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INTRODUCTION 

In this dissertation, I present my research on gender, alcohol intoxication, and young adults. I 

build my research on 140 in-depth qualitative interviews with young Danes ranging in age from 

18 to 25 years, developed as a part of a large-scale research project at the Centre for Alcohol 

and Drug Research: “The Societal Meanings of the Intoxicated Body,” on which I have worked 

as a PhD student from 2015 to 2018. The project was funded by the Research Fund Denmark: 

Social Sciences, and included: PI Dr. Geoffrey Hunt, Professor Vibeke A. Frank, and Associate 

Professor Maria D. Herold, among others.1 In this dissertation, I focus specifically on young 

adults’ narrated accounts of flirting, sexual pursuit, and sex. For the sake of convenience, I 

henceforth refer to these as “sexual practices,” because all three constitute activities that the 

young adults in this study narrate as having sexual connotations. Studying these young adults’ 

narrated sexual practices through a lens of gender in amalgamation with alcohol intoxication 

requires an attentiveness to the concept of gender and knowledge of young adults’ alcohol use 

in contemporary Denmark. I will briefly introduce these in the following, and in extension, I 

go on to outline the dissertation and the manuscripts. 

Conceptualizing gender 

Gender is a central concept throughout this dissertation, both as a research subject that has 

guided my methodology and as an analytical concept in the manuscripts, explored through my 

engagement with different theoretical “turns” in gender studies. As a research subject, I have 

not approached gender as a stable entity determined by culture or biology that I can define prior 

to my research (e.g., Lykke, 2010). The participants in the study do describe their experiences 

by reflecting on biological and cultural understandings of gender, but to explore these, I had to 

abstain from adhering to a definition, which could limit my attentiveness to what gender means 

to them. I consider this an “intellectual double-shift,” because hereby I have been attentive to 

dismantling the very concept in order to study it (Daly & Maher, 1998, p. 1, see also Miller & 
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Carbone-Lopez, 2015). Inspired by Højgaard (2010), I have been attentive to producing data 

that involved abundant descriptions of their personal experiences and practices where gender 

was present in both subtle and overt ways, which allowed me to look for patterns in the data 

across a broad sample of participants (p. 22).  

In extension of this, I have leaned on a constructionist approach to gender, 

because it opens up for studying gender as situated (Lykke, 2010). A constructionist framework 

is also dominant in much research on gender, alcohol, and young people, which is why it made 

sense to begin with a methodological approach that allowed me to build on this. However, my 

constructionist leanings differ from the theoretical framework employed in much of the 

existing alcohol research because I do not primarily subscribe to the theoretical framework of 

“doing gender,” inspired by Candace West & Don Zimmerman (1987), which has become the 

most prominent paradigm (Miller & Carbone-Lopez, 2015). The existing body of research has 

contributed greatly to breach a significant gap in research on gender and alcohol and drug use, 

especially, as Measham (2002) has challenged how gender is not simply a predictive indicator 

of use or a protective factor, but a social practice through which young men and women 

themselves accomplish different forms of femininity and masculinity (Measham, 2002). 

However, all theoretical frameworks also have their limitations. I find such a central limitation 

to be the spilt between sex, sex category, and gender which West & Zimmerman (1987) 

developed, because it prioritizes a focus on social interactions, which runs the risk of 

delineating bodies, spatiality, materiality, and affect to the margins, as if they are not ingrained 

in our social experiences. It also seems to have favored a binary-oriented approach to gender, 

through which masculinity and femininity are defined in opposition to one another, and where 

the process through which some behaviors become marked as feminine or masculine is not 

opaque. As this framework has taken precedence over other theoretical approaches to gender, 

some alcohol researchers have raised similar critiques, and encouraged future studies to be 
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inspired by other theoretical developments in gender studies (Miller & Carbone-Lopez, 2015); 

Hunt, Antin, Bjønness & Ettore, 2016). With this dissertation, I aim to provide a contribution 

that does exactly that as I offer fresh perspectives on how to bridge alcohol research with more 

recent theoretical developments in gender studies. 

Throughout this dissertation, I often refer to “gender norms.” With gender norms, 

I here refer to the normative perceptions of what people are seen as capable of and what they 

are expected to do vis-á-vis their gender. Gender norms are organized according to a binary 

relation between women and men, where one group is defined by what the other is not (e.g., 

Butler, 1990, Rubin, 1993). Normative perceptions of gender are intrinsically structured in 

terms of who and how people are expected to desire and love, favoring monogamous 

heterosexual relations (Ahmed, 2006; Butler, 1990, 2004; Rubin, 1993). Therefore, I also speak 

of “heteronormativity” to highlight the normalization of heterosexual relations between men 

and women that are also intertwined with gender norms (Rubin, 1993). In contrast, I use the 

term “queer” to describe non-normative sexualities and at times gender identities which do not 

comply with the heteronormative ideals of women and men as two separate groups involved in 

a heterosexual and binary opposition (e.g., Ahmed, 2006; Butler, 1990; Thorne, 1993). When 

I use these terms, I do not see them as determining of these young adults experiences, who in 

turn have no say in how to live their lives. However, to deny their existence would be to obscure 

how one is not the “sole author” of one’s gender and neglect how these norms can also restrict 

people’s behaviors, because breaking with these norms may have serious repercussions—but 

gender norms do not affect people equally, and the fear of repercussions varies, as I will 

demonstrate in the manuscripts (Ahmed, 2006; Butler, 2004). 

In extension of this, I will now present an overview of young Danes alcohol use, 

to provide some background information to understand the significance alcohol generally holds 

for the young adults in the study. I then go on to outline the dissertation. 
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Alcohol use in Denmark 

Young people’s alcohol use had not been studied in itself as a separate phenomenon in 

Denmark until it started to receive significant attention in the 1990s and 2000s after the 

ESPAD1 study demonstrated the high levels of alcohol consumption among Danish youth 

(Hibell et al., 1997; Kolind, Demant & Hunt, 2013, Pedersen, Frederiksen & Pedersen, 2015). 

The ESPAD study showed significant differences between Danish youth and their European 

counterparts in terms of alcohol consumption, placing Danish youth among the heaviest 

drinkers (Kolind, Demant & Hunt, 2013). The study arguably demonstrated that the alcohol 

consumption patterns of young Danes echo an international pattern in youth culture in Europe, 

the “new culture of intoxication,” as young Danes often drink to intoxication and with the intent 

to become drunk (e.g., Measham, 2004; Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen & Frank, 2015). The over-

all alcohol use of the Danish population is still high,i as the majority of young people in 

Denmark between 16 and 24 drink regularly and in large quantities compared to their European 

counterparts, and most have tried drinking alcohol at the age of 14 (Hibell et al., 1997; Kolind, 

Demant & Hunt, 2013; Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015; Østergaard, 2009; Østergaard & Friis, 2018). 

According to the Danish Health Authorities, the majority of young Danes engage in binge 

drinking, that is five or more units during one drinking occasion, but young men tend to binge 

drink more often compared to young women (Pedersen, Frederiksen & Pedersen, 2015; 

Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015)ii. 

 When young Danes drink, the effects they experience are not simply a matter of 

pharmacology, but sensitive to the cultural context and social setting in which such drinking 

takes place (Hunt & Frank, 2016; MacAndrew & Edgerton, 1969; Østergaard, 2009). 

Researchers have also argued that when people drink alcohol it is a social practice, especially 

among young people (Demant & Østergaard, 2007; Hunt & Frank, 2016; Jayne, Holloway & 

Valentine, 2006; Kuntsche, Knibbe & Engels, 2005; Partanen, 1991; Sulkunen, 2002; 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1455072518807794
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1455072518807794
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Thurnell-Read, 2016; Tutenges & Rod, 2009). For example, they make use of alcohol to build 

friendships, strengthen existing social bonds, and tell drinking stories to position themselves 

socially in everyday life (Bloomfield, Elmeland & Villumsen, 2013; Demant & Østergaard, 

2007; Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015; Tutenges & Rod, 2009; Tutenges & Sandberg, 2013; 

Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018). In fact, research points out that alcohol use is so ingrained in 

social life for young Danes that those who abstain can find it more difficult to establish social 

bonds with peers (Andrade & Järvinen, 2018; Østergaard & Friis, 2018). Aside from the social 

role of alcohol use, young Danes also report that they use drinking to heighten their mood and 

reduce their insecurities, among other things (Bloomfield, Elmeland & Villumsen, 2013; 

Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015; Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018).iii Furthermore, in international and 

Scandinavian studies alike, researchers have demonstrated how alcohol use can enable young 

people in exploring their romantic and sexual identities, and act on their interests and desires. 

(Abrahamson, 2003, 2004; Demant & Østergaard, 2007; Ferris, 1997; Fjær, Pedersen & 

Sandberg, 2015; Pedersen, Tutenges & Sandberg, 2017; Peralta, 2008, 2010; Room, 1996).  

 In the international literature on alcohol use, it has been a well-established notion 

that young people may engage in heavy drinking, but as young adults they tend to “mature out” 

of binge drinking in their mid-twenties. This is argued to happen organically, as young adults’ 

life circumstances tend to change, for example as they develop more stable romantic 

partnerships, have kids, and start their professional carreers (Järvinen & Bom, 2018; see also 

Bennett et al., 1999; Schulenberg et al., 1996; Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018). However, 

studies point to how young adults in Denmark continue to drink heavily also in their mid-

twenties, imagining that they will mature out of it later, albeit this is not always the case 

(Järvinen & Bom, 2018; Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018). This makes young adults’ alcohol 

use and sexual practices a particularly interesting study because not only are young Danes 
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heavy drinkers, but their drinking seems to affect their sexual and romantic lives for a growing 

period of time in their lives. 

Outline of the dissertation 

This dissertation is structured around the three manuscripts, which, taken together, form a 

shared contribution to the existing research on gender, alcohol, and young adults. To introduce 

the manuscripts, I first present the different processes that led to them and the theoretical 

sources of inspiration that have shaped my work. The dissertation consists of four chapters. 

In the first chapter, I present the methodological basis of my research. I present 

both the large-scale research project I have worked on, as well as my contribution to it. In this 

chapter, I pay specific attention to gender as a research subject and discuss what types of data 

I have been able to produce working on a large-scale research project. In chapter two, I present 

the literature and theories that have paved the way for my work in the manuscripts. I have 

divided this chapter into two parts to focus on alcohol research and gender studies, respectively. 

I have combined the two in one chapter to illustrate my aim of providing a fresh perspective 

on how to bridge these two fields. In the first part, I contextualize my research in the existing 

literature, introducing the reader to the broad strokes of how alcohol researchers have worked 

with young people, gender, and sexuality up until this point. In the second part of this chapter, 

I further contextualize my work in relation to gender studies, introducing central developments 

in how gender, sex, and sexuality have been approached in gendered scholarship. In chapter 

three, I go on to introduce the three manuscripts separately. I do so to point out how each 

manuscript is situated in the existing literature and how it combines insights from this alcohol 

research with gender studies. The first manuscript is titled: “Playing with gender borders: 

Flirting and alcohol consumption among young adults in Denmark.” It consists of an article 

published in the journal Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, written in collaboration with 
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Maria D. Herold, Vibeke A. Frank, and Geoffrey Hunt. In this article, I have taken my point of 

departure in these young adults’ narrations of flirting in the mainstream night-time economy in 

Denmark, while engaging with the gendered scholarship of Sara Ahmed (2006) and Barrie 

Thorne (1993). The second manuscript: “Drinking, Dancing and Hooking up: Young Adults in 

Sexual Pursuit in the Mainstream Nightlife in Denmark” is a chapter submitted to the book:  

“Entanglements and Weavings: Diffractice Approaches to Gender and Love,” edited by 

Deirdre Byrne and Marianne Schleicher. In this chapter, I explore the young adults’ narrations 

of sexual pursuit in the mainstream night-time economy. The chapter makes a theoretical 

contribution through my combination of constructionist insights, affect theory, and new 

materialism, inspired by the work of Judith Butler (1990, 2004) and Karen Barad (2003, 2007), 

among others. The third manuscript is titled “Young women’s narratives on sex and consent in 

the context of heavy alcohol use,” written in collaboration with Geoffrey Hunt. The article is 

submitted for publication in a special issue:  “Gendered perspectives on young adults’ alcohol 

intoxication” in the International Journal of Drug Policy. In this article, I analyze young 

women’s narratives on sex in the context of alcohol use. I pay analytical attention to affect in 

their narratives, and, inspired by the work of Margaret Wetherell (1998; 2015) and Sara Ahmed 

(2004), I focus on how these young women make meaning of their experiences, and how this 

process is intertwined with gender norms that are negotiated in the context of friendship. In the 

fourth and final chapter, I conclude on the shared contribution of the three manuscripts taken 

together, and in extension of this, the dissertation overall. 
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CHAPTER ONE: METHODS 

In this chapter, I present the large-scale research project on which my study is founded, 

presenting our collective work on the team. I also go into depth with my independent research 

process from the very onset of entering the team in 2015. I further reflect on how I have 

approached gender as a research subject and what kind of data I have been involved in 

constructing through qualitative interviews. 

1.1 The societal meanings of the intoxicated body 

The project consists of 140 in-depth qualitative interviews with young adults in Denmark 

between 18 and 25 years old (average age: 21.2 years; gender: 49% identify as female, 49% as 

male, and 2% as other). The choice to study young adults in the age range of 18-25 was based 

on how it is within this age range that heavy drinking, including drinking to intoxication, tends 

to peak (Dawson et al., 2004; Järvinen & Bom, 2018). Furthermore, in Denmark, this age group 

has access to most venues, including bars and clubs, which would not have been the case, if 

we had studied those below the age of 18. Thus, the age group is specifically suited to study 

alcohol use in many different contexts and social groups.  

The research project was originally inspired by survey data that indicated a 

pattern of convergence in women and men’s drinking styles (e.g., Hunt & Antin, 2017; 

Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen & Frank, 2015). This pattern of convergence is also present in 

Danish survey data, especially among young people, as young men have begun to drink less, 

whereas women’s drinking has increased (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015; Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen 

& Frank, 2015). These data give us insight into general changes in patterns of consumption but 

do not provide us with insights into whether this is reflected in young people’s own experiences 

of their drinking and in the gendered meanings they ascribe to different drinking practices 
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(Hunt & Antin, 2017). The project was intended to breach this research gap in the original 

proposal.1  

It was a central aim of the project to study how alcohol intoxication comes to 

matter to young adults in their everyday lives, which required a diverse sample of young adults. 

Contrary to many other studies, the aim was thus not to focus on a specific group, such as 

college students, or specific venues, such as clubs. Instead, we used a targeted sampling 

approach and recruited young adults from different educational backgrounds and from different 

geographical areas to investigate the role of alcohol in many different young adults’ lives and 

many different settings (Bluthenthal & Watters, 1995; Peterson et al., 2008). The sample, 

therefore, included young adults in both part-time and full-time employment, as well as 

unemployed youth and students enrolled in gymnasium, university, or different forms of 

vocational schools—from urban, rural, semi-rural, and provincial areas in Denmarkiv.  

We recruited the participants using a multi-tiered recruitment strategy that 

included online recruitment on Facebook (see appendix A), street-level recruitment (see 

appendix B), and chain referrals. Our recruitment strategy was largely successful, but it proved 

more difficult to recruit young men, specifically those from rural and provincial areas. 

Consequentially, we further contacted clubs and educational institutions directly and made use 

of personal networks to ensure a diverse sample. The young adults we recruited for this study 

were also required to have an experience with drinking to intoxication within the past three 

months, but this criterion was easy to fulfill as most of young Danes consume alcohol 

frequently and also in large quantities compared to their counterparts in most other European 

countries (Kolind, Demant & Hunt, 2013; Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015).  

The interviews were conducted between April 2015 and June 2016 and were 

carried out by several researchers on the team. I personally conducted 38 of the interviews, and 
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Assistant Professor Maria D Herold, research assistants Sidsel Schrøder and Lea T. Krøll, as 

well as the intern Dennis S. Vestergaard conducted the remaining interviews. All of the 

researchers were trained in qualitative interview techniques more generally, as well as in 

relation to the specific interview schedule. The interviews were held most frequently in the 

homes of the interviewees and at the offices at the university, but some of them took place in 

other public settings such as libraries and educational institutions. As a token of appreciation, 

the participants received a gift card for a movie theater at the end. 

We conducted the interviews using a semi-structured guide with open-ended 

questions that were divided into seven sections, each with a separate theme focused on different 

aspects of gender, alcohol, and intoxication. The interview guide was extensive and reflected 

the team members’ multiple research interests at the time, and the interviews were 

consequently lengthy, generally lasting between two to three hours. The guide also reflected 

our extensive discussions on how to develop an interview guide in which we were able to 

account for different types of knowledge on gender. This process was qualified through our 

readings of Højgaard (2010), Haavind (1999), Gubrium & Holstein (2002, 2012), as well as 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), among others, which I will elaborate on in the following section. 

All of the interviews were audio recorded and subsequently transcribed by student employees 

following instructions from the research team. In an extension of the interviews, we conducted 

surveys with the participants on a tablet to maintain an overview of our targeted sample, and 

hence make sure that the participants reflected our aims of diversity regarding age, gender, 

geographical belonging, educational level, and so forth. I further used this data to maintain an 

overview of how the data I analyzed in the manuscripts related to the full sample (see appendix 

C for survey). 
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1.2. Studying gender and alcohol intoxication through interviews 

Using in-depth interviews, I have been engaged in producing empirical data on these young 

adults’ experiences with alcohol intoxication, focusing specifically on gender. In so doing, my 

aim has not been to uncover “facts” about young adults’ alcohol use and how this use is ordered 

around gender, because I do not consider the interview situation to be a “neutral conduit,” but 

rather “an occasion for constructing accounts” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2012, p.7). These 

interviews are a form of narrative practice, through which participant and interviewer are 

engaged in a social interaction of knowledge construction (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002, 2012; 

Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). With narrative practice, I refer to the how their descriptions and 

reflections of their experiences are not “revealed” during the interview but shaped through the 

practice of speaking about them in a specific interview situation in which we have encouraged 

them to provide expanded accounts of their everyday life (Riessman, 2012). Although the term 

narrative is used in many different ways, I here make use of it to refer to their narrated accounts 

of their personal experiences that include large sections of talk, which constitute what 

Riessman (2012) refers to as “extended accounts of lives that develop in conversation over the 

course of interviews” (p. 4). To some researchers, this may be considered a broad definition, 

but I find it useful for this study as I do not engage in a narrative analysis, per se, but draw on 

other theoretical approaches in the manuscripts. In conducting these in-depth interviews, I have 

also aimed at creating an environment in which we have been determined to make room for 

narratives of personal experiences, instead of mostly general reflections on the subject matter 

(Gubrium & Holstein, 2012; Johnson, 2002). I find this to be a necessary reflection because 

when researching gender it is difficult to move beyond reproducing gendered stereotypes 

during the interview because the interview in itself is embedded in complex gendered power 

hierarchies and positions made available through societal discourse (Højgaard, 2010). 
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During this research process, I have been driven by an interest in these young 

adults’ experiences with gender, but at the same time, the focus on gender we have employed 

on the team has not been driven simply by the reflections of the participants, but also through 

our shared interest in gender as a research subject. We thus found it to be a necessary 

consequence that we engaged in critical reflections on how and when we have brought gender 

into the conversation in both subtle and direct ways during the interviews (Haavind, 1999; 

Højgaard, 2010). Højgaard (2010) writes: 

A form of paradox emerges when we—as interviewers—make gender 

relevant through what we ask about, when what we actually want to know, is 

how and when gender is relevant for those respondents, whose knowledge 

we draw on in our research. (Højgaard 2010, p.13, my translation). 

To manage this paradox, we employed a critical approach to how gender came to matter 

throughout the research process because we wanted to conduct interviews that opened up for 

narratives on experiences with alcohol that did not center solely on their general perceptions 

on gender but also their personal experiences which were shaped by gender in more subtle 

ways. Thus, instead of asking the interviewees solely about their perceptions of and attitudes 

toward gender, we also encouraged descriptions of specific contexts and experiences in which 

people of different genders were involved, without explicitly making these conversations about 

gender (Haavind 1999; Højgaard, 2010). This also shaped our probing techniques, as we did 

not primarily ask directly about whether they saw their experiences as gendered, but rather 

asked about details of their narrative accounts, such as names and characteristics of the people 

and places they mentioned (see Højgaard, 2010). To comply with these intentions, we 

developed the interview guide so that it mainly centered on open-ended questions on the 

interviewees’ experiences with alcohol. Developing the guide, we were also attentive to both 

the thematic as well as the dynamic aspects of the semi-structured interviews (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). The thematic structure of our interview guide allowed us to conduct 

extensive interviews on many different aspects of gender and alcohol intoxication, while the 
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open-ended questions and the techniques we developed facilitated a relaxed interview situation, 

attentive to the dynamics of the specific encounter and the themes that each interviewee found 

most important to their experiences. Through this, we made sure that we opened up for 

narratives that gave insight into their personal experiences and, in extension, how they made 

meaning of these in ways that did not simply confirm and reproduce gender stereotypes 

(Højgaard, 2010). The theme of each of the sections was developed with this in mind, but the 

content of each section was developed with the main intent of conducting research that was 

context-sensitive to Danish young adults of different backgrounds (the full guide can be found 

in appendix E). 

1.2.1 The interview guide 

At the beginning of each interview, we informed the participant of the focus, expected length, 

and breaks, and we made sure to underline that they did not have to answer questions they felt 

were too personal or sensitive. In the first part, section A, we were interested in getting 

information about their everyday lives and backgrounds, but these questions also served to set 

the tone for the interview, so they felt more comfortable about reflecting more freely, instead 

of talking about alcohol intoxication as a separate topic from other aspects of their lives. In 

section B, we focused on the contexts of their alcohol consumption, in terms of social groups, 

specific places, and mobility during a drinking event. We asked about their recent experiences 

with drinking, as well as where and with whom they drink, and whether they drink in different 

ways depending on the setting. In section C, we asked them to tell us about a heavy drinking 

experience within the past year, about how much and how often they drink. We also asked 

about whether drinking has had any consequences for them and if they had any regrets fueled 

by alcohol. With this section, we thus sought to gain insight into the “when” and “why” of their 

drinking practices and if any particular experiences had shaped these decisions. From here, we 

went on to focus on the embodied and emotional aspects of drinking in section D. For example, 
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we asked questions about how they felt that alcohol affected them and whether they drank for 

specific intoxicating effects. We also asked about whether they connected alcohol use with any 

type of sexual or romantic activity, such as “hook-ups” or “flirting.” In an extension of the 

focus on embodied and subjective experiences relating to alcohol use, we incorporated photo 

elicitation in section E. The photo elicitation consisted of us showing pictures to the 

interviewees, and asking them to describe what was going on in the picture and reflect on 

whether they recognized such situations from their own lives. We selected nine pictures that 

showed a variety of contexts in which drinking was central, ranging from a dance floor in a 

club to friends having wine and beer in a park. Russel (1994) argues that such elicitation 

methods are especially relevant when one wishes to gain insight into unarticulated personal 

experiences, which are difficult to obtain through normal interviews. We found that the selected 

photos were helpful insofar as they facilitated reflections about subjects that would be difficult 

to articulate directly (Russel, 1994). The conversations facilitated by the photos have been used 

in the manuscripts. For example, I included the participants’ reflections on appropriate and 

inappropriate behavior on the dance floor in manuscript 2. We also showed them another type 

of picture, which we used to facilitate reflections on gendered norms, as well as social media 

use. In section F of the interview, we asked about their attitudes and perceptions of norms in 

relation to drinking. In this section, we included questions that centered directly on gender, as 

well as on norms of behavior when drinking. We placed these in the latter part of the interview 

because we suspected that the participants would otherwise feel it necessary to revisit these 

statements throughout the interview when talking about their own experiences and feelings in 

relation to alcohol use and intoxication (Haavind, 1999; Højgaard, 2010). In the last part, 

section G of the interview guide, we asked a few open-ended questions on whether they felt it 

necessary to elaborate on any topic, or if they had anything to add that had not come up during 

the interview. After each interview, the interviewer wrote a face sheet which summed up the 
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main points and reflections that could be important going forward (see appendix F for face 

sheet template). We used these face sheets to get an overview of the data, and they facilitated 

discussions on the material that was helpful when we went on to organize and code the data. 

1.2.2 Reflections on interview techniques 

The 38 interviews I conducted were with young adults from a variety of backgrounds and in 

different stages in life. In this way, the interviews I conducted reflected the project’s broad 

sample, but it also required ongoing reflections on my interview technique to ensure that I was 

able to establish trust and facilitate in-depth conversations about many subject matters, 

including personal and sensitive subjects, such as sexual assaults and other forms of violence. 

The data I make use of in the manuscripts speaks to how the collective effort to interview about 

sensitive subjects was largely successful, but it is also the result of extensive reflections on 

interview techniques. For example, during the interviews, I found it necessary to dress and 

carry myself in a manner that mirrored the environment in which I interviewed, but at the same 

time, it was clear to me that the interview situation continued to be influenced by markers of 

geographical belonging, age, and gender. For example, this was pertinent as I felt it necessary 

to spend more time establishing a trusting atmosphere with some respondents because they 

reacted to my dialect being “city-like,” noting that I was “not from around here.” However, I 

had never expected the interview to constitute a neutral practice, free of the dynamics that 

otherwise mark our social worlds (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002, 2012; Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009; Højgaard, 2010). Therefore, I aimed to work with these challenges, instead of trying to 

eliminate them, and the immediate differences in demeanor, including its roots in social 

positions (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity, class, geographical belonging, etc.) between the 

participants and me also proved useful. For example, these differences made it easier for me to 

ask questions about “common knowledge” in certain areas and settings. An example of this 

was in the interview with a young man who used the term “slut” continuously, and as he found 
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it to be common knowledge, he was reluctant to explain it further. That is until I explained that 

I was not from the same area, and perhaps young adults used it differently around the country, 

after which he opened up about the meanings it held to him in different situations. In this way, 

positioning myself as different from the participants was inevitable, but I used this to heighten 

the quality of the interviews, occupying a space in between insider and outsider, depending on 

my relationship with the specific participant (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). These processes of 

reflection on the interviews were important to my process because they ensured the quality of 

the interview guide and the interview techniques I applied in situ. 

1.2.3 Ethics 

The participants in these interviews have been granted full anonymity. The quotes and 

information included in the manuscripts have been anonymized, so no personal information is 

displayed. At the beginning of each interview, the participants were informed about the project 

and how we intended to make use of their data. They then signed a consent form, in which they 

were informed of their prerogative to withdraw their interview from the project at any time, 

which none of them did. 

During the interview, I was attentive to the well-being of the participants because 

these extensive interviews required the participants to speak for a long time about personal 

matters. Some of these included reflections on illegal activities, which I managed by reassuring 

the participants of their anonymity. However, some of the participants also spoke of personal 

experiences of sexual assault and being subjected to other forms of violence. In these instances, 

I made sure that the participants had a network of support, for example in friends and family. I 

also carried flyers with information about places to contact for those who could need qualified 

counseling or just someone to talk to, but this rarely proved relevant. 
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1.3 Organizing and coding the data 
Once the data was transcribed by student workers, we coded the data in two separate rounds, 

using the data-analysis software program Nvivo 11. When coding the data, we used standard 

techniques for qualitative thematic analysis to ensure an account of data that is both rich and 

detailed but also leaves room for complexities within the material (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We 

divided the interview transcripts among us, and I coded 30 interviews conducted by different 

researchers on the team. In the first round, Maria D. Herold and Vibeke A. Frank led the 

development of the main code guide, which consisted of 16 main codes with several sub-codes, 

such as “age and personal development,” “types of alcohol,” and “sexuality and desire” (see 

Appendix D). The final code guide was also a result of an extensive process in which the whole 

team was engaged in reading bulks of interviews, after which we compared insights into 

different themes and patterns in the material. The teamwork enabled different perspectives on 

the subject matter, as a result of the diverse set of backgrounds in terms of age and geographical 

belonging, which allowed us to discuss in depth the different patterns in our data from different 

perspectives (Hunt, Moloney, and Fazio, 2011). The code list reflected the themes brought up 

during the interviews, categorized through our shared attentiveness to different aspects of 

alcohol use and different research interests, thus accounting for the patterns in responses and 

meaning in the dataset in relation to the focus of the project (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Subsequently, we divided the codes between members of the research team in relation to our 

respective areas of interest for further sub-coding, and it was at this point that I decided to focus 

on the “sexuality and desire” code that enabled me to analyze the sexual practices that are 

essential to the manuscripts. 

1.3.1 Sub-coding 

The “sexuality and desire” code included data from interviews with 138 of the 140 

interviewees, thus reflecting the diverse sample of participants. The code included data related 

to questions on flirt and hook-up practices (in relation to section D of the interview guide), but 
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also included any descriptions of, reflections on, and experiences with any matters concerning 

sexuality and sexual practices. This included norms, preferences, behaviors, and personal 

experiences. Furthermore, the code included all data that related to matters of attraction in order 

to capture not only matters concerning sexual identity but also context-sensitive feelings of 

attraction and desires. This included data on their perceptions of and feelings directed toward 

others, as well as their perceptions of and experiences with being perceived as attractive and 

desirable to others in different contexts, stages of intoxication, and so forth (see Appendix G 

for a full description of sub-codes). 

