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“Motherhood, ambition and risk”:

The social construction of a heroine in the English press in Conservative Britain

Introduction

In the summer of 1995 images of triumph and tragedy were splashed across the front pages of the British press. The Times, the longstanding patron of heroic adventure, proudly heralded a national success story by trumpeting ‘BRITISH WOMAN STANDS ALONE ON TOP OF THE WORLD’ (15 May 1995). Derbyshire-born Alison Hargreaves had conquered the world’s highest mountain, Everest, in a solo effort and without supplementary oxygen. She was only the second person to do so, following in the footsteps of climbing legend Reinhold Messner. By July she was back in the Himalayas, this time to repeat the feat on K2. She had spent only two weeks in the UK in the interim and crammed this time with press interviews and fleeting moments with her husband, Jim Ballard, and their two children, six-year-old Tom and four-year-old Kate. Yet, the scenes of victory were not to be repeated. Despite reaching the summit of K2 - known colloquially in the climbing subculture as ‘killer mountain’ owing to its high death rate - Hargreaves was caught in a violent storm during her descent. As the intensity of the storm increased she was torn from the mountain, destined never to see her children again. 

What followed were some of the most memorable news images of 1995. As details emerged of her life and death Hargreaves’ actions became a cause for national debate about the moral appropriateness of mothers who choose to engage in high-risk activities. All national newspapers seemed compelled to pass comment, even judgement.  The event made front page news, and, as the initial shock receded, it provided the inspiration for feature writers, columnists, editors and the general public as they all sought to come to terms with her death, and its implications for her family and society in general. The Daily Express, for example, asked ‘AS A MOTHER, WHY WOULD SHE RISK IT?’ (18 August 1995). This was followed the next day by another article which questioned whether Alison was a responsible mother. The editorial column of The Independent, despite honouring her general achievements, led with the title ‘SHOULD MOTHERS CLIMB MOUNTAINS?’ (21 August 1995), whilst an article in The Sunday Telegraph decisively stated ‘K2 IS NOT FOR MOTHERS’ (20 August 1995).  

The event continued to attract media comment throughout the following decade (Arthur, 1997; Arthur, 1998; Barnard, 2002; Douglas, 1998a, 1998b; Grice, 2002; Hann, 2003; Rose, 1999; Rose and Douglas, 1999b), and has been the subject of a revisionist history which has brought out the anguished conflict of her desire to be with her children and her obsession to reach the summit of K2 (Rose and Douglas, 1999a). Hargreaves’ life has also been recorded for national posterity in the recently published Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Hansen, 2004). For scholars of sport and society this event is intrinsically important for how it reveals cultural constructions of and reaction toward risk taking in a ‘lifestyle sport’ (Palmer, 2002, 2004); while others have utilised it as an example of the “differential treatment” of men and women in sport, positioning the sporting heroine as a site in which to examine forms of cultural meaning produced by (gendered) ideologies (Hargreaves, 2001, p.5). Yet, in contrast to other sporting heroes and heroines who have achieved (inter)national notoriety as a consequence of their actions, and who have generated worthy social-scientific analysis (e.g. David Beckham, Muhammad Ali, Mike Tyson, Ben Johnson, Cathy Freeman - see ; Bruce and Hallinan, 2001; Carrington, 2002; Cashmore and Parker, 2003; Jackson, 1998, 2004; Marqusee, 1995) the case of Alison Hargreaves remains under-explored, especially in terms of its resonant political meaning and significance and its implications for understanding cultural constructions of heroism in late twentieth century Britain. 
Heroic action: performance, mediation and judgement

