Rereading America
Cultural Contexts for Critical
Thinking and Writing

Eighth Edition

Edited by

Gary Colombo
LOS ANGELES COMMUNITY COLLEGE DISTRICT

Robert Cullen
SAN JOSE STATE UNIVERSITY

Bonnie Lisle
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, L.OS ANGELES

Bedford/St. Martin’s Boston e New York




514 CREATED EQUAL

FURTHER CONNECTIONS

1. Research the history of the native peoples of your state. Learn as
much as you can about a specific aspect or period of that history.
What tribal groups inhabited the area before Europeans arrived?
What is known about the cultures and languages of these tribes?
How much and why did the native population decrease following
European contact? What alliances and treaties were made be-
tween the tribes and the newcomers as non-natives began to
occupy native lands? To what extent were treaties upheld or aban-
doned, and why? How were local native populations affected by
relocation, the establishment of reservations, the creation of In-
dian boarding schools, the Dawes Act, or other legislation? What
role has the Bureau of Indian Affairs played in protecting or fail-
ing to protect tribal interests? What issues are of greatest concern
to the tribes in your area today? Write up the results of your
research and present them to the class,

2. Some states and communities have responded to the rise in illegal
immigration by enacting laws or ordinances that ban any language
other than English, deny government services to undocumented
immigrants, and penalize citizens (such as employers, landlords,
and merchants) who “assist” them. Has your state or community
adopted any such regulations? Research the arguments for and
against such legislation and discuss your findings in class. Which
arguments are the most compelling, and why?

True Women and Real Men
Myths of Gender

3. Investigate a recent conflict between ethnic, racial, or cultural

" groups on your campus or in your community. Research the issue,
and interview people on each side. What event triggered the con-
flict? How do the groups involved perceive the issue differently?
What tension, prior conflict, or injustice has contributed to the
conflict and to the perceptions of those affected by it? Has the
conflict been resolved? If so, write a paper discussing why you feel
that the resolution was appropriate or not, If the conflict is contin-
uing, write a paper proposing how a fair resolution might be
reached.

4, Contentious debates over issues like affirmative action often hinge
on whether or not the debaters accept the idea of structural
racism (also called systemic racism). Proponents argue that
structural racism is largely responsible for persistent racial dis-
parities in wealth, income, home ownership, education, health
care, and life expectancy. Investigate the concept of structural
racism: What is it? How does it differ from individual racism or
intentional discrimination? What evidence and examples of sys-
temic racism do proponents cite? How do opponents of the con-
cept explain racial inequalities, and what supporting evidence do
they offer? Argue a position: Is it necessary to address structural
diserimination in order to achieve racial equality in the United
States?

Bree Scott-Hartland as Delphinia Blue, photo by Carolyn Jones. (From Living
Proof, Abbeville Press, 1994.)




316 TRUE WOMEN AND REAL MEN

FAST FACTS

Women hold 50.3% of all management and professional

positions. Yet, only 7.9% of Fortune 500 top earners and 1.4 %

of Fortune 500 CEOs are womer.

2. Every year .%@..oﬁﬁ_ﬁ;m_w 4 million American women are

victims of serious assault by their husbands or partners.

Gay and lesbian teenagers are about four times more likely than

their heterosexual classmates to be threatened with a weapon at

school and are five times more likely to skip school because they

feel unsafe.

Among men aged 15-44, 76.3% agree or strongly agree with A:S

statement, “It is more important for a man to spend a lot of time

with his family than to be successful at his career.”

5. Some 73% of college and university faculty and 74% of students
describe the climate of their campus as homophobic.

6. In thirty-four states employers may legally fire employees based

on their sexual orientation; in forty-four states they may fire

employees based on gender identity.

—

L

o

Sourees: (1) Catalyst (www.catalyst.org), “Women Take Care,” Men nﬁmww..ow._ﬁ.mmm..
2005; (2) The National Domestic Violence Hotline (www.ndvh.org), »w:mm.:._
America”; (3) ACLU (www.acluorgl, “Doing the Math: What the ZEsvmnm Say
About Harassment of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and .ﬂqx:m.mm.na_wnm.a Students”; (4)
CDG National Center for Health Statisties, “Fertility. Qui?oﬂuﬂbn., and m.w_._um_r
hood,” May 2006, (5} Susan R. Rankin, Campus Climate for Gay, hmg?n@, Bisexual,
and Transgender People: A National Perspective (New York: H,_H.m National Gay
and Leshian Task Force Policy Institute, 2003); (6) Human Rights Campaign
{www.ire.org), “GLBT Workplace Issues.”

COMMON SENSE TELLS US that there are obvious differences _um?,mws
females and males: after all, biology, not culture, determines whether you're
able to bear children. But culture and cultural myths do M_Hmwm the roles
men and women play in our public and private relationships: we .Bmv\,_um
born female and male. but we are made women mb@ men. .woﬁnmow.aﬁm
distinguish between sex and gender — between one’s _uEFmEE_ &mzcw an
the conventional patterns of behavior we learn to m.mm_.u_.umﬁm AEH eac .m@m
While biological sex remains relatively stable, the definition of appropriate
gender hehavior varies dramatically from one cultural group or historical
period to the next. The variations show up markedly in the way we dress.
For example, in Thailand, men who act and dress like women are not only

socially accepted but encouraged to participate in popular, male-only
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beauty pageants; in contemporary Anglo-American culture, on the other
hand, cross-dressers are usually seen as deviant or ridiculous. Male clothing
in late-seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century England would also have
failed our current “masculinity” tests: in that period, elaborate laces,
brocades, wigs, and even makeup signaled wealth, status, and sexual attrac-
tiveness for men and women alike,

History shows us how completely our gender derives from cultural
myths about what is proper for men and women to think, enjoy, and do.
And history is replete with examples of how the apparent “naturalness” of
gender has been used to regulate political, economic, and personal relations
between the sexes.

Many nineteenth-century scientists argued that it was “unnatural” for
women to attend college; rigorous intellectual activity, they asserted, would
draw vital energy away from a woman’s reproductive organs and make her
sterile. According to this line of reasoning, women who sought higher educa-
tion threatened the natural order by jeopardizing their ability to bear chil-
dren and perpetuate the species. Arguments based on nature were likewise
used to justify women’s exclusion from political life. In his classic 1832 trea-
tise on American democracy, James Fenimote Cooper remarked that
women’s domestic role and “necessary” subordination to men made them
unsuitable for participation in public affairs. Thus denying women the right
to vote was perfectly consistent with the principles of American democracy:

In those countries where the suffrage is said to be universal,
exceptions exist, that arise from the necessity of things. . .. The inter-
ests of women being thought to be so identified with those of their
male relatives as to become, in a great degree, inseparable, females
are, almost generally, excluded from the possession of political rights.
There can be no doubt that society is greatly the gainer, by thus
excluding one half its members, and the half that is best adapted to
give a tone to its domestic happiness, from the strife of parties, and the
fierce struggles of political controversies. . ., These exceptions, how-
ever, do not very materially affect the principle of political equality.
(The American Democrat)

Resistance to gender equality has been remarkably persistent in the
United States. It took over seventy years of hard political work by both
black and white women’s organizations to win the right to vote. But while
feminists gained the vote for women in 1920 and the legal right to equal
educational and employment opportunities in the 1970s, attitudes change
even more slowly than laws, Contemporary antifeminist campaigns voice
some of the same anxieties as their nineteenth-century counterparts over
the “loss” of femininity and domesticity.