I chose to focus on this code because it was rich in material that allowed me also 

to focus on gendered aspects of alcohol intoxication, which were invoked in many different 

narrated practices with sexual connotations. I divided the code into sub-codes that I developed 

through careful and repeated readings of the data in collaboration with my supervisor, Vibeke 

A. Frank. These sub-codes included reflections on appearance/bodily worth, groups and other 

relations, boundaries, flirting, sexual pursuit, and sex. The latter three of these make up the 

focal points of departure for the manuscripts. However, the three codes never stood alone but 

included readings of other relevant codes for inspiration in relation to the specific research 

focus, as well as for supplementary insights. For example, in the second manuscript, I included 

reflections from the code on “types of alcohol” because it provided me with reflections on the 

gendered meanings of “the drink” in different settings.  

Flirting made up the largest code, and I coded all material that related to their 

experiences with and reflection to flirting with others when drinking alcohol. Flirt was 

conceptualized as a social meeting with a sexual or romantic undertone but not necessarily with 

the intention of hooking up. In contrast, the code on sexual pursuit referred to the data on their 

specific actions and strategies to hook up with others when drinking. In the “sex” code, I coded 

all of their personal experiences with having sex under the influence of alcohol. This code 
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differed from the first two that included lengthy narrated personal experiences across a broad 

sample of young adults because it was mostly the young women who gave in-depth 

descriptions of their experiences with sex. Analyzing the data, I chose to focus primarily on 

how they narrated their personal experiences, rather than their general statements about flirting, 

sexual pursuit, or sex. This choice was informed by my aim to study gender in ways that not 

only spoke to the gendered stereotypes that circulate among young Danes (e.g., Haavind, 1999; 

Højgaard, 2010). The data in these three codes were thus analyzed with the aim of providing 

insights into how they understand their own experiences, providing “‘small’ accounts of 

everyday life” (Herold, 2015a, p.72). Through this approach, I have intended to contribute to 

the existing research on gender, alcohol, and young adults through an engagement with 

theoretical developments in gender studies. My approach was, therefore, guided by my aim of 

contributing to existing gaps in research, reflecting how the choice of research subject is not a 

neutral one, as I will elaborate on in the following chapters when contextualizing and 

introducing the manuscripts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 
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CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXTUALIZING THE DISSERTATION: 

ALCOHOL RESEARCH, AND GENDER STUDIES 

In the first part of this chapter, I present the central developments in alcohol research that have 

informed my research, including the increasing focus on young adults, alcohol, and gender. In 

the second part of this chapter, I focus on gender studies, presenting the theoretical 

underpinnings that have shaped my understanding of gender, sexuality, and sex throughout my 

research process. With this chapter, I hereby present some of the key developments within the 

alcohol field and gender studies that have paved the way for my work in the manuscripts.  

2.1 Alcohol research 

2.1.1 Youth in alcohol research: a new culture of intoxication 

In my research, I have approached young adults’ experiences with alcohol intoxication as 

situated. In so doing, I build on a body of research in which scholars have long pointed to how 

the effects of and experiences with intoxication are influenced by the cultural context (Hunt & 

Antin, 2017; Hunt & Frank, 2016; Thurnell-Read, 2016). For example, MacAndrew and 

Edgerton (1969), based on their ethnographic fieldwork in different societies around the world, 

have documented how the effects that people ascribe to intoxication are only partially reflecting 

alcohol’s pharmacological properties, as the effects of intoxication vary between different 

cultures. However, such effects are not stable either because cultures are subject to change over 

time, and because cultural norms of consumption do not affect everyone in the same way 

(MacAndrew & Edgerton, 1969). In recent decades, cultural developments have also impacted 

young adults’ drinking practices, changing the style and norms of consumption.  

The lives of young people in Europe and the US have increasingly been marked 

by a modern uproot in social communities, which has put an increasing pressure on young 

people to find other ways of belonging and identifying with one another (Hunt & Frank, 2016; 
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Hunt, Moloney & Fazio, 2014). This has made the consumption of goods, including alcohol, 

increasingly important as it may provide young people with a sense of identity (Hunt & Frank, 

2016; Riley, More & Griffin, 2010). The appeal that alcohol use has to young adults today is 

also intertwined with new forms of alcohol-centered leisure practices. Many of these developed 

as a response to an emergence of dance club cultures in the 1990s in which illicit drugs were 

increasingly popular among young consumers (Griffin et al., 2013; Hunt, Antin, Bjønness & 

Moloney, 2016; Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen & Frank, 2015; Kolind, Demant & Hunt, 2013; 

Measham & Brain, 2005). To compete with the appeal of drugs and the accompanying club 

cultures, the alcohol industry developed a wide range of different alcoholic beverages that 

catered to diverse groups of young people, marketed as lifestyle choices and highlighting their 

psychoactive effects (Measham & Brain, 2005; Hunt, Moloney & Fazio, 2014). Furthermore, 

the increasingly liberal alcohol policies, as well as both private and governmental interests in 

the financial opportunities of alcohol-centered leisure, has fueled the development of the 

nighttime economy (e.g., Chatterton & Hollands, 2002; Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Hollands & 

Chatterton, 2003; Roberts, 2015). The nighttime economy now consists of a wide range of bars, 

clubs, and pubs that share heavy alcohol consumption as a common denominator, primarily 

targeted toward young adults ranging in age from 18 to 35 (e.g., Chatterton & Hollands, 2002; 

Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Hollands & Chatterton, 2003; Hunt & Frank, 2016; Measham & 

Brain, 2005; Roberts, 2015). 

These changes in youth culture and leisure practices have impacted young adults’ 

alcohol use, and these changes are so significant that it makes sense to speak of a “new culture 

of intoxication” (Measham and Brain, 2005). This is because young people increasingly drink 

with the intention of becoming drunk, so-called “determined drunkenness” (Measham & Brain, 

2005, p.273). However, young adults’ may drink with determination, but their consumption is 

at once directed at an intended experience with a high level of intoxication, which allows them 
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to put aside the constraints and pressures of everyday life, but at the same time they manage 

this intoxication themselves as a “controlled loss of control” (Measham, 2004; Measham & 

Brain, 2005). Measham (2004) defines such a managed control loss as “a calculated hedonistic 

act through which people aim to achieve a desired, structured and controllable altered state of 

intoxication, by pharmacological or behavioral intervention” (Measham 2004, p.343). Young 

adults’ drinking practices are thus intertwined with cultural developments on several levels, 

but the experiences that the young adults in this study speak of are also inherently social.  

Aside from being situated in a cultural context, alcohol use is managed and 

embedded in specific social settings, as drinking primarily constitutes a social practice, 

especially among young adults in the Western hemisphere of the world (Demant & Østergaard, 

2007; Hunt & Frank, 2016; Jayne, Valentine & Holloway, 2006; Kuntsche, Knibbe & Engels, 

2005; Thurnell-Read, 2016; Tutenges & Rod, 2009). In Denmark young adults’ lives are 

marked by alcohol use not only as a search for intoxicating pleasures, but also for the role it 

plays in relation to the establishment and maintenance of social bonds during parties and in 

everyday life (Bloomfield, Elmeland & Villumsen, 2013; Demant & Østergaard, 2007; 

Tutenges & Rod, 2009; Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018). However, to say that alcohol use 

constitutes a social practice is also an understatement because researchers have long studied 

how intoxication is a socially learned behavior (e.g., Becker; 1953; Hunt & Frank, 2016; 

Partanen 1991; Zinberg, 1984; Østergaard, 2009). Becker (1953) studied people’s experiences 

with using marijuana and found that, to find pleasure in smoking, people had to learn from 

others how to cultivate the effects of the drug. This finding has influenced many other central 

studies on intoxication. For example, drawing on Becker’s work (2953), Zinberg (1984) argued 

that, when consuming drugs, people are affected not only by their drug of choice but also their 

mind-set at the time of consumption and the social setting in which such consumption takes 

place. In relation to youth alcohol use in Denmark, Østergaard (1997) has studied how young 
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Danes also learn to manage and cultivate the effects of alcohol to find pleasure in alcohol 

intoxication. Østergaard (2009) also builds on the work of Becker (1953) when she argues that 

young Danes must learn to become alcohol users, but she further augments this insight when 

she finds that what young Danes must learn is the aforementioned controlled loss of control. 

Up to this point, I have argued that researchers have characterized young adults’ 

drinking as a new culture of intoxication, but at the same time, this culture of intoxication is 

intertwined with the cultural context and social setting. However, this has different implications 

for young adults, depending on their social status and identity. The ways in which young people 

seek to manage their consumption is dependent on the specific context and mediated by age, 

gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic class, among other things (Measham & Brain 2005; 

Roberts, 2015; Shaw, 2010). This speaks to the importance of zooming in on the meanings 

gender hold for young adults when they drink. However, before we can go into depth with the 

role of gender in young adults’ intoxicated practices today, it is important to situate such within 

the development of gender as an analytical focus in the alcohol research because the alcohol 

and drug field has not been attentive to gender for long. 

2.1.2 Alcohol research and gender 

Until the 1970s, women were largely invisible in drug and alcohol research as men were 

considered the epitome of an alcohol- and drug user. This was due not only to research bias but 

also reflected the gender roles in the Western societies in which alcohol consumption, and 

particularly public drinking, was considered a male domain (Eriksson, 1999; Ettore, 1986, 

2002; Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen & Frank, 2015; Hunt, Antin, Bjønness & Ettore, 2016; Hunt, 

Frank & Moloney, 2015). Women who used alcohol and drugs were considered as either “mad, 

sad, or bad” women, who did not live up to the expectations placed on women’s behaviors as 
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caretakers, pious and/or respectable (Measham, 2002, p.343; see also Ettore, 2004; Henderson, 

1993; Hunt, Antin, Bjønness & Ettore, 2016; Hunt, Frank & Moloney, 2015). 

In the 1970s, a political climate developed in which gender roles were rapidly 

changing and women’s experiences were increasingly put into focus, which also influenced the 

developments within alcohol research, as women started to become an increasingly studied 

group (Ettore, 1992; Frank, Søgaard, Bjønness & Jensen, 2017; Hunt, Frank & Moloney, 2015; 

McDonald, 1994). However, the impact of gendered inequalities in alcohol culture has not only 

restricted women’s drinking but also limited the visibility when such drinking did take place, 

also in research (Eriksen, 1999; Hunt, Frank & Moloney, 2015). The Danish historian Eriksen 

(1999) argues that “women’s “originally” low alcohol consumption, or rather the view that 

alcohol consumption is not particularly associated with the female gender, is a historical 

construction created with the emergence of the modern Western world;” it influences our 

perception of women’s drinking, but this does not mean that it refers “back to a low and 

biologically “natural” and “harmonious” level of consumption” (Eriksen, 1999, p. 46). Instead, 

the very idea that women have not been included in alcohol culture in other times and places 

is a cultural construct, which tends to leave us with the impression that women are not “natural” 

drinkers (Eriksen, 1999).  

This is a pertinent point when studying the alcohol use of young adults because, 

although drinking is often argued to constitute what MacAndrew and Edgerton (1969) call a 

“time-out,” or a break from the routines of everyday life, this does not mean that drinking takes 

place in a vacuum outside of society’s norms, rules, and regulations (e.g., Measham, 2002, 

2004; Hunt & Frank, 2016; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013; MacAndrew & Edgerton, 1969). 

As I will argue in the following, young adults’ drinking experiences are influenced by 

contemporary gender norms and a heteronormative view of sexuality. 
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2. 1. 2. 1 Young adults, gender, and alcohol 

As gender roles have undergone changes in Western societies in recent decades, young women 

have increasingly become active consumers with a wide array of lifestyle choices, also 

affecting their position within alcohol culture (Budgeon, 1998; Hunt & Antin, 2017; Hunt & 

Frank, 2016; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013). However, this does not mean that young 

women have ceased to be affected by more traditional gender roles when they drink and party. 

Researchers have argued that contemporary alcohol culture in Europe and the US is marked by 

postfeminist discourse defined as competing and contradictory demands about how young 

women should perform femininity when they drink (Bailey, Griffin & Shankar, 2015; Hunt & 

Antin, 2017; Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2013; Hunt, Frank & 

Moloney, 2015; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013). They argue that when young women drink, 

they are simultaneously expected to embody a feminist liberation that encourages them to be 

sexually available and to seek out intoxicated pleasures. Yet, at the same time, they must be 

restrained and respectable in order not to breach the conservative feminine ideals that continue 

to dominate perceptions of appropriate behavior for young women (Bailey, Griffin & Shankar, 

2015; Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2013; Hunt & Frank, 2016; 

Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013; Waitt, Jessop & Gorman-Murray, 2011). Griffin et al. 

(2013) argue that these contradictory demands that young women are expected to observe when 

drinking and partying make femininity “an increasingly difficult and even impossible space to 

occupy,” which nevertheless produces real consequences for them when they drink (Griffin, 

Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2013, p.186).  

Researchers have also studied how gender norms impact young people’s 

experiences in the night-time economy. Harder and Ravn (2014) point out that many of these 

studies focus on how nightlife spaces make up “sexualized, harassing, and troublesome ‘meat 

markets’ for women” (p. 214). However, they have also, in line with other researchers, pointed 
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out that this does not paint the full picture of gender norms’ impact on women’s experiences 

with going out, as non-commercial and underground venues may build on other values and 

norms that foster more equitable relations between people (Anderson, 2009a; Harder & Ravn, 

2014; Hutton, 2006; Pini 2001). 

The increased focus on young women in the alcohol and drug culture has been 

driven by a need to include women’s experiences in research, but in many studies men have 

been positioned vis-à-vis the challenges postfeminism pose to young women’s drinking 

experiences (Anderson, 2009a; Harder & Ravn, 2014; Harder & Demant, 2015; Hunt & Frank, 

2016). This dualistic link between men and women, and hegemonic masculinity and femininity, 

is criticized for reproducing an idea of women as subjugated and men as aggressors, without 

accounting for the multitude of ways in which young women and men experience the pleasures 

of alcohol and drug use more generally (Anderson, 2009a; Harder & Ravn, 2014; Miller and 

Carbone-Lopez, 2015). Such a binary understanding of men and women neglects how some 

young men may form bonds of solidarity with women when going out, instead of simply 

pursuing them sexually, and women may not always find sexualized spaces to be a negative 

thing (Anderson, 2009a; Harder & Ravn, 2014; Harder & Demant, 2015; Hunt & Frank, 2016). 

In contrast to earlier alcohol research in which men were taken for granted as the 

epitome of an alcohol and drug user, researchers have also begun to study men’s drinking 

practice with an attentiveness to gender and masculinity. Hunt et al. (2005) point to how 

“alcohol may act as an important resource in the production of masculinity;” for example as it 

enables male bonding and fosters certain behaviors such as risk-taking and violence that can 

be seen as hyper-masculine in drinking contexts (p.226; see also Gough & Edwards, 1998; 

Hunt & Antin, 2017; Hunt, Mackenzie & Joe-Laidler, 2005; Leyshon, 2005; Tomsen, 1997). 

De Visser and Smith (2007) have also argued that alcohol plays a significant role in developing 
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masculine competency because young men who struggle to assert such masculinity in other 

domains, such as sport and work life, may accomplish hegemonic masculinity through 

drinking. Young men’s positions in nightlife have also been investigated, for example, as 

Grazian (2007) points to how men engage in a social activity of sexually pursuing women in 

nightlife, the so-called girl hunt, as a way to perform masculinity and heterosexual competency. 

Studies such as these build on and interest in hegemonic masculinity, and I am also interested 

in how gender is negotiated outside of the binary dualism between hegemonic masculinity and 

femininity, for or example, in manuscript one, as I focus on different young people’s ways of 

navigating in gender norms, pointing out how men also struggle with more traditional 

masculine ideals. Some researchers have also been interested in how men’s drinking 

experiences are not only affected by gender, because gender intersects with geographical 

placement, age, and ethnicity, among other categories of identity (Holloway, Valentine & 

Jayne, 2007; Nayak, 2003; Leyshon, 2008). With this dissertation, I analyze data from a broad 

sample of young adults, and, in so doing, I do not focus solely on hegemonic masculinity or 

femininity, nor do I ignore their impact on contemporary youth alcohol culture. Instead, in the 

manuscripts, I point out that they can be co-existing phenomena, depending on what form of 

practice we choose to investigate.  

Youth and young adulthood are also characterized as a time of transition, and 

alcohol can serve to indicate adulthood and function as an “excuse” to explore new sides of 

social life more freely (e.g., Demant & Østergaard, 2007; Collins, Welsh & Furman, 2009; 

Peralta, 2008, 2010; Room, 1996). This includes developing and experimenting with gendered 

and sexual identities, as studies point to how young people find that alcohol enables them to 

feel more open and confident socially, especially when it comes to acting on their sexual and/or 

romantic interests, in Denmark and internationally (Abrahamson, 2003, 2004; Demant & 

Østergaard, 2007; Peralta, 2008, 2010). In the following, I will, therefore, elaborate on how I 
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have approach matters concerning sex, sexuality, and gender through a discussion of central 

theoretical developments in gender studies. 

2.2. Gender studies 

2.2.1. Gender, sex, and sexuality 

The relation between gender and sex is not straightforward within gender studies, and with 

“sex” I refer both to the sexed body, the practice of sexual desires, and sexuality as a marker 

of identity. In the 1970s and 80s, gender scholars differentiated between biological bodies 

(sex), and sociocultural behaviors (gender) to engage in a critique of social inequalities as 

culturally situated, not biologically given. This was a response to a widespread form of 

biological determinism, which defined gendered inequalities in society as a natural extension 

of a biological sex difference (Butler, 1990, 1997; Kosut & Moore, 2010; Lykke, 2010). 

However, this approach was abolished in the 1990s because such a binary approach to 

sex/gender was criticized for delineating scholars from investigating how the social also shape 

our physical realities, including our bodies (Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Kosut & Moore, 2010; 

Lykke, 2010). Butler (1990) argued: 

Gender is not to culture as sex is to nature; gender is also the 

discursive/cultural means by which “sexed nature” or “a natural sex” is 

produced and established as “pre-discursive”, prior to culture, a politically 

neutral surface on which culture acts (p.10).  

Butler here illustrates a significant turn in gendered scholarship; she argues there is no 

biological sex that we can comprehend outside of the social and cultural context if only we 

look long enough. Instead, separating gender and sex will further produce sex as a biological 

essential category that limits our ability to explore the multitude of ways in which gender 

functions in our lives, also in shaping our physical realities (Butler, 1990; Fausto-Sterling, 

2000; Kosut & Moore, 2010; Lykke, 2010; Rubin, 1993). 
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 In an extension of this, sexuality becomes relevant because it further complicates 

how we come to define and categorize gender. In the Western part of the world, including 

Denmark, sexuality is often treated as a stable category of identity, but this view of sexuality 

is a rather modern invention. The conceptualization of sexuality as an identity has its roots in 

the modern invention of sexuality as a matter of having a specific identity, that is, being a 

homosexual or being a heterosexual (Ahmed, 2006; Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Herzog, 2011; 

Kosut & Moore, 2010). Until the late 1800s, the interest of the public and medical professionals 

was primarily directed against sexual acts, and it was not until the 1860s that “homosexual” 

and “heterosexual” became defined terms, and even later so that the relationship between one’s 

gender role, the gender of the sexual partner, and the sexual activity were categorized (Herzog, 

2011, p.31-32, 218). In 1905, Freud proposed a distinction between sexual object (the person) 

and the sexual activity of choice, and this distinction seems to have laid the early foundation 

for much for our thinking about sexual identity in modern times (Herzog, 2011, p.32, 218-219). 

Today, there are many conflicting interests in the very definition of sexuality because it carries 

implications that reach beyond theory and into policy and practice. Whether sexuality is 

defined as a matter of identity, choice, or biologically given desire holds consequences for how 

people may claim their rights not only to have sex but also to form romantic relationships that 

are recognized by others and, in extension, by law (Butler, 2004; Fausto-Sterling, 2000; 

Herzog, 2011; Kosut & Moore, 2010; Rubin, 1993). 

In this dissertation, I have abstained from taking gender for granted as a 

biologically given identity separated from the sociocultural context in which it sought to be 

understood. This is not necessarily a radical claim in relation to the alcohol field, with the 

emerging of a constructionist approach to gender, that is, the “doing gender” framework (Hunt 

& Antin, 2017; Carbone-Lopez, 2011; Measham, 2002). However, I would argue that there is 

still a tendency to approach gender and sexuality as stable identities within the field, for 
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example, as alcohol and drug use are researched in relation to respective gendered and sexual 

identities, which do not account for the complexities of how gender and sexuality may play out 

in different situations, intersect with other identities, and are felt and embodied (Ettore, 2008; 

Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen & Frank, 2015; Hunt & Antin, 2017; Miller & Carbone-Lopez, 

2015). These perspectives still form important contributions to our understanding of drinking 

practices because they are still highly under-researched, but to my knowledge, there are few 

examples in the alcohol studies where researchers have pointed to how young people actively 

navigate in gendered and sexual norms beyond a binary approach to men/women, and 

heterosexual/homosexual. Some exceptions exist. These include, for example: Tan (2013, 

2014), who has studied drinking spaces through a focus on the production of (hetero)sexual 

desires (Tan 2013, 2014); Peralta (2008) has studied how youth of different genders and 

sexuality make use of alcohol to play with their identity; and Rosario et al. (2008) who argue 

that butch/femme identities may further influence alcohol and drug use for sexual minority 

populations. These examples point to new ways of thinking about the relationship between 

gender, sexuality, and alcohol that are important because they provide a fresh perspective on 

how one can approach sexuality and gender in research. However, regardless of my aim of 

highlighting different gendered and sexual perspectives in research, the data I have analyzed 

has been diverse insofar as these young adults have expressed both normative and queer 

perspectives on drinking in relation to gender and sexuality. I have thus been attentive to 

dismantling the very concept of gender and sexuality—to put it back together in different ways 

in my theoretical and analytical frameworks in the manuscripts to study the meanings it holds 

to young adults (i.e., Haavind, 1999; Højgaard, 2010; Miller & Carbone-Lopez, 2015). In the 

three manuscripts, I demonstrate how young adults experience and make meaning of these in 

different ways depending on the type of sexual practice I explore. I will now introduce the 

manuscripts in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE: INTRODUCTION TO THE MANUSCRIPTS 

3.1 Manuscript one 
Playing with gender borders: Flirting and alcohol consumption among young adults in 

Denmark (2018). Published in Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs. Written in collaboration 

with Maria D. Herold, Vibeke A. Frank & Geoffrey Hunt. 

In the first manuscript, I explore young adults’ narrated experiences with flirting in the 

mainstream night-time economy. I analyze data from a broad sample of participants in the 

study who identify with different genders and sexualities. In the article, I conceptualize flirting 

as an ambiguous and playful form of socializing, which these young adults relate to feelings of 

intoxication and often narrate as more a matter of them being perceived as attractive rather than 

being attracted to others (Madsen, 1993; Tavory, 2009). The article builds on existing research 

on alcohol, gender, and young adults that demonstrates how the mainstream night-time 

economy is generally marked by heteronormative gender norms that place different 

expectations on young women and men, as hyper-feminine and hyper-masculine gender 

expressions are favored, and heterosexual encounters are dominant (e.g., Boyd, 2010; Hunt, 

Frank & Moloney, 2015; Hutton, 2016; Measham & Brain, 2005; Tan, 2013, 2014; Valentine, 

Holloway, Knell & Jayne, 2008; Waitt, Jessop & Gorman-Murray, 2011). I further set the scene 

of my research by arguing that alcohol researchers often focus on heavy alcohol use and sexual 

practices through a problem-oriented perspective. For example, as they focus on the possible 

harms of sex in the context of drinking, which include STDs, emotional turmoil, and so forth 

(e.g., Bradshaw, Kahn & Saville, 2010; Cooper, 2002; Currier, 2013; Downing-Matibag & 

Geisinger, 2009; Lewis, Atkins, Blayney, Dent & Kaysen, 2013; Træen & Kvalem, 1996). In 

contrast to these studies, I explore how these young adults actively work with, on, and against 

heteronormative gender norms through flirting when going out that does not stem from a 

problem-oriented approach but rather an interest in how these young adults themselves narrate 

their experiences with flirting, including possible risks and pleasures. To explore their active 

negotiations of these norms across a broad sample and analyze how these young adults 
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predominantly narrate their experiences in relation to a specific context, the mainstream night-

time economy, I employ a theoretical framework in which I draw on Sara Ahmed’s (2006) 

queer phenomenology in combination with Barrie Thorne’s (1993) concepts of gender play 

and borderwork.  

Ahmed’s queer phenomenology is rooted in a theoretical redevelopment of 

classic phenomenology, centered on the concept of “orientations,” which she argues is 

fundamental to the very core of phenomenology, because a phenomenological approach 

involves attentiveness to how consciousness is directed toward something. Ahmed is inspired 

by classical phenomenology, here represented by the significant work of scholars such as 

Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, in amalgamation with feminist, queer, and race 

scholars, including Judith Butler, Franz Fanon, and Audrey Lorde, to name a few. Working 

critically with examining the work of these scholars together, she is occupied by the question 

of how it is that some things come to appear before us to be perceived, and not others. As she 

draws on phenomenology, she is not concerned with what we see as it is, as if it is objectively 

out there, but how it is experienced (Ahmed, 2006, p. 2). In extension of this, she draws on 

queer studies and feminist theory to engage further with the question of how it is that some 

things appear before us to apprehend, and not others. Her engagement with phenomenology 

thus deals with not only what we see and experience but also the inequalities that shape what 

appears before us to apprehend.  

Within this framework, orientations become a matter of how we may register the 

proximity of objects and others but also how these orientations shape “not only how we inhabit 

space, but how we apprehend this world of shared inhabitance, as well as ‘who’ or ‘what’ we 

direct our energy and attention towards” (Ahmed, 2006, p.3). Drawing on Butler’s (1997) 

concept of performativity, Ahmed (2004, 2006) argues that it is through incessantly repeated 
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actions that the construction of gender and sexual identities come to appear as natural. At the 

same time, she argues that gender performances are intertwined with specific spatial 

arrangements; in different spaces, “paths” are already laid out before us as an effect of how 

people have acted in the space before us. Entering these spaces, we are expected to direct our 

attention toward specific people and objects instead of others, and we are directed according to 

these “paths.” Thus, societal inequalities shape not only how something may appear to us, but 

also whether it appears in the first place. This means that when these young adults speak about 

their experiences with flirting, they are speaking of experiences that are impressed upon by the 

spatial arrangements in which these took place, as well as their own embodied feelings of what 

is expected and possible for them.  

My engagement with Ahmed’s (2006) queer phenomenology has allowed me to 

approach the narrated experiences of these young adults with a sensitivity to how bodies, 

spatiality, and the social become entangled when these young adults make meaning of flirting 

when going out to mainstream clubs and bars. Ahmed’s (2006) concept of orientations allow 

me to grasp flirting as a social practice that is embodied, but at the same time, also shaped by 

the specific space in which it plays out, here, the night-time economy. However, to emphasize 

how these young adults described their active participation or rejections of flirting “paths,” I 

turned to Thorne’s (1993) notion of gender play to focus specifically on their active 

negotiations of gendered norms in the analysis. Thorne’s (1993) work on gender play is derived 

from her extensive fieldwork with children, so-called “playground ethnography,” and she 

founds it on constructionist insights, arguing that gender is constructed and accomplished 

situationally. Focusing on children, she argues that their experiences are rarely taken seriously 

by researchers because they are seen as passive recipients of a one-way gendered socialization 

process. She criticizes this approach, because it does not account for how gender norms change 

over time, and she argues that through play children both reproduce and challenge constructed 
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borders between boys and girls—in school and on the playground. It has been my intention to 

build on this insight, in order to take young adults’ own experiences with flirting in the 

mainstream night-time economy seriously. Flirting was narrated as playful, and there is little 

research on flirting in the context of alcohol use, but it does not make it less important than 

other sexual practices that young people engage in when drinking; in fact, the vast majority of 

these young adults reflected on flirting as an expected and integral part of a night out. Thorne’s 

terminology allowed us to study how these young adults do not simply “fall” into a gendered 

order when going out as if they fit into already existing gendered expectations of postfeminist 

femininity and hegemonic masculinities. Instead, our data pointed to how these young adults 

both work with, on, and against these through the playful practice of flirting. Combining the 

work of Thorne (1993) with that of Ahmed (2006), I was thus able to investigate these young 

adults’ narrated experiences with flirting as active processes through which they work with, 

on, and against gender norms that are embedded in “paths” already laid out in the mainstream 

night-time economy. 

This theoretical framework enabled me to conduct an analysis in which I 

demonstrate that for some of these young adults flirting is a casual and expected activity—one 

that evolves effortlessly between women and men simply because they go out and drink, 

enabled by gender borders that they reproduce through flirting. However, for others going out 

is intertwined with gender norms and expectations to such an extent that it made them 

uncomfortable, either because they did not want to engage with such expectations, or they felt 

unable to. This because these heteronormative “paths” in the mainstream night-time economy 

bring certain expectations and pressures on how to perform gender, but at the same time, these 

gender borders between men and women in these spaces are not simply reproduced, but they 

are actively worked on and against to enable different orientations toward others (i.e., Ahmed, 

2006). However, these young adults vary in their approach to such norms; where some young 
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adults saw an opportunity to play with sexual orientations, others felt that it carried a risk of 

stigmatization. Importantly, our analysis demonstrates this across a broad sample of young 

adults of different genders and sexualities, and hereby we point to how their gender play was 

not an effect of a pre-existing identity, but rather, in the mainstream night-time economy, they 

saw different opportunities for such play through flirting. 

