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Today I’m going to be talking about some work I have done for a chapter in an
upcoming edited volume The Hipster Culture Reader, on women craft drinks
producers and narratives of expertise online. Micro brewing and craft drink
production has connections with hipster culture in its emphasis on small scale,
‘authentic’ production. I’m really interested here in the dynamics of expertise
performance among men and women in this form of craft production, and I’m
particularly interested in self-presentations of expertise online, which I explore to
some extent here. What I also looked at, however, was gendered media narratives
about craft drinks producers. Through my analysis, I raise questions about the role
and status of women in craft drinks production, and what this may reveal about
subculture 2.0.
So as I sat down to work on this chapter, the first thing I did was search for ‘craft beer
brewers’ on Google, and this is what I got:
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So, it’s a bit homogenous. Breweries, pumps, the beer itself, and a lot of white,
‘hipster’-looking men with beards.
It seems, certainly online, that craft drinks production is not very diverse, which as
Susan has highlighted in her work, parallels the wider contexts of ‘hipster’ culture as
well as cultural and craft production. I wanted to dig deeper into this, to explore the
online representations and self-narratives of craft drinks producers, and their
potential role in the perceived homogenisation of the industry, relating to wider
questions about gender and expertise in cultural production.
To do this, I undertook a content analysis of a sample of media coverage of craft
drinks production, and online profiles of women craft beer brewers and distillers,
including social media profiles and websites. I analysed 25 news articles and the
online profiles of 10 women, paying attention to narratives of career progression,
knowledge and skills development of the women selected, who mostly resided in the
UK and USA where craft drinks production is prominent.
Now even though this sample cannot form a basis to generalise about women
brewers’ online narratives and self-presentations, they provide illuminating insights
into how women’s craft expertise is discussed and presented online, and what this
tells us about women brewers’ ‘deficit identity’ (Taylor and Littleton, 2012) in this
version of ‘subculture 2.0’.
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First, some background. Since around 2010 craft drinks have surged in popularity,
particularly in the UK and USA as consumers increasingly seek authentic, small-scale,
uniquely produced beverages rather than the mass-produced, large brands which
have dominated the industry for decades. Craft drinks production ties into hipster
culture values which are associated with “authentic and hand-crafted material
cultures” and “making, cooking and growing” to quote Susan.
If Google is anything to go by the craft drinks revolution appears to be mostly fronted
by white, male hipsters. It’s evident here in these news articles and images too.
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However, some media coverage has taken notice of women’s role in the industry,
with some commentators calling it the ‘return of the Brewsters’. The term ‘Brewsters’
comes from the late 19th Century when prohibition and temperance laws were in
place in the UK and USA, and women often ran underground speakeasy bars and
brewed or distilled alcohol. In his book Whisky Women Fred Minnick describes how
when prohibition lifted and the alcohol industry became profitable, the men came
back in and were at the forefront of the boom, and the previous work and expertise
of the women before them was forgotten.
Now, women in the craft drinks industry are receiving some recognition in the media,
and the growing presence of women in the industry is celebrated by events such as
the Fem.ale festival in the UK. Susie Mesure (2013) discusses the “new beer drinking
sisterhood” in her newspaper article about craft beer production.
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Some of the media articles highlighted in this research discuss the growth of women
“master distillers” in gin. Despite this, the articles also suggest that the industries
remain male-dominated, and I observed in this research that the popular craft drink
producers such as Sipsmith Gin were mostly fronted by the bearded epitome of the
male, hipster brewer (flick back to slide 3 to illustrate).
I also noticed that hipster aesthetics were not exhibited by the women. They did not
appear to embody female hipster aesthetics such as “pastel-coloured hair, oversized
glasses or denim cut-off shorts”, as summarized in Persad’s (2014) article on female
hipster clothing. This, I suggest, raises questions about the role of women brewers
and distillers as hipster figures in craft drinks production.
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MEN: NARRATIVES OF EXPERTISE

• Interviews with male brewers
and distillers
• Connoisseurship
• Knowledge, expertise,
innovation

“By the mid-1800's there were a dozen
styles of gin in a single formula book.
We made each of these recipes to
determine what a London Dry Gin
really was in historic context. In the
absence of a benchmark we set out to
create a benchmark.”
- Jared Brown, founder of Sipsmith Gin.
Quoted in Katie Bell, Forbes.

