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Traveling to the Architecture of Femininity and Fear 
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..Solo female traxelers are floored b j  the welcome thel're 
getting a t  some hotels."' 

The media. xia the tralel industrj. is alerting us to the fact that 
I\ omen are  incleaiingl> t ra~el ing solo and that our "special 
needs'' are finallr being sened in urban hotels. For example. a 
lecent national new.paper article informed readers of the 
opportunities a\ ailahle for i n d i ~  idual T\ omen travelers to 
resen e rooms at hotels offering * - ~ t  omen-onl!" floors."- 
though the  perception of safetj arid ~ecurity is seemingl! the 
concept driving such a consumer offerings. the hotel industr! is 
taking the  opportunit! to include other female-directed arneni- 
ties. Suites filled uith more bath products and an arral of 
fashion magazines are an example of \<hat seberal hotel chairis 
include in their single and ~oman-on l !  pachages . 

U ith this essay. I take a critical look at hou gender boundaries 
are constructed and/or reilied via representations from the 
tourist industr! in the use of the  architecture in urban hotels. 
The rhetoric and representations of major hotel chains exposes 
how.  hat they propose as a supportive architecture for women. 
actuall! constricts the moxement of women in the cit! b! 
reinforcing the threat of crime. 

THE ANALI'TICAL FRAMEWORK 

F'ith this paper I conduct a content and discursive analvsis of 
US based hotel chain descriptions of their woman-only tloors 
targeted a t  solo \\onlen travelers. Lsing a framework that maltes 
gender central. I prohlematize how- women's safety from crime 
and gender are framed h! the corporate travel in dust^:. Their 
representations of women are important to analyze. I will 
contend in  the rorlclusion of this paper. as t h e  mytholog!. 
surrounding travel and crime disproportionately affect women 
and work to limit our use of' cities. Further. the reification of' 

traditional fernininit! also helps maintain asynrnetric gendered 
norms arid expectations for women as potential victims. 

WHAT IS GEIVDER? 

It is iniportant here to set the terrninolop used in this paper. 
Sociologists and gender scholars speak both of "sex" and 
"'gender'* differentiation: the former \+hen biological sex ol the 
"*sex categorq" into uhich people are placed at birth is the basis 
jor  classification and differential treatment: the later to refers to 
the r m d t  of that differentidl treatment.' The process of 
conr~erting the sex category into gender is a social one. That is, 
most diflerences that are assumed to distinguish the sexes are 
socially created. F'e h a ~ ~ e  a innumerable processes. from 
naming (Jane vs. John) to color coding (pink vs. blue) to sex 
segregated work (structural engineers vs. interior decorators) 
that signify difference and  construct a feminine or masculine 
expectation. The gender attribution process assumes dimor- 
phism and seeks evidence of it to justify classifying people as 
male and fernale arid treating them unequallj-.4 This paper 
examines how those differences are reproduced in the tourist 
industry via corporate hotel chains in large cities. I work from 
the assumption that architecture is political. in that consuming 
it ria the urban hotel, is inherentlj- ahout power relations. 

THE HOTELS' REPRESEKTATION OF SAFETY FROM 
CRIME 

In a series of press releases. major corporate hotels uith 
properties in most US cities and B estern Europe. announced 
that the\ are responding to \\omen's derriarids for a "safer 
senice."' They ha \?  met this consumer mandate ~ i t h  a series 
of services and architectural arrangements that are deplo!ed 
\tit11 the intention of malting uo~nen  feel that precautions are 
taken to axoid putting them in halms \+a!. For example. at a 
high rise London hotel.  omen can check in at a **pri\ ate lobbj 
alea" uhere their luggage is drlkered to their rooms on the 
22nd floor. in what the! call a '-man-free zone." b j  a bell-girl. 

e are told that bedroom doors h a ~ e  -'more secure locks arid 
larger sp!holes." Lifts within the hotel cannot be operated 
except I]! ke!s g i~e r l  onl j  to regiitered guests of the particular 
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lloor. If thc female p c s t  orders room m \  ice. it i- deli\ errd 11) 
a feirial~ n~enll)el of the hotel staff. 