With this analysis, this article contributes to our understanding of how gender 

identity and sexual orientation do not simply play out but are also played with in different ways 

in the mainstream night-time economy by heterosexual and queer youth alike. Because we did 

not take a problem-oriented approach, limit our focus to inter-gender differences, or take 

sexuality for granted as a stable identity, we were further able to demonstrate that gender and 

sexuality may come to matter as ways of orientating oneself in different spatial arrangements 

rather than as identities that unfold. A central finding is thus that, depending on what sexual 

practice we put into focus, we can explore how young adults relate to gendered and sexual 

norms in different ways—not as an effect of a predetermined gender, nor are they passive 

recipients of gender norms when going out. Instead, when flirting, young people of various 

genders and sexualities engage in a form of gender play, working with, on, and against gender 

norms. 

3.2 Manuscript two 
Submitted chapter. DRINKING, DANCING AND HOOKING UP: YOUNG ADULTS IN SEXUAL PURSUIT IN THE 

MAINSTREAM NIGHTLIFE IN DENMARK. In: Deirdre C. Byrne and Marianne Schleicher (eds.): 

Entanglements and Weavings: Diffractice Approaches to Gender and Love. Brill, Leiden 

(forthcoming). 

Whereas the first manuscript was centered on an analysis of these young adults’ flirting and 

their active negotiation of gender norms, I took my point of departure in their experiences with 

sexual pursuit. In contrast to flirting, sexual pursuit was not simply a playful way to feel 

attractive, but rather a specific practice through which these young adults aimed to hook up 
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with others. In this context, hooking up did not always refer to the same activity, as some 

narrated their end goal to be sex, whereas for others it was, for example, kissing or getting a 

phone number. This chapter is situated in the existing body of research on hook-ups, casual 

sex, and one-night stands that tend to focus on the sexual encounter in itself (e.g., Currier 2013; 

Lewis, Atkins, Blayney, Dent & Kaysen 2013; Pedersen, Tutenges & Sandberg 2017). In 

contrast, I focused on their personal experiences with the activities that may lead to these if 

successful, their sexual pursuit, and from a non-risk-oriented perspective.  

As I familiarized myself with the data, I found it interesting that these young 

adults did not simply talk about their own behavior but also described their pursuit in relation 

to specific places and things, including the dance floor, bodily signs, and the drink. These were 

narrated as important to sexual pursuit in the night-time economy, as both enabling or 

restrictive factors in their pursuit. In the international literature, researchers talk about how 

young people make use of alcohol as an “excuse” to engage in certain transgressive behaviors 

(Fjær, Pedersen & Sandberg, 2015; Peralta, 2008; 2010). However, this did not seem to be 

reflected in their descriptions as they narrated that the drink, the dance floor, and the gendered 

connotations in readings of bodily signs could take precedence over their own intentions in a 

given situation, hereby not functioning simply as an extension of their desire. Instead, these 

factors were also described as active ways in which the desire of others and the specific 

expectations tied to going out in the night-time economy affected them. I wanted to take these 

reflections seriously, and, therefore, in order to analyze sexual pursuit, three “turns” in gender 

studies shaped my theoretical approach, including constructionism, new materialism, and 

affect theory.  

In the manuscript, I am inspired by the work of Judith Butler (1990; 2004), an 

important representative of constructionism. I make use of her theory of the performativity of 
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gender as I conceptualize gender as a socially constructed phenomenon, which requires 

ongoing repetition to reproduce in meaning, and which is situated in cultural and historical 

contexts (Butler, 1990; 2004). I further augment this argument with Chandra T. Mohanty’s 

(1986) attentiveness to the politics of location. She argues that sensitivity to the cultural and 

historical context is required to conduct research that does not reproduce a dualistic focus on 

men and women, where each is defined as a unified and singular group in opposition to the 

other, glossing over inter-gender differences. In an extension of this argument, I zoom in on 

the specific location of the mainstream night-time economy and turn to Karen Barad’s (2003, 

2007) theory of agential realism to explore how specific aspects of the location, here the dance 

floor, bodily signs, and the drink are narrated as agentic. Her work is part of the new materialist 

“turn” in gender studies, a turn in which an increasing number of scholars’ work is grounded 

in a criticism of how gender studies have been too focused on performativity, linguistic and 

cultural discourse (Christensen & Hauge, 2012). Instead, these scholars encourage studies that 

account for how the cultural is intertwined with the material and how culture is not opposed to 

nature (Christensen & Hauge, 2012). Barad, a physicist and gender scholar, is an important 

representative of this turn because she encourages a new thinking of discourse and matter, 

drawing on insight from natural science and gender studies combined, to argue that humans 

are not the only ones to enact agency. Instead, she argues that discourse and matter are not 

separate, as humans are not outside the world, but of it (Barad, 2003, pp. 828-829). Thus, 

contrary to gender scholarship rooted in performativity, she argues that humans are not simply 

observing and reacting or enacting cultural norms, but we are also acted upon by material 

actors. The physical world can enact agency and influence the way we understand the 

boundaries between ourselves and the world; this means that I do not approach alcohol and 

specific spatial arrangements as cultural phenomena that are represented in the interviews. 

Instead, their narratives of sexual pursuit are verbal renditions of experiences that are already 
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discursive and material, and they give insight into how the boundaries between themselves and 

the physical world are shifting as they speak of how the dance floor, alcohol, and bodily signs 

act upon them. With this framework, I do not conceptualize their drinking solely as a way of 

“doing gender” (e.g., Measham, 2002). Although I recognize the performative elements as 

fundamental to gender, I analyze how other non-human actors can enact agency in the night-

time economy in their narratives on sexual pursuit and impress upon their gendered 

performance. However, when these young adults spoke of sexual pursuit, they also often talked 

about atmospheres, feelings, and sensing. This required me to engage further with the turn of 

affect in gender studies, which I will discuss more thoroughly in relation to the third 

manuscript. In this manuscript, I engage with the work of Ahmed (2004, 2006) and Gurevich 

et al. (2015) as I conceptualize affect as social and interactional—affect circulates between 

people and objects in relation to specific spaces, and this affects how people experience their 

possibilities and restrictions for behavior. In this way, these young adults describe feelings that 

are not only personal but are, in the context of the night-time economy, entangled with the 

space and the cultural meanings, rules, and symbols that circulate in it (Ahmed, 2006; 

Gurevich, Vasilovsky, Brown-Bowers & Cosma, 2015). Taken together, these theories allowed 

me to explore in-depth how these young adults narrated other actors impressing upon their 

experiences with sexual pursuit. In this way, I was able to analyze their narrated experiences 

as sociocultural arrangements that are further entangled with specific material arrangements 

within the night-time economy, here the dance floor, bodily signs, and the drink.  

In the analysis, I draw on this theoretical framework to explore how their 

experiences with sexual pursuit were entangled with their understandings and beliefs about 

gender and sexuality, their sociocultural embeddedness, and material actors. As I demonstrate 

in the analysis, gender and sexuality were not simply relevant as categories of identity. Instead, 

in these young adults’ narrated experiences with sexual pursuit, gender and sexuality were felt, 
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embodied, and embedded in specific socio-material arrangements. In the first part of the 

analysis, I am, therefore, able to analyze how the dance floor is narrated as a place that enabled 

an overt sexual pursuit for many of them because they expressed how they felt it to be a 

“natural” extension of a gendered human history and the dance floor in itself, which in turn 

acted upon them. However, for this experience to be experienced as “naturally unfolding,” they 

were required to be able to read and transmit bodily signs, but this was not equally accessible 

to all of them in their narrations. In the second part of the analysis, therefore, I demonstrate 

how these young people narrate their abilities and strategies when reading and transmitting 

bodily signs. For many of them, this was narrated as a troublesome process, because the 

negotiation of boundaries between oneself and another were entangled with gendered norms. 

This challenged both the young women and men, as many struggled to make sense of how to 

approach others and reject advances. Interestingly, these also contrasted one another, for 

example as one young man narrates an aggressive approach as most successful, while it is 

mirrored as constraining to another young women. In the last part of the analysis, I focus on 

narrations of the role of “the drink” in sexual pursuit and argue that in the data it constitutes a 

specific material enactment of sexual pursuit that intra-act with an ordering of gender in the 

night-time economy. This pertains insofar as the drink impresses upon people and their bodily 

signs, regardless of their intentions; accepting, rejecting, and offering a drink can all be a risky 

practice because it involves navigating in gendered and sexual expectations that may even be 

contradicting and, in turn, impress upon one’s sexual pursuit in unforeseen ways. 

With this theoretical framework and analysis, I can argue that in the interviews 

with these young adults, the mainstream night-time economy constitutes a space that enables 

sexual pursuit. At the same time, the ability to be in sexual pursuit successfully requires 

navigation in gendered and sexual norms that are not only cultural but embedded in specific 

socio-material arrangements. In this way, I point to how these young adults feel both enabled 
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and restricted by the night-time economy, as they make use of the dance floor, the drink and 

attempt to read and transmit bodily signs, while these also impress upon them in return. 

Drawing on Foucault (1986), I further discuss how this analysis point to the night-time 

economy as a heterotopic space. My analysis indicates that, in the mainstream night-time 

economy, their sexual pursuit is ordered meticulously around gender through specific 

entanglements, here the drink and the dance floor. This order may serve to contrast the 

surrounding society’s ongoing struggles of gender equality, as gendered expectations are more 

dominant. However, the ordering of gender is transmitted and negotiated through intra-actions 

between material actors and gender norms. 

 This chapter makes up the most theoretical contribution in the dissertation. 

Whereas it has been well established in the international literature that alcohol may serve as an 

“excuse” to engage in certain transgressive behaviors, I followed another path to explore how 

these young adults ascribed agency not only to themselves but also to non-human actors, which 

included alcohol and gendered norms (i.e., Peralta, 2008, 2010). To fully unfold this 

perspective in the chapter, I employed a theoretical framework inspired by Ahmed (2004, 

2006), Barad (2003, 2007), and Butler (1990, 2004), among others. With this chapter, I have 

thus founded my research on insights from gender studies that allow me to go beyond an 

approach to their narrations of sexual pursuit as a matter of “doing gender” (i.e., Miller & 

Carbone-Lopez, 2015). Instead, I argue that they are not the only ones to negotiate gendered 

meanings actively because these are actively transmitted through affective atmospheres and 

specific material agents. I further point to how these findings are not simply interesting because 

they provide insights into young adults’ experiences within the night-time economy, as I 

suggest that these may carry further consequences as young adults build sexual and romantic 

relationships upon these sexual pursuits. This brings me to the third manuscript, in which I 

focus on young women’s experiences with intoxicated sex that could be seen as the result of a 
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successful sexual pursuit or as a critique of the negotiations of sexual boundaries that are 

missing in current forms of sexual pursuit among young adults. However, as I go on to argue, 

this gives us further insight into how young adults negotiate gender norms and sexual 

boundaries not only in situ but also after a sexual encounter has taken place. 

3.3 Manuscript three 
Submitted article to International Journal of Drug Studies. Young women’s narratives on sex 

and consent in the context of heavy alcohol use. Written in collaboration with Geoffrey Hunt. 

In the third manuscript, I focus on the young women’s narratives on sex in the context of heavy 

alcohol use, here referred to as ‘intoxicated sex’. In contrast to the first two manuscripts, I 

engage with a smaller sample, including only participants who identified as women. This was 

a consequence of the amount of data on personal experiences with intoxicated sex, as young 

men and gendered minorities spoke less frequently and engaged less in-depth with their 

personal experiences with intoxicated sex. In the article, I employ “sex” as an emic term, even 

though the experiences they narrate may constitute sexual assault to the reader. This is a 

conscious decision because I wanted to investigate their own narratives on their premise and 

not categorize their experiences for them—neither during the interviews nor in the analysis. 

 In alcohol research, drinking is often argued to be a social practice, which 

provides an opportunity for young people to engage in drunken pleasures that transgress the 

norms of everyday life, including sexual norms (Hutton, Wright & Sanders, 2013; Measham, 

2004; Szmizgin et al., 2008). In contrast, these young women’s narrated experiences with 

intoxicated sex were rarely about “drunken pleasures,” and more often about regretting sexual 

encounters and uncomfortably transgressive experiences with sex when drinking heavily. 

However, as the analysis demonstrates, these young women emphasized friends as playing a 

central role when they tried to make meaning of how they felt about their experience, and this 

reflects the social aspect of contemporary alcohol culture mirrored in international research on 

young people and alcohol (e.g., Demant & Østergaard, 2007; Jayne, Valentine & Holloway, 
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2006; Kuntsche, Knibbe & Engels, 2005; Thurnell-Read, 2016; Tutenges & Rod, 2009). The 

focus on the transgressive culture that marks young people’s alcohol use does not indicate their 

drinking experiences are exempt from gender and sexual norms, as young men and women’s 

opportunities for intoxicated pleasures continue to be dominated by a heterosexual logic, which 

favors heterosexual encounters between young men in active pursuit, and young women as 

passive recipients of sexual advances or “gatekeepers” (e.g., Brown-bowers, Gurevich, 

Vasilovsky, Cosma & Matti, 2015; Fjær, Pedersen & Sandberg, 2015; Griffin, Szmigin, 

Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2007; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013; Leigh & 

Aramburo, 1996; Tan, 2014; Young, McCabe & Boyd, 2007). In the existing literature on 

alcohol and young people, the role of gender has also been debated in relation to a study on 

drinking stories, as the authors were criticized for not accounting for how such stories may 

affect young men and women unevenly (Tutenges & Sanberg, 2013; see also Bogren, 2014; 

Ettore, 2014; Griffin, 2014; Radcliffe & Measham, 2014). This study is, therefore, a 

contribution to this debate, as my research indicates that young women struggle with how to 

form coherent narratives of their experiences, especially in the context of friendships, which 

were central in this process in amalgamation with gender norms - this because they struggled 

to determine how they felt about their experience. Therefore, to explore these narratives, I 

turned to affect theory to better explore the link between their narrations of feelings and friends. 

In recent decades, and affective “turn” has influenced multiple disciplines, 

ranging from biology to social psychology, specifically making a significant mark within 

gender studies, as scholars have increasingly investigated the relation between affect and 

gender in people’s everyday lives (Christiansen, Frydendahl & Petersen; Lykke, 2010; 

Wetherell, 2012). The turn to affect thus contains a broad body of scholarly work centered on 

feeling, sensing, and emotions, adopted by researchers who pay attention to structural elements, 

social interactions, and/or personal narratives (Christiansen, Frydendahl & Pedersen, 2013; 
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Wetherell, 2012; 2015). In this manuscript, I made use of affect theory to understand how the 

young women in the study made meaning of their experiences of intoxicated sex. Affect is a 

debated term, as scholars define it in various manners, for example as automatic bodily 

reactions or as transmitted by structural inequalities (Christiansen, Frydendahl & Pedersen, 

2013; Wetherell, 2015).  

In the present chapter, I too turn to affect, but in so doing, I draw on Wetherell 

(2015) and conceptualize affect as a social practice. I point out how one feels is subject to 

change over time and in different settings, and therefore, affect is about personal emotions, yet 

these are intertwined with social contexts. Therefore, I approach their narrative as a practice of 

meaning-making in which they draw on their own affective repertoires for how to feel, as well 

as the affective repertoires of friends, to negotiate what constitutes an appropriate emotional 

response to intoxicated sex. This further enabled an attentiveness to the entanglement between 

power and affect, as they differed in whether they saw their friends as legitimate sources in 

negotiating their feelings after engaging in intoxicated sex (Wetherell, 2015). I further 

augmented this argument with Ahmed’s (2004) theory on the politics of emotions, as she argues 

that how one feels about a specific experience or object is a process by which one constructs 

the very object at which one is directing such feelings. Over time, as emotions continue to be 

directed at some people or objects more than others, they become defined by these very 

emotional responses which “stick” to them (Ahmed, 2004, 2006). 

With this theoretical framework, I am able to examine how the emotions these 

young women describe in relation to intoxicated sex are not simply personal or reflective of 

their experiences at the time. Instead, the emotions they describe are a result of a social and 

affective sense-making that is vital in categorizing the meaning their experience hold for them. 

In this way, I did not approach their narratives on intoxicated sex as an adoption of sexual 

scripts, a framework previously applied in research on alcohol and sexual practices and in 
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which researchers have argued that people follow predictable sequences of action (e.g., Beres, 

2007; Byers, 2014; Frith & Kitzinger, 2001). Rather, I found that although their narratives are 

influenced by the cultural context, these are subject to different forms of affective meaning-

making that are context-sensitive, as they struggled to land their stories as a “particular kind of 

thing.” Furthermore, how they come to categorize their feelings is intertwined with the social 

context, and through this they come to define their experience, and in extension, themselves. 

In the introduction to the analysis, I demonstrate how the young women in our 

study generally talked about sex as a particular risky practice in the context of alcohol use 

because it could make them vulnerable to feelings of regret as they struggled to avoid a negative 

reputation. The label of the slut was particularly “sticky” in our data as these young women 

tried to navigate between appropriate and inappropriate sexual behavior for them when 

drinking (i.e., Ahmed, 2004). In the first part of the analysis, I analyze how these young women 

describe friends as possible caretakers who can aide one in preventing engaging in sex one may 

later regret. However, this is also potentially problematic as this is not always a successful 

means of prevention. Furthermore, friends may also serve as a source of judgment, rather than 

support, making the position that friends occupy in their experiences a contradictory one. In 

the second part of the analysis, I demonstrate how friends may also serve as co-authors for the 

young women who cannot remember what happened when they had intoxicated sex because 

they had been drinking heavily. In these instances, the young women question their ability to 

consent at the time, but in the context of friendships, these questions and their feelings of regret, 

are often reworked as “funny stories.” 

Extending the analysis, I go on to discuss how this research points to friendships 

as a central site for meaning-making, which involves the negotiation of sexual boundaries. In 

contrast to the debate above on the role of gender in drinking stories, I hereby argue that gender 

indeed affects young women’s experiences with intoxicated sex as they struggle to make 
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meaning of their experiences. Instead, their friends highlight their transgressive experiences as 

“fun,” regardless of whether they find this reaction appropriate. Furthermore, in their narrative, 

the responsibility of sexual partners is remarkably absent; instead, they seem to negotiate 

consent with peers, both as they take care of each other to make sure they do not have sex that 

they are not able to decline due to intoxication or which they would later regret. This approach 

further adds to the existing research on alcohol because it engages further with the research on 

the contradictory demands of postfeminism in drinking practices—but through this theoretical 

framework, I demonstrate that these young women are not simply impressed upon by gender 

norms; they actively negotiate them in a specific context—friendships. However, their 

possibilities for negotiating such meaning is highly constrained by gender norms, and I thus 

further point to the importance of examining the role of friendships in research on drinking, 

sex, and gender. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation, I have presented my research on gender, young adults, and alcohol 

intoxication. In chapter one, I have clarified how I have approached gender as a research subject 

that requires substantial reflections on how to produce and analyze data. I emphasized that my 

aim has not been to gain insight into gendered stereotypes or to uncover inter-gendered 

differences among young women and men. Instead, I have explored the meanings gender may 

hold for a broad sample of young adults of various genders in different situations marked by 

heavy alcohol use, including party practices in the mainstream night-time economy in the first 

two manuscripts, and sex in extension of both private parties and parties in the night-time 

economy alike in manuscript three (Miller & Carbone-Lopez; 2015). In chapter two, I have 

situated my research in relation to the central developments in alcohol research, which have 

paved the way for my focus on gender, young adults and alcohol. I further presented central 

developments from gender studies to challenge the theoretical approaches to gender that has 

dominated much alcohol research, focusing specifically on the developments in the theoretical 

definitions of gender and sexuality as cultural, social, embodied and material phenomena. In 

chapter three, I have demonstrated how each of the three manuscripts have drawn on both 

alcohol research and gender studies. Through this, I have made clear how I have investigated 

gendered meanings in these young adults narratives in relation to intoxicated sexual practices, 

including flirting, sexual pursuit, and sex. I presented the three different theoretical frameworks 

that allowed me to study the different ways in which gender comes to matter in their narrated 

experiences with drinking, without compromising the underlying curiosity of how young 

adults’ describe challenges and pleasures of intoxicated sexual practices.  

The theoretical frameworks that I have employed in the manuscripts were 

carefully chosen to unfold what I found to be the most pressing issues in the data. Whereas the 

two first manuscripts on sexual pursuits opened up for an analytical cut across gendered and 
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sexual identifications through a focus on specific phenomena (“flirting,” “scoring”), the third 

article is grounded in an interest in a specific subject matter that was best studied as gender 

specific, that is, young women’s experiences with intoxicated sex. Together, the manuscripts 

provided me with an opportunity to approach these young adults’ narrative accounts through 

different gendered “cuts,” zooming in on different practices that brought forth different types 

of knowledge on the relation between alcohol intoxication and gender. 

Taken together, the three manuscripts make up a shared contribution to the 

existing international literature conducted on alcohol and gender among young people. Inspired 

by current critiques of the existing body of research, in which scholars are drawing primarily 

on West & Zimmerman’s (1987) concept of “doing gender,” which has favored a focus on the 

social processes of accomplishing gender, I have sought to offer fresh perspectives on how to 

bridge the gap between the existing alcohol research on gender and newer theoretical 

developments in gender studies. Through this, I have opened up for insights into how young 

adults’ experiences with alcohol intoxication are entangled with bodies, spatiality, materiality, 

and affect. 

A central contribution to the existing research also lies in how I, with these three 

manuscripts, demonstrate that the restrictions and possibilities that young adults’ narrate in 

relation to their gendered performances vary depending on what sexual practice we focus on. 

This reflects my original aim of abstaining from focusing on gendered stereotypes, but instead 

emphasizing how gender norms and meanings are intertwined in their narrative accounts about 

their own personal experiences with intoxicated sexual practices. The manuscripts are, 

therefore, not centered on specifying how gender as a binary construct or sexuality as an 

identity simply shape young adults’ experiences but, instead, how gender norms are actively 

challenged or reproduced, depending on the activity in question. However, working with, on, 

or against gender norms is not equally accessible to all young Danes when they drink, and in 
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all sexual practices, because gender norms are embodied and situated, why they do not affect 

everyone in the same way.  

The contrasts between the manuscripts makes up another contribution, because 

the differences in how they negotiate the gendered meanings of their experiences give insight 

into how their space of action to actively challenge gender norms continues to narrow from 

flirting, to sexual pursuit, to sex. I find it useful to elaborate on this point using the visual 

metaphor of the “bottleneck.” Depending on which type of intoxicated sexual practice they 

narrate, their possibilities of negotiating the meaning of it and their ability to work both with 

and against gender norms declines greatly. My argument is that these three manuscripts focus 

on three different activities that constitute a “bottleneck” insofar as their ability to negotiate the 

gendered meanings of their experiences narrows as I move from focusing on flirting, to sexual 

pursuit, and on to intoxicated sex in the aftermath of heavy alcohol use. It is not that I have 

intended to form an argument against the very existence of gender norms, but rather, I 

problematize whether these make room for young adults to orient themselves sexually when 

drinking and when making meaning of their experiences. This is an important field of study 

because, as I have pointed out, drinking contexts make up a central social arena for young 

adults’ sexual experiences, and my research further points to how their experiences in drinking 

contexts may produce significant consequences for these young people long after they have 

left the party. 

The consequences that these young people focus on are not those most often 

accentuated in research; they speak of different pleasures and risks, but these are often about 

whether they find room for orienting themselves sexually and romantically and whether these 

orientations hold consequences for how they are perceived by others. Where some feared being 

excluded, others feared judgment, but these fears were all rooted in discussions of gender 

norms and sexual expectations. My research thus points to how heteronormative gender norms 
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continue to influence young adult’s drinking practices in Denmark, but at the same time, their 

ability to play with or challenge these change, not as an effect of how they identify but rather 

as embodied and situated in specific settings and the social context. Asking these young adults 

about their drinking experiences, gender norms were thus central to their possibilities for 

action, including their experiences with pleasures, possibilities, and risks in sexual practices in 

the context of heavy alcohol use. 
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NOTES

ii The majority of Danes drink alcohol, and do so regularly and in large quantities compared to other 

European countries (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015). The overall use of alcohol in Denmark is high, as 

researchers argue that only 12% of the general population abstains from drinking alcohol (Bloomfield 

et al., 2011; Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015). The population’s high level of alcohol consumption continues 

to raise health-related concerns among the authorities, and therefore, the Danish Health Authority 

(“Sundhedsstyrelsen”) closely monitors the patterns of consumption. The Danish Health Authority built 

their recommendation on gender, which is why the data they provide and the guidelines on how to limit 

harm from alcohol use is built on alcohol use for men and women, respectively. They define low-risk 

drinking as 7 units per week for women and 14 for men, while high-risk drinking is defined as more 

than 14 units per week for women and 21 for men. They further recommend limiting oneself to fewer 

than five units on one occasion (Sunhedsstyrelsen.dk). Despite these recommendations, the Danes 

continue to drink at high levels. The majority of the Danish population have consumed alcohol within 

the past year; among men this group constitutes approximately 92%, and among women approximately 

85%. Although men continue to drink more often and in larger quantities than women, their 

consumption has been decreasing within the past years, and women and men’s alcohol use is, therefore, 

increasingly similar (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015; Søgaard, Bjønness, Jensen & Frank, 2015). 

iiii 53.3% of young women and 60.9% of young men drink more than five units in succession at least 

once a month. The UngMap study on 15-25 year-olds’ alcohol and drug use demonstrates that 38.6% 

of young men report two or more instances of binge drinking per month compared to 32.4% among 

young women (Pedersen, Frederiksen & Pedersen, 2015, Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015) 

iii  Aside from research that documents the pleasurable effects reported from drinking alcohol and 

alcohol intoxication by young Danes, there is also a downside to this use. In extension of health 

concerns, the social role of alcohol use in Denmark tends to marginalize those young people who do 

not drink, and as a consequence of this, it becomes more difficult for them to build friendships 

(Østergaard & Friis, 2018). Young people with a low level of alcohol consumption also seem to struggle 

more with establishing social bonds, indicating that much of the social life among young Danes is 

centered on alcohol and heavy alcohol use in particular (Andrade & Järvinen, 2018). The Danish health 

authorities also point to how the age group (15-29) that highlight the social role of alcohol also constitute 

a high-risk group when it comes to the negative aspects of alcohol consumption and report negative 

consequences of alcohol use much more frequently than the remaining population (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 

2015). Thus although young people report drinking to intoxication deliberately and with the intent to 

increase their ability to socialize, alcohol also has negative impacts on the social lives of young Danes 

(Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015, pp. 58-59). 
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iv In the project, we distinguished between geographical areas as follows: 1. Capital (KBH)—only large 

city in Denmark. 2. Aarhus—Odense—Aalborg (large provincial towns—all with above 100k 

inhabitants): defined by municipality, and thus include smaller cities (e.g., Solbjerg, Lisbjerg, Beder og 

Malling is part of Aarhus). 3. Large provincial town: 30.000+ inhabitants (Hillerød 31 k, Viborg 39 k, 

Randers 61 k, Esbjerg 72 k). 4. Smaller provincial towns: 7000—30,000 inhabitants, with some 

opportunities for further education (Gymnasium/HTX) (Vejen 10k, Skjern 7,7, Tønder 7,5 k). 5. 

Countryside. 
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Abstract
In this article we explore the gendered aspects of flirting as an integral part of a night out among
young adults in Denmark, specifically a night out in mainstream bars and clubs. Empirically, we base
our analysis on 140 qualitative interviews with regular alcohol users between 18 and 25 years of
age. Drawing on Ahmed’s notion of orientation in combination with Thorne’s notions of gender
play and borderwork, our aim is to explore and discuss how flirting – for these young adults –
becomes an unavoidable interactional practice in night-time economy (NTE) contexts. This is in
some cases experienced as easy and enjoyable, and in others as uncomfortable and challenging. In
the analysis, we specifically focus on how gender norms related to the NTE is navigated and/or
challenged by our participants, in relation to flirting. The study shows how the gendered norms of
the mainstream NTE are, in some instances, supportive of its participants’ flirting practices and
experiences, and in other cases challenging. In conclusion, we emphasise that the young adults
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relate challenges both to queer flirting and to heterosexual flirting, and that notions of risks in this
context relate to risks of stigmatisation, rather than health risks.

Keywords
alcohol, borderwork, flirting, gender, intoxication, nightlife, night-time economy, queer, sexuality,
young adults

As in the rest of Europe, nightlife in Danish city

and town centres has developed into what

researchers have come to refer to as the night-

time economy (NTE), defined as a commercia-

lisation and capitalisation on heavy drinking,

made possible through liberal alcohol policies

as well as governmental and corporate interests

(e.g., Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Hunt & Frank,

2016; Szmigin et al., 2007). The NTE

encourages young adults in particular to drink

alcohol and engage in searches for pleasure and

excitement.1 However, at the same time, young

adults’ activities and behaviours have become

the subject of public concern where heavy

drinking is seen as a threat to the public order

and safety, and associated with other public

health problems, such as drunkenness and vio-

lence (Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Jayne, Hollo-

way, & Valentine, 2006; Measham, 2002;

Sheard, 2011; Szmigin et al., 2007). Although

participation in the NTE is linked with heavy

drinking and transgression, researchers have at

the same time argued that young people manage

their alcohol consumption by restricting it to a

certain space, time, and social setting, as a form

of “calculated hedonism” or “controlled loss of

control” (Brain, 2000; Measham & Brain, 2005;

Szmigin et al., 2007). Young adults are there-

fore not merely viewed as passive recipients of

intoxicating commodities, but also conceived

as social actors who actively seek to control and

regulate these practices amongst themselves.