Women continue to suffer economic inequities based on cultural
assumptions about gender. What's defined as “women’s work” — nurturing,
feeding, caring for family and home — is devalued and pays low wages or
none at all. When women enter jobs traditionally held by men, they often
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encounter discrimination, harassment, or “glass ceilings” that limit their
advancement. But men, too, pay a high price for their culturally imposed
roles. Psychological research shows higher rates of depression among
people of both sexes who adhere closely to traditional roles than among
those who do not. Moreover, studies of men’s mental and physical health
suggest that social pressure to “be a man” (that is, to be emotionally con-
trolled, powerful, and successful) can contribute to isolation, anxiety, stress,
and illness, and may be partially responsible for men’s shorter life spans. As
sociologist Margaret Andersen observes, “traditional gender roles limit the
psychological and social possibilities for human beings.”

Even our assumption that there are “naturally” only two genders is a
cultural invention that fails to accommodate the diversity of human experi-
ence. Some cultures have three or more gender categories. One of the
best-known third genders is the American Indian berdache, a role that is
found in as many as seventy North and South American tribes. The
berdache is a biological male who takes the social role of a woman, does
women'’s work (or in some cases both women’s and men’s work), and often
enjoys high status in the society; the berdache has sex with men who are
not themselves berdaches and in some cultures may also marry a man.
Euro-American culture, by contrast, offers no socially acceptable alterna-
tive gender roles. As a result, gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, transsexuals,
cross-dressers, and other gender rebels confront pervasive and often
legally sanctioned discrimination similar to that once experienced by
women. Just as many Americans in the past considered it “unnatural” and
destruotive for women to vote or oo to collece manvy dar

socially destructive for women to vote or go to college, many now consider

it “unnatural” and socially destructive for gays and lesbians to marry, or for
individuals to express a gender identity that violates conventional notions
of masculinity or femininity.

This chapter focuses on cultural myths of gender and the influence they
wield over human development and personal identity. The first three selec-
tions examine how dominant American culture defines female and male
gender roles — and how those roles may define us. In “How the Americans
Understand the Equality of the Sexes,” Alexis de Tocqueville describes
the status of American women in the early years of the Republic. Jamaica
Kincaid’s “Girl,” a story framed as a mother’s advice to her daughter, pre-
sents a more contemporary take on what it means to be raised a woman.
Aaron H. Devor’s “Becoming Members of Society” examines gender as a
socially constructed category and discusses the psychological processes that
underlie gender role acquisition. Next, two personal narratives and a Visual
Portfolio offer contemporary rereadings of conventional gender roles.
Judith Ortiz Cofer’s personal reflection, “The Story of My Body,” traces the
shifting meanings of gender and identity for a woman of color who moves
among different social and cultural contexts, In “A Boy's Life,” journalist
Hanna Rosin tells the story of Brandon Simms, an eighi-year-old boy who
desperately wants to be a girl. The portfolio presents both conventional and
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unconventional images of women and men that provide an i
think about the ways that we “read” gender imzm_w\. g

The second half of the chapter opens with two essays that examine the
power of the media to reflect our attitudes and shape our behavior as women
and men. Jean Kilbourne's “ “Two Ways a Woman Can Get Hurt': Advertising
and Violence” argues that the objectification of women in ads constitutes a
form of cultural abuse. In “From Fly-Girls to Bitches and Hos,” self-described
“hip-hop feminist” Joan Morgan takes a different approach to analyzing the
depiction of women in popular culture: she maintains that it’s necessary to look
behind the violent misogyny of many rap lyrics in order to understand and heal
the pain of the African American men who compose and perform the songs.
The chapter concludes with three essays that focus on men. Michael Kimmel's
““Bros Before Hos™: The Guy Code” lays out the “rules” of masculinity that
govern and at times distort the behavior and emotions of young men. “The
Descent of Men,” by Dan Kindlon, considers the growing dominance of
women in higher education and predicts a major shift in men’s roles as
women achieve greater economic power. Reihan Salam, in “The Death of
Macho,” offers a counterpoint to Kindlon: he envisions men rebelling rather
than adapting to their loss of power, warning that “We have no precedent
for a world after the death of macho. But we can expect the transition to be
wrenching, uneven, and possibly very violent,”
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BEFORE READING

- T

= lmagine for a moment that you were born female (if you're a man) or
male (if you're a woman). How would your life be different? Would any
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of your interests and activities change? How about your relationships
with other people? Write a journal entry describing your past, present,
and possible future in this alternate gender identity.

* Collect and bring to class images of girls and boys, women and men
taken from popular magazines and newspapers. Working in groups,
make a collage of either male or female gender images; then compare
and discuss your results. What do these media images tell you about
what it means to be a woman or a man in this culture?

* Do a brief freewrite focusing on the performer in the frontispiece to
this chapter (p. 515). How would you describe this person’s gender? In
what ways does this image challenge traditional ideas about maleness

and femaleness?

How the Americans Understand
the Equality of the Sexes

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE

In 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859), a French aristocrat, left
Europe to study the American penal system. The young democracy that he
observed in the United States left a deep impression on Tocqueville, and in
1835 he published his reflections on this new way of life in Democracy
in America — a work that has since become the point of departure for many
studies of American culture. In the following passage from Democracy in
America, Tocqueville compares the social condition of American women to
that of their European counterparts. Tocqueville’s concept of equality and
assumptions about women can seem foreign to modern readers, so it would
be a good idea to take your time as you read this short passage.

I have shown how democracy destroys or modifies the different
inequalities which originate in society; but is that all? or does it not ulti-
mately affect that great inequality of man and woman which has seemed, up
to the present day, to be eternally based in human nature? I believe that the
social changes which bring nearer to the same level the father and son, the
master and servant, and, in general, superiors and inferiors, will raise
woman, and make her more and more the equal of man. But here, more
than ever, I feel the necessity of making myself clearly understood; for there
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is no subject on which the coarse and lawless fancies of our age have taken a
freer range.

There are people in Europe who, confounding together the different
characteristics of the sexes, would make man and woman into beings not
only equal, but alike. They would give to both the same functions, impose
on both the same duties, and grant to both the same rights; they would mix
them in all things, — their occupations, their pleasures, their business. It
may readily be conceived, that, by thus attempting to make one sex equal to
the other, both are degraded; and from so preposterous a medley of the
works of nature, nothing could ever result but weak men and disorderly
women.