Offering< at o t h e ~  London hotels e n w e  a ~\omar~ ' -  secwlit! 
from the tirne she enter\ thc citj: '~Bumei~\ \onicr i  ha le  the 
assurance of a palanteed 24 hour  airport tiarlhfel to and fioin 
the Hotel. The Hotel also offers ladiep a piixate limouqine 
clenict that collects guests from elenin? re.taurant or thratie 
locations that are lild! to cause incornenier~ce. ol disconcert- 
ing feelings of aafetl. in hailing a t a b  in the late elening." The 
hotel claims to offer. .'a safe secure en~i~olnnent  from \+hich 
aomen can a r r i ~ e  and depart from meetings at an! tirne."' 

Similarly. a LS hotel in R ashington DC that makes "safet? and 
.* . 

becurit) a top priorit! for women traveling alone. 1s expanding 
its uomen-onlj offering to two floors of the hotel. Thej 
maintain that the demand from fe~nale  guests for segregation 
from men is increasing.? 

THE HOTEL'S REPRESENTATION OF FEMINITY 

The hotels oftering a safer environment foi women business 
trax elers are also suppl! ing products and sen ices fol uha t  the! 
perreile to be societj's expectations for the t!pical female p e s t  
u h o  is tral eling on business. 411 architectlinterioi designer \\as 
consulted and the floor uas  modified for uornen ~ i t h  "rooms 
decorated in more feminine stTvle(s).^'TThe bathroom counters 
are more spacious. Rather than a just one ioorn mith a bed. the! 
have portioried off a sitting area where \+omen ma! conduct 
business in a suite setting. 4 London hotel reports that. "The 
64 seat.. . Restaurant and Bar, with attractk e interior design. 
situated on the ground floor.. .. offers women a tastefull! 
feminine light and airy xenue in which to conduct informal 
meetings and appointments.'^ 

The hotels are offering other female-specific senices that meet 
I\ hat the! perceil e to be the single ornan tlal elel's el  el7 need. 
She ma! take ad\ antage of room senice and lobh! lestaurants 
~ t i t h  '.reduced calolie or lite meals." Axailal~le for a '.prixate 
~onsultation and assessment"' is a personal t~ainer in the hotel 
health clubs ~ h o  understands t h e  exercise needs of the female 
t ra~eler .  One hotel reminds women that a %lo\\ dr j  or 
manicure in the beaut! salon situated in the lohb! of the hotel 
is a1 ailahle to husinessnonien to assist in perional gloorning for 
important meetings." 1 et another hotel offel- shorter bathrobes 
and bath salts that are ph balanced for Momen. -1 hotel in 
London publicizes. "-For ronx enience. (the hotel) guarantees a 
leturn of within 4 hours on lauridr! and (111 cleaning senices 
iequired lor those last minute iunctions arid meetings. And an 
independent personal shopper can l x  made a\ailable. on 
request to the concierge desk. to delilei a ~ariet! of clothing 
item3 suitable lor all occasions that  ma! ariie unexpectedl!."" 

111 of the  hottxli that oflcr \.romcn-onl) ot "man-flee ~ ~ I I C Q "  do 
$0 at an additional ~oorri latc that i- t j p i ca l l~  al~out onc 
hrlndred dollat. mole than their Iru-iness-~oom cxpc~riditnre. 
Onc hotel iepo~ted that d qingle-roo~n otcuparicJ on their all 
female floor I~egins at Fd Z:'O.OO pel night. That late i -  S100.00 
more than oil a %~ixed floor.^' 

IMPLICATIOKS FOR THE GEKDERED 
COKSTKlJCTIhG FEAR 

Clearl,. the preconditions for generating 
floors is a societ~ that: ( I )  views \\omen as 

L'SE OF SPACE: 

14 ornen-onl! hotel 
t he  prima? targets 

of crimes to-the-person: (2) those crimes are carried out b~ men 
who are strangers to them: and (3) most of the crimes happen to 
\\omen in cities. Populas culture and the mass media reproduce 
such i~nages. \ h i e s  and telexision programs in the LS often 
have as their basis nomen in perilous and life threatening 
situations at the hands of unltno\\n n len . l"The idea that a 
shadow? figure is lurliing around the next corner of the cit!. 
waiting to assault the random woman \tho mistakenlj ~ \a lbs  bj. 
is a common image and then fear shared b! \\omen. But nha t  is 
the realit! of crime in the citj :' 