This duality is taken into account in this article.

An increased attention to gender has devel-

oped in the vein of this interest in the NTE

(Hunt, Antin, Bjønness, & Ettore, 2016).

Researchers have argued that the mainstream

nightlife caters to certain forms of gendered

expressions in which heterosexual encounters

are favoured and hyper-masculine and hyper-

feminine gender expressions are dominant

(Boyd, 2010; Hunt, Frank, & Moloney, 2015;

Hutton, 2016; Measham & Brain, 2005; Tan,

2013, 2014; Valentine, Holloway, Knell, &

Jayne, 2008; Waitt, Jessop, & Gorman-

Murray, 2011). Venturing into the NTE thus

implies that young adults enter a space that

promotes and normalises not only heterosexual

encounters through, for example, commercial

material and musical lyrics (Boyd, 2010; Hub-

bard, 2000; Hutton, 2016; Tan, 2014; Waitt

et al., 2011), but also a particular form of mas-

culinity and femininity, where men are

expected to be actively in pursuit of women and

sexually confident, and women to fend off

advances, yet embody modern sexual liberation

for women (Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell,

Hackley, & Mistral, 2013; Tan, 2014). Night-

time economy settings are, in other words,

marked by a heteronormative “logic” of what

is “normal” (and therefore also “deviant”) sex-

ual behaviour.

Youth is, overall, associated with transition

and explorations of new aspects of social life

(e.g., Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009). Room

(1996) for example, has emphasised that

experimenting with alcohol tends to start simul-

taneously with experimenting with romantic

and sexual relations. In Denmark, researchers

have shown that young adults actively make use

of alcohol to present themselves as mature

enough to pursue romantic and sexual interests,

and to be seen as (hetero)sexually available

(Abrahamson, 2003, 2004; Demant, 2007;
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Østergaard, 2007). Combining alcohol intoxi-

cation with pursuing sexual and romantic inter-

ests becomes attractive to young people

because they then feel more open and confident

and dare to approach a person of romantic and/

or sexual interest (Abrahamson, 2003, 2004;

Demant, 2007; Østergaard, 2007).2

However, researchers also point to the gen-

dered aspects of this combination. For example,

Griffin et al. (2013) have shown that when

going out, young women must manage contra-

dictory expectations of femininity in clubs, bal-

ancing between “slut”-stigma and a liberal

hook-up discourse, while Grazian (2007) con-

cludes that modern courtship rituals among het-

erosexual men in the nightlife reproduce myths

of sexual dominance through masculine gender

performances. Bøhling (2015) also argues that

sexual practices in night clubs, such as flirting,

may both be experienced as sexually liberating

or uncomfortable and frustrating, insofar as

these are structured around certain norms and

ideals (Bøhling, 2015, p. 147). As this implies,

engaging in activities associated with romance,

and especially in relation to the so-called

“opposite sex”, is considered to be not only

normal, but even a required gendered activity

in youth. Youth researchers, focusing on the

gendered aspects of this hetero-romantic

imperative from a more critical perspective,

conclude, for example, that it privileges some

experiences and gender expressions while it

marginalises others (Korobov & Thorne,

2009). In the present article, we demonstrate

that a hetero-romantic imperative is dominant

in, and arguably even supported by, the gen-

dered environments of mainstream NTEs. This,

in effect, holds deep implications for how

young adults are able to participate in the NTE,

including their possibilities of exploring and

pursuing their sexual identities, romantic inter-

ests and, more generally, engaging in interac-

tions and forming social bonds.

Flirting, which is the main focus in this arti-

cle, differs from other romantic and sexual pur-

suits and relations. From a micro-sociological

perspective, flirting can be seen as an

interactional form marked by fluidity and ambi-

guity, and thus it differs from other sexuality-

related encounters, such as hook ups, in which

the intention within the encounter is more well

defined (e.g., sexual contact). This means that

while people usually know if they take part in a

flirtatious situation, at the same time, this situ-

ation requires from them that they treat this

knowledge as an “open secret” and in turn enter

a “game of possibilities” (Tavory, 2009, p. 61–

62). From a communication theoretical per-

spective, this implies that flirting interactions

are defined (at least partly) by more or less

subtle bodily signs such as discrete touching,

laughing or making eye contact, through which

one invites proximity or orders distance (Mad-

sen, 1993). As such, flirting can be described as

an ambiguous and often playful form of social

interaction, which is fleeting and elusive.

Applying this broad operationalisation of flirt-

ing to drinking narratives of young alcohol

users, we examine when and how flirting

becomes enjoyable and easy – or complicated

and uncomfortable in the Danish NTE.

We take our point of departure in young

adults’ own accounts of flirting, and approach

the phenomenon of flirting at a micro level

focusing on narrated situations in which flirting

plays out. While these accounts are predomi-

nantly marked by heteronormativity and hetero-

sexual encounters, these young adults also

convey a multitude of ways in which they

engage in and relate to flirting – ways that chal-

lenge and problematise the heteronormativity

of the NTE. In the present article, we aim to

show the presence of (hetero)sexual and gen-

dered norms in the mainstream NTE in Den-

mark, and contribute to an understanding of

how young adults navigate and make meaning

in relation to such environments. It is our intent

to demonstrate how young adults do not simply

reproduce such norms, but how, through flirt-

ing, they actively work with, on and against

these norms in complex ways. Inspired by

Thorne’s (1993) work on gender play, we

demonstrate how notions of femininity and

masculinity are enacted, delineated and

Jensen et al. 3



challenged. In continuation of this, we draw on

Ahmed’s work on orientations (2006), in order

to grasp how flirting is not only social, but also

an embodied practice formed by the particular

space and normative environment in which it

unfolds. With this article we add, not only to

the still limited literature on flirtation in relation

to alcohol intoxication and the NTE, but also to

the growing discussion on how gender norms

are actively negotiated by youth as they work

with, on or against them. Furthermore, in exam-

ining gender norms we would wish to examine

how these gender norms become modified

through alcohol intoxication within the context

of the NTE.

In the following, we first describe the data

and methods that our study is based upon. We

then detail our theoretical framework. The data

analysis is divided into two sections. The first

section focuses on articulations of what is con-

ceived of as “natural” heteronormative flirting

in the NTE; the second on how the young adults

challenge the NTE gender norms through

queer-oriented flirting. In the conclusion, we

take up what implications these explorations

of flirting, alcohol consumption and gender

norms have for these young adults, and examine

to what extent their experiences of “normality”

and “deviance” challenge the policy and

research concerns related to health and risks for

young adults in the NTE.

Data and methods

Our data consist of a total of 140 in-depth, face-

to-face interviews with young adults living

across Denmark with recent drinking to intox-

ication experiences (gender: 49% identify as

female, 49% as male, and 2% as other. Age

span: 18–25 years, average age: 21.2 years).3

The sample size was selected to ensure that

we were able to interview a diverse group of

young adults. In order to fulfil this, we used a

targeted sampling approach (see Bluthenthal &

Watters, 1995; Peterson et al., 2008). In the

recruitment process, we incorporated a multi-

tiered recruitment strategy to target different

groups of Danish young adults. This included

online and street-level approaches, in which we

recruited interviewees through the use of flyers,

posters, as well as calls on social media. We

also made use of chain referrals and gained

access to interviewees through educational

institutions. Using this array of different meth-

ods allowed us to get in contact with young

adults from different areas of Denmark and

with a diverse range of backgrounds. Contrary

to most studies on young adults, alcohol and

intoxication, we did not wish to target a partic-

ular group of young adults such as college stu-

dents, or young adults in a particular setting

(e.g., the nightlife), but wanted to recruit as

varied a sample as possible and to focus on how

alcohol was integrated (or not) into everyday

life situations.

The main objective in the overall research

project was to focus on alcohol intoxication and

young adults’ experiences around this.4 The

intent of the project was in particular to explore

how gendered meanings of intoxication are pro-

duced and enacted, as well as the effects of

these gendered enactments in different contexts

of youthful alcohol use. This meant that we

were concerned in the interviews not only with

producing detailed contextualised descriptions

of everyday life experiences, practices and rela-

tionships within which alcohol use occurs, but

also with being attentive to the ways in which

gender operated within these descriptions (cf.

Højgaard, 2010). Therefore, only a limited

number of interview questions (four) explicitly

focused on gender attitudes were asked in the

latter part of the interviews in order to secure

information directly related to gender (Haa-

vind, 2000). A semi-structured guide was used

to collect qualitative data on the interviewees’

backgrounds and current lives, using open-

ended questions focusing on drinking practices

and settings, subjective and bodily experiences

of feeling intoxicated, and attitudes towards and

perceived consequences of alcohol use. The

interviews left room for the interviewers to

probe for other areas of interest that arose dur-

ing the interview, and the interviewees were
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encouraged to bring up any issues, concerns or

ideas that they found relevant in the process.

The coding process was conducted by

extensive readings of the data material, using

data-analysis software NVivo 11. In the first

round, the full research team was involved in

coding the data in collaboration. This was to

ensure a mutual understanding of the themes in

the dataset, as well as to strengthen the quality

of the selected themes for coding. The data

were then organised according to larger

themes, including for example “intoxication”,

“sexuality”, “gender” and “age”. This article

takes as its point of departure the coded narra-

tive data on “sexuality”, which was further

coded for sub-themes by a junior and senior

researcher working collaboratively. When

sub-coding the data it turned out that flirting

was a central theme, differing from accounts

on “hooking up” and “sexual relations”. In this

way, we came to categorise flirting from an

emic point of view as a practice or experience

that did not necessarily have an expected out-

come, as accounts on “hook up” or “sexual

relations” did. We discovered that flirting was

narrated as a more fleeting and emotional

experience, and that the interviewees were

interested in flirting in itself. Furthermore,

we also found that flirting was mainly con-

nected to social interactions in the nightlife

taking place at bars or clubs, and it was also

underlined as a potential reason for seeking out

these venues.

Individual interviews generally lasted

between two to three hours and were conducted

by five experienced interviewers. The inter-

views took place between April 2015 and June

2016 at our offices at the University, the homes

of the participants, educational institutions, or

public settings such as library meeting rooms.

All interviewees were granted anonymity and

signed a written consent form. All interviews

were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

At the end of the interview, the participants

received a gift card for a movie theatre for their

participation.

Theoretical framework

While much of the existing research on gen-

dered encounters between young alcohol users

in the NTE have focused on intoxicated sex and

hook-ups within a risk perspective, using pri-

marily quantitative research methods (for

example Bradshaw, Kahn, & Saville, 2010;

Cooper, 2002; Currier, 2013; Downing-

Matibag & Geisinger, 2009; Lewis, Atkins,

Blayney, Dent, & Kaysen, 2013; Træen & Kva-

lem, 1996), some qualitative researchers have

examined the relationships between intoxica-

tion and sexuality from a non-problematic per-

spective (Griffin et al., 2013; Szmigin et al.,

2007; Wait et al., 2011). Still, situational and

micro-level descriptions as well as ambiguous

and playful aspects of these encounters are

downplayed in the existing literature. In this

article, however, we explore how young alcohol

users navigate and give meaning to flirting in

their own accounts on NTE alcohol use and

gender. This entails that instead of approaching

flirting as comprising risky encounters or prac-

tices which are necessarily fuelled by sexual

intentions per se, we approach this phenomenon

as gendered encounters marked by openness

and ambiguity about what is going on and

where it may lead (Tavory, 2009). In order to

do so, we draw on Thorne’s (1993) notions of

gender play and borderwork, which we situate

in relation to the NTE as a specific space for

flirtation by also adopting Ahmed’s (2006,

2014) notion of orientation. Taken together,

this joint theoretical framework enables us to

emphasise and illustrate gendered aspects of

how flirting plays out situationally in the NTE,

just as it allows for a focus on flirting that is not,

per se, risk oriented.

As a feminist scholar, Ahmed has contribu-

ted significantly to theoretical understandings

of gender and sexuality in relation to subjects

such as affect, embodiment and spatiality.

Ahmed approaches sexuality not as a static

identity, nor as a directedness of desire that can

be understood separately from the space in

which it unfolds. Instead, in Ahmed’s
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theoretical framework, queer and heterosexual

orientations alike, “involves a way of orientat-

ing the body towards and away from others,

which affects how one can enter different kinds

of social spaces” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 145).

According to Ahmed (2006), the ways in which

we inhabit spaces, in this case clubs and bars,

depends on what has been done in that space

before, and what orientations have been

repeated over time to constitute the norm. On

this basis she argues that when we enter a room,

we feel more or less comfortable and familiar

with it, with the people in it, with its materiality

and its (gender/sexuality) normative landscape.

The space we inhabit, thus, guides our (gen-

dered) actions; it shapes our bodily expressions

and our feelings of comfortability (Ahmed,

2014). Importantly, however, this does not

mean that we are passively socialised or shaped

into specific sexual or gendered beings merely

by our surroundings (Ahmed, 2006). Rather, we

actively orientate ourselves towards or away

from people and objects in a given space,

depending on what performative acts are possi-

ble in the situation, and the “paths” that have

been laid out before us (Ahmed, 2006). The

term “orientations”, in other words, refers to

how we inhabit a space and move around in

it, and how we thereby contribute to the contin-

uous (re)constitution of its existing paths. The

spaces we inhabit impress on us, and we

impress on them in a two-way process. For

example, when going out, one is likely to be

oriented towards alcohol as an object, which

in turn enables new ways of orientating towards

others. This can be illustrated by how many of

the young adults in our study view alcohol and/

or intoxication as a way to increase their ability

to talk to strangers, and be more open towards

others, and how particular situations for intoxi-

cated flirting subsequently arise. This role of

alcohol and intoxication in increasing sociabil-

ity has also been noted by many researchers

(e.g., Partanen, 1991; Sulkunen, 2002). The

object of alcohol thus enables certain (new)

orientations, while others seem more out of

reach (cf. Ahmed, 2006). When interviewees

talk about flirting as a dominant expectation

related to the NTE, they are noticing a certain

path in the NTE, but they are, at the same time,

actively considering how to orient themselves

in relation to this path; whether or not to tread

it, and if so how to do it.

As suggested by Ahmed, spaces such as the

NTE offer certain paths of behaviour, which

impress differently upon their participants, just

as participants of the NTE impress on these

paths through their specific engagements in it.

As similarly suggested by constructionist gen-

der researchers such as Thorne (1993), we

actively “do gender”, not as a “detached” per-

formance, but always in relation to existing

gender norms. This means that the young adults

in our study “do gender” through the ways that

they engage in different spaces and interact

socially, e.g., when they are flirting with

friends or strangers. Based on playground eth-

nography, Thorne (1993) argues that while

adults (including also often researchers) often

perceive children as passive receivers in a one-

way (gendered) socialisation process, they are,

in fact, able to act, resist, rework and create the

gendered norms and expectations of a given

space. Thus, children (and youth) become

gendered beings by doing gender in situ.

Thorne introduces the metaphor of “play” to

shed light on the ways that this agency is

enacted in daily interactions. She defines play

broadly as the collective activities we “do” and

are engaged in; and, furthermore, as “dramatic

performances” which are collectively acted out

among peers, and which make it possible to

enact (and challenge) a variety of gender-

related practices such as, for example, drinking

and flirting. It is through different forms of play

that borders between “boys” and “girls” are

enacted, and “boys” and “girls” thereby

“become defined as separate and opposing

groups” (Thorne, 1993, p. 64). But it is also

through play that this binary construction is

challenged and transgressed, and that gender

boundaries are dismantled. Thorne uses the

term “borderwork” to conceptualise such

micro-level interactions which, hold the
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possibilities to both strengthen or loosen gender

borders.

When combining Thorne’s and Ahmed’s

conceptualisations and vocabularies, we

become able to understand how the existing

gendered “paths” within the NTE are “done”

and challenged by its young social actors

through different forms of “play” which are

performed in social interactions such as flirting.

We argue that this perspective makes it possible

for us to explore, not only how the gendered

environment of the NTE shapes at a structural

level the (gendered) practices and identities of

young alcohol users but rather how gender is

“played out” and gender boundaries between

young alcohol users are (re)enacted and chal-

lenged at a micro-level, when they engage in

flirting, including how these encounters are

made sense of by young actors of the NTE.

Analysis

As indicated above, our analytical starting point

is not that men and women are two, naturally

occurring, separate groups. Rather, we explore

how young adults across genders engage in

gender play and actively “(re)work” the gender

norms of the NTE in different ways – not neces-

sarily because of their identification with one

gender or another, but rather because of how

gender norms affect their bodies and feelings

of comfortability when they go out. As shown

above, alcohol use and alcohol intoxication is

an integrated part of going out for almost all

young adults in Denmark. Therefore, the anal-

ysis below takes as a point of departure that

alcohol use and intoxication is part of a night

out.

The analysis is divided into two sections,

each focused around different ways of flirting

and relating to the gendered aspects of this

practice. In the first section, we show how per-

spectives on and performances of flirting as a

“naturally” occurring heterosexual and hetero-

normative practice play out in the accounts of

our participants. In the second section, we focus

on how the dominantly heterosexualised and

heteronormative landscape of the NTE chal-

lenges and is challenged by our interviewees.

In the latter section (as opposed to the first),

flirting is presented as a practice in which gen-

der norms are thoroughly felt by our intervie-

wees as they (situationally) bump against them,

work around them, or play with them in the

NTE.

“Natural” heteronormative flirting
in the NTE

One dominant understanding of flirting among

our interviewees was that it constitutes a

“natural” way to be recognised as attractive

by people who they identified as belonging to

“the opposite gender”. Feeling sufficiently

attractive to engage in flirting was either related

to dressing up before venturing into town, or

ascribed to a certain state of mind defined by

sentiments of confidence and openness that

came with intoxication. For those who manage

to achieve this state of mind, flirting was pri-

marily thought of as a positive aspect of going

out. Participation in the NTE enabled these

young adults to flirt with strangers as well as

to be recognised by friends in new ways; as

someone with whom it is possible or even desir-

able to flirt. Troels articulates this in the follow-

ing way:

When I go out and drink it is to be recognised and

to be seen. Going out, flirting a bit, the feeling

that girls see me and find me attractive. That is

just a human need. I seriously think everyone

needs that. And I do not for one second doubt that

my girlfriend does enjoy feeling attractive when

she goes out dressed up and with full make up on.

Feeling attractive is what she seeks. (Troels, m,

21 y/o)

In Troels’ case, the connection between drink-

ing, going out, and flirting is unproblematic – it

is a wholly accepted way for him to fulfil

what he refers to as a “human need”, and to

feel good about himself without risking any

existing social and romantic commitments.
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Furthermore, he stresses that flirting is equally

accessible for men and women, and that it is a

central part of participating in the NTE. In

Troels’ account, the NTE thus presents a space

that facilitates flirtatious encounters between

gendered people as opposites, and flirting is

presented, not only as possible, but also as

expected. In congruence with many of the other

participants, he thereby defines flirting as a

naturally occurring and desired form of contact

between young men and women which is

closely related to alcohol use and participation

in the NTE. In other words, in his way of relat-

ing to flirtation, Troels orients himself towards

an already existing “path” in the NTE, which is

accessible for both men and women who par-

ticipate in the NTE. At the same time, this

“path” strengthens the gendered borders

between them, because it is dependent on inter-

action between women and men as “opposite

genders”, where contact is fuelled by a hetero-

sexual orientation. As such, the descriptions in

the existing literature of the NTE as a hyper-

gendered space (e.g., Boyd, 2010; Tan, 2013,

2014) is easily recognised in our interview data.

Similarly, in Ninna’s account, flirting arises

“naturally” in the NTE as an effect of already

existing gender borders between men and

women. She thereby stresses how flirting is

bound up in a certain timely and spatial situa-

tion. While flirting rarely occurs in her every-

day life, it evolves almost effortlessly when she

goes out:

If you are in the company of men, even if it is a

good friend, there is quickly a flirt. It comes natu-

rally [ . . . ]. The way you talk with each other just

becomes more flirtatious, you know: “you are a

boy and I am a girl”. This is different to when you

are together with men in school for example.

(Ninna, f, 21 y/o).

For Ninna, borders between men and women

that constitute them as separate groups are

strengthened, as the contact between them is

defined as always potentially sexual in the con-

text of going out and drinking alcohol.

Similarly to Troels, the relations between gen-

der groups are marked by heterosexual attrac-

tion in Ninna’s account, and this attraction is

restricted to a certain space: the NTE.

Another example of how flirting is seen as a

naturally occurring interaction between men

and women is given by Maj who explains how

she flirts in order to make new (male) friends.

Maj is actively engaged in constituting new

social bonds across gender borders through how

she flirts:

You can go over to the guys and talk, and in some

way half-flirt, like friend-flirt. I wouldn’t do that

normally [ . . . ]. You just sit and talk and laugh

and the like . . . you hug, just for fun I mean, just

cosy. But you don’t start to touch the thigh or

half-kiss or anything. (Maj, f, 20 y/o)

Unlike Troels and Ninna, Maj engages in what

she refers to as “friend-flirting” as a specific

form of interaction to make friends with young

men. She is thus “working” with an existing

“path” in the NTE, and in doing so, she

strengthens the existing connection between

alcohol use, gender and flirting, but without any

intention of sexual contact. Thus, at the same

time, she challenges the sexualised gender bor-

der between men and women, which dominates

the NTE. However, in order for this approach to

flirting to be intelligible, she needs to balance

carefully between “friend-flirting” e.g., talking,

laughing and hugging, and more sexual contact

such as touching thighs and kissing. As such,

gender borders which are strengthened through

flirting are not necessarily limited to sexual

contact, but are enacted on the basis of potential

heterosexual contact. For Maj, borders between

men and women in the NTE provide new

opportunities for connecting with people who

are not of her own gender, yet without pursuing

any sexual contact.

In NTE settings where flirting is expected

between men and women, any socialising

across gender borders is easily perceived as

flirtatious. Consequently, other participants

note that gender borders could also be
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experienced as restrictive, because any

contact would possibly be perceived as

flirtatious:

I am the flirting type, apparently. My ex-

girlfriend told me that many times. When I had

something to drink, then I became flirtatious, she

said. But I don’t think so! I am just talking to

people. Maybe it is the way I talk to people or

look at people. But I think it is common courtesy

to look at the person you are talking with. But she

thought I was flirting . . . (Lars, m, 21 y/o)

In the account above, Lars expresses his frus-

tration with how, to him, “non-gendered” ways

of being in contact with women (“it is common

courtesy”) are interpreted by others as flirta-

tious, simply because they play out in the NTE.

The mere presence of a woman in proximity to

a man in this context possibly creates an expec-

tation of flirting. For some, this is un-

problematic, fun, or even a main motivation for

participating in the NTE, whereas for others,

this becomes more challenging.

Common to the accounts presented so far in

the analysis is that they represent examples of

how young NTE participants (strive to) live up

to certain expectations of their participation in

the NTE as gendered beings – they are all

examples of how our participants, albeit in dif-

ferent ways, “play” with each other across gen-

der borders and according to heteronormative

and heterosexual assumptions. Borders between

men and women as different groups are, in

other words, not questioned, and neither is the

underlying assumption of heterosexuality in

flirting.

Challenging gender borders through
queer flirting

The predominantly carefree approach to flirting

that Ninna, Troels, Maj and to some extent also

Lars, share is not unique to their interviews

only. Many other interviewees narrated similar

accounts of how they conceived of “men” and

“women” as two distinct social groups, how

they tend to socialise across gender borders

through flirting, and how flirting is a key fea-

ture of their participation in the NTE. While

their accounts arguably do differ in terms of

specific approaches and attitudes towards flirt-

ing, they do not generally challenge the under-

lying assumption of gender as a binary

construct and attraction between men and

women as “naturally” occurring. However, as

we will show in the second section of the anal-

ysis, other accounts exemplify how the hetero-

normative paths of the NTE at times evoke

sentiments of uncomfortability and/or consti-

tute a challenge in both playful and painful

ways – not only for queer participants, but also

occasionally for participants who identify with

heterosexuality. Sven’s account forms one

example of how flirting in heteronormative and

hyper-gendered contexts, in some instances,

makes him uncomfortable:

I don’t know how to flirt. I think it is uncomfor-

tably uniform. It attracts certain types that fit into

a certain pattern, like the alpha male types. I think

there is something toxic about it. It supports the

idea that men have to be big and strong and

women their trophies. I think that is disgusting.

(Sven, m, 24 y/o).

For Sven, flirting in mainstream NTE settings

is in some situations both unattainable and

undesirable. It is not that Sven is not attracted

to women, but his attraction is difficult for him

to act upon in the NTE, because of his associ-

ation between heterosexual flirting and the

hyper-gendered ways of being men and

women that these settings facilitate. For him,

the NTE setting in itself celebrates ways of

being gendered, which he cannot, and refuses

to, identify with. Sven, in other words, associ-

ates the NTE with gender norms which favour

some gendered expressions and relations over

others, and which make it difficult for him to

engage in flirting with women. Therefore,

Sven explores other aspects of his sexuality

when he goes out. He refers to this as his

“queer moments”:
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I have my queer moments. [ . . . ]. When I am

sober I am remarkably more heterosexual, but the

more I drink, the more open I become for some-

thing bisexual. It is my way of having a cosy time.

(Sven, m, 24 y/o).

Sven’s rejection of flirting with women is there-

fore arguably also a rejection of following a

path in the NTE that invites him to embody a

form of masculinity which is uncomfortable for

him. For him, following an alternative and far

less dominant path is made accessible through

drinking, as feelings of intoxication allow him

to engage in a flirtatious play with sexual attrac-

tion. Another interviewee, Mads, takes a similar

critical stance towards the hyper-gendered

ways of doing gender he associates with flirting

in the mainstream NTE. However, whereas it

is possible for Sven to challenge the heteronor-

mative gender borders of the NTE in specific

situations (his “queer moments”) through

simultaneous feelings of intoxication, this is not

a possibility for Mads:

Because of these very, very stereotyped ways that

men and women are supposed to be in [my old

town], I wouldn’t be able to go out and hook up

with a guy, because there are no other guys or

men in town who would want to hook up with a

boy. In my old town men are men and they need

pussy. (Mads, genderqueer with male pronouns,

20 y/o)

Mads describes that he has lived in multiple

towns, and experienced different normative

expectations of men and women marking the

local NTEs. Like Sven, Mads is mainly

attracted to women, but also occasionally to

men, which is downplayed because of the het-

eronormative culture of the NTE in some of the

places he has lived. Unlike Sven, Mads did not

see any opportunities for non-hetero flirting

when going out, because there was a heavy

pressure on maintaining gender borders. Taken

together, Mads’ and Sven’s accounts arguably

illustrate that one’s way of participating and

flirting in local NTEs is not merely a question

of choosing a certain path. It is also very much

defined by what paths are seen as possible or

acceptable in specific settings in relation to how

gender borders are enacted.5 Through the

account of Benny, who identifies as bi-sexual

and who is currently romantically involved

with another man, we are able to develop this

point further:

My diverse sexual experiences is not something I

flaunt. [ . . . ] I don’t want to be perceived as gay,

especially with the job I have. I am afraid that

some people might avoid this place [ . . . ]. I often

think about that there might be people who would

not want to come here, because, because of me

then. (Benny, m, 23 y/o)

Benny is a bartender in a small town. He goes

out to drink frequently, and describes himself as

a central figure in the local NTE, both as a

participant and through his work as a bartender.

In everyday life, and when going out, he is

heavily affected by the assumption that inhabit-

ing the small-town bar he works in, in a

non-heterosexual manner would imply that his

position is endangered – he fears that it would

possibly cause him to lose his job, or even be

excluded from his community. Thus, engaging

in what Sven referred to, as “queer moments” in

the heteronormative space of the NTE in his

home town is not an actual possibility for

Benny. He cannot afford to rework that specific

path due to potential negative consequences.

Furthermore, he notes how alcohol intoxication

may constitute an increased challenge to his

ability to manage the tension he experiences

between following his own (queer) desire and

participating in an NTE which is dominated by

heteronormativity and heterosexuality. The

NTE, in other words, may enable playful flirt-

ing as well as dismantling of the gender borders

for some young alcohol users, but at the same

time, it excludes others from this possibility. As

particularly Mads’ and Benny’s accounts exem-

plify, these possibilities vary depending on both

the gendered landscape of local NTEs, one’s

position in the local community and one’s
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self-experienced possibilities of being attracted

to people of different genders.

Where Mads and Benny felt, albeit differ-

ently, restricted by the gender and sexuality

norms of their local NTEs, and at times even

pressured to follow heteronormative paths

when going out, others, and most often young

women, shared accounts of being able to

engage playfully in non-heterosexual flirtation.