It is not thus that the Americans understand that species of democratic
equality which may be established between the sexes. They admit that, as
nature has appointed such wide differences between the physical and moral
constitution of man and woman, her manifest design was to give a distinct
employment to their various faculties; and they hold that improvement does
not consist in making beings so dissimilar do pretty nearly the same things,
but in causing each of them to fulfil their respective tasks in the best pos-
sible manner. The Americans have applied to the sexes the great principle of
political economy which governs the manufactures of our age, by carefully
dividing the duties of man fromthose of woman, in order that the great
work of society may be the better carried on,

In no country has such constant care been taken as in America to trace
two clearly distinct lines of action for the two sexes, and to make them keep
pace one with the other, but in two pathways which are always different.
American women never manage the outward concerns of the family, or con-
duct a business, or take a part in political life; nor are they, on the other
hand, ever compelled to perform the rough labor of the fields, or to make
any of those laborious exertions which demand the eertion of physical
strength. No families are so poor as to form an exception to this rule. If, on
the one hand, an American woman cannot escape from the quiet circle of
domestic employments, she is never forced, on the other, to go beyond it.
Hence it is, that the women of America, who often exhibit a masculine
strength of understanding and a manly energy, generally preserve great del-
icacy of personal appearance, and always retain the manners of women,
although they sometimes show that they have the hearts and minds of men.

Nor have the Americans ever supposed that one consequence of demo-
cratic principles is the subversion of marital power, or the confusion of the
natural authorities in families. They hold that every association must have a
head in order to accomplish its object, and that the natural head of the
conjugal association is man. They do not therefore deny him the right
of &amn:bm his partner; and they maintain that, in the smaller association of
husband and wife, as well as in the great social community, the object
of democracy is to regulate and legalize the powers which are necessary,
and not to subvert all power.
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This opinion is not peculiar to one sex, and contested by the other: I
never observed that the women of America consider conjugal authority as a
fortunate usurpation of their rights, nor that they thought themselves
degraded by submitting to it. It appeared to me, on the contrary, that they
attach a sort of pride to the voluntary surrender of their own will, and make
it their boast to bend themselves to the yoke, —not to shake it off. Such, at
least, is the feeling expressed by the most virtuous of their sex; the others
are silent; and, in the United States, it is not the practice for a guilty wife to
clamor for the rights of women, whilst she is trampling on her own holiest
duties.!

It has often been remarked, that in Europe a certain degree of con-
tempt lurks even in the flattery which men lavish npon women: although a
European frequently affects to be the slave of woman, it may be seen that
he never sincerely thinks her his equal. In the United States, men seldom
compliment women, but they daily show how much they esteem them.
They constantly display an entire confidence in the understanding of a wife,
and a profound respect for her freedom; they have decided that her mind is
just as fitted as that of a man to discover the plain truth, and her heart as
firm to embrace it; and they have never sought to place her virtue, any more
than his, under the shelter of prejudice, ignorance, and fear.

It would seem that, in Europe, where man so easily submits to the
despotic sway of women, they are nevertheless deprived of some of the great-
est attributes of the human species, and considered as seductive but imperfect
beings; and (what may well provoke astonishment) women ultimately look
upon themselves in the same light, and almost consider it as a privilege that
of America claim no such privileges.

Again, it may be said that in our morals we have reserved strange im-
munities to man; so that there is, as it were, one virtue for his use, and
another for the guidance of his partner; and that, according to the opinion
of the public, the very same act may be punished alternately as a crime,
or only as a fault. The Americans know not this iniguitous division of
duties and rights; amongst them, the seducer is as much dishonored as his
victm,

It is true that the Americans rarely lavish upon women those eager
attentions which are commeonly paid them in Europe; but their conduct to
women always implies that they suppose them to be virtuous and refined;
and such is the respect entertained for the moral freedom of the sex, that in
the presence of a woman the most guarded language is used, lest her ear

'Allusion to Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797), English radical, political theorist, and
author of Vindication of the Rights of Woman, who argued that women should enjoy complete
political, economie, and sexual freedom; Wollstonecraft scandalized the “polite” society of her

_.._zw_ _d__ r.i._..m :-...ﬂ-:.m._‘:m to her ferminist _-ui_..nm_...__n.m.
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should be offended by an expression. In America, a young unmarried
woman may, alone and without fear, undertake a long journey.

The legislators of the United States, who have mitigated almost all the
penalties of criminal law, still make rape a capital offence, and no crime is
visited with more inexorable severity by public opinion. This may be ac-
counted for; as the Americans can conceive nothing more precious than a
woman’s honor, and nothing which ought so much to be respected as her
independence, they hold that no punishment is too severe for the man who
deprives her of them against her will. In France, where the same offence is
visited with far milder penalties, it is frequently difficult to get a verdict
from a jury against the prisoner. Is this a consequence of contempt of
decency, or contempt of women? I cannot but believe that it is a contempt
of both.

Thus, the Americans do not think that man and woman have either the
duty or the right to perform the same offices, but they show an equal regard
for both their respective parts; and though their lot is different, they con-
sider both of them as beings of equal value. They do not give to the courage
of woman the same form or the same direction as to that of man; but they
never doubt her courage: and if they hold that man and his partner ought
not always to exercise their intellect and understanding in the same manner,
they at least believe the understanding of the one to be as sound as that of
the other, and her intellect to be as clear. Thus, then, whilst they have
allowed the social inferiority of woman to subsist, they have done all they
could to raise her morally and intellectually to the level of man; and in this
respect they appear to me to have excellently understood the true principle
of democratic improvement,

As for myself, T do not hesitate to avow, that, although the women of
.ﬁrm United States are confined within the narrow circle of domestic life, and
their situation is, in some respects, one of extreme dependence, I have
nowhere seen woman occupying a loftier position; and if I were asked, now
that I am drawing to the close of this work, in which T have spoken of so
many important things done by the Americans, to what the singular pros-
perity and growing strength of that people ought mainly to be attributed, I
should reply, To the superiority of their women.

ENGAGING THE TEXT

1. What roles does Tocqueville assume are natural and appropriate for
women? For men? Which of his assumptions, if any, seem contemporary?
Which ones seem antiquated, and why?

2. How do American and European attitudes toward women differ, accord-
ing to Tocqueville? In what ways does he suggest that American demioc-
racy is enabling women to become “more and more the equal of man”

(para. 1)?
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3. By the time Tocqueville wrote this selection, the first feminist manifesto,
Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), had been
read and discussed in Europe for over forty years. Which parts of Tocque-
ville’s essay seem to be intended as a response to feminist arguments for
women’s equality?

4. Tocqueville finds some forms of equality between women and men more
desirable than others. Which forms does he approve of, which does he dis-
approve of, and why?

ExPLORING CONNECTIONS

Read the selection by Aaron H. Devor (p, 527); how and why does Devor’s
understanding of gender roles differ from Tocqueville's assumption that
the “great inequality of man and woman” appears to be “eternally based in
human nature” (para, 1)?

6. Both Tocqueville and Thomas Jefferson (p. 378) attempt to justify or ratio-
nalize a particular form of inequality, What strategies does each writer use
to build his case for the subjection of women or for the enslavement of
blacks? Which of their arguments appear least effective to you as a modern
reader, and why?