Crime statistic? do report that \\omen are the  disproportionate 
xictims of assault. Exploring the extent of violence against 
\\omen in the general population is important in that it 
consistentl! demonstrates h o ~  widespread it is. Hou el er. the 
actualitj of such crime is much different than the picture 
painted in popular culture. hlen Itnonn to %+omen. not the 
~i l i f ied  strangers of criminological conceptualization. are the 
greatest threat to M omen's safetj. 01 er nine out of ten female 
x ictims of assault (homicide. rape. and ph j  sical battering) were 
xictimized by men that the! Itno\+ as intimates. co-~orlters. 
biological relatiles. neighbors. classmates. friends of the family. 
or other such personal connections." There are clea~l! t v o  
needs. one that exposes the spate of dornestic and  acquaintance 
xiolence against Honleri and the other that exposes the popular 
culture misconception about stranger ~ i o l e n c e  against \+omen 
in the cit!. 

Ironically. crime prexention advice targets wornen's use of - 
public space. Despite o\er 20 qears of sustained campaigning. 
ieminist \\ark has not shifted attention in cri~ninolog, aua! 
from thinking about the danger of strangers." We are still told 
to be careful )then ualbing on the streets a t  night. u h e n  
checking into our out-of-toun hotel. or hailing a cah. I-lighlj 
publicized cases of random ~nurde r  against middle-clas~ uorncn 
haxe gixrn rise to rnedia commenta~? that 'no uoman  alone i? 
hafe in  public." Obsenations from feminist researchelb and 
commentators. such as Caputi. Cameron. and Frazer. uho  argue 
that domestic and acquaintance xiolerice are riot just unfortu- 
nate indi~idual  events but part of s!stemic violence against 
women. are riot to be found in these public comments." Pi hile 
the e ~ i d e n c e  that \+e ha\e much more to tear in our homes is 
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o\erul~elming: the implications about such danger are denied. 
The commoril~ held helief is that strangers hurt \\omen: the 
real it^ is that most siolence again$t nomen i> perpetrated b! the 
men that v e ltrio\\. 

The perceil ed  n e c e d )  of \\omen-onlj hotel floors a? a mean3 
to thr+ait Fiolence against momen has other implication; fol 
men. cities and  social cldss/race. The first irnplicatiori is that all 
men not known to \+omen are  potential absailants. Surel!. thii 
portrajal of maleness arid masculinitj is damaging to societ! 
arid constricting to indi~idual men as it casts narrod! defined 
roles for men as tough gujs or unfeeling louts at best. and 
rapists or murderers at worst." 

The second implication is for cities. There is mounting 
e\idence that women lead more restricted lixes and use greater 
caution u h e n  out in public in urban places." Cities. like men. 
are cast as the  objects of fear and trepidation. Researchers find 
that if g i ~ e n  choices. middle class uomen uill not t r a ~ e l  to cities 
'*alone."'" In  business situations uhere  tra\ el is required the 
perception of inlpendirig crime in cities finds women turning 
doun job opportunities tliat imolxe trax el.'? Surelj, the  impact 
of promoting and publicizing xiolence against women in cities 
must be acltnowledged ah a collecti~e harm against all women. 

The third implication is for social class and race inequality. The 
hotel industry is reinforcing these commonlj held fears and 
they are plajing upon them for profit. Uthough statistics shov 
that women earn less annual income than men and still make 
proportionally less than their male counterparts for the same 
worli. we are paying mole to secure our safety in the hotel.'" 
The social class implicatioris are man). ealthier women can 
paj the higher rates to secure their perception of safety. while 
~ o r l t i n g  class women act as their -'bell-girls" and room-senice 
clerks. Apparently, the hotel is not as concerned for the safet! 
of the service-class uomen as they negotiate the "mixed" 
terrain of t h e  hotel elesators and senice areas.'' '%€regate 
statistics show that women of color are o~er-represented in the 
senice industries and tliat predominantl~ nhite women are in 
white collar business industries." Our hotels are clearl! 
stratified b! race and social class as uomen-onl! floors are 
segregating female guests from men and from othei momen. 

Thus. raising the  potential of ~ictirnization because one is a 
~ o ~ n a n  ma! also raise a form of dubious l~iological determin- 
i ~ n i :  M omen, a t  cordingl!. are -'natural" I irtirns. Reconceptual- 
izing danger means reconc eptualizing situations that jeopardize 
\\omen's li\es. and it demands that we reexamine \\hat 
constitutes real crime to most female sirtims of violence. The 
greatest threat to \+onien is ~ i t h i n  personal relationships. as 
feminist research ha. myhasized the instrumental impact of 
serial. intentional. and direct \iolence men on \\omen in 
domestic settings.'.' 