The association of flirting with non-binding

forms of intimacy enabled these young women

to flirt with people of their own gender and, in

doing so, to play with the pronounced expecta-

tions of engagements in heterosexual flirting,

which is arguably a central part of participating

in the NTE. For example, Natasja described

how she was sometimes flirting and kissing

with her female friend:

When we drink alcohol, [ . . . ] I become loving,

and so does my friend, apparently. I don’t know

why, but it’s fun. [ . . . ]. We often try to convince

people that we are lesbians. Especially if some-

one hits on me or her. But they never believe us.

(Natasja, f, 24 y/o)

Going out and drinking alcohol enables such

flirtatious interactions between Natasja and her

female friend, as alcohol makes them feel more

“loving” and, furthermore, allows them to act

on this feeling, which resembles Sven’s “queer

moments”. This is not only a matter of finding

new ways of having fun. It is also a way to

escape the hyper-gendered expectations of the

NTE, as flirting between Natasja and her

female friend becomes a strategy to fend off

men who want their attention. Natasja’s

account thus shows how the combination of

alcohol use, NTE participation and flirting in

some instances opens up new possibilities in

terms of handling unwelcome approaches from

men who want her attention through intimate

contact within gender groups (between women)

that in her experience can be facilitated through

alcohol use. Thus, as a playful and non-

confrontational way of handling “the male

gaze”, Natasja, engages in queer flirting with

her friend. She is, however, still read as hetero-

sexual. Her flirting is narrated as an effect of

alcohol intoxication in the NTE, rather than an

expression of a sexual attraction towards her

female friend. In that way, it is narrated as a

way of playfully handling the expectations of

women to engage in flirting with men in the

NTE, rather than a matter of a particular sexual

attraction. This kind of flirting is not a way of

working against the (hetero)normative space of

the NTE, but with and on it; arguably confirm-

ing the pronounced (hetero)normative land-

scape of the mainstream NTE also described

in other studies (e.g., Boyd, 2010; Hutton,

2016; Tan, 2013, 2014). In Natasja’s case,

therefore, queer flirting is narrated as a domi-

nantly fun way of engaging with her best friend,

and the reactions it causes in their surroundings

are perceived of as relatively harmless. Harm-

less in the sense that Natasja does not go against

dominant norms, but plays with them. In other

cases, however, queer flirting becomes much

more challenging. Annika, for example

described how she found it difficult to go to

“straight” bars with female friends who were

predominantly interested in flirting with men

– not because she could not find women to flirt

with when going out, but rather because her

female friends opposed her spending time with

other women, when they arrived together in a

group. To cope with this challenge, Annika pre-

fers to go out with a male friend, who shares her

orientation towards women. Unlike Natasja,

Annika is interested in long-term commitments

with people she meets and flirts with when she

goes out. But, just like Natasja, her ways of

flirting with other women are read within a

heteronormative framework and thus often not

taken seriously by other NTE participants. So,

while the NTE does enable different forms of

intoxicated play with gender and sexuality,

“queer” (as opposed to “straight”) flirting prac-

tices between women are not necessarily taken

at face value. Similarly, another young woman,

Jo, explains how she does not always feel that

flirting with women is accessible in the NTE.

Therefore, if she finds herself in a situation in
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which there are no women to flirt with, she

sometimes flirts with men. She describes her

“straight” flirtatious encounters in the follow-

ing way:

Usually, I just start chatting with men about

this or that. Maybe they buy me a drink or

four, and want me to go home with them. But

I just have to say, “well I am not doing that”.

[ . . . ]. Sometimes I say I am not interested,

sometimes I say I am gay. That usually works

effectively . . . Or they say, “well then we have

something in common, because I am also in to

girls”. (Jo, f, 21 y/o)

Jo identifies as a lesbian, but as with Natasja,

she is expected to be heterosexual, but

instead of finding this challenging in the

mainstream NTEs, she playfully undermines

this expectation, which is embedded in con-

tact between men and women. Here she

actively engages in flirting that she is aware

is being perceived as infused with heterosex-

ual intentions, but although she mimics the

expected behaviour of her as a woman in the

NTE, she also undermines the heterosexual

meanings that are generally ascribed to con-

tact between men and women in such a

space. However, the assumption that she is

heterosexual points to how any other engage-

ments are read as playful. It seems that

within the mainstream NTE homoerotic flirt-

ing, at least between women, becomes invi-

sible and is not taken seriously.

What is playful for Natasja, and to some

extent also for Jo, can be painful for others,

e.g., Benny who fears consequences, such as

losing his job, if he does not follow a hetero-

normative path when he goes out. In this way,

the triad of alcohol use, NTE participation and

flirting may offer ways to play with gender

borders, and to feel in a carefree manner that

flirtatious encounters are simply unfolding

naturally. However, in other cases, it brings

painful challenges to young adults when they

go to bars and clubs, and to some, even when

they go home again.

Conclusion

In this article, we have taken a point of depar-

ture in young adults’ narratives about flirting in

NTE contexts where alcohol use and intoxica-

tion almost always occur in a night out with

friends. We have demonstrated the complex-

ities of their experiences with the heteronorma-

tive and heterosexual gender norms that are

dominant in the NTE. Interestingly, young

adults do not exclusively experience heteronor-

mative nightlife spaces as problematic because

of their sexual identity or (self-)ascribed gen-

der. Rather, heteronormative paths of behaviour

in the NTE are problematised by both hetero-

sexually oriented youth and queer-oriented

youth. Also, they formed a site of gender play

in flirting for heterosexual as well as queer-

oriented youth. Thorne’s (1993) notion on gen-

der play has enabled us to underline that in spite

of their dominance, heteronormative paths of

behaviour situated in the NTE are not necessa-

rily fixed or static. Rather, gender borders are

produced and negotiated in a variety of ways by

the young participants. However, this does not

mean that flirting was equally accessible to all

youth alike. The young women who practiced

queer-oriented flirting often narrated an invisi-

bility in relation to others, i.e., as their flirting

was perceived as not being sincere or as “just

for fun”, whereas the young men who practiced

queer-oriented flirting included reflections on

possible stigmatisation in their flirting narra-

tives. In this way, queer flirting was narrated

by some of the young men as having possible

negative consequences spilling into their every-

day lives, whereas some of the young women

narrated queer flirting as both playful and stra-

tegic, for example in order to avoid male

flirting.

We have focused on young adults’ narratives

and experiences with flirting in the NTE –

defined as an ambiguous and playful way of

intoxicated socialising. In contrast, most other

studies have focused on “hook ups” and sexual

relations in combination with alcohol intoxica-

tion, and especially within a health-risk or
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problem-oriented perspective, stressing that the

combination of sexual relations and alcohol

may increase a host of potential problems

including sexually transmitted infections

(STIs), sexual violence, minority stress, and

emotional turmoil, among other things (e.g.,

Cooper, 2002; Ferris, 1997; Lewis et al.,

2013; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2008;

Træen & Kvalem, 1996; Træen & Lewin,

1992). Hence our aim has not been to empha-

sise potential health and social risks and

hazards. Interestingly, however, when risks are

discussed by our participants, it is not health

risks, but risks of stigmatisation that are empha-

sised, as illustrated in our analysis of queer flirt-

ing. The NTE provides a site for intoxicated

sexual and romantic pursuits, but depending

on what practices researchers focus on the risks

may become re-articulated from being a matter

of health to a matter of whether or not there is

room, or paths, available for youth to explore

their gendered and sexual orientations and iden-

tities in comfortable ways. With this in mind, it

becomes relevant to underline how research on

gender and sexuality varies in terms of results

depending on what types of romantic or sexual

practices we put into focus.

While other studies have also pointed to how

specific types of venues provide young adults

with different opportunities to enact their sex-

ual and romantic desires (e.g., Bøhling, 2015;

Boyd, 2010; Hutton, 2016), within this article,

we point to how young adults from various

parts of Denmark relate more generally to the

mainstream NTE. This has enabled us to take

into account the fact that not all young adults

have access to a broad variety of clubs, such as

alternative nightlife spaces that cater to people

on the basis of sexuality. These places are

mainly present in the largest cities in Denmark,

and therefore not present in many of the places

where our young interviewees lived. Our focus

has enabled us to demonstrate how young

adults of all genders and sexualities venture into

the mainstream NTE, and that their experiences

vary, but not exclusively as an effect of their

sexuality or gender. Rather, young adults across

sexual orientations may (situationally) experi-

ence feeling uncomfortable with the binary

gender norms and heteronormative flirting

imperatives of mainstream NTEs. Our choice

in employing the concept of orientations has

enabled us to look beyond gender and sexual

identity as a marker of difference, and instead to

examine the multiple ways in which young

adults of different genders and sexual interests

may orientate themselves vis-a-vis the different

paths of behaviour that their local nightlife may

offer or restrict. We have listened to Ahmed’s

call for a focus on the role of orientation in how

we come to research sexuality, and how these

orientations are dependent on how we can inha-

bit a space (Ahmed, 2006). Having done so, we

have been sensitive to the non-hegemonic ways

of practicing both gender and sexuality in the

NTE that the 140 participants in our study have

allowed us to focus on. This focus has further

been enabled by drawing on Thorne’s (1993)

micro-level analytical framework through

which we were able to grasp how gender norms

can be played with in ways that may reproduce,

but also challenge and resist gender borders.

Inspired by Ahmed (2014), we encourage fur-

ther research on how specific sexual and

romantic doings, such as queer-oriented flirt-

ing, may “stick” to certain people in certain

situations as a labelling of sexuality or gender

identity not only when going out, but also into

their everyday lives, and hereby produce risks

of stigmatisation for some but not others. In

doing so, we highlight the importance of being

attentive to the complexities of how sexual

orientations can play out, and be played with,

within different spaces, rather than looking at

experiences of young adults as a result of their

identification with certain gendered and sexual

categories.

Notes

1. The alcohol-centred mainstream NTE stands in

opposition to more subcultural or alternative

nightlife scenes that, e.g., play alternative forms

of music and/or cater for specific groups such as
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queer youths (Lennox, Emslie, Sweeting, &

Lyons, 2018).

2. The connection between drinking and sexual

encounters has been well developed in studies

of alcohol disinhibition and alcohol expectancies

(See, for example, Goldman & Roehrich, 1991;

Steele & Southwick, 1985).

3. Young adults in the age range 18–25 years have a

high level of alcohol consumption compared to

the general population in Denmark (Østergaard,

Røgeskov, & Rasmussen, 2010). When Danes

reach 18 years of age, they are considered adults

from a legal standpoint, and are thus allowed to

buy all types of alcohol, including heavy spirits,

and to enter nightclubs and bars. When young

adults in Denmark go out, it includes heavy drink-

ing and most often intoxication (e.g., Demant &

Törrönen, 2011; Kolind, Demant, & Hunt, 2013).

4. The research project runs from 2015–2018,

funded by Research Fund Denmark: Social

Sciences. ID number: DFF-4003-00035.

5. For additional research on intoxication and

“gender fluidity” see Moloney and Hunt (2011).
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Abstract 

In this chapter, I investigate young adults’ experiences with sexual pursuit in the mainstream 

night-time economy in Denmark. I make use of data from a large-scale qualitative study on 

gender, youth, and intoxication among young adults in Denmark at the Centre for Alcohol and 

Drug Research at Aarhus University. Drawing on Butler (1990) and Gurevich et al. (2015), I 

argue that these young adults narrate sexual pursuit as an affective and embodied experience 

that is available through specific gendered practices within the night-time economy, in this 

case, dancing, bodily signs, and the exchange of drinks. Through their narratives of their 

experiences with these forms of sexual pursuit, they negotiate the boundaries between 

themselves and others while navigating the gendered and sexual expectations embedded in the 

setting. Drawing also on Foucault (1986), I conceptualize the mainstream night-time economy 

as a heterotopic space because gender is ordered around an idealization of heterosexual desire, 

which is founded upon the gendered norms that impress upon the Danish society in general; 

however, as these are reproduced within the night-time economy, they simultaneously mirror 

the increasing attempts to challenge heteronormative gender norms in the surrounding society. 

This points to the night-time economy as a particularly interesting analytical context for sexual 

pursuit, as they emerge in the tension between the possibilities for intoxication and letting go 

of inhibitions, while being constrained by a meticulous ordering of gender, which serves as a 

regulatory framework within and against which young adults ascribe meaning to their 

experiences. Inspired by Barad’s (2003; 2007) new materialist approach to gender, I further 

analyze how their narratives ascribe agency not only to themselves but also to material agents, 

including the dance floor, bodily signs, and the exchange of drinks as discursive-material 
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entanglements. I go on to argue that sexual pursuit within the night-time economy constitutes 

complex phenomena that rely on specific constraining entanglements, which may serve as the 

foundation for further sexual and romantic relations outside this particular context, and in the 

process, I establish its importance for how we come to understand gender and love as mutually 

constitutive. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I explore the mutual conditionings of gender and love through a focus on sexual 

pursuit. My focus on sexual pursuit provides insights into how sexual and romantic relations 

among young adults may start in mainstream nightlife, as young adults actively seek out certain 

venues to meet potential romantic and sexual partners. I demonstrate how young adults ascribe 

meaning to sexual pursuit through their understandings and beliefs about gender and sexuality, 

not simply as categories of identity, but as phenomena that are felt, embodied, and embedded 

in a socio-material context. This adds to our understanding of how gender and desire are 

mutually constitutive, and how these may be seen as meaningful in relation to specific cultural 

and material settings and gendered beliefs. Because sexual pursuit in Danish nightlife makes 

up an important part of young adults’ sexual explorations, they also form the basis for their 

early experiences of establishing sexual and romantic relations. 

The night-timenighttime economy is the context of my research on young adults’ 

experiences with sexual pursuit. I make use of data from 140 qualitative interviews with young 

adults between 18 and 25 years of age, stemming from a large research project on intoxication, 

gender, and youth conducted at the Centre for Alcohol and Drug Research, Aarhus University.i 

The data provides a foundation for a thorough analysis of narratives of sexual pursuit and how 

such pursuit is ascribed meaning in relation to gender in their personal experiences. The project 

was guided by an interest in the relations between intoxication, young adults, and gender, and 

our vast data collection has allowed me to zoom in on the sexual aspects of these relations. 

Through this, I explore how young adults narrate sexual pursuit in relation to their beliefs and 

embodied experiences of gender, as well as in relation to the night-time economy. The night-

time economy is central to their pursuit because, as I will elaborate on later, it constitutes a 

hybrid space in which gender is ordered around an idealization of heterosexual desire through 

different human and non-human components.  

Young adults’ sexual practices, when accompanied by alcohol use, have been 

investigated through a focus on “hook-ups,” “casual sex,” “one-night stands,” and “flirting” 
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(Pedersen, Tutenges & Sandberg 2017; Jensen, Herold, Frank & Hunt 2018). These studies 

investigate sexual practices that require little long-term commitment between consenting 

partners: The term “Sexual practices” includes multiple types of encounters that may be 

fleeting and ambiguous in meaning—ranging from body language and kissing to sexual 

intercourse (Currier, 2013; Lewis, Atkins, Blayney, Dent & Kaysen, 2013; Jensen, Herold, 

Frank & Hunt, 2018; Pedersen, Tutenges & Sandberg, 2017). However, I found that sexual 

pursuit did not rule out an interest in commitment, although these young adults often narrated 

their sexual pursuit as playful encounters in the night-time economy. In this chapter, the use of 

terms to describe sexual practices was further complicated by the translation of interviews from 

Danish to English. In the data, the Danish term “score” was most commonly used. Contrary to 

terms such as “hook-up” or “one-night stand,” “score” usually referred to a process rather than 

an end goal, and I have chosen not to translate it in quotes where the meaning would become 

obscured. I argue that, in the Danish context, the term refers primarily to a sexual pursuit rather 

than a sexual encounter; I have employed the term “sexual pursuit” to describe the processes 

by which young adults seek out sexual encounters, although these are not always successful.  

Focusing on sexual pursuit, this chapter is positioned in relation to an existing 

body of research on sexuality and gender within the field of research on alcohol use. It is my 

aim to add to our understanding of the complexities of sexual pursuit, specifically the relation 

to gender and the night-time economy by moving beyond an understanding of sexual pursuit 

as a mere reproduction of hegemonic gender norms (e.g., Anderson, 2009; Grazian, 2007), or 

as a matter of risk management (e.g., Currier, 2013; Lewis, Atkins, Blayney, Dent & Kaysen, 

2013; Jensen, Herold, Frank & Hunt, 2018). I aim to add to existing research by analyzing how 

young adults ascribe meaning to their experiences with sexual pursuit not simply as an effect 

of a pre-existing sexual or gendered identity nor as an effect of the setting. Rather, it is in the 

complex intra-actions between the socio-material context, affective atmosphere, normative 

expectations, and embodied desire that sexual pursuit emerges.  

To investigate how young adults narrate sexual pursuit in relation to their beliefs 

and embodied experiences of gender in relation to the night-time economy, I draw on social 

constructionist insights, as well as affective theory and new materialism. I draw on Judith 

Butler (1990; 2004) and her theoretical contributions to social constructionism to approach 

gender as a socially constructed phenomenon embedded in a specific historical and cultural 

context. I augment these insights with affective theory to explore how gender is not only 

performed through sexual pursuit but also embodied in an affective atmosphere sensed in a 

particular setting (here, the night-time economy). Inspired by the new materialist turn and 
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Karen Barad’s (2003; 2007) framework of agential realism, I further explore how their 

experiences draw not only on context as a socio-cultural construction but also on specific 

material arrangements within the night-time economy in which agency accrues not only to 

themselves but also to material agents. This enables me to approach these young adults’ 

narratives of sexual pursuit in relation to three specific discursive-material entanglements, 

namely the dance floor, bodily signs, and the drink, which played a significant part in these 

young adults’ narratives of sexual pursuit. Combining these theoretical insights, I have been 

able to ask: How do these young adults, in their narratives of sexual pursuit, enact (shifting) 

boundaries between themselves and their surroundings? How are their embodied experiences 

of sexual pursuit entangled with other social and material agents? The methodological 

consequence of my employment of these theoretical perspectives is a reading of their narratives 

that excludes the possibility of a final truth about gender or sexual pursuit. Rather, I argue that 

through this approach, we may approach sexual pursuits as complex phenomena that are not 

only enacted by young adults but also affected by their situated experiences in particular 

spatiotemporal contexts. I take heteronormative sexual pursuits as my starting point because 

these made up the vast majority of the narrations of sexual pursuit, although their experiences 

were not uniform.ii Furthermore, this focus allowed me to refuse to take heterosexuality for 

granted as a norm; like other sexualities, it is practiced and produced in different ways, and this 

focus calls for a critical view on the complexities of how heterosexuality can play out in sexual 

pursuit. 

 

EXISTING RESEARCH ON ALCOHOL AND SEXUAL PURSUIT 

Drinking to intoxication has become a common, and even expected, rite of 

passage into adulthood for young people in Nordic countries (Demant & Østergaard 2007). 

Studies have shown that alcohol plays an important part in developing and maintaining social 

bonds with peers and in the development of gendered, sexual, and romantic identities in a 

Nordic, British, and American context (cf. Abrahamson, 2003, 2004; Demant & Østergaard, 

2007; Leigh and Aramburo, 1996; Peralta, 2008; Roberts, 2015; Room, 1996). Drinking 

alcohol is an integral part of young people’s lives, and it takes place in a multitude of settings, 

from private parties and holiday celebrations to bars, pubs, and clubs (Hutton, Wright & 

Saunders, 2013; Jayne, Gill & Valentine, 2006). The latter of these are part of the night-time 

economy. 

The night-time economy was first introduced by urban geographers in the early 

1990s in the UK. They employed the term to examine possibilities for urban renewal of British 
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town and city centers through nighttime entertainment (Hobbs, Winlow, Hadfield & Lister, 

2005; Shaw, 2010). These entertainment offers developed in the vein of an increased focus on 

the opportunities for economic developments through investments in leisure and tourism, and 

through this, there was a rapid increase in the venues that offered alcohol as a “core 

commodity” because it attracted people into the city at night (Hobbs, Winlow, Hadfield & 

Lister, 2005, 163). The night-time economy consists of venues marked by heavy alcohol 

consumption and has developed as a result of increasingly liberal alcohol policies, as well as 

both governmental and private corporate interest in the development of urban entertainment 

offers (e.g., Chatterton & Hollands, 2002; Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Hollands & Chatterton, 

2003; Hunt & Frank, 2016; Roberts, 2015). The night-time economy has commodified both 

leisure and pleasure targeted primarily at young people and offers opportunities to engage in 

heavy drinking and “let loose” (Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013, 461).  

Measham and Brain have characterized the night-time economy as a space where 

young people seek the pleasures and thrills of letting loose outside the constraints in their 

everyday lives. With an increasing pressure to be rational, effective, and perform educationally 

and professionally, the nightlife promises freedom, emotional stimulation, and encourages 

hedonism (Measham & Brain, 2005). However, much research indicates that there are plenty 

of constraints in the night-time economy because it does not cater to all people equally but 

targets specific groups of young people based on taste, fashion, and style, which produces 

divisions among young people, excluding those who cannot live up to the demands of 

mainstream nightlife in terms of style, dress, or wealth (Chatterton & Hollands, 2002; Roberts, 

2015).  

Researchers have argued that the mainstream night-time economy (that is, venues 

that do not cater to specific audiences, such as subcultural drug users or LGBT youth) promote 

certain forms of gendered and sexual interactions (Boyd 2010; Hutton 2016; Roberts 2015; 

Anderson, 2009). This is apparent through specific gendered and sexualized promotions, such 

as “ladies’ nights,” described as follows by Tan (2013) in her study on mainstream nightclubs 

in Singapore: 

 

Built into this notion of clubs as places of sociability is the production of Ladies’ 

Night, when “appropriate-looking girls” gain complimentary entry because they 

are perceived as already paying with their presence. It is thus evident that club 

admission policies are not gender-neutral, and that they blatantly capitalize on 

the lure of (hetero) sexualized feminine bodies. (Tan 2013, 718) 
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Through this exploration, I argue that the night-time economy capitalizes not only 

on alcohol culture but also on how the consumption of alcohol is intertwined with gender and 

sexuality, as many young adults seek out venues to engage in intoxicated sexual experiences 

that are encouraged and shaped through the specific (gendered) offers of the night-time 

economy. 

Researchers have pointed to alcohol consumption as dominated by a heterosexual 

logic in which men are expected always to be interested in sex and thus initiate it, whereas 

women are expected to limit it (Brown-Bowers, Gurevich, Vasilovsky, Cosma & Matti, 2015; 

Leigh & Aramburo, 1996; Young, McCabe & Boyd, 2007). Research shows that women who 

drink are read as more sexually available and risk being held more accountable than men are 

when drinking alcohol, especially when it comes to sexual behavior (Horvath & Brown, 2007; 

Nicholls, 2017; Pedersen, Tutenges & Sandberg, 2017). Drinking alcohol in the night-time 

economy is also interwoven with sexual encounters, as it constitutes an affectively charged 

space that facilitates certain sexual desires and sexual encounters. For example, a sensuous 

atmosphere is created through alcohol, lighting, music, and the presence of multiple bodies in 

close proximity (Duff, 2008; Pedersen, Tutenges & Sandberg, 2017; Tan, 2013). Grazian 

(2007) has argued that young men make use of clubs to perform sexual aggression toward 

women to gain status among their peers. Others have criticized Grazian insofar as he limits his 

analytical focus through a hegemonic view of gender that obscures the complexities of its 

modulation within the night-time economy (Anderson, 2009). There is also research that points 

to how young men can risk losing their sense of masculinity in sexual pursuit of women in the 

night-time economy: They may employ other strategies than those described by Grazian. For 

example, they may form bonds of solidarity with women (Harder & Demant, 2015). The young 

adults in this study narrate sexual pursuit in a context that is marked not only by heavy alcohol 

use but also by gendered and sexual norms, where men and women are expected to perform 

certain roles and to express and direct their desire in certain ways. At the same time, it would 

be counterproductive to see their experiences as a uniform expression of gender norms; rather, 

this analysis aims to augment our understanding of how sexual pursuit emerges as gendered in 

different and complex ways, not solely as an effect of a pre-existing space or identity. 

With this in mind, I argue that nightlife does offer more than one way to perform 

gender. Similarly, it does not simply offer a time out from other spaces with their restrictions 

and demands or a space for the hedonistic pleasures that stand in opposition to everyday life. 

This is because the night-time economy also constrains sexual pleasures within an economical 
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framework in which gendered and (hetero-)sexual norms are reproduced through specific offers 

of the night-time economy in amalgamation with the gendered and sexual expectations that are 

intertwined with alcohol use for men and women, respectively. 

 

THEORETICAL VIEWS OF SEXUAL PURSUIT 

As a gender scholar with a background in cultural studies, my approach to how young adults 

articulate sexual pursuit in the context of going out to clubs is micro-sociological. Because 

existing research still needs to address the complexities of how young adults navigate the night-

time economy as a gendered and sexualized nightscape, I explore how young adults narrate 

their experiences of sexual pursuit in mainstream clubs. I combine various theoretical 

approaches to grasp the intra-actions between the spaces in which sexual pursuit takes place, 

as well as their affective navigations in the restrictions and possibilities they experience in such 

spaces when in sexual pursuit. By doing this, I can examine how young adults narrate sexual 

pursuit in relation to their beliefs and embodied experiences of gender, as well as in relation to 

the night-time economy and specific discursive-material arrangements within it (i.e., the dance 

floor, bodily signs, and alcohol). 

For some decades, constructionism has offered insights into the instability of 

gender and sexuality and into how these phenomena have changed in meaning throughout 

history and across cultures. Judith Butler, an important representative of constructionism, 

presented her theory of performativity in 1990 when she argued that one contributes to the 

construction of one’s gender and sexuality by adopting and performing situated cultural signs 

and behaviors that enable one to be recognized as a person with a certain gendered or sexual 

identity (Butler, 1990, 175, 185). Butler argues that 

  

acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but 

produce this on the surface of the body, through the play of signifying absences 

that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause. 

Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in the 

sense that the essence of identity that they otherwise purport to express are 

fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other 

discursive means. (Butler, 1990, 185) 

 

Because these signs and behaviors are imitated and repeated over time, they may appear 

inevitable and even natural (Gurevich, Vasilovsky, Brown-Bowers & Cosma, 2015, 515). In 

this way, Butler conceptualizes gender as “a kind of doing, an incessant activity performed” in 

the eyes of others, whether real or imaginary, which constitutes “a practice of improvisation 
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within a scene of constraint” (Butler, 2004, 1). As I explore young adults’ narratives of sexual 

pursuit in the Danish nightlife, I pay attention to how certain signs and behaviors are narrated 

as saturated with gendered and sexual meanings and how acts, gestures, and desires are narrated 

as central to sexual pursuit insofar as they are ascribed gendered and sexual meanings.  

It was an obvious consequence of constructionist insights and of the postcolonial 

critique of Western gender studies that cultures should be seen as constructing gender and 

sexuality in a way that reflects its unique traits. In her development of the politics of location, 

postcolonial gender scholar Mohanty argues that location matters because, otherwise, an 

analysis of gender holds an implicit claim to a universal and cross-cultural representation that 

neglects the different material and historical contexts that people face (Mohanty, 1986, 64). 

Such an analysis would “rob them of their political and historical agency” (Mohanty, 1986, 

79), because women, or other gendered groups, cannot be conceptualized as singular in terms 

of interests nor challenges (Mohanty, 1986, 65-66). Mohanty writes: 

 

The relationship between Woman—a cultural and ideological composite Other 

constructed through diverse representational discourse (scientific, literary, 

juridical, linguistic, cinematic, etc.)—and women––real, material subjects of 

their collective histories—is one of the central questions the practice of feminist 

scholarship seeks to address. This connection between women as historical 

subjects and the re-presentation of Woman produced by hegemonic discourses 

is not a relation of direct identity or a relation of correspondence or simple 

implication. It is an arbitrary relation set up in particular cultural and historical 

contexts. (1986, 62) 

 

With this in mind, I argue that it is important to take the politics of location 

seriously because otherwise one risks reproducing a false representation of how gender is 

situated, and this stands in the way of any socially just and material change, which must “fit” 

the context. In the eagerness to represent a unified group, one would not take the plurality of 

experience seriously and thus would not be able to address the way inequalities are locally 

produced in historical and material contexts. 

Based on this theoretical stance on location, I must pay special analytical 

attention to the importance of locality when I analyze the gendered meanings associated with 

young adults’ experiences of sexual pursuit in the night-time economy. I read their experiences 

as locally situated, but I do not take their narratives to be final representations of what young 

women and men may experience in general or in this context. Rather, through a micro-

sociological analysis, I aim to point to how their narratives of sexual pursuit emerge in the 
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intra-action between the night-time economy, their own embodied embeddedness within it, and 

the cultural field of possibilities and constraints upon which they draw. 

Locality, however, is not just agential due to cultural inscriptions on its surface. 

Locality is a material phenomenon that exerts an effect on other phenomena. The distinction 

between nature and culture as a binary has enabled scholarship on the social and cultural 

aspects of gender but has limited our focus on how gender intra-acts with materiality and how 

we not only produce but also reproduce and consume our environment (Christensen & Hauge, 

2012, 4). Scholars, such as physicist and gender scholar Karen Barad, have argued that studies 

on gender have been too exclusively focused on performativity, linguistics, and cultural 

discourse while neglecting how the material may also exert agency (Christensen & Hauge, 

2012). This critique has inspired a material turn, new materialism, and in this chapter, I draw 

on Barad’s theoretical framework of “agential realism” that encourages a new thinking of 

discourse and matter, drawing on insight from natural science and gender studies combined.  