W

EXTENDING THE CRITICAL CONTEXT

7. Work in groups to list the specific tasks involved in maintaining a house-.
hold in the 1830s (keep in mind that electricity, indoor plumbing, ready-
made clathing, and prepared foods were not available), How eredible is
Tocqueville’s claim that no American woman is “ever compelled. .. to
make any of those laborious exertions which demand the exertion of physi-
cal strength” (para, 4)? How do you explain his failure to mnF_oéHmmm.m the
hard physical labor routinely performed by many women during this time?

Girl
JamaIica KINCAID

Although she now lives in New England, Jamaica Kincaid (b. 1949)
retains strong ties, including citizenship, to her birthplace — the island of
Antigua in the West Indies. After immigrating to the United States to attend
college, she ended up educating herself instead, eventually becoming a uuw..wﬁ
writer for The New Yorker, the author of several criiivally acclaimed books,
and an instructor at Harvard University. About the influence of parents on
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children she says, “The magic is they carry so much you don’t know about,
They know you in a way you don’t know yourself.” Some of that magic is
exercised in the story “Girl,” which was first published in The New Yorker
and later appeared in Kincaid’s award-winning collection At the Bottom of
the River (1983). She has written and edited many volumes of nonfiction on
subjects ranging from colonialism to gardening and travel. She has pub-
lished four novels: Annie John (1985), Lucy (1990), The Autobiography of
My Mother (1996), and Mr. Potter (2002 ).

Wash the white clothes on Monday and put them on the stone heap;
wash the color clothes on Tuesday and put them on the clothesline to dry;
don’t walk barehead in the hot sun; cook pumpkin fritters' in very hot sweet
oil; soak your little clothes right after you take them off; when buying cotton
to make yourself a nice blouse, be sure that it doesn’t have gum® on it,
because that way it won't hold up well after a wash; soak salt fish overnight
before you cook it; is it true that you sing benna® in Sunday school?; always
eat your food in such a way that it won’t turn someone else’s stomach; on
Sundays try to walk like a lady and not like the shut you are so bent on becom-
ing; don't sing benna in Sunday school; you mustn’t speak to wharf-rat boys,
not even to give directions; don’t eat fruits on the street— flies will follow
you; but I don’t sing benna on Sundays at all and never in Sunday school; this
is how to sew on a button; this is how to make a buttonhole for the button you
have just sewed on; this is how to hem a dress when you see the hem coming
down and 5o to prevent yourself from looking like the slut T know you are
so bent on becoming; this is how you iron your father’s khaki shirt so that it
doesn’t have a crease; this is how you iron your father’s khaki pants so that
they don't have a crease; this is how you grow okra*— far from the house,
because okra tree harbors red ants; when you are growing dasheen,® make
sure it gets plenty of water or else it makes your throat itch when you are eat-
ing it; this is how you sweep a comer; this is how you sweep a whole house;
this is how you sweep a yard; this is how you smile to someone you don’t like
too much; this is how you smile to someone you don't like at all; this is how
you smile to someone you like completely; this is how you set a table for tea;
this is how you set a table for dinner; this is how you set a table for dinner
with an important guest; this is how you set a table for lunch; this is how you
set a table for breakfast; this is how to behave in the presence of men who
don’t know you very well, and this way they won't recognize immediately the

fritters: Small fried cakes of batter, often containing vegetables, fruit, or other fillings,
*gum; Plant residue on cotton,

%sing benna: Sing popular music (not anpropriate for Sunday schaol),

“okra; A shrub whose pods are used in soups, stews, and gumbo.

Sdasheen; The taro plant, cultivated, like the potato, for its edible tuber.
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Visual Portfolio
READING IMAGES OF GENDER

=

What do you imagine is happening in the photo on page 5687 Where are
these boys, and who or what are they aiming at with their water guns?
First, write a short narrative from the point of view of one of the boys
explaining what led up to this moment and describing your 59._@7,% and
feelings. Then write an alternate account from a different point of view —
perhaps that of someone who's a target of the water barrage or that of a
social scientist (like Aaron H. Devor or Michael Kimmel) analyzing the sig-
nificance of the scene. Share your stories and discuss the differences of
interpretation they reveal.

The little girl getting her makeup done (p. 569) is a contestant in a beauty
pageant for children. Do some online research about these pageants: How
popular are they? How old are the contestants? What is the value of m‘.._o—ﬂ
pageants, according to supporters? What arguments do critics offer against
them? Write a paper explaining and defending your awn view.

Working in pairs or groups, develop an interpretation of the photo of m?.w
young woman looking in the mirror (p. 570). Take into account the framing
of the photo, the setting, the young woman’s outfit, her posture and expres-
sion, the direction of her gaze, and the fragmented reflection. Present these
interpretations in class and evaluate the persuasiveness of each.

Imagine that you are one of the people in the picture of the four teens
{p- 571) and freewrite about what is happening (or what has just happened).
What are you thinking and feeling at this mement, and why? Compare your
responses to those of classmates: Does the gender of the “character” you
adopt affect your interpretation of the image? If so, how and why?

What does the photo of the victorious boxer (p. 572) suggest mm._oﬁ her feel-
ings at that moment? About her opponent’s response to his loss? What other
messages — about sports or gender or competition, for example — does the
picture convey to you? Point to particular visual details that support your
interpretations.

How would you describe the mood or feeling the photographer vﬁ cap-
tured in the picture of the father and child (p. 573)? How do the light, :m&
setting, the stance, and the expression of each figure contribute to this
impression?

Do you think that “Masculinity” would be an appropriate title for the pic-
ture of the man and child (p. 573)? Why or why not? Eli Reed, the photog-
rapher, titles the photo simply, “Mississippi, 1991”; why do you think he
chose to identify it by place and time rather than by theme?
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“Two Ways a Woman Can Get Hurt”:
b&cmg.%.:m and Violence

Hm»,z K1t BOURNE

Most of us like to think of ourselves as immune to the power of ads —
we know that advertisers use sex to get our attention and that they make
exaggerated claims about a product’s ability to make us attractive, popular,
and successful. Because e can see through these subtle or not-so-subtle
messages, we assume that we're too smart to be swayed by them. But Jean
Kilbourne argues that ads affect us in far more profound and potentially
damaging ways. The way that ads portray bodies — especially women’s
bodies — as objects conditions us to see each other in dehumanizing ways,
thus “normalizing™ attitudes that can lead to sexual aggression. Kilbourne
(b. 1946) has spent most of her professional life teaching and lecturing
about the world of advertising. She has produced award-winning docu-
mentaries on images of women in ads (Killing Us Softly, Slim Hopes) and
tobacco advertising (Pack of Lies). She has also been a member of the
National Advisory Council on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism and has twice
served as an adviser to the surgeon general of the United States. Currently
she serves on the Massachusetts Governor’s Commission on Sexual and
Domestic Abuse and teaches at Wellesley College. Her most recent book,
coauthored by Diane E. Levin, is So Sexy So Soon: The New Sexualized
Childhood and What Parents Can Do to Protect Their Kids (2008). The
Jollowing selection is taken from her 1999 book Can’t Buy My Love: How
Advertising Changes the Way We Think and Feel (formerly titled Deadly
Persuasion).