The study of the heroic figure has drawn scholars to comment upon the cultural presence and form of the hero/ine in and across culture and society. It is susceptible to a range of disciplinary concerns, both social-scientific and humanities-based, which have examined the hero in terms of social structure (anthropology, sociology); personality and qualities of leadership (psychology and psychoanalysis); narrative structures of culture and society (literary studies) to the hero as part of a cognitive expression in spiritual structures (mythographic analysis and historical study of religion). Without getting drawn into an epistemological minefield, heroes and heroines are stipulated to be ostensibly public creatures. Their private actions take on a wider meaning and significance, even if, for some, these actions go unrecognised. By adopting this point, I embrace a phenomenological interpretation of heroism, which is informed by discussions concerning the nature of heroic action in Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (Arendt, 1952, 2003; Skillen, 1993). Arendt posits that the meaning of action and the identity of the actor can only be established in the context of other humans. Others need to be present sufficient enough to understand the meaning and uniqueness of certain actions, capable of assessing the worthiness or justness of the acquisition of a title (like hero or heroine) as part of the social acknowledgement of deeds. As Inglis (1977, p.116) also notes of the hero, “You cannot simply be the product of your own, existential decision. Who you are is partly the inevitable result of who the others think you are.” 
For Arendt, the public realm is constituted by the actions of individuals who, through speech and deed, seek to judge and be judged (Arendt, 1952). In unpacking this theory Yar (2000) writes that it contains both an expressive (or agonal) and a communicative-accomodational conception of action. The latter, a model of civic republicanism taken further in Habermas’ theory of communicative reason and discourse ethics, rests upon the notion of participatory decision-making and involves the freedom of individuals to deliberate and evaluate the nature of action, to set the standards through which heroic actions are judged. The former, involves an evaluation as part of a collective narrative of achievement which guides and gives meaning to the action. The role for public deliberation is diminished as the hero is accorded a status in accordance to existing cultural norms (see also Smith, 1986, 1999a). Both conceptions, therefore, illuminate heroic action as a mediated product of society; one according to an archetypal or historical construction of what it means to be a hero informed by past examples, the other by a more relativist conception, informed by the current debates and priorities of culture and society (Harris, 1994). 
Yet both conceptions carry problems. The communicative-accomodational model, with an orientation to the future, raises the issue of how a shared and consensual understanding is constructed in accord with the public interest. The expressive-agonal model, with its face to the past, looks to the security of shared values in historical exemplars, to heroes of the ‘golden age’, but raises the prospect of a continuity in the qualities used to evaluate deeds, at the expense of others who unsettle such continuities (Yar, 2000, pp.12-13). What is expressed is a conception of what heroic action should be. These features were acknowledged in the publication of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Autumn 2004), which attracted debate over the basis for inclusion of heroes and heroines and caused its editors to reflect upon the merits and historical relevance of individuals, both real and imaginary (Carter, 2004a). A common theme that emerged from seminars following its publication concerned whether heroism should incorporate not only masculine virtues such as courage and strength, but “subtler qualities which have underpinned (or sometimes restricted) such actions: innovation, dignity, stoicism, romantic dash, and selflessness” (Carter, 2004b, p.6). Similarly, providing an answer to the identity of the British sporting hero, an exhibition was dedicated to the subject at London’s National Portrait Gallery in 1998. The curator acknowledged that the selection process was “contentious”, and no consensus on choice had emerged. Instead, the committee opted for a narrow interpretation of sporting heroics and personalities drawn from a handful of competitive and popular sports “most relevant to the British way of life”: cricket, football, golf, motor sports, horse racing, rugby and tennis (Huntington-Whiteley, 1998). Not only was this at the expense of celebrating a fine lineage of the sporting heroic in adventurous pursuits (climbing and sailing in particular) but it was also accused by one commentator of building a “falsely positive homogeneity of British identity” (Smith, 1999b, p.110), reflective of a white political elite vision of progress and inclusion firmly in the mould of Whiggish historical narratives. As such, the exhibition was seen as a lost opportunity to widen our understanding of the British sporting hero which had undergone a physical and cultural change in the post-war era by the emergence of black and female athletes.

Whilst we might want to claim that an individual who displays certain qualities - courage, endurance, tenacity, selflessness, for instance - should be counted as heroic, in fact, the achievement of this status is often dependent on cultural norms which fashion the idea of the hero, as well as the actions of cultural intermediaries who act as gatekeepers to the pantheon of heroes, deciding whose deeds to recognise, and how to represent or interpret their actions. The judgement of what constitutes heroic action in the public sphere is thus political in the sense that one can start to identify the power structures that limit inclusion and determine who is or is not socially acknowledged. The analysis of heroes is thus part of a wider politics of recognition and representation that calls on us to consider the role of communication, be it philosophical, symbolic or public (see Chadwick, 1997, 2000) in relaying the conditions or standards for the inclusion of some actions as heroic, and others as not. As Strate (1994, p.16) notes “without communication there would be no hero”. Hence, by turning our attention to the sphere of communication, to mediation, we can place under the microscope the process in which the meaningfulness and value of heroic actions are constructed.  Through analysing case studies of heroes and heroines insight can be gained on the social, cultural and political values inherent in their construction and within society at that particular moment (Lines, 2001; Van der Berg, 1998; Whannel, 2002).  
In the case study that follows I analyse the public discourse that surrounded the actions of a ‘heroine’ in late twentieth century Britain. Drawing upon a range of media commentary taken from the English national press over a four month period I examine the debates, exchange and articulation of ideas and diverging opinions expressed in the public domain concerning the actions of the late Alison Hargreaves: mother and mountaineer. The case is taken as an illustrative example of the communicative and expressive aspects of social recognition and, more specifically, the extent to which opinion formers sought to reconcile the efforts of a lone mountaineer with the changing social fabric and gender order of modern Britain. It should therefore be of interest to scholars interested in issues of gender, media and power. Firstly, the paper provides a brief outline of the political context which forwarded an idealised notion of the family and related social roles and responsibilities that framed the media debates surrounding Hargreaves’ death. Secondly, the paper focuses, thematically, on the public discourse surrounding tragedy from K2, which covers the expressed language and cultural meanings associated with Hargreaves’ presence on the mountain and her fatal ill-fortune. Lastly, the paper evaluates the social construction of Alison Hargreaves in light of the communicative and expressive models, as outlined above. 
Conservative Britain and the politics of the family 