Barad argues that discourse cannot be separated from matter because the 

distinction between the two implies that humans are separate from the material world. Barad 

argues that what we know does not represent or stand outside of what is; rather, we come to 

know what we know about the world because we are of the world (Barad, 2003, 828-829). 

Thus, Barad dismantles the representationalism embedded in early gender scholarship, but she 

also goes beyond Butler’s theory of performativity in which discourse may shape our physical 

realities (Barad, 2003, 803-804). Barad argues that we are not simply located in the world, we 

are part of it: As humans, we do not simply observe and react to our environments because 

humans are not the only ones to enact agency; we are part of an ongoing intra-activity in which 

discourse and matter are mutually constitutive (Barad 2003, 828). In fact, the very boundaries 

between human and non-human are performative because “discursive practices are not human-

based activities but rather specific material (re)configurations of the world through which local 

determinations of boundaries, properties, and meanings are differentially enacted” (Barad 

2003, 828). Seen within the framework of agential realism, the material environment of the 

night-time economy, and alcohol itself, are not simply physical entities that these young adults 

represent in their narratives: The physical world can enact agency and influence the way we 

understand the boundaries between ourselves and the world. Barad writes: 

 

Material conditions matter, not because they “support” particular discourses that 

are the actual generative factors in the formation of bodies but rather because 

matter comes to matter through the iterative intra-activity of the world in its 

becoming. The point is not merely that there are important material factors in 
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addition to discursive ones; rather, the issue is the conjoined material-discursive 

nature of constraints, conditions, and practices. The fact that material and 

discursive constraints and exclusions are intertwined points to the limited 

validity of analyses that attempt to determine individual effects of material or 

discursive factors. (Barad 2003, 823). 

 

Drawing on agential realism, I understand the narratives that form the subject of my analysis 

as not simply reflective of young adults’ experiences of nightlife and alcohol; they give insight 

into their experiences with being acted upon by these material agents. My use of agential 

realism thus serves to challenge the assumption that their narratives are simply a socially 

shaped, discursive construction reflecting the environment and the pharmaceutical and cultural 

properties of alcohol. Making use of Barad’s framework, I conceptualize phenomena as 

entangled; it does not make sense to make clear distinctions between different components of 

a phenomenon as individual beings or things, and neither can qualities be ascribed to them that 

pre-exist interaction (Barad 2007, 33). In this way, the material and the discursive are already 

entangled; they are mutually constitutive. The narratives of young adults’ experiences of sexual 

pursuit are verbal renditions of experiences that are already discursive-material: Through their 

narratives, they enact shifting boundaries between themselves and others, as well as material 

conditions (such as the dance floor, alcohol, their bodily capabilities, etc.). They are drawing 

on a field of possibilities, which concerns discourse and material arrangements simultaneously. 

Making use of agential realism, I aim to add to the existing research on gender and alcohol 

through an exploration of how the material is not simply narrated as a tool or a way to “do 

gender” (e.g., Measham, 2002). Rather, the material properties of alcohol and the night-time 

economy can be agential, as young adults narrate cause and effect in their sexual pursuit. This 

enables me to ask how these young adults, in their narratives of their sexual pursuit, enact 

(shifting) boundaries between themselves and their surroundings, including other social and 

material agents. 

In my attempt to combine constructionist and new materialist approaches to the 

role of locality in my empirical material, I have turned to Foucault’s concept of heterotopia to 

explain mainstream Danish night-time economy. While I am aware of Foucault’s 

constructionist leanings, I do not think his model of the ordering of gender and sexuality 

precludes awareness of the effects of materiality. In “Of Other Spaces” (1986), Foucault 

defines heterotopia as a place in which a fragment of the social world is ordered alternately, 

marking it out as different, or Other, in relation to that which surrounds it. Heterotopia lies 

between a non-place (utopia) and the everyday social world we live in; heterotopic spaces exist 
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between them as “all other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously 

represented, contested, and inverted” (Foucault, 1986, 24). A heterotopic space makes visible 

the norms that surround it by mirroring them, either by making a place where deviance is placed 

and mirrors the norms in society around it (such as prisons and psychiatric hospitals) or as an 

ordering of normative ideals that are otherwise in chaos and undergoing change in the 

surrounding social world (Foucault, 1986). A heterotopic space can be a place of compensation, 

insofar as it is a real space that creates an order that is “as perfect, as meticulous, as well-

arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled” (Foucault, 1986, 27).  

Inspired by Foucault, I conceptualize the mainstream night-time economy in 

Denmark as a heterotopic space because it is structured around an ordering of gender and 

sexuality that is not like that of everyday life, but nor is it a utopia. The mainstream night-time 

economy mirrors the surrounding society in which gender and sexuality are subject to change, 

offering a clear ordering of gender as what men and women are supposed to do in relation to 

an idealization of heterosexual desire through socio-material arrangements. As a heterotopia, 

the night-time economy mirrors the norms and rhythms of that which surrounds it by making 

leisure the purpose and norm for gendered and sexual rituals and gestures; and through the 

consumption of alcohol and the exchange of certain signs and behaviors, one can gain entry 

(Foucault, 1986, 25-26). 

To analyze narratives of sexual pursuit within a heterotopic space by using new 

materialism to take account of embodied feelings, I employ insights from affect theory. 

Drawing on Gurevich et al. (2015), I conceptualize affect as a state of being, which cannot be 

seen as the property of the individual: Rather, it emerges in a circuitry of feelings and responses 

among people and objects (Gurevich, Vasilovsky, Brown-Bowers & Cosma, 2015). Affect is 

not free-flowing because bodies, objects, and emotions are entangled: Through social 

interactions, people exchange affect in which they draw not only on their embodied and 

affective experience but also on the cultural field of possibilities and restrictions for behavior. 

Affect takes shape through interactions with others; affect also shapes people in relation to the 

spaces they inhabit, namely the night-time economy. This is because different spaces offer 

certain forms of culturally shared meanings, rules, and symbols (Ahmed 2006; Gurevich, 

Vasilovsky, Brown-Bowers & Cosma, 2015).  

When these young adults narrate their sexual pursuit, they rely on being able to 

sense expectations and boundaries within a specific space—but these boundaries are also 

embodied and negotiated in relation to the particular setting in which certain places and 

symbols, such as the dance floor, bodily signals, and “the drink” are infused with meaning that 
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is both sexually charged and gendered—and which, together, enact agency. As a 

methodological consequence of affect theory, I shall consider sexual pursuit an affective 

practice because sexual pursuit does not emerge solely from an individual nor an atmosphere; 

affect is not restricted either to our inner lives or to an exterior presence; it is created in the 

interaction of both and may move us and move through us. With this in mind, I pay attention 

to how young adults sense and negotiate boundaries and to whether embeddedness in a specific 

context (the night-time economy) or entanglement with specific material components of this 

context, such as the dance floor or drinks, are seminal to the practice. I will look for both 

cultural and material agents intra-acting and at play in this night-time economy. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The data used in this study is part of a large-scale research project carried out at 

the Centre for Alcohol and Drug Research at Aarhus University. The research team included 

two principal investigators, Geoffrey Hunt and Vibeke Asmussen Frank, Associate Professor 

Maria Herold, as well as four other researchers. iii  The project consists of 140 qualitative 

interviews with young adults between 18 and 25 years old (average age: 21.2), as it is at this 

age that alcohol use and drinking to intoxication is at its highest (Dawson et al., 2004). I 

conducted 38 of the 140 interviews but familiarized myself with the full dataset. As a team, we 

recruited a diverse group of young adults, including working and unemployed young adults, as 

well as full-time and part-time students (vocational school, universities, etc.) with a multi-tiered 

recruitment strategy, making use of online platforms, street-level recruitment, and chain 

referrals. The interviews were conducted between April 2015 and June 2016 at different 

locations, such as the university, in the participants’ homes, and libraries.  

The interviews were semi-structured and focused on the young adults’ 

experiences of intoxication and gender. They included a questionnaire on interviewees’ 

personal background, their general alcohol consumption (frequency, quantity, etc.), as well as 

open-ended questions about their personal experiences. Open-ended questions were used to 

gain access to information on a variety of different experiences with alcohol in relation to 

cultural, embodied, affective, and material aspects. Thus, we formulated open-ended questions 

to allow the respondents to focus on drinking practices and settings, bodily experiences with 

feelings of intoxication, as well as attitudes toward different drinking styles and the 

consequences thereof. We also included photo elicitation, as we asked them to reflect on 

selected pictures of different drinking situations to gain insight into different types of 

knowledge, which could not otherwise be easily described (Johnson & Weller, 2002; Russell, 
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1994). These pictures facilitated many of the narratives on embodied and affective aspects of 

the young adults’ sexual pursuit, for example, as they described their embodied experiences 

with dancing in relation to picture of people on a dance floor. In appreciation, the respondents 

received a gift card to the movie theatre.  

The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, and coded with the data-

analysis software Nvivo 11. The research team organized the data into overall themes, such as 

“health,” “gender,” and “sexuality/desire.” The sexuality/desire code constitutes the basis for 

this analysis, and I sub-coded this into relevant themes, which included experiences with sexual 

pursuit (in Danish: “scorepraksisser”). The sample used in this chapter consists of data from 

the interviews, which described their personal experiences with sexual pursuit when drinking, 

including narratives on how to be successful. Their reflections on their personal experiences 

varied but tended to highlight cultural, social, and material aspects of a night out in which 

alcohol, venues, and their presence were given meaning in relation to gendered and sexual 

norms. Out of the 140 interviews, 138 respondents talked about sexuality and desire during the 

interview, out of which 77 included narratives on sexual pursuit (“scorepraksisser”). Out of 

these respondents, 45 identified as men, 30 as women, and 2 as genderqueer and a-gender, 

respectively.  

 

ANALYSIS OF SEXUAL PURSUIT 

In the interviews with young adults, speaking about sexual pursuit in the nightlife, 

they often said that such experiences involved heavy drinking. Feeling drunk was narrated as 

central to sexual pursuit because it enabled them to approach strangers and feel more open and 

confident. Within alcohol studies on youth and intoxication, this is common knowledge (e.g., 

Abrahamson, 2003, 2004; Demant & Østergaard, 2007). Their narratives, however, implied 

new insights in that they also included reflections on what was appropriate to do in the 

particular context for young women and men respectively, often in relation to specific practices 

within the night-time economy, such as buying and receiving drinks, dancing, talking, and how 

to dress. To understand how these young adults ascribe meaning to sexuality and gender in the 

mainstream night-time economy, I shall examine their narrated experiences and divide the 

analysis into sections based on three socio-material entanglements: the dance floor, bodily 

signs, and drinks.  
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Sexual pursuit and the dance floor 

When narrating experiences with sexual pursuit in the night-time economy, these 

young adults referred to how certain places enabled them to act on their sexual interest in ways 

that were not accessible in other spaces. This was due to how sexual pursuit is not only accepted 

but also expected in the night-time economy. Talking about her experiences with going out to 

a club rented by friends, Klara says: 

 

There was a good atmosphere. (…) It was like there just had to be scored that 

night, well that’s what the guys thought, and the girls really thought so too. It 

was about finding your target and then ... I got my drink in the bar and stood 

there for just 30 seconds when a guy comes to me and asks me if I want to dance. 

Then the night has started! (…) Everybody wanted it to be a good night. 

 

Klara’s description is not solely of her own sexual pursuit: she senses a collective 

affective atmosphere of sexual pursuit (“that’s what the guys thought,” “the girls really thought 

so too”). She confirms this as she receives an invitation to dance, which becomes an indication 

of sexual pursuit in this setting. Similarly, other young adults described how they could sense 

interest—not only from invitations to dance but also by ways of dancing. For example, Nicolas 

says, “If she wants you, she will dance more like up against you. That is the way you can tell.”  

Many respondents described how they made use of the dance floor as a location 

for sexual pursuit, because they could benefit from others being in close proximity, and because 

they could capitalize on the positive effects of alcohol to negotiate the boundaries between 

themselves and others. Mogens says: 

 

It is about taking it slow to begin with and then go! It came quite natural to me 

when I was drunk and on the dance floor, and taking it to the next level. Go one 

step further, one step further, one step further. Just nice and easy. Not too pushy, 

but also so she can see that you did it on purpose. (…) Then you go to talk, and 

then out dancing again. As you get more drunk, there is more intensity about it; 

you can end up groping each other on the dance floor if you are drunk enough. 

 

Mogens narrates how he pursues by actively showing interest (“so she can see you did it on 

purpose”), but simultaneously balances his desire with what is appropriate for the context (“not 

too pushy”). Mogens can negotiate the boundaries between himself and the woman he is in 

pursuit of through an affective practice in which feeling, sensing, and alternating between 

pushing and holding back are central in order not to transgress social norms of behavior in this 

space. Feeling drunk and being on the dance floor enable him to be in sexual pursuit, but he 
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also articulates how this behavior becomes natural to him under these circumstances, as 

alcohol also acts (“if you are drunk enough”). 

 

Many young adults referred to some form of “nature” during the interviews, for 

example, as they described dancing as a “mating ritual” or “primal.” Hildur exemplified this in 

her descriptions of her sexual pursuit on the dance floor: 

 

I have never tried to pick someone up that I did not know when going out. It is 

always people that you know in advance, who seem extra attractive. (...) It is a 

bit like tribal dancing. It is more like the primitive human, mating dance. I 

imagine a peacock, spreading its feathers, showing what you’ve got, when you 

dance and act like that, it is a way of showing who you are, how you are in that 

space. (…) If you have a connection there, I think you feel like then you will 

have a connection in other places too. It is transferable in some way. It is a 

primitive instinct; you are in contact with yourself; it is more primal in some 

way, showing off, and communicating with your body. 

 

Hildur describes dancing as a way to communicate physically with others to test out sexual 

compatibility. Dancing is a way of showing off and experiencing who she is in “that space.” 

On the dance floor, Hildur ascribes a certain naturalness to sexual pursuit, as these enable her 

to be “primal” and rely on “instincts,” as long as it is with someone she knows in advance. 

From a constructionist perspective, Hildur’s narrative of her sexual pursuit is performative, as, 

through dancing, she is adopting certain cultural acts, gestures, and desires, which she goes on 

to describe as a “mating dance.” Through this, she narrates sexual pursuit as an effect of a pre-

existing identity and an inevitable development, insofar as it is ascribed meaning as part of an 

unfolding human history: She enacts “the primitive human,” naturalizing her sexual pursuit as 

if an inherent and transhistorical heterosexuality is invoked, as if it naturally unfolds through 

her. Even though this performance is constrained to this particular setting and her desire only 

to dance with people she already knows, she narrates her sexual pursuit as a desire that 

transgresses her own behavior and its embeddedness in a particular space and time. With new 

materialist insights, we can augment this analysis and argue that Hildur’s narrative is not solely 

a matter of how she constructs this form of sexual pursuit as natural; it constitutes a discursive-

material intra-action because she is not the only agential being in her narration. Her statement 

“how you are in that space” points to sexual pursuit as an entanglement between herself and 

the dance floor, not as separate entities, but as mutually constitutive. Her narrative implies that 

being in sexual pursuit is not simply a reaction to an environment that enables her to pursue 

others, because the boundaries between herself, the dance floor, the physicality of her body, 
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and desire are shifting. At the same time, these shifting boundaries produce real effects because 

they are “transferable” and determine whether she chooses to have sex with someone when she 

leaves the dance floor. 

For these young adults, sexual pursuit also emerges as an effect of the collective 

atmosphere and their ability to navigate within it through sensing and feeling. The night-time 

economy supplies them with a specific setting, the dance floor, in which sexual pursuit can 

emerge “naturally:” they rely on fantasies about gender and human sexuality to enact sexual 

pursuit as an inevitable occurrence that exceeds their own pursuit. Their enactment of these 

fantasies enables them to have sex when leaving the club, but these young women also indicate 

that they rely on the context to decide whether it is appropriate. Researchers argue that, while 

the night-time economy may encourage drunken and transgressive pleasures, the relation 

between women and alcohol is complex. Women are expected to balance contradicting 

expectations of femininity in which they are at once expected to be liberated and let loose while 

also living up to ideals of restraint and respectability when they go out (Hutton, Wright & 

Saunders, 2013; Griffin et al. 2013). Thus, sexual pursuit may be seen as natural and enjoyable, 

but it demands that the women balance contradictory expectations based on their gender. 

Unlike Hildur, Nicolas, and Mogens, other young adults in the study did not find the club’s 

dance floor to be a suitable space for sexual pursuit, as they struggled with navigating what 

was appropriate behavior for them in this space, particularly in relation to reading and 

expressing signs through bodies. 

 

Sexual pursuit and bodily signs  

I have argued that dancing constitutes an affective practice and that sensing and feeling are 

important for sexual success. In this section of the analysis, I explore in-depth how bodily signs 

are entangled with sexual pursuit on the dance floor and how the importance of bodily signs 

may provide young adults with challenges as they try to navigate their desires, as well as others’ 

desires (or lack thereof).  

Many young adults expressed how they struggled with how to read and interpret bodily signs 

when in sexual pursuit, and some decided deliberately to avoid having to sense these 

boundaries. Per explains: 

Usually, when you go out, the key is just to be more aggressive. Go to the girls 

and be a bit more aggressive than how most guys would act. You may grab the 

girl and take her, sort of lift her up. Then it is 50/50. Either you get slapped or 
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you succeed. It has been a while since I have done it, I might not have had the 

confidence to take the next step that comes after this. 

 

Per describes how he tries to be more aggressive than other guys on the dance floor. Contrary 

to Mogens, he does not sense boundaries; he finds them by deliberately crossing them, resulting 

in potential violent rejection. He describes this as “the key” to sexual pursuit but indicates that 

it may not lead to sex because he does not have the confidence to go any further, and he goes 

on to explain that he feels there is “pressure” on men to perform when in pursuit in the nightlife. 

 

Interestingly, many women seemed to reflect precisely on how to avoid or deal 

with men who were sexually aggressive toward them and employed many strategies for 

avoiding aggressive men. For example, Karoline says: 

 

Sometimes, it is so uncomfortable to make eye contact with a guy, because then 

some of them will come dancing towards you. So, it is very much about staring 

down on the floor when dancing, or to keep eye contact with friends whom you 

know are not out to get with you sexually or anything. 

 

Per narrates his aggressive behavior on the dance floor as a way to ensure more success with 

women, but rates the act of pursuit as more important than the possible sexual outcome. 

Karoline articulates how she feels it is necessary to take certain preventive measures, such as 

avoiding eye contact, to fend off any possible aggressive suitors. Karoline makes use of the 

dance floor when she goes out, and although she is often in pursuit, she does not utilize the 

dance floor for this. Like other young women in the study, Karoline described the dance floor 

as a problematic place because it makes women susceptible to sexually aggressive behavior, 

but she also goes on to suggest that it is simply not an appropriate place to be in sexual pursuit.  

 

We didn’t kiss on the dance floor; we kissed outside. … I think, on the 

dancefloor, it is like, then again I become very judgmental like “oh, she is so 

cheap, and oh he is nasty.” But then again, when you yourself are in that 

situation, then I know that I do not think I am cheap, and I do not think he was 

nasty. … So yeah, there is a difference, but more like a difference in how other 

people think of me. 

 

In Karoline’s narrative, she must navigate between her desires and the risk of being judged by 

others when in sexual pursuit. Like many others in this study, she employs the concept of the 

“cheap girl” to police her sexual pursuit to avoid the risk of breaking with cultural norms of 

appropriate sexual and gendered behavior. She ascribes these norms to others, as is evident 
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when she tries to imagine what others think of her. This constitutes an affective practice in that 

she tries to sense what appropriate behavior is for her on the dance floor. She tries to map what 

meanings her bodily movements may hold for others, but it is a guessing game as she relies on 

reading bodily signals within a cultural landscape. Karoline senses boundaries and 

expectations, but where Klara senses a collective affective atmosphere satiated with sexual 

interest in which these boundaries are to be crossed, Karoline senses an atmosphere loaded 

with risks of being labeled a “cheap” girl.   

For some of the young men, the dance floor could also be too sexual. Lars described 

how he could easily dance if it were just dancing when going out to clubs, because even when 

drunk, something tells him he “should get to know her” instead of hooking up with a stranger. 

Because of this, he tried to use the dance floor to help his friends in their sexual pursuit: 

 

I made a deal with him that when I got up to go dancing with her, then he should 

also get up and then we could trade places. It was a sneaky move, so we switched 

places and then I sat down again, and he stood there and had a cozy time with 

her. (…) She was attractive and very nice, but if she is willing to do something 

with him without knowing him, then I am not interested, not in any way. 

 

Lars is prepared to dance with women when he is out for the night, but he does not engage in 

sexual pursuit on the dance floor. Instead, he utilizes the dance floor to help his friend with his 

sexual pursuit through his ability to read and give off bodily signs and through “sneaky” 

movements. In his experience, sexual pursuit is expected when going out, but he problematizes 

how this is done with strangers. He distances himself from the many of other young men insofar 

as he found sexual pursuit to be undesirable in club spaces, but at the same time, he emphasized 

how girls who were in sexual pursuit were undesirable to him. This was a tendency among the 

young women and men, who spoke more often about their perceptions of appropriate behavior 

for women than for men. Signaling sexual interest on the dance floor could limit women’s 

status in the eyes of some men and women.  

This analysis suggests that sexual pursuit requires young adults to navigate 

successfully gendered expectations that differ for young women and men in the night-time 

economy and specifically on the dance floor. This navigation was an affective practice in which 

they sensed the boundaries between themselves and others but also tried to map out what was 

expected of them in a particular situation as they tried to act on their sexual interest. In this 

process, these young adults seemed to balance their behavior through reading bodily signs in 

combination with the gendered norms embedded in the material surroundings, and their 
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narratives thus present sexual pursuit as a discursive-material entanglement. This was not only 

the case on the dance floor but also in relation to “the drink.” 

 

Sexual pursuit and drinks  

Multiple young adults in the study spoke at length about how different types of 

alcohol were connected to different moods and places and how different drinks gave off 

different signals. Choosing a drink was not simply a matter of what one felt like drinking but 

also how one wanted to be perceived by others in a certain context. Buying and receiving drinks 

was described as a way to express sexual interest and pursue others. There was a widespread 

consensus that drinks were offered by men to women, and only men in the study described how 

they bought drinks for everyone at a table as a way to attract women and impress other men. It 

could, however, be difficult to sense when it was appropriate for a woman to accept a drink, as 

explained by young women and men alike. Andrea explains: 

 

From my perspective, I don’t think it is just to pick someone up that you offer 

a drink. But I don’t think all guys feel like that. (…) I usually start out by trying 

to read that person, what is his actual purpose? Have I sent some signals that 

could seem wrong? 

 

Andrea articulates how the offer of a drink can be infused with sexual intentions, and she finds 

it necessary to try to “read” if this is the case. She tries to control the “signals” she sends in 

order to not breach the norms of appropriate behavior for her, as a woman accepting a drink 

may then be a risky practice. In her narrative, this practice is discursive-material, insofar as she 

reads the cultural connotations of the drink, but these are entangled with the materiality of the 

drink, the setting, and the shifting boundaries between herself and her surroundings. The 

riskiness of this practice may lie in how the drink constitutes an extension of her bodily signals, 

which can work to challenge and/or dissolve boundaries between her own body and others. 

Similarly, Freja explains: 

 

If the guy starts out saying: “I will give you a drink”, then okay, fine, but then 

you get the drink, and then you are also sort of required to stand and talk to him. 

It is different if you stand there talking, and then he offers a drink, then maybe 

the conversation is going really well and if you hit it off it is like cool he offers 

me a drink. 

 

Freja indicates that the drink is infused with sexual intentions, and accepting it can determine 

what appropriate behavior is for her: It can offer possibilities for a sexual pursuit, but it may 
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also make her feel obligated to show interest. Freja describes how “a drink” should be offered 

after one feels a connection is established in order for her to avoid being caught in an unwanted 

situation, because of how the drink may lead to expectations of her behavior. 

The young men in the study differed in their opinion on how they felt women 

should behave when offered a drink. Some narrated how drinks would, and should, lead to sex, 

but others felt that they did not have to lead anywhere. For example, Imad says: 

 

A lot of girls they fall for— or not fall for it, but I think it is their way of being, 

they can go out and drink for free. But then they end up in our beds afterwards, 

but I think they know that, right. 

 

Imad positions himself as an active pursuer, as he tries to get girls to “fall for it,” yet at the 

same time, he acknowledges that they may themselves be well aware of how they will end up 

going home with a man who buys them drinks. The drink is central to his pursuit, yet at the 

same time, he seems to indicate that these women may be in pursuit themselves, regardless of 

his intentions. This was in contrast to other young men, who would offer drinks without 

expecting anything, or simply abstained from offering drinks for various reasons (for example, 

because it was too “expensive,” too “macho,” etc.). Alf says: 

 

Girls, it is just a trap when you go out. They just want drinks, they want your 

money, and then they leave. It is a trap. If I could do that, then I would. It is not 

worse than that. The guys are kind of drunk, and they think: “Oh, I can pick her 

up, she just needs a drink,” but no you can’t, not at all. 

 

In contrast to other young men who felt that the drink ensured success in sexual pursuit, Alf 

describes the drink as “a trap;” you spend money without being any closer to persuading a 

woman to have sex with you because, when drunk, you feel like you could; the influence of 

alcohol is thus central. The drink seems to involve a transaction, not only of the drink itself, 

but also of bodily signs and desires that are intra-acting with the physical presence of the drink 

that becomes infused with gendered meaning in the night-time economy, suggesting a 

transactional logic to sexual pursuit. Alf ascribes this behavior solely to girls in the night-time 

economy, but he does not mind it too much, as he says that he would do the same if he felt it 

was possible. 

Many young women and men felt more strongly about women who were just 

interested in free drinks and described them as “gold diggers,” “users,” or “cheap girls” if they 
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decided to have sex with the man who bought the drink. Interestingly enough, it could also be 

problematic not to have sex with him. Ask says: 

 

Those are bottle whores. Some of them, you can easily take home with you, 

others, they are just like, they get a few drinks and then they are gone again. 

 

Ask uses a derogatory term (“bottle whores”) for a certain type of women who seek out free 

drinks when going out. These girls are described as equally problematic, regardless of whether 

they are possible to “pick-up.” It seems that, in his experience, women who are actively seeking 

out drinks are considered default problematic because they do not live up to the sexual 

connotations of the drink, nor of the gendered order in the night-time economy. However, some 

of the young women reacted to this “impossibility” by rejecting conventional understandings 

of sexual pursuit. 

 

Michelle: There are also times when you think “fuck you,” and it is quite funny 

sometimes because how many can you actually score in one night? We have 

made that bet, because, when you are a girl, you frequently get a drink offered. 

So, sometimes we make a bet on who gets the most drinks.  

I: To get a drink offered is that to score? 

M: Yes. It is when you get a drink offered or the like. We agree on it from home 

and see who scores the most. 

 

Unlike the others, Michelle does not always try to live up to gendered norms of appropriate 

behavior in relation to the drink, and she reworks the meaning of how gender and the drink 

intra-act in the night-time economy. In certain situations, she decides to reject these by making 

the drink the object of her pursuit. She is actively engaged in a sexual pursuit, but the desired 

object is not men—it is their offer of a drink, and this is seemingly possible precisely because 

it is entangled with sexual intentions and the ordering of gender.  

 

FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I have analyzed young adults’ narratives about sexual pursuit in 

the night-time economy in relation to specific entanglements, namely the dance floor, bodily 

signs, and the drink. I have argued that the dance floor provides a place within the night-time 

economy where young adults express sexual interests more overtly, in ways that can be felt as 

natural, but at the same time, this holds gendered implications as heterosexual desires are 

enacted as naturally unfolding through certain intra-actions between bodies, the dance floor, 

and the night-time economy. However, what some young adults narrate as “natural” relies 
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heavily on their ability to sense and make sense of an atmosphere and bodily signs, and this 

does not appear to be equally accessible to all young adults. Thus, many young adults seem to 

struggle with how to negotiate the boundaries between themselves and others in sexual pursuit 

because they narrate their attempts to read and give off certain bodily signs and desires as 

troublesome. The negotiation of boundaries is narrated as entangled with gendered norms, and 

sexual pursuit may constitute a risky practice insofar as the inability to control bodily signs 

may enable young adults to enact their desires in ways that violate the boundaries of others. 

This is seen in Per’s aggressive form of masculine behavior, which seems to be mirrored in 

Karoline’s narrative of how her sexual pursuit becomes constrained on the dance floor because 

of this behavior. In extending this analysis, I argue that the drink constitutes a material 

enactment of sexual pursuit that intra-acts with the ordering of gender in the night-time 

economy through how the drink impresses on bodily signs. Accepting or offering a drink is 

thus not solely about being in pursuit of others sexually but about the ability to navigate how 

the drink may intra-act with gendered norms and expectations. This was particularly directed 

at young women’s behavior in their narrative, as young women’s mere presence in proximity 

to a drink can be experienced as problematic regardless of the outcome of the encounter. 