Sex in advertising is more about disconnection and distance than con-
nection and closeness. It is also more often about power than passion, about
violence than violins. The main goal, as in pornography, is usually power
over another, either by the physical dominance or preferred status of men
or what is seen as the exploitative power of female beauty and female sexu-
ality,. Men conquer and women ensnare, always with the essential aid of a
product. The woman is rewarded for her sexuality by the man’s wealth, as in
an ad for Cigarette boats in which the woman says, while lying in a man’s
embrace clearly after sex, “Does this mean I get a ride in your Cigarette?”

Sex in advertising is pornographic because it dehumanizes and objec-
tifies people, especially women, and because it fetishizes products, imbues
them with an erotic charge — which dooms us to disappointment since
products never can fulfill our sexual desires or meet our emotional needs,
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The poses and postures of advertising are often borrowed from pomogra-
phy, as are many of the themes, such as bondage, sadomasochism, and the
sexual exploitation of children. When a beer ad uses the image of 2 man
licking the high-heeled boot of a woman clad in leather, when bondage is
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used to sell neckties in the New York Times, perfume in The New Yorker,
and watches on city buses, and when a college magazine promotes an $&M
Ball, pornography can be considered mainstream, ,

Most of us know all this by now and I suppose some consider it kinky
good fun. Pornography is more dangerously mainstream when its glorifica-
tion of rape and violence shows up in mass media, in films and television
shows, in comedy and music videos, and in advertising. Male violence is
subtly encouraged by ads that encourage men to be forceful and dominant,
and to value sexual intimacy more than emotional intimacy. “Do you want
to be the one she tells her deep, dark secrets to?” asks a three-page ad for
men'’s cologne. “Or do you want to be her deep, dark secret? The last page

_advises men, “Don’t be such a goed boy.” There are two identical women
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looking adoringly at the man in the ad, but he isn’t looking at either one of
them. Just what is the deep, dark secret? That he’s sleeping with both of
them? Clearly the way to get beautiful women is to ignore them, perhaps
mistreat them.

“Two ways a woman can get hurt,” says an ad for shaving gel, featuring
a razor and a photo of a handsome man. My first thought is that the man is a
batterer or date rapist, but the ad informs us that he is merely a “heart-
breaker.” The gel will protect the woman so that “while guys may continue
to be a pain, shaving most definitely won't.” Desirable men are painful —
heartbreakers at best.

Wouldn't it be wonderful if, realizing the importance of relationships in
all of our lives, we could seek to learn relational skills from women and to
help men develop these strengths in themselves? In fact, we so often do the
opposite. The popular culture usually trivializes these abilities in women,
mocks men who have real intimacy with women (it is almost always married
men in ads and cartoons who are jerks), and idealizes a template for rela-
tionships between men and women that is a recipe for disaster: a template
that views sex as more important than anything else, that ridicules men who
are not in control of their women (who are “pussy-whipped”), and that dis-
parages fidelity and commitment (except, of course, to brand names),

Indeed the very worst kind of man for a woman to be in an intimate
relationship with, often a truly dangerous man, is the one considered most
sexy and desirable in the popular culture. And the men capable of real inti-

macy (the ones we tell our deep, dark secrets to) constantly have their very
:.E.n.wz_p.:wq impugned. Advertising often encourages women to be attracted

=]
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to hostile and indifferent men while encouraging boys to become these
men. This is especially dangerous for those of us who have suffered from
“condemned isolation” in childhood: like heat-seeking missiles, we rush inevi-
tably to mutual destruction.

Men are also encouraged to never take no for an answer. Ad after ad
implies that girls and women don't really mean “no” when they say it, that
women are only teasing when they resist men’s advances. “NO” says an ad
showing a man leaning over a woman against a wall. Is she screaming or
laughing? Oh, it's an ad for deodorant and the second word, in very small
print, is “sweat.” Sometimes it’s “all in good fun,” as in the ad for Possession
shirts and shorts featuring a man ripping the clothes off a worhan who seems
to be having a good time.

And sometimes it is more sinister. A perfume ad running in several
teen magazines features a very young woman, with eyes blackened by
makeup or perhaps something else, and the copy, “Apply generously to your
neck so he can smell the scent as you shake your head ‘no.” ” In other words,
he’ll understand that you don’t really mean it and he can respond to the
scent like any other animal. . .

Sometimes there seemis to be no question but that a man should force a
woman to have sex. A chilling newspaper ad for a bar in Georgetown fea-
tures a closeup of a cocktail and the headline, “If your date won't listen to
reason, try a Velvet Hammer.” A vodka ad pictures a wolf hiding in a flock of
sheep, a hideous grin on its face. We all know what wolves do to sheep. A
campaign for Bacardi Black rum features shadowy figures almost obliterated
by darkness and captions such as “Some people embrace the night because
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the rules of the day do not apply.” What it doesn’t say is that people who are
above the rules do enormous harm to other people, as well as to themselves.

These ads are particularly troublesome, given that between one-third
and three-quarters of all cases of sexual assault involve alcohol consumption
by the perpetrator, the victim, or both.! “Make strangers your friends, and
your friends a lot stranger,” says one of the ads in a Cuervo campaign that
uses colorful cartoon beasts and emphasizes heavy drinking. This ad is espe-
cially disturbing when we consider the role of alcohol in date rape, as is
another ad in the series that says, “The night began with a bottle of Cuervo
and ended with a vow of silence,” Over half of all reported rapes on college
campuses occur when either the victim or the assailant has been m:.b_a.bm.m
Aleohol’s role has different meaning for men and women, however. If a
man is drunk when he commits a rape, he is considered less responsible. If
a woman is drunk (or has had a drink or two or simply met the man in a
bar), she is considered more responsible.

In general, females are still held responsible and hold each other respon-
sible when sex goes wrong — when they become pregnant or are the victims
of rape and sexual assault or cause a scandal. Constantly exhorted to be
sexy and attractive, they discover when assaulted that that very sexiness is
evidence of their guilt, their lack of “innocence.” Sometimes the ads play
on this by “warning” women of what might happen if they use the product.

"Wilsnack, Plaud, Wilsnack, and Klassen, 1997, 262. [All notes are Kilbourne's unless

otherwise indicated.]
*Abbey, Ross, and MeDuffie, 1991. Also Martin, 1992, 230-37.
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“Wear it but beware it,” says a perfume ad. Beware what exactly? Victoria’s
Secret tempts young women with blatantly sexual ads promising that their
lingerie will make them irresistible. Yet when a young woman accused
William Kennedy Smith of raping her, the fact that she wore Victoria’s
Secret panties was used against her as an indication of her immorality. A jury
acquitted Smith, whose alleged history of violence against wemen was niot
permitted to be introduced at trial. .