In its tribute to Hargreaves’ achievements in May 1995 The Times declared her to be ‘ALISON OF EVEREST’. According to the editor the moment closed an emotional chapter in the long and prestigious history of British mountaineering. The newspaper hailed her as “indefatigable”, and saluted heroic virtues, her “spirit”, “courage”, and “chutzpah” (15 May 1995, p.19). By August, on the reception of reports of her death, its tone was mournful. Jan Morris, the journalist who broke the news of Hillary and Tensing’s ascent of Everest to the world in 1953, considered it “a slap in the face from a malevolent fortune”, an occupational hazard of adventurers who risk death for glory. “If death must come”, Morris wrote, “better in majesty” (18 August 1995, p.14). In contrast, the Daily Express felt obliged to highlight Hargreaves’ other social identity as a mother and wife. Its main article on her death read ‘WAS BRAVE ALISON SUCH A RESPONSIBLE MOTHER?’ and in forthright language the author stated that Alison “did not have the right to risk [the children’s] well-being and happiness in order to satisfy her own ambitions” (19 August 1995, p.9). Her actions were considered to be a dangerous and morally reprehensible form of ‘licence’ from ideal family relationships. She was seen to be consumed by self-interest, selfishness and obsessiveness, which caused her to transgress her social role as a mother. Fundamentally her actions were displayed as an affront to the prescriptive ideal of the family in Conservative Britain, an institution seen as morally laudable and civilly responsible. 
The tragic events from K2 came on the back of a sustained attempt by the Conservative Party to place the politics of the family and morality onto the political firmament. In the minds of many 1993 came to be defined as the year of ‘the breakdown of the family’ (Lister, 1994, p.355) The Jamie Bulger murder (February 12th 1993) and the subsequent media reportage of the trial of his murderers (November 1993) raised public concerns about the nation’s children and the boundaries of public/ private responsibility. Both the press at the time and the official report that followed laid culpability at the “feckless and irresponsible” parents of the murderers, and saw it as symptomatic of a wider moral decline provoked by liberal permissiveness in the 1960s and 1970s and the collapse of family (see Critcher, 2003, pp.67-68). In the autumn of that year, whilst addressing the Conservative Party conference, John Major made his famous ‘Back to Basics’ speech. Some, he claimed, presented the family as out-of-date and crime was the fault of society. What the country needed to do was to return to core values, to ‘get back to basics’. 

These concerns, however, were present throughout the leadership of Mrs. Thatcher as the Conservative Party expressed a rhetorical commitment to a ‘pro-family’ agenda aimed at strengthening the family, especially its heterosexual two-biological-parent form. Although the Party never formally adopted an explicit family policy (Abbot and Wallace, 1992) Thatcher positioned the family - its structure, and associated individual roles and responsibilities - as “a bedrock of the social order” (Randall and Lovenduvski, 1993, p.34). This theme was present in manifesto commitments and in the works of her closest supporters, who accounted for the origin of society’s problems by changing family structures and a collapse in traditional forms of authority (Conservative Party Manifesto, 1987, p.55; Tebbit, 1985). The moral and authoritarian right felt that parents no longer exercised sufficient authority and failed to instil moral values in their children. Furthermore working women were seen to neglect their natural parental function and absent fathers weakened the disciplinary process. By the time Thatcher’s memoirs were published in 1993 she held a growing belief that strengthening the ‘traditional family’ was the only way to get to the root of crime and other social problems (Thatcher, 1993, pp.628-31).
Although some authors have contended that the ideology of the family in New Right thought was controversial, even inconsistent, making it unclear what both the family and women’s role should be (Lovenduvski and Randall, 1993; Pascall, 1997; Abbott and Wallace, 1992) it is important for us to bear in mind that senior members of the Conservative Party, certainly in rhetoric, placed great credence upon a patriarchal society composed of units of morally responsible two-parent families. Yet, it was not until the end of Mrs. Thatcher’s reign and into the Major premiership that the issue of family roles and responsibilities gained political currency and entered the policy agenda (Lister, 1994). Momentum had been coalescing within the Party under the auspices of the Conservative Family Campaign (est. 1986) which devoted its energies toward a ‘pro-family’ agenda, and the restoration of a patriarchal, heterosexual nuclear family. At its launch, Graham Webster Gardiner, chair of the Campaign spoke of the need to help “strong families that look after their own”, parents who teach a “respect for authority and the self-discipline needed to become effective adults”, in contrast to broken families and unmarried mothers who rely on state-sponsored social welfare to do the work which, under ‘normal’ circumstances “fathers and mothers do freely and infinitely” (cited in Abbott and Wallace, p.135). At the turn of the decade right-wing think-tanks began to articulate support for this moral agenda. Most vociferously, the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA) Health and Welfare Unit began a sustained offensive in support of the traditional family (Murray, 1990, 1994). Toward the end of Thatcher’s reign, a series of White Papers began to emerge which promoted this theme under what could be termed a turn toward the ‘responsibilisation’ of society. Caring for People, for instance, urged members of a family to be responsible for the long-term care of elderly and infirm dependents (Department of Health, 1989), whilst Children Come First saw its prime objective as “clarifying and highlighting parental responsibility” (Department of Social Security, 1990, Foreword).  