Within a social constructionist framework, it is interesting that these young adults 

not only narrate their attempts to enact gendered norms successfully in the night-time economy 

but also contest these through their accounts of how they might behave contrary to what they 

sense is expected of them. Butler argues that people may desire certain sexual encounters 

exactly because they are forbidden, a paradox in which norms may play a significant role in 

the doing of sexuality—but one that we cannot always predict or foresee and which may work 

to undo or reproduce these very norms (Butler 2004, 14-15). This is of importance to this study 

because the majority of the young adults who were interviewed recognized the norms and 

expectations embedded in the night-time economy when in sexual pursuit. Paradoxically, these 

norms not only constrain their sexual desires but they may enable them to act in certain ways 

in their sexual pursuit that stand in opposition to the intended effect of the social regulation, 

for example, when “the drink” becomes the object of a sexual pursuit. At the same time as they 

may work on and against gendered norms in sexual pursuit, it seems that the field of 

possibilities for action and for making meaning of their experiences is entangled with the 

materiality of the night-time economy. New materialism offers us an understanding of how the 

material and the discursive can be combined; this enables us to grasp the complexities of how 

bodily signs may be worked on not only by young adults themselves. Their narratives also offer 
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insights into how the boundaries between themselves and others are negotiated as the material 

enacts agency upon them and their embodied presence in the night-time economy. 

The night-time economy is described by the participants as a space in which 

sensing is central since the ordering of gender is important to pursue others sexually, or to 

refuse such pursuit. With Foucault, I argue that sensing is bound up in the night-time economy 

as a heterotopic space because sexual pursuit is described while referring to a clear ordering of 

gender, and specific practices, such as dancing and offering or receiving a drink, is infused 

with sexual intentions that are read according to gender roles. These young adults may narrate 

their enactment of sexual pursuit in different ways depending on the situation, but when in the 

night-time economy, these enactments are made possible and restricted by the setting that 

constitutes a heterotopic space in which sexual pursuit is ordered meticulously around gender 

through specific entanglements, in this case, the drink and the dance floor. The night-time 

economy may then constitute a heterotopic space because of its ordering of gender, but it is 

transmitted and negotiated through embodied experiences with materiality and gender.  

It is now relevant to ask what my analysis implies about gender and love. I aim 

to contribute to an understanding of how sexual pursuit among young adults may be intertwined 

with gendered norms that are enacted in and by specific material arrangements within the night-

time economy. This analysis contributes by highlighting how discursive-material 

entanglements are vital to our understanding of how desire is enacted in complex ways. It is 

important not simply because it tells us something about the night-time economy as a separate 

heterotopic space, but because it produces real effects that spill over into young adults’ 

experiences with sex and further intimate and romantic contact outside the night-time economy. 

I encourage further research on how this ordering of gender may impress upon young adults’ 

relations outside of the night-time economy when they go home with one another—how does 

this meticulous ordering of gender influence the unfolding of sexual and romantic relations? 

What consequences does it have when young adults begin their sexual and romantic pursuit 

within the heterotopic space that constitutes the mainstream night-time economy? 
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Abstract 

In this article, we explore young women’s stories about sex in the context of heavy alcohol use, 

specifically in relation to friendships. The data stems from a large-scale qualitative research 

project on gender and alcohol consisting of 140 in-depth interviews with young Danes between 

the ages of 18 to 25. We draw on the work of Wetherell (1998, 2015) to conceptualize their 

narrated accounts of intoxicated sex as an affective practice of sense-making through which 

we can explore how these young women negotiate the meaning of their encounter. We further 

draw on Ahmed (2004) to analyze how these young women’s meaning-making is intertwined 

with power and gender norms. In the analysis, we focus on how these young women reflect on 

how they feel about their personal experience with intoxicated sex in relation to the responses 

of friends. In the study, we find that friends play a significant role in how these young women 

are able to make meaning of how they feel about their experience, and in turn, what type of 

experience it was (i.e., “fun,” “disgusting,” etc.). We argue that friends may serve to prevent 

sexual regret and offer support in instances where young women feel regret after engaging in 

intoxicated sex. However, at the same time, we argue that friends may also encourage a 

humorous approach to intoxicated sex, which may contradict their feelings, and thus gloss over 

issues of sexual consent. Our analysis further points to how young women’s ability to negotiate 

their experience is intertwined with gender norms, and we go on to discuss how this has 

implications for the existing research on young people, alcohol, and sex, particularly in studies 

on drinking stories and consent. 
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Introduction 

Alcohol consumption most often constitutes a social practice among young 

people who use alcohol to socialize both at parties and in everyday life (Demant & Østergaard, 

2007; Thurnell-Read, 2016; Tutenges & Rod, 2009; Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018). In 

Denmark, young people report how alcohol use is ingrained with a sense of heightened social 

abilities, insofar as it enables them to build friendships, strengthen existing social bonds, and 

recount drinking stories to position themselves socially in everyday life (Bloomfield, Elmeland 

& Villumsen, 2013; Demant & Østergaard, 2007; Tutenges & Rod, 2009; Tutenges & 

Sandberg, 2013; Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018). International research has also pointed to 

how alcohol consumption plays a role among young people in their development of and 

experimentation with gender, sexual, and romantic identities, also as it aids them in 

approaching others who are romantically or sexually of interest (Abrahamson, 2003, 2004; 

Ferris, 1997; Leigh and Aramburo, 1996; Peralta, 2008, 2010; Roberts, 2015; Room, 1996). In 

this way, young people’s experiences with alcohol intoxication affect not only their social lives 

but also their sexual and romantic experiences. Furthermore, their sexual encounters, and in 

some cases sexual transgressions, can function as drinking stories to be shared among their 

peers (Abrahamson, 2004; Pape & Hammer, 1996; Peralta, 2008; Tutenges & Rod, 2009; 

Tutenges & Sandberg, 2013). However, research on the relationship between young adults’ 

sexual experiences and the role of peers in making meaning of these experiences is scarce, and 

since the role of friends emerged as a dominant theme within our data in these young women’s 

narratives of intoxicated sex, we begin to address this gap in research in this present paper. 

Consequently, in this present paper, we focus on how the young women in our 

research describe their personal experience with intoxicated sex, that is, sexual encounters 

under the influence of alcohol, specifically in the context of friendships. Because the young 

women in our study spoke at length about how they felt about their experience, and how their 



3 
 

friends responded to it, we have turned to affect theory. Drawing on the work of Margaret 

Wetherell (1998; 2015) we conceptualize their narrative accounts as a practice of affective 

meaning-making, which allows us to investigate how these young women negotiate what 

constitutes an appropriate emotional response to their experience, and in an extension of this, 

how to characterize the very experience itself. We further augment this approach with insights 

from Ahmed’s (2004) work on how emotions may “stick” more to some people and objects 

than others and, in turn, come to categorize their very being. Through this, we also can analyze 

and discuss how these young women’s negotiations of how they feel involve a negotiation of 

gender norms in amalgamation with sexual boundaries, that is, their ability to set boundaries 

before or during sex, in this case within the context of their friendships. In so doing, we aim to 

emphasize the important role of friendships in these processes, by which these young women 

make sense of their intoxicated sexual experiences and negotiate sexual boundaries. 

Existing research on alcohol, gender, and sex 

Researchers argue that when young people drink alcohol, they deliberately seek experiences 

that transgress the norms of everyday life and allow them to “let loose.” However, such 

transgressions are not purely hedonistic, as they may also be actively managed by young people 

themselves (Hutton, Wright & Sanders, 2013; Measham, 2004; Measham & Brain, 2005; 

Szmizgin et al., 2008). Measham (2004) argues that through the consumption of alcohol and 

other drugs young people engage in a controlled loss of control, as “a calculated hedonistic act 

which aims to achieve a desired, structured, and controllable altered state of intoxication” 

(Measham 2004, p. 343). In an extension of this controlled loss of control, sexually 

transgressive behavior can be encouraged and managed by young people themselves when 

drinking, as an expected part of a drinking event or by using alcohol as an “excuse” for sexually 

transgressive behaviors (Fjær, Pedersen & Sandberg, 2015; Peralta, 2008; 2010). However, as 

we go on to argue, at the same time, such sexual transgressions are often marked by gender 
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norms, and it becomes necessary to investigate how young women can negotiate the meaning 

of intoxicated sex within the contemporary gendered climate of alcohol culture in Denmark. 

Researchers have identified a shift in sexual norms in Denmark, insofar as it is 

becoming more acceptable that both men and women live out their sexual preferences (Dahl, 

Henze-Pedersen, Østergaard & Østergaard 2018; Fjær, Pedersen & Sandberg, 2015). However, 

studies have also pointed out how young people navigate in a sexual landscape in which a 

gendered double standard continues to dominate the perceptions of acceptable sexual behavior 

(Cawood 2007; Dahl, Henze-Pedersen, Østergaard & Østergaard 2018; Johansen, 2016). A 

recent study of young Danes’ perceptions of gender and sexuality found that, although there 

are few differences between young women and men’s sexual practices, they are nevertheless 

ascribed different meanings depending on gender (Dahl, Henze-Pedersen, Østergaard & 

Østergaard, 2018). Thus, while there is an increasing awareness of gender equality that is more 

accepting of both women and men’s sexual lives and desires, the meanings ascribed to these 

sexual practices differ. While young men are expected to boast of their sexual accomplishments 

and be sexually assertive, young women risk jeopardizing their social status if they have 

different sexual partners (Dahl, Henze-Pedersen, Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018).  

Researchers have made similar findings in drinking contexts, demonstrating an 

area of tension between increasing gender equality on the one hand and a sexual double 

standard among young people on the other (Bailey, Griffin & Shankar, 2015; Griffin, Szmigin, 

Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2007; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013; Tan, 2014). 

Researchers point to how young adults’ alcohol consumption is shaped by a heterosexual 

“logic,” in which men are expected to initiate sexual interactions, whereas women are supposed 

to decline sexual advances (Brown-bowers, Gurevich, Vasilovsky, Cosma & Matti, 2015; Fjær, 

Pedersen & Sandberg, 2015; Leigh & Aramburo, 1996; Young, McCabe & Boyd, 2007). They 

further point out how drinking practices are influenced by postfeminist sexual and gendered 
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norms, meaning that women must balance ideals of sexual liberation with conservative 

gendered notions of respectability to avoid a negative sexual reputation (Bailey, Griffin & 

Shankar, 2015; Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2007; Hutton, Wright & 

Saunders, 2013; Tan, 2014).  

Taking as our point of departure young women’s accounts of intoxicated sex, we 

further add to existing research on how young women’s sexual lives and drinking experiences 

continue to be shaped by gender norms, but in this paper, we zoom in on how they negotiate 

these norms in the context of friendship. Other studies have approached sexual encounters as 

reflecting a “sexual script” that people adopt as they follow predictable sequences of action, 

which in turn determines their possibilities for action (Beres, 2007; Byers, 1999; Frith & 

Kitzinger, 2001). However, these studies have been criticized for assuming that people’s sexual 

behavior is scripted in advance and cannot provide a framework for examining these young 

women’s ambiguous reflections on their experiences and how they feel about them (Frith & 

Kitzinger, 2001). Thus in contrast to such studies, we do not see these young women as 

recipients of cultural meaning, as if they were carrying out a script, but instead, we argue that 

our data demonstrates that they are actively and affectively involved in making meaning of 

their experiences. Through this, we also emphasize the importance of friends in understanding 

how young adults negotiate gender norms in intoxicated sexual practices, but we also point to 

how this has implications for how young women come to define and negotiate sexual 

boundaries and, through this, sexual consent. 

The existing research demonstrates paradoxically that, while men are held less 

accountable for their actions when drinking as opposed to being sober, women are held more 

accountable (Bernhardsson & Bogren, 2012; Horvath & Brown, 2007; Pedersen, Tutenges & 

Sandberg, 2017). This is, in part, because intoxicated women are perceived as increasingly 

sexually available and thus also vulnerable to unwanted sex, which they, in turn, are expected 
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to be prepared to manage (de Visser & McDonnell, 2012; Horvath & Brown, 2007; Leigh, 

1995; Young et al., 2007). This is particularly important in relation to alcohol culture because 

research points to how intoxicated women’s behavior and binge drinking tend to be framed as 

the “problem at fault” when women are subjected to sexual harassment or assault 

(Bernhardsson & Bogren, 2012; Horvath & Brown, 2007). Thus, how people’s sexual 

availability and responsibility are perceived is affected by alcohol in amalgamation with gender 

norms. Beres (2007) further argues that such norms complicate how people perceive sexual 

consent because dominant heterosexual discourses affect people’s perceptions of women and 

men’s sexual boundaries, and she calls for further research on how people communicate and 

practice consent. In the present paper, we further add to this understudied area by zooming in 

on these young women’s negotiations of sexual boundaries. In our data, these young women 

question their ability to consent, that is, their ability to accept or decline sexual advances at the 

time, but they do not necessarily problematize this. In this way, we further point to how young 

women may not be attentive to matters of consent in drinking contexts, which begins to add to 

the still limited research on how sexual consent is defined and practiced. Together, these studies 

highlight how alcohol consumption continues to be marked by gendered norms and how 

alcohol may further increase the level of responsibility of young women, as they are held 

accountable not only for their own sexual behavior but also for the behavior of others. While 

similar issues are present in our data, as we will demonstrate in the analysis, we further augment 

these calls for further research by emphasizing friendships as an important site for negotiations 

of sexual boundaries, consent, and gender norms among young women. 
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Method 

The qualitative material used here stems from a large-scale research project consisting of 140 

in-depth, face-to-face interviews with young adults in Denmark (gender: 49% identify as 

female, 49% as male, and 2% as other. Age span: 18 to 25 years, average age: 21.2 years). We 

chose to focus on this particular age group because the existing research has shown how 

drinking prevalence and episodes of heavy episodic drinking are highest during this age range 

(Dawson et al., 2004). Furthermore, the Danish health authorities also point to how the majority 

of young Danes engage in binge drinking, that is, the consumption of five or more units in 

succession, every month (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2015). 

The overall project aimed to examine the gendered aspects of young people’s 

drinking styles and behaviors in their everyday lives across a diverse sample of young adults 

across Denmark from rural, semi-rural and urban areas. The chosen participants were also 

diverse in terms of education and employment; we recruited young adults enrolled in college, 

universities, and vocational school, those in part-time and full-time employment, and those not 

currently working. The participants were required to have had experiences with drinking within 

the past three months, a criterion easy to fulfill given the current high levels of alcohol use 

among young adults in Denmark. To recruit these participants, we used a multi-tiered 

recruitment strategy, which involved recruitment through online platforms, educational 

institutions, chain referrals, and street-level recruitment. The interviews were conducted 

between April 2015 and June 2016 and took place most frequently in the participants’ homes 

or at our offices in the university, as well as other locations such as libraries.  

We made use of a semi-structured interview guide, which allowed us to gain 

insight into cultural, embodied, and affective aspects of the participants’ personal experiences 

with and opinions on alcohol use, intoxication, and gender. The guide was divided into closed-

ended questions, open-ended questions, and photo elicitation techniques. The open-ended 
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questions included themes such as drinking practices and settings, bodily experiences and 

feelings of intoxication, attitudes toward various drinking styles, and possible consequences. 

The open-ended questions and our usage of photo elicitation techniques allowed us to facilitate 

in-depth conversations on affective and embodied aspects of drinking, which otherwise might 

have proved difficult for our participants to describe (Johnson & Weller 2002; Russell 1994). 

In utilizing the interview schedule, we were attentive to gaining information on gender not only 

through direct questions, as these tend to facilitate conversations on more stereotypical aspects 

of gender, but more so through a focus on the subtle ways in which gender mattered in their 

everyday lives in relation to alcohol use (Haavind, 1999; Højgaard, 2011). This made it 

possible for us to gain further insight into their personal stories, instead of focusing solely on 

general reflections. Such interviewing techniques allowed our participants to open up on how 

they experienced drinking, including how they felt in different situations and how they were 

affected by different atmospheres and expectations when drinking. Finally, we conducted a 

survey using closed-ended questions to obtain information both on the quantitative aspects of 

our participants’ drinking as well as sociodemographic data.  

 The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. We then coded the 

interviews using the data-analysis software program NVivo 11. The data was subject to two 

rounds of coding. In the first round, we coded the material into 16 overarching codes, for 

example, “health,” “age and personal development,” and “sexuality/desire.” The last code, 

“sexuality/desire,” made up the foundation for this paper, and we sub-coded it into relevant 

themes including “flirting,” “sexual pursuit,” and “sex,” among others. The material used in 

this chapter consists primarily of data from the code on “sex,” focusing mainly on the 

participants’ narrative accounts of personal experiences with intoxicated sex, but also including 

reflections on the narrations of gender and sexual norms across the different codes. Out of 140 

respondents, 63 of them described personal experiences and opinions on sex under the 
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influence of alcohol. Out of these respondents, 33 identified as women, 28 as men, and two 

identified as genderqueer and a-gender, respectively. In this article, we have focused on the 

young women’s narratives of personal experiences of intoxicated sex with men.  

THEORETICAL REFLECTIONS ON AFFECTIVE MEANING-

MAKING 

Young adulthood is a time during which young people are expected to develop their 

competencies of engaging in romantic and sexual relationships, and alcohol provides a context 

for young women to experiment and act out their sexual and romantic interests (Abrahamsson, 

2003, 2004; Herold, 2015; Korobov & Thorne, 2009; Room, 1996). However, as noted above, 

researchers argue that gender norms affect young women’s experiences with drinking, 

particularly in relation to the aforementioned contradicting demands of sexual liberation and 

respectability, which in turn also shape perceptions of their sexual practices (Cawood, 2007; 

Dahl, Henze-Pedersen, Østergaard & Østergaard, 2018; Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, 

Hackley & Mistral, 2007; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013; Tan, 2014). In our data, these 

contradicting demands were also very much present, as these young women described how 

they tried to navigate gendered expectations of their behavior when drinking, as we will 

elaborate on in the analysis (see also Jensen, forthcoming; Jensen, Herold, Frank & Hunt, 

2018). However, the aforementioned studies on gender norms and drinking behavior do not 

offer an adequate theoretical framework for analyzing how these young women actively 

negotiate the meanings of their experiences with intoxicated sex through references to how 

they feel now, as well as the significant attention they pay to the emotional responses of their 

friends. In this paper, therefore, we turn to scholarship on affect and gender to examine the 

roles that emotions and friends play in their narratives. 
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In recent decades, there has been an affective ‘turn’ in gender scholarship as 

researchers have increasingly paid attention to the role of affect in people’s lives (Christiansen, 

Frydendahl & Pedersen, 2013; Wetherell, 2012; 2015). The affective turn here refers to the 

scientific studies of emotions, including sensing, feeling, and bodily reactions; it is a turn that 

cuts across disciplines and theoretical frameworks, with many different perspectives on what 

affect is and where it resides (Christiansen, Frydendahl & Pedersen, 2013; Wetherell, 2012; 

2015). Multiple scholars have tried to pin down what exactly constitutes affect, and they have 

drawn on a wide array of theoretical fields, ranging from biology to social psychology and 

feminist theory (Christiansen, Frydendahl & Pedersen, 2013; Wetherell, 2012; 2015). Where 

some scholars have tried to uncover the human capabilities for affect, for example in an attempt 

to categorize the basic emotions in human life, others have criticized such approaches for not 

accounting for how feelings are strongly influenced by settings, cultural discourse, and the 

reactions of others (Wetherell, 2015). It is within this critique that we locate our research, as 

we, in line with Wetherell (2015), argue that affect is not a stable or pure entity. Instead, it is 

subject to change over time, and it is not simply a matter of how the individual subject feels, 

but also how these feelings are entangled with different social and cultural contexts.  

We approach affect as an activity, because it constitutes an “ongoing flow,” through 

which people make sense of, interpret, and categorize their experiences in relation to an ever-

shifting context (Wetherell, 2015, p. 147). How we feel about something is, therefore, a process 

in which we draw on our own “affective repertoires,” but also on collective, social, and cultural 

repertoires of affect that must be customized in relation to the setting in which we occupy space 

(Wetherell, 2015, p.147; see also Wetherell, 1998). Therefore, we utilize this analysis to 

examine the processes of meaning-making involved in these young women’s narratives, not to 

uncover how they really feel about an experience, as if their reflections on feelings could reflect 
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their inner core or qualities of them as a person, but instead, we consider their narratives as 

communicative accounts that constitute affective practices. Wetherell writes: 

I want to argue that social actors engaged in affective practice are embodied 

beings for sure, but are also usually sentient, bathed in cultural practice like 

fish in water, usually reflexive, engaged with others in negotiating their 

worlds, and constantly talking and making sense. There are no neat and easy 

dividing lines between physical affect and discourse, or between discursive 

capture and affective capture, or between discursive enlistment and affective 

enlistment. Rather, very complicated and mostly seamless feedbacks occur 

between accounts, interpretations, body states, further interpretations, further 

body states, etc. in recognizable flowing and changing episodes. (Wetherell, 

2015, p. 152).  

Building on Wetherell’s (2012; 2015) theoretical reflections on the practice of affect, we 

examine these young women’s narrative accounts of intoxicated sex as affective activities that 

involve a process of meaning-making that does not simply emerge from themselves, nor from 

the cultural context, but is located, instead, within the entanglement between the embodied, the 

emotional, the cultural, and the social. Affect is, therefore, an ongoing dynamic process, a 

process through which these young women make “emotional sense” of intoxicated sex. 

However, because affect is rooted not only in the individual subject but also in 

the social, it is intertwined with notions of power. This is not the case because one individual 

subject may be forced into an affective state or because cultures and social groups simply 

transmit affect, as if it were contagious like a virus. Instead, affect is intertwined with power 

because it is also a matter of with whom we identify and whom we see as legitimate sources in 

how we should feel about a specific encounter (Wetherell, 2012; 2015). Wetherell writes:  

Context, past and current practice, and complex acts of meaning-making and 

representation are involved in the spreading of affect, no matter how random 

and viral it appears. Shared identification makes actions and affect 

intelligible and forms the basis for the discursive territory of “reasonable” 

versus ”unreasonable” emotion …. Identity, affect, legitimacy, and social 

practice are closely woven together. These guide the flow of affective action, 

the objects and forms it takes, the kinds of displays which ‘naturally’ arise, 

how these become sanctioned, and so on. (Wetherell, 2015, p. 154). 

With this in mind, we analyze these young women’s narrative accounts of intoxicated 

sex with special attention to their emotional response to it, as an affective practice of 
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meaning-making, which is entangled with the social and the contextual setting. In this 

paper, the social context which appears to be most dominant within their narratives is 

that of friendships. This is particularly interesting because research suggests that 

among young women, friendships are specifically important sites for meaning-making 

when it comes to romantic and sexual relations (Brown, 1999; Herold, 2015; Korobov 

& Thorne, 2009). This meaning-making is further informed by cultural 

understandings of gender and (hetero)sexuality, as these norms are subjected to 

intense repetition in this context (Brown, 1999; Herold, 2015; Korobov & Thorne, 

2009; Søndergaard, 2002).  

We also find it relevant to turn to Ahmed’s (2004, 2006) work because 

we argue that when an emotional response is deemed legitimate, it is a process through 

which the very object or experience is constructed. For example, Ahmed (2004, 2006) 

argues that when we feel fear, we are feeling fear of something, and this in turn 

characterizes the object as worthy of fear; certain bodies, objects and experiences can 

hereby become defined through the emotions that others direct at them. Some 

emotions or emotive signs may, however, “stick” more to some than others if these 

processes have been repeated over time toward certain objects or people (Ahmed, 

2004). Ahmed explains: 

The stickiness of that surface still tells us a history of the object that is not 

dependent on the endurance of the quality of stickiness: what sticks ‘shows 

us’ where the object has travelled through what it has gathered onto its 

surface, gatherings that become part of the object, and call into question its 

integrity as an object. What makes something sticky in the first place is 

difficult to determine precisely because stickiness involves such a chain of 

effects. (…) Stickiness then is about what objects do to other objects—it 

involves a transference of affect. 

Thus, an emotional response to an encounter is also a process by which the 

encountered is constructed and ascribed meaning through the very emotions directed 

toward it, and over time such emotions may stick (Ahmed, 2004, 2006; Wetherell, 
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2015). This means that while these women are negotiating how to feel about their 

experiences of intoxicated sex, they are also negotiating the very meaning of the 

encounter and constructing their experiences as a particular “kind of thing,” which in 

turn may define them (Ahmed, 2004; Wetherell, 2015, p. 157). As will become clear 

in the analysis, our participants recount contrasting and even contradicting responses 

to their experiences, and this emotional ambiguity can be seen as a reluctance to 

categorize the very experience as something specific. If they categorize something as 

“disgusting,” “regretful,” or “funny,” this categorization holds implications for what 

kind of experience it becomes, what courses of action become possible, and who they 

are. Depending on how this experience is narrated, they can, therefore, place 

responsibility on themselves, the alcohol, or their friends. However, what is 

particularly intriguing is the extent to which their accounts rarely hold their sexual 

partners as being responsible. 

 

Making meaning of intoxicated sex 

Feeling liberated, it is one of the things that I feel become too much when I 

get drunk. I do not like that afterward. Liberated from standard social 

conventions, standard things like kissing with people. 

When the young women in the study talked about their experiences with heavy drinking, many 

of them reflected on how feeling intoxicated could challenge their ability to navigate what was 

appropriate and inappropriate behavior. As can be seen in the above quote, Andrea seeks to 

constrain how “liberated” she behaves when drinking. This reflects a tendency among the 

young women in the study, who at once tried to enjoy the pleasures of openness and confidence 

that alcohol fostered, while trying to make sure they were able to avoid getting a negative 

reputation by, for example, being labeled a “slut,” or by ending up with the “wrong” type of 

man. Thus, the young women in this study reflect the research noted above, which pointed out 
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how young women try to establish a form of femininity in a postfeminist alcohol culture that 

places contradictory expectations on women’s behavior (e.g. Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, 

Hackley & Mistral, 2007; Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013). Within our theoretical 

framework, we further argue that sexual behavior hereby functions as particularly “sticky” to 

young women; they must work carefully not to acquire a negative sexual reputation or be 

labelled a “slut”, and not because the term slut is an effect of their behavior, but because it has 

been repeatedly used to define women’s sexual behavior in a negative manner over time. 

 In the young women’s narratives on sex, the difficulties in navigating these 

contradictory expectations seemed even more prevalent than in relation to other intoxicated 

practices, such as flirting or dancing (e.g., Jensen, Herold, Frank & Hunt, 2018; Jensen, 

forthcoming). Although young people’s engagement with alcohol can provide an opportunity 

to play with norms and engage in transgressive pleasures, these aspects were remarkably absent 

in these young women’s stories about their sexual encounters. Instead, these young women 

spoke of intoxicated sex when they were asked about consequences and risks of drinking and 

not when asked about the pleasures of alcohol use. Sex was instead emphasized as a particular 

risky practice in relation to alcohol because it left one vulnerable to feelings of regret and 

embarrassment. Sille explains: 

Sex and drugs, not when you are drunk. You will regret that for sure the day 

after. Some things are like embarrassing in the days after, but if you have sex, 

it is something you regret for a long time. At least that is how I would feel. 

Sille exemplifies the special position sex held in relation to heavy drinking among multiple 

young women in our study, as they reflected on how drinking could leave them vulnerable to 

feelings of regret if they engaged in sexual activities while intoxicated. For example, the young 

women in our study narrated how their sexual impulses became harder to control when 

drinking, or how alcohol could make it more difficult to manage sexual advances from men. In 

this way, alcohol functioned as a facilitator of negative feelings in relation to sex. However, 
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the ability to control whether and with whom they had sex when drinking is not solely about 

avoiding regret but is also about notions of responsibility. Many of these young women 

expressed how, when drinking, they could expect sexual advances from men that they needed 

to handle, indicating that they were responsible for setting sexual boundaries. As one young 

woman explained, “The guys have a plan: if they flirt with us and get us really drunk then they 

take us home. And that is there, when we stop them in time.” Thus, these young women 

expressed the importance of remaining sufficiently in control when drinking to avoid sex and, 

in an extension of this, feelings of regret and embarrassment. This is especially important 

because sexual behavior seems to carry the risk of “sticking” in the form of a negative sexual 

reputation. 

These examples point to how young women describe sex in the context of alcohol 

use as a specifically risky practice more generally. In this analysis, we focus on how these 

young women describe their personal experiences with intoxicated sex and negotiate the 

meaning their experience holds to them in the context of friendship through negotiations of 

how they feel about their experience. In the first part of the analysis, we focus on these young 

women’s descriptions of friends’ roles in relation to intoxicated sex. We demonstrate that, on 

the one hand, friends can serve as a caretaker in preventing intoxicated sex and thus preventing 

feelings of sexual regret, but, on the other hand, they can further exacerbate their feelings of 

sexual regret if they make fun of them or made judgmental comments about their sexual 

behavior. Thus, in the first part of the analysis, we hereby point to how friends occupy a 

contradictory position, as they are narrated as both caretakers and possible sources of judgment. 

In the second part of the analysis, we focus on how these young women describe friends as a 

form of co-authors when they struggle to remember what happened. As we go on to 

demonstrate, in these instances, friends are often narrated as contesting their initial feelings of 

regret with a humorous approach to their experience. As we go on to argue, whether they accept 
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such a humorous approach and categorize their experience as a funny story is not dependent 

on their feelings at the time nor their ability to consent but is bound up with gender norms. 

 

Sexual regret in the context of friendships: support and judgment. 