It is sadly not surprising that the jury was composed mostly of women.
Women are especially cruel judges of other women’s sexual behavior, mostly

=i
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because we are so desperate to believe we are in control of what happens ﬁ.o
us. It is too frightening to face the fact that male violence against women is
irrational and commonplace. It is reassuring to believe that we can 9...@& it
by being good girls, avoiding dark places, staying m_ﬁ a.*. W.E.w. dressing “inno-
cently.” An ad featuring two young women talking Enﬂ.m».m_w at a coffee
shop says, “Carla and Rachel considered nrm_z.mm_cmm open-minded mwn_ non-
judgmental people. Although they did agree Brenda was a tramp.” These
terrible judgments from other women are an important part of what keeps
all women in line. .

1f indifference in a man is sexy, then violence is sometimes downright
erotic. Not surprisingly, this attitude too shows up in advertising. “Push my
buttons,” says a young woman, “I'm looking for a man who can totally floor
me.” Her vulnerability is underscored by the fact that she is in an elevator,
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often a dangerous place for women. She is young, she is submissive (her
eyes are downcast), she is in a dangerous place, and she is dressed Pprovoca-
tively. And she is literally asking for it.

“Wear it out and make it scream,” says a jeans ad portraying a man slid-
ing his hands under a woman’s transparent blouse. This could be a seduc-
tion, but it could as easily be an attack. Although the ad that ran in the
Czech version of Elle portraying three men attacking a woman seems unam-
biguous, the terrifying image is being used to sell jeans to women. So someone
must think that women would find this image compelling or attractive. Why
would we? Perhaps it is simply designed to get our attention, by shocking us
and by arousing unconscious anxiety. Or perhaps the intent is more subtle
and it is designed to play into the fantasies of domination and even rape that
some women use in order to maintain an illusion of being in control (we are
the ones having the fantasies, after all, we are the directors),

A camera ad features a woman’s torso wrapped in plastic, her hands
tied behind her back. A smiling woman in a lipstick ad has a padlocked chain
around her neck. An ad for MTV shows a vulnerable young woman, her
breasts exposed, and the simple copy “Bitch.” A perfume ad features a man
shadowboxing with what seems to be a woman.

Sometimes women are shown dead or in the process of being killed.
“Great hair never dies,” says an ad featuring a female corpse lying on a bed,
her breasts exposed. An ad in the Italian version of Vogue shows a man aim-
ing a gun at a nude woman wrapped in plastic, a leather briefcase covering
her face. And an ad for Bitch skateboards, for God’s sake, shows a cartoon
version of a similar scene, this time clearly targeting young people. We

1

5
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believe we are not affected by these images, but most of us experience vis-
ceral shock when we pay conscious attention to them. Could they be any
less shocking to us on an unconscious level?

Most of us become numb to these images, just as we become numb to
the daily litany in the news of women being raped, battered, and ﬂ:mm.
According to former surgeon general Antonia Novello, battery is the single
greatest cause of injury to women in America, more common than auto-
mobile accidents, muggings, and stranger rapes combined, and more than
one-third of women slain in this country die at the hands of husbands or
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boyfriends.? Throughout the world, the biggest problem for most women is
simply surviving at home. The Global Report on Women’s Human Rights
concluded that “Domestic violence is a leading cause of female injury in
almost every country in the world and is typically ignored by the state or
only erratically punished.” Although usually numb to these facts on a con-
scious level, most women live in a state of subliminal terror, a state that,
according to Mary Daly,” keeps us divided both from each other and from
our most passionate, powerful, and creative selves,®

Ads don’t directly cause violence, of course. But the violent images con-
tribute to the state of terror. And objectification and disconnection create a
climate in which there is widespread and increasing violence. Turning a
human being into a thing, an object, is almost always the first step toward
justifying violence against that person. It is very difficult, perhaps impos-
sible, to be violent to someone we think of as an equal, someone we have
empathy with, but it is very easy to abuse a thing. We see this with racism,
with homophobia. The person becomes an object and violence is inevitable.
This step is already taken with women. The violence, the abuse, is partly the
chilling but logical result of the objectification.

An editorial in Advertising Age suggests that even some advertisers are
concerned about this: “Clearly it's time to wipe out sexism in beer ads; for

*Novello, 1991. Also Blumenthal, 1995.

“Wright, 1985, A2,

*Mary Daly: Radical feminist scholar and author (1928-2010). [Eds.]
SWeil, 1999, 21.
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the brewers and their agencies to wake up and join the rest of America
in realizing that sexism, sexual harassment, and the cultural portrayal of
women in advertising are inextricably linked.”” Alas, this editorial was writ-
ten in 1991 and nothing has changed.

It is this link with violence that makes the objectification of women
a more serious issue than the objectification of men. Our economic system
constantly requires the development of new markets. Not surprisingly, men’s
bodies are the latest territory to be exploited. Although we are growing
more used to it, in the beginning the male sex object came as a surprise. In
1994 a “gender bender” television commercial in which a bevy of women
office workers gather to watch a construction worker doff his shirt to quaff a
Diet Coke led to so much hoopla that you'd have thought women were
mugging men on Madison Avenue.®

There is no question that men are used as sex objects in ads now as
never before, We often see nude women with fully clothed men in ads (as in
art), but the reverse was unheard of, until recently. These days some ads do
feature clothed and often aggressive women with nude men. And women
sometimes blatantly objectify men, as in the Metroliner ad that says, “ ‘She’s
reading Nietzsche,” Harris noted to himself as he walked towards the café
car for a glass of cabernet. And as he passed her seat, Maureen looked up
from her book and thought, "Nice buns.””

TBrewers can help fight sexism, 1991, 28,
iKilbourne, 1994, F13,
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Although these ads are often funny, it is never a good thing for human
beings to be objectified. However, there is a world of difference between
the objectification of men and that of women. The most important differ-
ence is that there is no danger for most men, whereas objectified women
are always at risk. In the Diet Coke ad, for instance, the women are murwm?
cally separated from the shirtless man. He is the one in control, His body is
powerful, not passive. Imagine a true role reversal of this ad: a group of
businessmen gather to leer at a beautiful woman worker on her break, who
removes her shirt before drinking her Diet Coke. This scene would be
frightening, not funny, as the Diet Coke ad is. And why is the Diet Coke
ad funny? Because we know it doesn’t describe any truth. However, the ads
featuring images of male violence against women do describe a truth, a truth
we are all aware of, on one level or another.,
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When power is unequal, when one group is oppressed and discrimi-
nated against as @ group, when there is a context of systemic and historical
oppression, stereotypes and prejudice have different weight and meaning,
As Anna Quindlen® said, writing about “reverse racism™: “Hatred by the
powerful, the majority, has a different weight —and often very different
effects — than hatred by the powerless, the minority.™® When men objec-
tify women, they do so in a cultural context in which women are constantly
objectified and in which there are consequences — from economic discrim-
ination to violence — to that objectification.