This policy drive resulted in a swathe of social legislation which contained a distinct moral and political agenda, in terms of maintaining traditional family structures, family roles and individual responsibilities for the economic support and personal care of family members. The NHS and Community Care Act (1989) marked a shift from public provision of healthcare to more ‘privatised’ forms of care, based on the assumption about the availability of family members, predominantly women, to attend the needs of elderly and infirm family members. In the area of juvenile crime the Criminal Justice Act (1991) imposed a liability on the parent to pay fines for the misdemeanours of their children. The Child Support Act (1993), with its centrepiece Child Support Agency, aimed to retain family responsibility for children in the face of increasing separation and divorce, placing a financial duty on absent parents to provide for their children. Whilst the Housing Act (1996) attempted to stem hostile remarks concerning young teenage mothers by ending any privilege that lone mothers had in the queue for social housing as a deterrent to lone parents and a support for traditional (heterosexual) family forms. 

The Conservative administrations in the late 1980s and early 1990s therefore began to impose a certain moral perception of parenthood in general and of motherhood in particular. This perception hinged upon the theme of responsible parenting, within which a rather traditionalist idea of what parenthood means was adopted, with all its consequent implications for the role of women as mothers. It attempted to elevate the notion that the family was to be conceived as part of an individual’s sphere of possession and concern. This placed a requirement for the individual to consider their own actions and the consequence of such actions as part of the family interest. The social policy legislation introduced during this period sanctified individual actions in so far as they did not neglect the needs and priorities of others. It is within this context that the national debate surrounding Hargreaves’ death emerged. 
‘Motherhood, ambition and risk’: the case of Alison Hargreaves

As details became known of the loss of Hargreaves on K2 the reportage shifted subtly from an assemblage of newsworthy facts and speculation about the cause of her death, to the telling of a dramatic story, taken as emblematic of the state of mid-1990s Britain. In the words of her biographers, the person Alison quickly became irrelevant to the story, “she was now a symbol, an icon, to be fought over and discussed” (Rose and Douglas, 1999a, pp. 273-274). The first public media reactions were of grief and shock. In The Times on 18th August Jan Morris wrote, 

“To hear of her death is like a slap in the face from a malevolent force, resentful that we had all been given pleasure by a fate of entirely harmless, essentially uncompetitive, totally individualist courage.” 

When Hargreaves’ intensely determined face was splashed across the front pages of the papers in May, the emphasis was on the fact that she was a woman – the first woman to ever climb Everest without oxygen. As news came in from K2 the emphasis changed from the ‘good mother’ who could have it all to a portrait of an ambitious, selfish and morally reprehensible over-reacher whose wings got burnt by the sun. The following sections, with data drawn from the English national press during August 1995, deal with the mediation of Hargreaves’ death and have been arranged analytically.  
Just an ordinary girl…

The theme of ‘ordinariness’, predicated on her role as woman, wife and mother and thus her possession of typically ‘feminine attributes’ associated with the private realm (emotion, love and care) was presented in a number of accounts. Hargreaves was cast against the dominant cultural imagery of the haggard, bearded, tweedy mountaineers of yesteryear. She looked out of place. Angela Lambert, writing in The Independent (19 August 1995, p.11), described her as looking awkward – a challenge to the traditional idea of the bearded and grizzled climber with a far-off look. “Her round, smiling face, the small body – she was 5ft 2in – made dumpy by bulky climbing gear, along with the photographs of her staunchly supportive husband and two adorable children – all this made her look deceptively like Mrs Normal.” Similar views were held by those who were also attempting to summit K2 at the same time as Hargreaves. Matt Comeskey said his first impression of Alison was that “she looked so small, skinny legs in black tights sticking out of the bottom of an over-inflated bright-green down jacket, like a puffed-up duckling…I wouldn’t have picked her from a crowd and guessed that she was a high-performance athlete” (cited in Rose and Douglas, 1999a, pp.234-235).This image, he felt, had assured media interest and public fascination, as she seemed such an unlikely high-altitude climber. Her husband supported this image when he revealed at a press conference how Alison enjoyed a life of quiet domesticity; she took great enjoyment out of cooking large meals for the family and romping about with the kids in the outdoors (The Times, 18 August, 1995, p.12).
Represented as “an ordinary mother with a mother’s instincts” (Daily Mail 19 August 1995, p.36), both the visual and textual commentary invoked a sense of territorial encroachment on a typically masculine social space, and an abandonment of domestic and parental duty. Although the initial news reportage of her death expressed respect for her achievements and regret of her passing, it soon turned, for some, into head-shaking incomprehension over her actions, as commentary on her status as climber was qualified by her other status as mother. A letter to the editor of The Times (Wednesday 23 August 1995, p.17), for instance, highlighted an abandonment of her wider responsibilities to look after the children, stating that, “…when two people receive the gift of children, they are no longer free agents; the care of those children must come before every other inclination.” Hargreaves herself noted the strains and pressures put on her position in this respect. She stated, in an earlier interview, “I sometimes wonder if it would be nice to settle down and lead a normal, married life. But I’m not a normal person” (cited in Lambert, 1995). These strains became more prevalent in the account provided by her husband (Ballard, 1996) and in a revisionist biography (Rose and Douglas, 1999a), both of which used the diary entries she kept since a young girl to highlight the emotional anguish she went through whilst on the mountain.  
Being ‘ordinary’ also meant feminine attributes and emotional attachments came to the fore. In contrast to Sir Edmund Hillary’s ‘I knocked the bastard off’, an expression of relief and conquest on Everest, Hargreaves’ comment from Everest in May 1995 betrayed an alternate yet powerful sensory and emotional experience. She radioed to base camp a message for her children, “I am on top of the world and I love you dearly” (quoted in The Times, 15 May 1995, p.1). It was both a statement of personal fulfilment, an acknowledgement that whilst summiting Everest had been a singular effort others were also present in her life. An obituary in The Times three months later recalled this moment. Despite the doubts raised over her ambition, ego and drive it commented, in a forgiving fashion, that it “proved her devotion to her children” in a radio message transmitted “amid tears of joy and exhaustion” (The Times, 21 August 1995, p.17). A similar obituary in The Independent (21 August 1995, p.14), written by Stephen Venables recalled family-oriented virtues, stating that she “gave the impression of being a devoted mother, who gave far more warmth, love and fun than many a busy career woman away all day in the office.”
A fatal attraction and The Fall