In the media articles about craft drinks which featured interviews with men, there
tended to be a focus on their role in the craft drinks revival. One Forbes interview
with the founders of Sipsmith Gin typifies this. The article positioned the founders as
pioneers and innovators, which in many respects they were. The focus remained very
much on the expertise and connoisseurship of the men, and the process they went
through in creating the gin. For example, this quote by Jared Brown, one of the
founders of Sipsmith, where he says: “In the absence of a benchmark we set out to
create a benchmark.”
This pioneering narrative cements these men’s status as big players in the industry.
The confidence which oozes from that quote was difficult to find in the interviews
with, and self-narratives of, the women brewers and distillers.
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WOMEN: NARRATIVES OF STRUGGLE

• Labour
• Perpetual working and sacrifice
• Women’s position in relation
to men in the industry
• Women reinforcing ‘deficit
identity’ (Taylor & Littleton,
2012)

“Firstly, there was no such thing as life
outside of work. Every day I was in my
office strategizing/taking care of back
office stuff or in the distillery making
rum. Every night I was either out in a
bar or restaurant trying to meet
people or standing in a liquor store
pushing people to at least try the
product.”
Bridget Firtle, founder of The Noble
Experiment

In the media coverage of the women, and their social media self-narratives, there
was a sense of hard work, labour, and struggle. For example, women struggling for
visibility in the craft drinks industry, or women struggling in the physical labour of
brewing or distilling. Bridget Firtle, founder of USA rum company The Noble
Experiment, wrote a blog about her journey founding the distillery. Here she
describes the early days, saying how she was in the office during the day, then going
out and selling rum during the evening.
Evident in the quote are the demands Bridget faced in making and promoting her
product. In other blog posts she describes how she drove her forklift truck into a
wall, and the hours of physical labour she put into her work. She started out doing
the jobs of three people and that perpetual working and sacrifice was apparent
throughout her blog posts. Such sentiments were echoed in the production and
career narratives of other women I looked at in this research.
In the media articles, it was also notable how the women brewers and distillers
tended to be described in terms of their position in relation to men in the industry,
and not as pioneers, innovators or experts. The stories were about women’s relatively
minor status in the industry and their lack of visibility, and what can be done to raise
their visibility. Not acknowledged in these stories are the sexist attitudes in the
industry which will be highlighted in a forthcoming book chapter by Chris Land, and
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the masculinised nature of beer consumption and production which serve to exclude
women.
In the sample analysed, the narratives of struggle, of women fighting for visibility, and
the hardship of physical labour, serve to reinforce what Stephanie Taylor and Karen
Littleton (2012) describe as women’s ‘deficit identity’ in the craft drinks industry,
reproducing gender inequality and upholding patriarchal power structures.
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CONCLUSION
• Women disadvantaged in the industry – struggle depicted
through online self-presentations and media coverage
• Deficit identity reinforced online
• ‘Matter of visibility’ - obscuring structural barriers and
misogynistic attitudes in craft drinks industry (Land, Sutherland
and Taylor, 2019)
• Subculture 2.0 – Women craft drinks producers’ role and
status in hipster culture
• Obfuscation of women’s expertise

So to conclude, the sample analysed in this study is relatively small, so I can’t
generalise from these findings. However, there are suggestions here that online
narratives about women’s expertise in the craft drinks industry, in the media and by
themselves, tend to focus on their struggle and disadvantage, reinforcing women’s
‘deficit identity’. The women in the industry share these articles themselves on social
media, and while they may think they are raising the visibility of women whilst
promoting themselves, they are reinforcing their deficit identity, because they are
circulating this narrative that obfuscates their expertise. In the media coverage
analysed, the solution to women’s inferior status in the industry is often to raise
visibility, but I argue that focusing on matters of women’s visibility obscures the
structural barriers and misogynistic attitudes in the craft drinks industry.
So, what does this research reveal about ‘subculture 2.0’? Social media platforms
may provide spaces for women brewers and distillers to raise visibility and promote
themselves, but the wider narratives of women’s struggle are framing what these
women are saying about themselves, potentially to their detriment. The male
founders are positioned as the experts and pioneers of the craft drinks revival, and
their embodied hipster aesthetic reinforces this and cements their prominence in
hipster culture. The women working in this industry do not embody those same
aesthetics, not even the female hipster equivalent, so does that make their role in
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this subset of hipster cultural production precarious? Maybe not, but it does not
cement it either. The media foregrounding of their struggle rather than their role in
the rise of the craft drinks industry is yet another example of how women’s expertise
is obfuscated, and you can find examples of this throughout history and across
sectors. In craft drinks, the fact that the women’s online activity may play a role in
this obfuscation is of concern, and if anything is to change, existing narratives need to
be challenged, rather than shared and reinforced.
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