For men, though, there are no such consequences. Men's bodies are
not routinely judged and invaded. Men are not likely to be raped, harassed,
or beaten (that is to say, men presumed to be heterosexual are not, and very
few men are abused in these ways by women). How many men are fright-
ened to be alone with a woman in an elevator? How many men cross the
street when a group of women approaches? Jackson Katz, who writes and
lectures on male violence, often begins his workshops by asking men to
describe the things they do every day to protect themselves from sexual
assault. The men are surprised, puzzled, sometimes amused by the ques-
tion. The women understand the question easily and have no trouble at all
coming up with a list of responses. We don’t list our full names in the phone
directory or on our mailboxes, we try not to be alone after dark, we carry
our keys in our hands when we approach our cars, we always look in the
back seat before we get in, we are wary of elevators and doorways and bushes,
we carry pepper sprays, whistles, Mace.

Nonetheless, the rate of sexual assault in the United States is the high-
est of any industrialized nation in the world."* According to a 1998 study by
the federal government, one in five of us has been the victim of rape or
attempted rape, most often before our seventeenth birthday. And more
than half of us have been physically assaulted, most often by the men we
live with. In fact, three of four women in the study who responded that they
had been raped or assaulted as adults said the perpetrator was a current or
former husband, a cohabiting partner or a date.” The article reporting the
results of this study was buried on page twenty-three of my local news-
paper, while the front page dealt with a long story about the New England
Patriots football team.

A few summers ago, a Diet Pepsi commercial featured Cindy Crawford
being ogled by two boys (they seemed to be about twelve years old) as she
got out of her car and bought a Pepsi from a machine. The boys made very

>

suggestive cornments, which in the end turned out to be about the Pepsi’s

%Anna Quindlen: Novelist and Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who often writes about
women's issues (b, 1853}, [Eds.]

YQuindlen, 1992, E17.

YBlumenthal, 1995, 2.

"Tjaden and Thoennes, 1995,
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can rather than Ms, Crawford’s. There was no outery: the boys™ behavior
was acceptable and ordinary enough for a soft-drink commercial.

Again, let us imagine the reverse: a sexy man gets out of a car in the
countryside and two preteen girls make suggestive comments, seemingly
about his body, especially his buns. We would fear for them and rightly so.
wﬁ the boys already have the right to ogle, to view women’s bodies as prop-
erty to be looked at, commented on, touched, perhaps eventually hit and
raped. The boys have also learned that men ogle primarily to impress other
men (and to affirm their rmﬁmwommwcwmac. If anyone is in potential danger in
this ad, it is the woman (regardless of the age of the boys). Men are not seen
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as property in this way by women. Indeed if a woman does whistle at a man
or touches his body or even makes direct eye contact, it is still she who is at
risk and the man who has the power.

“T always lower my eyes to see if a man is worth following,” says the
woman in an ad for men’s pants. Although the ad is offensive to everyone,
the woman is endangering only herself,

“Where women are women and men are roadkill,” says an ad for motor-
cycle clothing featuring an angry-looking African American woman. Women
are sometimes hostile and angry in ads these days, especially women of color
who are often seen as angrier and more threatening than white women. But,
regardless of color, we all know that women are far more likely than men to
end up as roadkill — and, when it happens, they are blamed for being on the
road in the first place.

Even little girls are sometimes held responsible for the violence against
them. In 1990 a male Canadian judge accused a three-year-old girl of being
“sexually aggressive” and suspended the sentence of her molester, who was
then free to return to his job of baby-sitter.'* The deeply held belief that
all women, regardless of age, are really temptresses in disguise, nymphets,
sexually insatiable and seductive, conveniently transfers all blame and re-
sponsibility onto women,

Two men and a baby, 1990, 10.
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All women are vulnerable in a culture in which there is such wide-
spread objectification of women’s bodies, such glorification of disconnec-
tion, so much violence against women, and such blaming of the victim. When
everything and everyone is sexualized, it is the powerless who are most at
risk. Young girls, of course, are especially vulnerable. In the past twenty
years or so, there have been several trends in fashion and advertising that
could be seen as cultural reactions to the women’s movement, as perhaps
unconscious fear of female power. One has been the obsession with thin-
ness. Another has been an increase in images of violence against women.
Most disturbing has been the increasing sexualization of children, especially
girls. Sometimes the little girl is made up and seductively posed. Sometimes
the language is suggestive. “Very cherry,” says the ad featuring a sexy little
African American girl who is wearing a dress with cherries all over it. A
shocking ad in a gun magazine features a smiling little girl, a toddler, in a
bathing suit that is tugged up suggestively in the rear. The copy beneath the
photo says, “short BUTTS from FLEMING FIREARMS.”** Other times
girls are juxtaposed with grown women, as in the ad for underpants that says
“You already know the feeling.”

This is not only an American phenomenon. A growing national obses-
sion in Japan with schoolgirls dressed in uniforms is called “Loli-con,” after

“Herbert, 1999, WK 17.
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Lolita."® In Tokyo hundreds of “image clubs” allow Japanese men to act out
their fantasies with make-believe schoolgirls. A magazine called V-Club fea-
turing pictures of naked elementary-school girls competes with another called
Anatomical Illustrations of Junior High School Girls.'® Masao Miyamoto, a
male psychiatrist, suggests that Japanese men are turning to girls because
they feel threatened by the growing sophistication of older women,”

In recent years, this sexualization of little girls has become even more
disturbing as hints of violence enter the picture. A three-page ad for Prada
clothing features a girl or very young woman with a barely pubescent body,
clothed in what seem to be cotton panties and perhaps a training bra, viewed
through a partially opened door. She seems surprised, startled, worried, as
if she’s heard a strange sound or glimpsed someone watching her. I suppose
this could be a woman awaiting her lover, but it could as easily be a girl
being preyed upon.

The 1996 murder of six-year-old JonBenet Ramsey"® was a gold mine for
the media, combining as it did child pornography and violence. In November
of 1997 Advertising Age reported in an article entitled “JonBenet keeps hold
on magazines” that the child had been on five magazine covers in October,
“Enough to capture the Cover Story lead for the month. The pre-adolescent
beauty queen, found slain in her home last Christmas, garnered 6.5 points,

YLolita: The title character of Vladimir Nabokov's 1955 novel, Lolita is a young girl who
is sexnally pursued by her stepfather. [Eds.]

!%Schoolgirls as sex toys, 1897, 2E.

TIbid.

“JonBenet Ramsey: Six-year-old beauty-pageant winner who was sexual
murdered in her Boulder, Colorado, home in 1996. [Eds.]
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The case earned a triple play [italics mine] in the National Enguirer, and one-
time appearances on People and Star.™® Imagine describing a six-year-old
child as “pre-adolescent.”

Sometimés the models in ads are children, other times they just look
like children. Kate Moss was twenty when she said of herself, “I look twelve.”®
She epitomized the vacant, hollow-cheeked look known as “heroin chic” that
was popular in the mid-nineties. She also often looked vulnerable, abused,
and exploited. In one ad she-is nude in the corner of a huge sofa; cringing as
if braced for an impending sexual assault. In another she is lying nude on
her stomach, pliant, available, androgynous enough to appeal to all kinds of
pedophiles. In a music video she is dead and bound to a chair while Johnny
Cash sings “Delia’s Gone.” : !