After the initial shock of death, and the outpouring of grief and sympathy that followed, reporting of the events turned toward an excavation of motivations and the personal dynamics of those who lost their lives. These comments focused upon negative personal attributes which were both seen as part of Hargreaves’ inner character and the result of being so close to achieving her goal. ‘SUMMIT FEVER KILLED HARGREAVES’, The Independent declared on 23rd August. The opinion in some quarters was that Alison had lost her professional sense of judgement, which included an awareness of the dangers of her surroundings. She was blinded by an ambition to reach the top. Pakistani Army officer Captain Fawad Khan, who acted as liaison for the expedition, had warned Hargreaves that the climb was ‘suicidal’. In his account, at one point, he said, “she was giving up not because of the mountain, but because she wanted to see her kids. But then the passion got to her and she decided to climb on” (cited in the Mail on Sunday 20 August 1995, p.6).
This story, however, gained support from Peter Hillary, son of Sir Edmund, who was leading an expedition on K2 at the same time. He stated that:
“Summit fever had developed in that group. There was a chemistry in there that meant they were going for the summit no matter what….They were all driving each other on. These people came together and because of the place and the atmosphere and their personalities, they became blinkered and simply focused on the top.” (The Independent, 23 August 1995, p.1)

The Cambridge scholar Robert Macfarlane has recently written of a kind of deep passion that overtakes climbers immersed in their sport. This is the dark side of mountaineering where, he writes, in situations of death it is often reported that some “bad magic or mesmerism had been worked: that a love of the mountains has become something akin to brainwashing” (Macfarlane, 2003, p.99). Yet, according to some newspaper accounts a further element was absent: a responsible moral voice. In metaphorical terms (and with parallels to the biblical story of The Fall of Man) there was an absence of God, or at least a suitable male figure who could provide a moral conscience for the group and alert them to the social consequences of their actions. In an exclusive interview given to The Independent (23 August 1995, p.1) Peter Hillary explained that his decision to evacuate the mountain and return to base camp upon seeing two foreboding weather fronts building to the north and south meant there was a void within the group. “There was no careful awareness…everyone hands over responsibility for themselves to someone else…it means no one is taking responsibility.” With the absence of this ‘Man of Reason’, having the mind and judgement to turn back amidst worsening conditions the group was now at the mercy of Hargreaves, who was pitted as a sensual and emotionally-led woman, with a burning desire to get to the top of K2 – the pinnacle of desire.  
The social consequences of her ‘obsession’ were seen as contributing to the deaths of her five male companions on K2, as well as leaving her two small children with lasting emotional scars. The notion of what made a good parent or a good mother featured strongly. For journalist Judi Bevan, writing in The Sunday Telegraph (August 20 1995, p.25) her need to climb mountains and put herself in extreme danger and have children did not denote balance. A pre-requisite of being a good mother and having a career involved, she felt, knowing when to take the right decision about when to have children. Other commentators put it more starkly. An editorial in The Sun (19 August 1995, p.6) simply declared “When young lives depend on you, then you don’t take chances with your own.” And in a similar vein, a Mr. Airy, writing a letter to the editor of The Times, wrote, “If an obsession with climbing was hers, then perhaps she should have shouldered herself the pain of not having children rather than placing the results of that obsession on them” (23rd August 1995, p.17).

Even The Independent saw this as an opportunity to reflect on the “extraordinary neglect that often passes for parenting in Britain”. The editor (21 August 1995, p.12) highlighted that good parenting could be defined as a parity of concern with the interests and needs of children. Ambition was all well and good, in so far as ambitious individuals also took into account the presence and emotional well-being of others. It cautioned, however, that this need not mean “enduring intolerable unhappiness, or abandoning the most fundamental ambitions ‘for the sake of the children’… [it means] taking seriously the notion that children are profoundly affected by what we as parents do.”

