distances them from conventionalities,
whichis alsoin line with the brand requirements of HBO, mainly
based on pushing boundaries (Genz 27) and promoting controversy
(Nash and Whelehan 3).20

Finally, Dunham’s choice of the hipster non-conventional
aesthetics and lifestyle for her and her characters—especially
Hannah—might also be related to their alledged feminist interests.
We might infer that Dunham, with Hannah'’s rejection of what is
fashionable and socially accepted, is subverting the historically weak
social positon of women that doomed them to adher to the generally
accepted and what is proper (Simmel 550). However, bearing in mind
Dunham’s evident interest in self-branding—which could be
analysedin more detailin future research work—it is inevitable to
have the impression that, for her, feminism appears as one of the
chosen constituents of this narrativity of the self, as a mere
“commercialised, branded form” (Seaton 159).2! This would
constitute one example of Dara Persis Murray’s assertion that in the
utilitarian embracing of feminism for self-branding itis made evident
how, in our neoliberal context, socialissues are used as a means of
generating sales (86).

From all these reflections, I conclude that Dunham gives the
impression of having chosen hipsterism and feminism—both
originally characterised by their subversive nature —as the core
constituents of the self-identity not only of her fictional Girls
characters—especially that of Hannah—but also of her own self. In
this process of creation, authenticity is commodified, as it is a
required component for the successful marketing of one’s own brand.
In the same way, when realism is surpassed in Girls, it shows the
intention of gaining notoriety, which, even if considered proper of
hipsterism and artists in general, also responds again to the
commercial objectives of selling Dunham’s brand and product. This
attitude reminds us of the hipsters’ morphism into rich industries
that sell a mythical, neo-bohemian lifestyle that Elan describes.

20 The blurred distinction between Hannah and Dunham herself is also related to the
typically neoliberal (auto)imposition of a self-branding based on authenticity—also a
commercial appeal and tactic—, which is a very interesting subject to be analysed in
the future.

21 Nash and Whelehan coincide with this interpretation when they refer to “Lena
Dunham’s outspoken brand of social-media friendly feminism” (1) and “her own brand
of popular cultural feminism” (5).
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Consequently, we can conclude that Dunham fits in with Scott’s
consideration of hipsters as a subgroup within the petite bourgeoisie

that “shifts from the world of consumption to the sphere of
production” (62). Besides, following Genz’s inferences, she can be
said to correspond with the neoliberal self that Michel Foucault
termed “homo oeconomicus,” “a self-governing and autonomous
entrepreneur who invests in their own human capital in order to
realise their potential without the unnecessary intervention of an
oppressive government” (2017, 19). But, as the latter warns, we have
to be conscious of the distorted notion of freedom and
individualisation that this practice conveys (Genz 2017, 19), because
genuinely praiseworthy and communal goals—such as the original
hipster rebelliousness against social impositions and those proper of
feminism—are being used by producers in order to sell their self-
brands and their products merely in their own individual interests.
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