It is not surprising that Kate Moss models for Calvin Klein, the fashion
designer who specializes in breaking taboos and thereby getting himself
public outrage, media coverage, and more bang for his buck. In 1995 he
brought the federal government down on himself by running a campaign
that may have crossed the line into child pormography.®! Very young models
(and others who just seemed young) were featured in lascivious print ads
and in television commercials designed to mimic child porn. The models
were awkward, self-conscious. In one commercial, a boy stands in what
seems to be a finished basement. A male voiceover tells him he has a great
body and asks him to take off his shirt. The boy seems embarrassed but he
complies. There was a great deal of protest, which brought the issue into

¥Tohnson, 1667, 42,
"Leo, 1994, 27.

Ugloan, 1996, 27.
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national consciousness but which also gave Klein the publicity and free
media coverage he was looking for. He pulled the ads but, at the same time,
projected that his jeans sales would almost double from $115 million to
$220 million that year, partly because of the free publicity but also because
the controversy made his critics seem like prudes and thus positioned Klein
as the daring rebel, a very appealing image to the majority of his customers.

Having learned from this, in 1999 Klein launched a very brief advertis-
ing campaign featuring very little children frolicking in their underpants,
which included a controversial billboard in Times Square.? Although in
some ways this campaign was less offensive than the earlier one and might
have gone unnoticed had the ads come from a department store catalog
rather than from Calvin Klein, there was the expected protest and Klein
quickly withdrew the ads, again getting a windfall of media coverage. In my
opinion, the real obscenity of this campaign is the whole idea of people buy-
ing designer underwear for their little ones, especially in a country in which
at least one in five children doesn’t have enough to eat.

Although boys are sometimes sexualized in an overt way, they are more
often portrayed as sexually precocious, as in the Pepsi commercial featuring
the young boys ogling Cindy Crawford or the jeans ad portraying a very
little boy looking up a woman’s skirt. Tt may seem that I am reading too
much into this ad, but imagine if the genders were reversed. We would fear
for a little girl who was unzipping a man’s fly in an ad (and we would be
shocked, I would hope). Boys are vulnerable to sexual abuse too, but cultural
attitudes make it difficult to take this seriously. As a result, boys are less likely
to report abuse and to get treatment.

2 Associated Press, 1999, February 18, A7,

KILBOURNE e “TWO WAYS A WOMAN CAN GET HURT” 595

Many boys grow up feeling that they are unmanly if they are not always
“ready for action,” capable of and interested in sex with any woman who
is available. Advertising doesn’t cause this attitude, of course, but it con-
tributes to it. A Levi Strauss commercial that ran in Asia features the shock
of a schoolboy who discovers that the seductive young woman who has
slipped a note into the jeans of an older student is his teacher. And an ad for
BIC pens pictures a young boy wearing X-ray glasses while ogling the der-
riere of an older woman. Again, these ads would be unthinkable if the gen-
ders were reversed. It is increasingly difficult in such a toxic environment to
see children, boys or girls, as children.

In the past few years there has been a proliferation of sexually
grotesque toys for boys, such as a Spider Man female action figure whose
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exaggerated breasts have antennae coming out of them and a female Spawn
figure with carved skulls for breasts. Meantime even children have easy access
to pornography in video games and on the World Wide Web, which inchudes
explicit photographs of women having intercourse with groups of men, with
dogs, donkeys, horses, and snakes; photographs of women being raped and
tortured; some of these women made up to look like little girls.

It is hard for girls not to learn self-hatred in an environment in which
there is such widespread and open contempt for women and girls. In 1997 a
company called Senate distributed clothing with inside labels that included,
in addition to the usual cleaning instructions, the line “Destroy all girls.” A
Senate staffer explained that he thought it was “kind of cool.”® Given all
this, it's not surprising that when boys and girls were asked in a recent study
to write an essay on what it would be like to be the other gender, many
boys wrote they would rather be dead. Girls had no trouble writing essays
about activities, power, freedom, but boys were often stuck, could think of
nothing,

1t is also not surprising that, in such an environment, sexual harassment
is considered normal and ordinary. According to an article in the journal
Eating Disorders:

In our work with young women, we have heard countless accounts of
this contempt being expressed by their male peers: the girls who do
not want to walk down a certain hallway in their high school because
they are afraid of being publicly rated on a scale of one to ten; the girls
who are subjected to barking, grunting and mooing calls and labels of
“dogs, cows, ar pigs” when they pass by groups of male students; those
who are teased about not measuring up to buxom, bikini-clad [mod-
els]; and the girls who are grabbed, pinched, groped, and fondled as
they try to make their way through the school corridors.

FWire and Times staff reports, 1997, D1,
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Harassing words do not slide harmlessly away as the taunting
sounds dissipate. . . . They are slowly absorbed into the child’s identity
and developing sense of self, becoming an essential part of who she
sees herself to be. Harassment involves the use of words as weapons to
inflict pain and assert power. Harassing words are meant to instill fear,
heighten bodily discomfort, and diminish the sense of self.4

It is probably difficult for those of us who are older to understand how
devastating and cruel and pervasive this harassment is, how different from
the “teasing” some of us might remember from our own childhoods (not
that that didn’t hurt and do damage as well). A 1993 report by the American
Association of University Women found that 76 percent of female students
in grades eight to eleven and 56 percent of male students said they had
been sexually harassed in school.” One high-school junior described a year
of torment at her vocational school: “The boys call me slut, bitch. They call
me a ten-timer, because they say I go with ten guys at the same time. I put
up with it because I have no choice. The teachers say it's because the boys
think I'm pretty.”®

High school and junior high school have always been hell for those
who were different in any way (gay teens have no doubt suffered the most,
although “overweight” girls are a close second), but the harassment is more
extreme and more physical these days. Many young men feel they have the
right to judge and touch young women and the women often feel they have
no choice but to submit. One young woman recalled that “the guys at school
routinely swiped their hands across girls’ legs to patrol their shaving prowess
and then taunt them if they were slacking off. If I were running late, I'd
protect myself by faux shaving — just momnm the strip between the bottom of
my jeans and the top of my cotton socks.”?

Sexual battery, as well as inappropriate sexual gesturing, touching, and
fondling, is increasing not only in high schools but in elementary and
middle schools as well. There are reports of sexual assaults by students on
other students as young as eight. A fifth-grade boy in Georgia repeatedly
touched the breasts and genitals of one of his fellow students while saying,
“I want to get in bed with you” and “I want to feel your boobs.” Authorities
did nothing, although the girl complained and her grades fell. When her
parents found a suicide note she had written, they took the board of educa-
tion to court.®

*Larkin, Rice, and Russell, 1996, 5--26.
*Daley and Vigue, 1999, A12.

*Hart, 1998, A12,

Mackler, 1998, 56.

*Daley and Vigue, 1089, A1, Al2,
*Shin, 1999, 32.