‘Me-first mountaineering’
The charge of ‘selfishness’ against Hargreaves’ actions, however, did not start when news was received of her death on K2. It was also present in the media commentary that greeted her ascent of Everest in May 1995, which catapulted her to the public imagination. Journalist Nigella Lawson led the charge against Hargreaves in an article entitled ‘NOBLE IMPULSE OR JUST NEUROSIS?’ (The Times, 16 May 1995, p.14). Lawson took a terse, highly-critical tone, setting her stall against “me-first mountaineering”, which she considered to be “vainglorious” and suffering from a “reality-denying self-centredness.” Lawson saw little to admire about the climb, and commented that the increasing turn toward risk-taking sporting practices was a worrying feature of contemporary society. She wrote:
“Something is wrong with people who feel a pathological need to escape from the everyday here and nowness of life. Some of them become junkies, others go in for mountaineering. I have no time for people who risk their life in a vainglorious attempt to be praised for courage.”

However, this comment should not be interpreted as a wholehearted attack on the romantic, escapist aspects of alternative sports. There is a more subtle message to comprehend. To conclude the article Lawson evaluates Hargreaves’ achievements as less courageous, and hence less valuable, than those of ‘ordinary’ heroes and heroines, who face famine, terminal cancer and war. Interpreted in another light, Lawson opens up a debate about the meaning of heroism and heroic virtues in terms of intentional and unintentional actions. It is clear from the examples she chooses that heroism is a capacity for survival, even fortitude, against uncontrollable and intrusive biological, ecological and geo-political factors. In this way she shares more with the sociologist Ernst Becker, who considered heroism as “a reflex of the terror of death” (Seale, 1995, p.599). 
Lawson also challenges the (typically masculine) quest structure of the hero; the notion of voluntarily risking life and limb in an unexplored and wild place in order to gain fulfilment, acquire inner-happiness, discover the ‘inner self’, or to put one’s character to the test. She defended her position in a later article (Lawson, 1999), but highlighted the theme of selfishness, turning instead on all parents who abandon the role to fulfil needless ambitions. In support of the idea that families confer on us duties and obligations she rallied against those individuals who do not have a proper regard for the social consequences of their actions. She writes, “The only thing that matters is not the genitalia of the adventurer in question, but their product: that’s to say, the unfortunate offspring of those whose only interest is in their own high-risk antics.” Polly Toynbee, an influential liberal commentator, concurred with these views. She wrote disapprovingly of the “powerfully addictive” appeal of dangerous activities and felt that we should not prize the foolhardiness of Hargreaves’ actions, which she considered to glamorise danger (Rose and Douglas, 1999a, p.273). Yet this was not simply a reaction to adventurous activities that transgress established notions of sport as a (relatively) safe bodily practice and hence pose universal dangers to all participants. Interviews with other women risk-takers showed that despite the fact that her death raised the issue of mortality, an uncomfortable subject in Western culture, it was to be debated on a gendered terrain. As Francesca Shashkova, Britain’s top female sports parachutist summarised at the time, “if she’d been a man – and a father of young children – nobody would be asking these questions would they?” (The Independent on Sunday, 20 August 1995, p.5). Themes of obligation, moral duty and social role set alongside individual aspiration and ambition were introduced to the debate. However, this was posited as a zero-sum game where there would be winners and losers in the satiating of ambition and in undertaking the ‘burden’ of parenthood.
Hargreaves acknowledged that her actions could be perceived to be selfish. She claimed, in defence of her high-risk profession, that “there is no gain without risk” and admitted her endeavours were “self-centred” and self-indulgent” (quoted in The Times, 21 August 1995, p.17). There were defences of this position in the press. Gorman and Bowditch commented “She is not some housewife who happened to wander up Everest instead of wandering into the supermarket. This is her job. It is how she makes a living. The fact that she has children is irrelevant” (The Times, 18 August 1995, p.1). While journalist and broadcaster Libby Purves, in an appeal to ‘Honour Mother Courage’, also noted the agonising decision she would need to make in order to fulfil her ambition, to climb K2, which would have taken a form of courage (The Times, 18 August 1995, p.12). Yet, it was the tone of Hargreaves’ defence of her profession which contributed to her demonisation. In comments reprinted in the Daily Express (19 August 1995, p.3) she showed an indifference toward her identity as a mother. “I would like to spend more time with [the children], they are only young once, but it doesn’t eat away at me”. 