When the young women in our study talked about intoxicated sex, some of them narrated 

how friends could serve as a form of caretaker when drinking, insofar as they could prevent 

them from engaging in a sexual encounter that may later become a source of regret. For 

example, Malene says: 

I have a friend who often gets drunk. It is like every time we disappear from 

each other, then I can meet her half an hour later, and then she has hooked up 

with some guy that she is escaping from. It has become sort of a routine and 

she is always very upset about it. They just kiss, but they probably want more. 

Then she suddenly finds herself in a situation where she has given too much 

of herself and maybe given them the hope that she would go home and have 

sex with them, when in reality that is not what she wanted, so she doesn’t 

know how to get herself out of that situation. And then she comes to me, and 

then you stand there with that, trying to tell the guy that it is not going to 

happen. 

Malene explains how she looks out for her friend, who often drinks too much to be able to 

negotiate her own sexual boundaries, an occurrence that has made her very “upset” in the past. 

She describes how she actively steps in to decline sex on behalf of her friend to protect her 

from any future feelings of regret when she is drinking, as she is the one to “tell the guy it is 

not going to happen.” Malene thus narrates how she regularly negotiates sexual boundaries on 

behalf of her friend, which suggests how friends are important not only in making meaning of 

past experiences but in assisting their friends in navigating feelings and also serving as a 

preventive mechanism for avoiding possible future incidences of sexual regret in heavy 

drinking contexts. However, not all of the young women in our study described how they had 

been able to rely on friends.  

One of our participants, Henriette, talked about an experience with intoxicated sex 

during a night out with a friend. She described how she had been so heavily intoxicated that 
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she had stumbled outside where she had engaged in sex in public on the street, after which, she 

returned to her friend with most of her clothes missing. Reflecting on the incident, Henriette 

says: 

I thought it was surreal, and in a way it was fun. It wasn’t like I felt that it 

was disgusting, but at the same time it was very disgusting and cheesy. I 

thought, I can’t look my colleague in the eyes, he saw me without clothes 

on, throwing up and put me in the fetus position. … I wish my girlfriend 

would have stopped me from going out to him. 

Interviewer: Is it a good friend? 

Normally it is, but she is not as good at handling these situations. If it had 

been any other friend, she would probably have been more like “now, we are 

going home,” but I also think that she was drunk. It was a lot in one night. 

In this quote, Henriette clearly describes her emotional ambivalence toward her 

experience with intoxicated sex, as she describes how she felt it was not disgusting 

and “fun,” yet “disgusting” at the same time. As she narrates how she felt about the 

incident, she thus contradicts herself, but her negative sentiments toward her 

experience are not rooted solely in what happened, but also in how she felt that her 

friend did not take proper care of her, leaving colleagues to help and making her feel 

embarrassed. Henriette indicated that good friends “normally” make sure that one gets 

home before it gets to that point, but that this friend failed to handle the situation 

properly. Because of this, she is engaged in an affective practice of trying to make 

meaning of the different feelings she directs at the encounter, placing responsibility 

on her friend and her alcohol intake. Thus, both Malene and Henriette narrate the 

importance of friendships to prevent future feelings of regret but also point to how 

this approach is not always successful. Similarly, other researchers have pointed out 

how young women make use of friends to guard each other against unwanted sexual 

advances when drinking (Brooks, 2008; Nicholls, 2017). However, these examples 

point to how the responsibility of friends is placed as central in preventing intoxicated 
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sex that may be a catalyst for subsequent feelings of regret, as both of them focus on 

friendships rather than on their sexual partners when making meaning of intoxicated 

sex. In these instances, whether to engage in sex or not, in the context of heavy alcohol 

use, is narrated as a negotiation that plays out together with friends – not with sexual 

partners. 

 Friends were, however, not always described as possible sites for the 

prevention of unwanted intoxicated sex because some of these young women 

described how friends instead accentuated their feelings of regret. For example, 

Sandra narrates how she fears the judgment of friends after having intoxicated sex. 

She says: 

I was really drunk, had I not been that drunk, then I would not have done it. 

I think, at that time, I regretted it so much that I will never get to that point 

again. In the moment, I thought it was the best idea ever, but then the day 

after, it is also because people laugh at you, when you have been with 

someone: “Oh my God, you just didn’t do that?” … And they laugh at you 

and say, “Ha.” I hate when people laugh at me; I can’t stand it. 

In this quote, Sandra recalls her own eagerness to have sex in the moment (“I thought it was 

the best idea ever”), but it stands in stark contrast to her feelings the day after when she is sober 

again (“I regretted it so much”). She reasons that alcohol is largely at fault for her feelings of 

regret, underlining that she would not have done it if she had not been drinking heavily. In this 

way, Sandra recalls having actively consented to sex, but her experience is still one of regret 

because she sees it as an effect of her intoxicated state. As Sandra negotiated the meaning her 

experience held for her, she emphasized how alcohol was not the only central component to 

influence her feelings of regret. Friends also played a central role because she went on to 

describe how her friends laughed at her afterward. To Sandra, drinking heavily is thus a 

particularly risky practice because it can cause her to be eager to engage in sex, which may 

leave her open to ridicule among her friends, as her experience circulates as a laughing matter. 

Consequently, Henriette narrates her friends as legitimate sources in determining how one 
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ought to feel after engaging in intoxicated sex, using their reaction as a reason to avoid such 

behavior in the future. In contrast to Henriette and Malene, who argued that friends could 

prevent feelings of regret, Sandra found that they exacerbated notions of regret. This example 

thus points to how the reactions of friends may serve as a form of “policing,” insofar as her 

friends mock her, which in turn strengthens her feelings of sexual regret. This issue has also 

been documented in research that demonstrates how women can position themselves in 

alignment with conservative ideals of women as passive recipients of attraction by shaming 

other women for their sexual behavior in labeling them “sluts” (Fjær, Pedersen & Sandberg, 

2015, p. 963; see also Kitzinger, 1995). 

 In a similar manner to Sandra, Lina recalled having sex when drinking alcohol, 

but she explained how this left her vulnerable to judgment from friends and, through them, 

herself. Lina tells the story of how she hooked up with a bartender on a night out with friends 

and then reflects on whether people knew about it. She says: 

My girlfriends saw it, but normally I don’t say it to anyone, because I might 

become like a bit embarrassed of myself, that I would do such a thing. I feel 

a bit like nasty and disgusting when I do it because even though sex today is 

very normal, right, I just have this thought that when I don’t know him, when 

I don’t know anything about him and then just take him home, it can make 

me feel disgusting. ... Unless they like figure it out themselves. I think it is 

embarrassing to say that I have been with someone I didn’t know. I think I 

feel more nasty if others know. 

In this quote, Lina explains how she struggles with how to make meaning of her own 

experiences of intoxicated sex. Lina illustrates an awareness of changing norms of sexual 

behavior but also underlines how such forms of intoxicated sex with a stranger makes her feel 

“nasty.” During the interview, she describes her sexual experiences as positive at the time, but 

even so, she still emphasizes feelings of being “nasty” and “disgusting” the day after, indicating 

that her sexual experiences “stick” to her afterward—not as a result of her experience, but 

rather the cultural meanings of such. Having sex with a stranger seems to be what is of 
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particular regret, as it accentuates these feelings, but it is also ascribed meaning in the context 

of friendship because she narrates that she feels “more nasty if others know.” This echoes the 

results of the study on young Danes’ attitudes toward gender and sex, as she simultaneously 

demonstrates an awareness of how it should be “normal” in contemporary society, yet she 

seems to expect judgment for her sexual practices (Dahl, Henze-Pedersen, Østergaard & 

Østergaard, 2018). Our research thus points to the patterns documented in other alcohol 

research, as these young women may have difficulties navigating gendered expectations in the 

context of alcohol use (e.g., Griffin, Szmigin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley & Mistral, 2007; 

Hutton, Wright & Saunders, 2013). However, our analysis also points to the central role of 

friends in how they feel about how they navigated these norms and expectations. Friends are 

narrated as central influences as they make meaning of how they feel, and legitimate sources 

to determine how they ought to feel about their experience with intoxicated sex, in combination 

with gender norms that idealize women’s sexual restraint. 

 In our analysis thus far, we have demonstrated how these young women 

emphasize how friends are central to their feelings in relation to intoxicated sex, whether they 

were interested in preventing it or preventing friends from judging them. However, feelings of 

regret were intertwined with other contrasting emotional responses drawing on both their own 

and friends’ affective repertoires. In these narrative accounts of their experiences of intoxicated 

sex, friends can thus hold a contradictory position for the young women as they could both 

leave one vulnerable to judgment but also serve as a potential source of support as caretakers. 

In the following section, we will demonstrate how the young women also narrated the 

importance of friends when they could not remember what had happened due to their heavy 

alcohol consumption at the time, which held further consequences for their affective practice 

of making sense of their personal experiences with intoxicated sex.  
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Friends as co-authors: In between sexual regret and funny stories. 

Up to this point, we have argued that alcohol was narrated as having a central part in the young 

women’s experience as an originator of feelings of regret. We have also argued that friends 

occupy a contradictory position as they can serve either to prevent sexual regret or accentuate 

it. However, many of the young women also described how they had been drinking so heavily 

that they did not remember what had happened. In these instances, friends were also described 

as co-authors of the resulting account. For example, Ann-Sofie says: 

I got so drunk that I have no idea how I got home. I don’t like that. I was 

told that I took a taxi home with some guy, and he then came up and slept at 

my place, and I have no idea who he is. I don’t even know his name. It is 

just not a good situation to be in the day after. My [girl]friend thinks it is 

funny, but it is just not cool; I don’t think it is funny. 
 

In this quote, Ann-Sofie explains how she makes sure not to drink too much in order to 

prevent repeating an experience in which she took “some guy” home whom she did not know 

because she had been drinking heavily. To prevent a similar situation, she watches her 

alcohol intake, indicating that alcohol is “at fault” (e.g., Bernhardsson & Bogren, 2012; 

Horvath & Brown, 2007). Ann-Sofie also narrates how she relied on friends to inform her 

about what had happened, as she could not remember it herself. However, after being told 

what happened, her female friend challenges her feelings about the experience, because she, 

in contrast, “thinks it is funny.” Although her friends serve as co-authors of what happened, 

Ann-Sofie does not subscribe to their reading of what constitutes an appropriate affective 

response. Although she expresses her sentiments toward the experience in a negative manner, 

highlighting her negative feelings toward him being a “stranger,” she thus also reflects on 

what seems to be a pressure to reframe the experience as “funny.”  

In a similar manner, Linnea also relied on friends to make sense of what happened at 

a party. Linnea explains: 
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I don’t remember it, so they [my friends] can make me believe anything. I 

was so drunk I couldn’t stand on my own two legs. … I fucked with some 

guy in one of my classmate’s room. I managed to do that too. I don’t 

remember it, but I for sure did not say yes to it, but I probably didn’t say no 

either, so there is nothing to do about it, but it sucks. (..) A classmate came 

to me and was like “you had a lot of fun on Friday, huh?” “What did I do, I 

can’t remember?” Then he told me that stuff.” 

In this part of the interview, Linnea explains how she was unable to remember what had 

happened during a party because she was heavily intoxicated. She explains how she found 

out after talking to friends that she had sex, and although she questions her ability to freely 

consent at the time, she emphasizes that she “managed” to do it. Thus Linnea’s narrative 

seems to center on regret directed at her level of intoxication and her loss of control, despite 

her not necessarily being able actively to consent to have sex. However, similar to Ann-Sofie, 

she describes how friends are central to her making meaning of intoxicated sex, serving as 

co-authors who help her remember what happened. However, at the same time, this co-

authorship seems to be intertwined with a social pressure to frame intoxicated sex as “fun,” 

regardless of their feelings and their ability to have freely consented to engage in sex. In this 

way, these young women relied on friends as co-authors, but they did not always look to 

friends as legitimate sources in determining what was an appropriate emotional response. 

 Other young women also narrated how their feelings toward an experience with 

intoxicated sex did not match the reactions of friends, but whereas Ann-Sofie and Linnea 

distanced themselves from seeing their experience as a funny story, others pointed out how 

they themselves participated more actively in adopting such a humorous approach to their 

experience with intoxicated sex. For example, Marie is unsure about exactly what happened, 

and although she regrets it, the experience nevertheless functioned as a joke among her 

friends. She says: 

I think that maybe he came up, and then we kissed and then we had sex in a 

dorm where there were like four others. That I do regret, and it sucks. I 

wouldn’t have done that if I hadn’t been drinking. … It is a little weird to 
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think back on because I don’t think that I thought about how little I actually 

wanted to in the situation. I definitely remember that I didn’t take the 

initiative to be with him, or like that we should have sex. I talked with my 

girlfriends about it, but it became more of a joke, like “Marie hooked up with 

that guy,” and “she was so drunk.” But it is not like it was like a, well yeah 

it did. But like afterwards, we also had something going on, I don’t know. 

We saw each other a few times after, where we didn’t have sex or kiss, but 

there was a flirt, so it is not like I felt disgust towards him, but the way it 

happened. It was just too much. 

Marie here describes how she barely remembers what happened when she had intoxicated 

sex, but although she questions her ability to have given consent at the time, she describes it 

as an action that she regrets. However, this regret is not expressed when she talked to her 

friends. Instead, her experience serves as a collective “joke,” and in the context of friendship, 

the legitimate response to her experience thus becomes a humorous approach. However, the 

joke seems to be further bound up with the fact that she continued to date the man afterward. 

In this way, her friends are not only central on how she interprets the story, but the ability to 

participate in the collective humorous approach is bound up with how he is further interested 

in seeing her afterward. This is in contrast to Ann-Sofie and Linnea, who rejected the 

humorous approach because he was a stranger or because they had nothing to do with him 

afterward.  

 In a similar manner, Tanja narrates how her experience with intoxicated sex 

functioned as a shared fun story among friends because of her relation to the person with 

whom she had sex: 

It was crazy, this whole thing about sleeping with someone without knowing 

it. You would like to have control over that yourself, but it turned out to be 

OK because he was really nice, and we actually dated for a while. So it was 

alright, but it could also have been something else. It could have been, er, it 

also really sucked that I didn’t remember it. It was actually uncomfortable. 

… It was good to get to know him, so it didn’t feel as wrong. But it has also 

been like de-mystified with my friends, like they also think that it is just, like 

when you tell it to them, so it is not some secret, it becomes more like OK. It 

also becomes sort of a funny story that you have. And then again, it was also 

like this nice educated guy. It would have been different if it had been another 

person. Then I don’t know. 
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In this quote, we also see how Tanja narrates the meaning of her experience with intoxicated 

sex as dependent on the reaction of friends with how she is able to form a bond afterward with 

the person with whom she had sex. Tanja is, like the majority of these young women, 

ambivalent in her emotional response, as she expressed how it is “uncomfortable” and “OK.” 

However, in this quote, we see how her experience with intoxicated sex is ascribed meaning 

together with friends, from an uncomfortable experience to a shared funny story. Because he 

is “a nice, educated guy,” she can share it as a funny story with friends—but as she emphasizes, 

it would have been different had it been “another person.” Thus, similar to many of the others, 

it is not the sexual encounter itself nor her ability to consent when heavily intoxicated that is 

important when she narrates how she feels and thus construct the meaning of her experience. 

Instead, friends play a central role together with the status of the sexual partner. Our analysis 

so far thus demonstrates that friendships constitute a site for reworking the feelings toward 

intoxicated sex through an affective practice of meaning-making. However, whether these 

young women saw their friends’ emotional responses as legitimate depended on their 

relationship with the sexual partner, suggesting that affective repertoires are further intertwined 

with gender norms. 

Discussion 

In this analysis, we have explored these young women’s narratives on intoxicated sex through 

the focus on the role of friends in their affective practice of meaning-making. Introducing our 

analysis, we demonstrated how the young women in our study described sexual encounters as 

particularly risky forms of behavior for young women when they are drinking, as their behavior 

may continue to “stick” to them. We then went on to analyze how they described the role of 

friends when negotiating the meaning of their experience with intoxicated sex. In the first half, 

we argued that friends could serve as a way of preventing intoxicated sex and thus preventing 
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feelings of sexual regret. However, this position provided a sharp contrast to how these young 

women also described how friends could further exacerbate their feelings of sexual regret, as 

friends made fun of them or made judgmental comments about their behavior. In the second 

half of the analysis, we highlighted how friends also served as co-authors when these young 

women struggled to remember what had happened. At the same time, friends were portrayed 

as contesting their initial feelings of regret by describing encounters of intoxicated sex as funny 

stories. We further demonstrated how these young women described their different reactions 

to their friends’ humorous approach. Categorizing their sexual encounters as humorous was 

not dependent on their feelings at the time, nor their ability to consent. Instead, they emphasized 

the possibilities for a romantic relationship as central to their ability to subscribe to or take an 

interest in their friends’ attempts at reframing their experiences with intoxicated sex as 

examples of humorous stories.  

 It is also important to note the widespread tendency within our participants’ 

narrative accounts to reinterpret their sexual encounters as amusing accounts. In a study of 

young Danes’ party practices in the holiday destination “Sunny Beach” in Bulgaria, Tutenges 

& Sandberg (2013) demonstrated how young people engage in heavy drinking to generate 

“story-worthy” experiences, and through this, they argue that drinking stories are a crucial 

object of study in order to understand the meaning of young peoples’ drinking practices. 

However, while the authors discussed an important element of drinking events, they were 

nevertheless critiqued both for ignoring how gender inequalities may influence drinking 

stories, as well as how sexual transgressions, even when story-worthy, may have different 

consequences for young women and men (Bogren, 2014; Ettore, 2014; Griffin, 2014; Radcliffe 

& Measham, 2014). With our analysis here, we point to some of the central ways in which 

“funny stories” may gloss over issues concerning negotiations of sexual boundaries and 

consent. We have been able to demonstrate how friends can operate as an important element 
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of meaning-making in relation to intoxicated sex. These young women highlight the role of 

friends in preventing and avoiding sexual regret and in creating the meaning of intoxicated sex. 

Moreover, it appears that issues of consent with sexual encounters are not discussed within our 

participants’ peer-groups, as the discourse or the construction of “the funny story” seems to 

take precedence over their feelings of regret, questions of consent, or other negative sentiments 

when the encounters are recounted. This tendency may be problematic because it creates an 

environment in which issues of sexual consent become difficult to discuss.  

Therefore, our research speaks to the importance of studying the role of women’s 

friendships within drinking settings, not simply because drinking is a social practice, but 

because friendships are potentially the site for negotiating sexual boundaries and the meaning 

these boundaries hold for young women. While much research has been done on male 

friendship groups and drinking, demonstrating that men’s intoxicated behavior works to 

“affirm masculinity and increase male bonding and solidarity,” much less research has been 

conducted on the role of female friendships and drinking (Hunt & Antin, 2017, p.1; see also 

Bales, 1962; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Dunning, Murphy & Williams, 1988; Gough & 

Edwards, 1998; Hunt et al., 2005; Peace, 1992; Skeggs, 1997). Within our analysis, we have 

attempted to show how negotiations over sexual boundaries take place not only between sexual 

partners but are also negotiated within friendship groups. However, friends tend to be described 

as finding questionable sexual consent as humorous, thereby downplaying issues of coercion, 

which speaks to the need for more research on how young adults perceive and practice consent 

(see for example Beres, 2007).  

Furthermore, drawing on the work of Wetherell (1998, 2015) and Ahmed (2004), 

we have been able to approach their negotiations of meaning as affective, as these young 

women ascribe meaning to their experience with intoxicated sex through descriptions of how 

they felt. However, as demonstrated in the analysis, their emotional response to the encounters 
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are reworked among friends, as affect is not only personal but also a social sense-making 

practice intertwined with notions of power. The emotional response that they direct at their 

experience in turn thus determines how they can categorize their experience and their own 

position—whether it is “disgusting,” “too much,” or “fun.” For example, Tanja describes how 

“it could have been something else,” if she had felt differently about the guy. 

Employing this focus on their narrative accounts as examples of affective 

practice, we have been able to investigate how these young women socially negotiate sexual 

boundaries. In so doing, they rationalize their meaning-making by drawing on friends in 

combination with gender norms in a collective sense-making of how they feel and how they 

ought to feel. Our argument here is that when these young women describe their experience 

with intoxicated sex, they refer to their feelings about the encounter, which they explain has 

been reworked in the context of friendships. In determining how to feel about it in the context 

of friendship, gender norms seem to impress further upon their ability to negotiate the type of 

sexual encounter they had—and this takes precedence over any discussions of whether the 

person with whom they had sex respected their boundaries or took advantage of their 

intoxicated state. This argument is further strengthened by researchers, who point out that 

friendships serve as a site for developing understandings of romantic experiences and how, 

among young women in particular, cultural discourses on heterosexual romance shape their 

experiences and the understandings they develop in the light of their experiences (Korobov & 

Thorne, 2009, see also: Brown, 1999; Herold, 2015). However, we can now emphasize the 

importance of friends as sites for meaning-making in relation to intoxicated sex, insofar as our 

analysis points to how friends may hold contradictory positions as both caretakers and as 

arbiters of potential judgment. Furthermore, this may have implications for how young women 

negotiate sexual boundaries, as our research indicates that, at least within friendship groups, 

there may not always be room for discussions of consent and coercion. 
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SUMMARY 

Gender, Alcohol Intoxication, and Young Adults: Young Danes’ narratives on flirt, sexual pursuit 

and sex in the context of heavy alcohol use. 

In this dissertation, I explore young adults’ narrative accounts of their own experiences with alcohol 

use and intoxication. I focus specifically on their personal narratives on flirt, sexual pursuit and sex, 

and I here refer to these as “sexual practices” because what binds them together are the shared sexual 

connotations of all three practices. I examine these three practices separately in the three manuscripts, 

consisting of two articles and a book chapter. The three manuscripts have been written with the intent 

of building on the existing research on gender, alcohol and young adults through employing fresh 

theoretical insights from gender studies. In the beginning of the dissertation, I introduce the reader to 

young Danes’ alcohol use in contemporary Denmark, and to the general approach to gender that has 

shaped my research, as well as an overview of the full dissertation. In chapter one, I present the 

methodology and the data. My data consists of 140 qualitative in-depth interviews with young Danes 

in the ages of 18-25 (average age: 21.2; gender: 49% identify as women, 49% as men, and 2% as other). 

The interviews are part of a large-scale research project at the Centre for Alcohol and Drug Research, 

which I have worked on from 2015-2018. In chapter two, I introduce insights from alcohol research and 

gender studies, divided into two separate parts. This division reflects my intention of contributing with 

fresh perspectives on how to combine the two fields to make room for new ways of studying gender, 

alcohol and young adults. In the first part, I focus on the existing research on young people and gender, 

and point to the central developments in the field that has paved the way for my research. In the second 

part of the chapter, I present central insights from gender studies, paying specific attention to how 

gender scholars have criticized the split between gender and sex to nuance our understanding of gender, 

not simply as a cultural phenomenon, but also as an embodied, situated, affective and material 

phenomenon. In chapter three, I present each of the three manuscripts. I point out how each manuscript 

builds on existing alcohol research, and augment this with an engagement with theoretical insights from 

gender studies, for example affect theory and new materialism. In chapter four, the conclusion, I present 

the shared contribution of the three manuscripts and the dissertation overall. I emphasize that it has not 

been main incentive to uncover gendered stereotypes, but rather to explore how gendered meanings are 

ingrained in these young adults’ narratives of their own personal experiences with sexual practices in 

the context of alcohol use. I argue that, through combining alcohol research and gender studies, I have 

been able to analyze how young adult’s possibilities for negotiating gendered meanings when drinking 

depends on what type of practice we zoom in on. The three sexual practices I study point to how young 

adults’ perceptions of their own space for action is not pre-defined by their gender or sexual identity. 

Rather, it is in the practices and contexts that they drink that gender norms influence their possibilities 

for action. The three sexual practices make up a so-called “bottle-neck,” where their possibilities narrow 

from flirt, to sexual pursuit, to sex. Whereas flirting makes it possible for a broad sample of young 

adults to work with, on and against gender norms (manuscript one); then these young adults are more 

limited when in sexual pursuit because it is not only their own behavior, but also the materiality of the 

nightlife, that enact gender norms (manuscript two); and in the young women’s narratives on sex in the 

context of heavy alcohol use, they are limited by gender norms to such an extent that they only have 

two options when ascribing meaning to their experiences (manuscript three). Taken together, these three 

articles further point to how the young adults’ narrations of problematized aspects of intoxicated sexual 

practices do not echo the dominant themes in alcohol research. Instead, the risks they speak of center 

more on whether they have opportunities for orientating themselves sexually when drinking. 



RESUMÉ 

Køn, alkohol beruselse, og unge voksne: unge danskeres fortællinger om flirt, scorepraksisser, og 

sex i drikkekontekster. 

I denne afhandling undersøger jeg køn i unge voksnes fortællinger om deres egne oplevelser med at 

drikke alkohol og føle sig berusede. Jeg fokuserer specifikt på deres personlige fortællinger om flirt, 

scorepraksisser og sex, som jeg samler under betegnelsen ’seksuelle praksisser’, da fællesnævneren for 

disse består i deres seksuelle konnotationer. Disse tre praksisser undersøges separat i to artikler og et 

bogkapitel, som samlet set udgør et fælles bidrag til alkoholfeltet, idet jeg kombinerer indsigter fra den 

eksisterende alkoholforskning i køn med nyere teoretiske ’vendinger’ fra kønsstudier. I begyndelsen af 

afhandlingen introducerer jeg læseren til unges alkoholbrug i Danmark, samt den overordnede tilgang 

til køn som har formet min research, samt oversigten over selve afhandlingen. I kapitel et præsenterer 

jeg manuskripter metodiske grundlag. Mit datamateriale udgøres af 140 kvalitative og dybdegående 

interviews med unge danskere i alderen 18-25 (gennemsnitsalder: 21.2; kønsfordeling: 49% identifice-

rer sig som kvinder, 49% som mænd, og 2% som ikke binære). Interviewene er foretaget i forbindelse 

med udførelsen af et større forskningsprojekt ved Center for Rusmiddelforskning, som jeg har arbejdet 

på fra 2015-2018. Kapitel to er opdelt i to dele; hhv. alkoholforskning og kønsstudier, hvilket afspejler 

min intention om at bidrage til at sammentænke disse to felter på nye måder, og gøre plads til nye måder 

at undersøge køn, unge og alkohol på. I den første del fokuserer jeg på den eksisterende alkoholforsk-

ning omhandlende unge og køn, og peger på de centrale udviklinger, der har været i feltet som har 

muliggjort dette fokus. I anden del af kapitlet præsenterer jeg centrale indsigter fra kønsforskningen, 

hvor jeg lægger særligt vægt på, hvordan forskere har gjort op med den teoretiske skildring mellem 

biologisk og social køn for at nuancere mulighederne for at analysere og diskutere kønnets betydninger, 

ikke bare som kulturelt fænomen – men også som kropsligt, situeret, og materielt fænomen. I kapitel 

tre præsenterer jeg hver af de tre manuscripter, og peger på, hvorledes de hver især bygger på den 

eksisterende alkoholforskning, samtidig med at de trækker på nyere teoretiske retninger inden for køns-

forskningen, herunder blandt andet affektteori og nymaterialisme. I kapitel fire, konklusionen, præsen-

terer jeg artiklernes samlede bidrag. Jeg understreger, at det har ikke været min primære intention at 

afdække og undersøge, hvordan unge italesætter kønsstereotypier, men derimod at udforske, hvordan 

kønnede betydninger er indlejret i deres fortællinger om deres egne personlige oplevelser med seksuelle 

praksisser i forbindelse med drikkekontekster. Jeg peger på, at jeg i kraft af min sammentænkning af 

alkoholfeltet og kønsteori har været i stand til at analysere på, hvorledes unge voksnes mulighed for at 

forhandle kønnets betydning når de drikker sig fulde, afhænger af, hvilken type praksis, der sættes under 

lup. De tre seksuelle praksisser jeg beskæftiger mig med peger sammen netop på, at unge voksnes op-

levelser af eget mulighedsrum ikke er defineret på forhånd i kraft af deres seksuelle- eller kønnede 

identitet. Det er snarere i de praksisser og kontekster, hvori de drikker, at kønnede normer får forskellige 

former for indflydelse på deres muligheder for handling. De tre seksuelle praksisser udgør en såkaldt 

”flaskehals”, hvor mulighederne for handling indsnævres fra flirt, til scorepraksisser, til sex. Hvor det 

på tværs af en bred skare af unge voksne er mulighed for både at arbejde med, mod og på kønnede 

normer i flirten i byen (manuskript 1); så er de unge voksne i højere grad begrænset i deres scoreprak-

sisser, fordi de kønnede normer ikke alene bæres af deres adfærd, men også af de materielle betingelser 

der omgiver dem i nattelivet (manuskript 2); og i de unge kvinders fortællinger om sex under kraftig 

påvirkning af alkohol, begrænses de af kønsnormer i en sådan grad, at de kun har to muligheder for at 

betydningstillægge deres oplevelser (manuskript 3). Fælles for de tre artikler er endvidere at de unge 

voksnes egne fortællinger om, hvad der er problematisk ved deres oplevelser ikke er det forskningen 

oftest er optaget af, men snarere synes risici at omhandle deres muligheder for at orientere sig seksuelt 

i beruselsen som der fremhæves. 