I\lI'LICATIORS FOR THE GERDERED I SE OF SPACE: 
CONSTRI CTIhG THE F E M l h l R E  

.Is for~nulated in the introduction, gender is a social construc- 
tion. K e  are not horn luiowirlg that men are "aggressors" while 
\+omen are potential \-ictims. The  po\+er of' gender characteriza- 
tion conies partially frorn the  larger society coding that 
differences are biologically determined. and are thus natural. 
These images of rnasculinitv and fen~ininit!- must be construct- 
ed and reconstructed and stud!-ing mch representations. or 
challenges to these representations. is a large part of the 
scholarship in gender studies. To  that end. I contend the hotel 
industry is in the gender boundai? malting and gender 
reification business as well. 

Ittractiseness and attention to appearance are primary charac- 
teristics that are used to measure \+omen in our societ!. Van! 
nomen report that the! recei\e more positive cultural rein- 
forcement for being attractive (in the traditional waj) than for 
their achie~ements. For white middle-class or upper-class 
\\omen. especiallj. the social norm of thinness is a h e a y  
burden. Eating disorders and negat i~e  hodj images are perva- 
sise. hd~ertisements and the  mass media are the p u n  eyors of 
accepted notions of feminine appearance." The corporate hotel 
chains are supporting this traditional notion of lerninine 
attracti~ eness and attention to appearance for n omen p e s t s  
the) imagine as high-pol\ ered executis es. Pro1 iding \\omen 
with information regarding their 101% calorie menus and 
personal fitness trainers reinforces the notion that nonien 
should be uniquely interested in their OMII weight. Giling 
women more bathroom counter space than men is ensuring a 
place for their cosmetics. Rlalte-up and other grooming 
toiletries play into this beaut! mjtholog.  Placing fashion 
magazines in their rooms a n d  directing them to the beaut! 
salon for assistance in ..personal grooming for important 
meetings"' reinforces the notion that uornen should be especial- 
1, concerned about beaut! and fashion. 

This sort of gender boundary production is effecthe. Substitute 
the abo\ e amenities for male solo tra\ elers and it alrnost nlaltes 
us laugh. IIen traseling on business ale proxided data ports and 
fax machines. Can me imagine a hotel promoting its masculine 
decor and male-only floors for irrdi~idual or single men 
tral elers? It is unthinltable. 

L ridel 3tdnding the relationship  bet^ een cultural ideologies and 
social practices. particulail~ as the! uork to restrict women's 
l i ~  es, is crucial in  orl lung touard a more equitable ~ o r l d .  B! 
reproducing gendered expectations that paint men ac perpetra- 
tors and \<omen as xictims of crime. it underpins h o ~  Ireelj 
men and hov carefull! women maneuxer the cities in r+hich 
the! tra\el. Men feel entitled to the streets and to sirnpl! dn! 
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roo111 in the hotcl. B-ornen are told t o  cori~taritl!- he alert. to 
hold our I q s  in our harids as  e na lk  to~vard our rental cars. to 
not put the room scnicc  hrealithst notice out if '  it reports "one 
room guest.'" to h1ocl.r our hotel door open while we search our 
rooms for infiltrators. to nex~er sa! iri public that we are 
trar-eling alone ( a l u a y  sa-\ that  our husbands are joining us.) to 
\\-ear M-eddirig hands while trawling. to call the front desk and 
ask if they h a l e  sent a rnaid before letting any worker in the 
room. to rimer open our hotel room drapes. arid so on." The 
trawl tips for women in cities are unlimited, M-hile the 
enjoynent of the city is w r y  much limited by such self- 
conscious fear of predators. 

B! phjsicall! segregating women from '-mixed" encounters. me 
are literall! constructing social boundaries in space and 
architecture and reconstructing gender. In urban hotels. \+omen 
are imagined to be  busy malting themsell es beautiful for 
encounters \\ith men the? kno14. nh i l e  simultaneously fearing 
the nletaphorical stranger from mhom the hotel is paternallj 
protecting \+omen. TJ e may pa! lip service to the independent 
business wornan t ra~el ing  to the citj as  an  ymhol of all that the 
uomen's molement has gained. But checking into to the hotel 
architecture of fernininit! and fear trul! constricts \+omen"s 
mo\ement and feels much like one  giant step baclward. 
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