A majority of the reportage concentrated on her selfish, unbalanced motivations and the ease with which she could transcend or temporarily absolve herself from her maternal and family duties. It was the fact that she was a mother of two small children which counted against her and made her decision to climb a villainous rather than heroic one (see Judi Bevan ‘K2 is not for mothers’, Sunday Telegraph, August 20th 1995, p.25). As an editorial from The Sun (19 August 1995, p.6) pointedly concluded, “…their mummy thought it was more important to scale a dangerous peak than tuck them up in bed at night.” Yet, for all the concern with the social consequences of taking part in risky sports, there was no similar moral outcry over the other fathers who died on K2
, nor for Paul Nunn and Geoff Tier, both talented British mountaineers and fathers, who died on a mountain called Haramosh II, close to K2 itself, within a few days of Hargreaves’ death (Climber, October 1995, p.4). The social construction of Alison Hargreaves as a selfish heroine and reckless climber repeated the traditional conception of the primacy of maternal labour for nurture and care. 
British heroines, like Florence Nightingale, Grace Darling and Elizabeth Fry, as numerous schoolchildren are taught, are supposed to do selfless and courageous acts of humanity, associated with an ‘ethic of care’, to display a caring, kind and motherly disposition by using their ‘natural’ and maternal instincts. The presence of Hargreaves on the mountain, let alone her failure to return to her children, unsettled the security to be found in past heroines, whose notoriety was constructed around notions of obligation and concern to others, not individualist notions self-fulfilment, drive and ambition. In a sense, it can be posited, Hargreaves abandoned the qualities or virtues witnessed in other British heroines. And, as Jennifer Hargreaves (2001, p.3) notes, Alison might have been assured of her status as a heroine if she had returned safe and well to her children, to resume a motherly role. The media comments, above, can be taken as an affront Hargreaves’ right to participate in high-altitude mountaineering and a challenge to public masculinities (Connell, 1995; Hearn, 1992) which are constituted in contra-distinction to the private realm, designated as a place of emotion, nature and the feminine. Hence, different bodies, deemed to be belonging to ‘other’ places are situated as being ‘out of place’. As Cathy Palmer comments (2004, p.65), existing discursive frameworks of the hero to some degree determine the discourse used to understand the meaning and significance of female achievement in risky sporting practices: 

“Whereas lone men barrelling down single tracks or tackling insurmountable cols fit comfortably within the category of the supremely brave and ever adventurous ‘hero’, female adventurers are perceived as being ‘driven’, or ‘egocentric’; selfish qualities that are not only ill at ease with the cultural definition of hero, but are also unbecoming for a lady to boot!” 
Aside from acknowledging the pervasiveness and gender politics of an ontological difference between the heroic life and everyday life (see Featherstone, 1992) one fundamental challenge for scholars researching this sphere is to identify the extent to which the concept of heroism, as part of a linguistic interpretation of the heroic, determines the social construction of real life heroes and heroines. Or whether social, economic and political factors have a greater constitutive role in the shaping of the heroic figure in the public sphere? Hence, contextualist explanations are forwarded to help the analysis of emergence, persistence and change in the British sporting hero over time. This debate continues to generate controversy and has polarised opinion in both political studies (Townshend, 2004; Howarth, 2000, 2002) and history (Kirk, 1994; Mayfield and Thorne, 1992, Lawrence and Taylor, 1993). 

Social change and supporting heroic ambition 
To some degree however it is possible to give an overdetermining importance to discourse in moulding what it means to be a hero/ine at the expense of other constitutive elements, particularly wider socio-political debates in modern Britain in shaping the social construction of Alison Hargreaves. This was not a totalising victory for a conservative moral hegemony. Progressive voices within the media were heard and supportive public opinion was published in the press, even the conservative broadsheets and tabloids. To portray the debate as a partisan battle over the meaning of a parent who chooses to engage in a risky sporting practice would be misleading. Although the reactions to Hargreaves’ death have shown a juxtaposition of autonomy against wider sets of responsibilities mediated in terms of gendered social identities, it is pertinent to note that, for some commentators, the case exposed a changing fabric of British society, most notably in the organisation of family life and the facilitation of individual desire. A few days after receiving news of her death the Daily Express (18 August 1995, p.8) elevated Hargreaves to iconic status, and cast her as bestriding the worlds of public and private. Part of the magic of her achievement, the editor wrote, was that she succeeded in two realms, “She combined a mother’s concern and tenderness with a climber’s ruthless determination to test herself against the implacable challenge of nature.” 

Other progressive media commentaries positioned the family not as an obstacle to achieving deeds in far off places, but as an enabling mechanism for Hargreaves’ climbs. They mentioned her previous high-profile campaigns, particularly the Alps in 1993, where Alison successfully completed a quest to climb the six classic north faces of the Alps (the Eiger, Matterhorn, Grandes Jorasses, Piz Badile, Petit Dru and Cima Grande di Lavaredo). This had shown what could be achieved through the emotional and financial support of her family (Hargreaves, 1994). Alison was free to develop a series of Alpine climbs, building up the confidence and competence to eventually tackle the Himalayan peaks, whilst Jim devoted more time to be with the children (Ballard, 1996, p.116). In the Himalayan campaigns of 1994 and 1995 Alison could take comfort in her husband’s adopted role as ‘new man’, with its attendant responsibilities for domestic labour and childcare. This was a role which Ballard seemed comfortable with. Commenting on Alison’s ascent of Everest in May 1995, he did not feel that his supposed ‘new masculinity’ was a problem and observed that where he was brought up “everyone was expected to muck in… [and] with National Service, men didn’t think twice about sewing on a button. There was nothing girly about a 6ft guardsman doing his ironing” (The Times, 26 May 1995, p.19).
 
From the immediate public reaction to her death, however, some accounts posited that her presence on K2 should not be conceived as a singular and independent achievement. Hargreaves’ individual sporting agency, her capacity to undertake an adventurous activity as a career choice, was grounded in a wider social framework. In a letter to the editor of The Independent (22 August 1995, p.14) G.M. Kemp commented: 
“Her family and friends enabled her as a woman to reach the top of the mountain…She represents the changing role of women during these past 50 years, in that she fulfilled her personal ambition with back-up from all around her….That she felt free to risk her life, when she admitted that her proudest achievement was having two children, must mean that she was totally secure with the love and care for them that would remain.”

Clearly the family had a prime role in Hargreaves’ life. But motherhood also informed her climbing in other ways. In one interview (quoted in the Daily Mail, 18 August 1995, pp.4-5) she spoke of how being a mother teaches forward planning and a greater ability to cope than men. Thoughts of her family were also at the forefront of her climbing decisions, despite her attempts to block such thoughts from her mind, for safety reasons. The most important example is to be found in her decision to turn back from attempting the summit of Everest in 1994. Despite being 500ft from the top, Hargreaves, suffering from bitter cold, made the decision to return to base camp. She recoiled with fear at a future of embracing her children with fingers amputated from frostbite. The obituary in The Times (21 August 1995, p.17), praised this decision. “It was with her children in mind that she balanced her ambition with an eminently practical caution, showing herself wise enough to turn back even when much effort and money had been invested in a trip.” Contrary to the vitriol heaped on her for being selfish, egotistic, irresponsible, or uncaring, it is clear that an alternate image is also to be found in the maelstrom - one that blurs the dichotomy between action in the public realm and private domesticity, nurture and care. Both informed her experiences of climbing. 

Conclusions
The significance of the mediation of Hargreaves’ as a fallen heroine needs to be seen in the context of both short-term factors, emphasising key political and cultural values circulating in late twentieth century Britain, as well as longer-term social and cultural constructions of heroic achievement. A dual approach to understanding these facets, informed by both the persistence of ‘archetypal’ ideals of the hero as well as more contemporary discourses is a profitable way of exploring the heroic figure. This allows for a subtler approach to the process of mediation of heroes and heroines, who, despite democratic and egalitarian impulses, continue to persist in public life. Terms like ‘heroism’, ‘hero’, and ‘heroine’ ought to make us pause, conceptually speaking, but they remain with us to this day. As Stuart Hall writes, we need to be aware of “the space in thinking and language which has to be negotiated before anything useful can be said…on this subject” (1996, p.117). The case highlights the importance of a careful approach to mediation through which the construction of heroes and heroines enables us to better identify a wider politics of recognition and representation that calls on us to consider the role of public communication and the circulation of political, social and cultural values. Taken in this light, the case helps us to understand both how the expressive-agonal aspects of heroism as well as relativist conceptions, informed by the social and political undercurrents of the present, inhere in the social construction of a hero/ine. 
In this particular case by no means was a shared understanding of the meaning and significance of her actions – heroic, irresponsible, or otherwise - established. Yet what emerges out of the debate is an alternate model of a sporting heroine who could have it all. Juxtaposed next to a socially conservative discourse was an image of a diminutive yet strong woman who embraced the transgression of narrowly conceived (and normatively and ideologically positioned) social roles in the quest to satisfy individual desires. It is a case that provokes us into thinking about the multiple subject-positions of the hero/ine, the moral, social and political roles they inhabit and the ethical-political judgements that they have to contemplate (see Gilchrist, 2005). Hargreaves shows that what is learned from the commitment and emotional attachment to children and family does not disappear on entering the public realm. As such the case provides an extended conception of the individual and the citizen, which recognises family ties, childcare and civic responsibilities as an integrated part of being a sportsperson, with implications for conduct in the public sphere. This not only causes us to re-evaluate the governing narratives and archetypal images of the British hero mediated through the ages, but causes us to question the celebration of male heroes, like the polar explorers Pen Hadow and David Hempleman-Adams who abandoned their families in the quest for individual glory. 
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� The six men who died with Hargreaves on K2 were Bruce Grant, Rob Slater, Javier Escartin, Lorenzo Ortiz, Javier Oliver and Jeff Lakes.  


� Later comments by Ballard, however, reveal that this was never meant to be a permanent arrangement but was a convenient set-up whilst Alison pursued her climbing career (The Guardian, 28 August 2002, p.10). In the book that accompanied the remaining family’s trip to see ‘Mum’s last mountain’ in Autumn 1995, Ballard revealed how Alison’s ventures in the Alps and Himalaya were planned, in order to stave off financial destitution as their businesses collapsed (Ballard, 1996, p.18; Rose and Douglas, 1999a, pp.167-168) and that when Alison returned from the mountains ‘normal’ domestic duties would resume.  
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